T. Donald Rucker, Ph.D.

(1925 - 2007)

In November 2003, health economist T. Donald Rucker, Ph.D., received the Avedis Donabedian Award for his lifetime contributions in prescription drug policy.  At the Medical Care section award ceremony, Rucker presented his paper, “Improving Quality Improvement in Health Care: Foundations and Frontiers.”  He introduced an innovative infrastructure to advance the scientific basis of quality-improvement/quality-assurance methods, especially concerning roles of drug formularies and drug utilization review.

Rucker honed his research in formularies and drug utilization review over 40 years, the majority of those in academia as professor and chair of the department of pharmacy administration at the University of Illinois at Chicago and earlier at The Ohio State University.  His students quickly mastered the first of the so-called “Rucker’s Laws” – If one asks the wrong question, the odds are very high that one will receive the wrong answer.  Other academic posts included the University of Michigan, University of Ashton (Birmingham, England), and Franklin & Marshall College (Lancaster, Pennsylvania).  

In preparation for Medicare’s implementation in 1965, Rucker was recruited to the Social Security Administration to serve as Chief, Drug Studies Branch, Division of Health Insurance.  He worked on the Department of Health, Education and Welfare’s Task Force on Prescription Drugs, which delved into such prescient issues as drug pricing, marketing, rational prescribing, and ensuring that drug program design “be simple enough that patients do not become unduly burdened in obtaining benefits.” The Task Force efforts were later described as “the first systematic attempt by the [executive] branch of the government to define and evaluate major public policy issues associated with drug use and insurance, beyond the traditional regulatory matters pertaining to product purity, safety and efficacy.”
 Many of their recommendations remained especially pertinent for decades, including while implementing the Medicare Part D outpatient prescription drug benefit in 2006.  
Rucker’s research was recognized throughout his career with awards from the Social Security Administration, the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (precursor to Health and Human Services), the American Society of Health-System Pharmacists, the American Pharmacists Association, and the American Public Health Association.  He graduated from Miami University (Oxford, Ohio), The Ohio State University, and the Maxwell School of Syracuse University (where he earned his doctorate).  

In 1999, Rucker and his wife moved to a new retirement community where he quickly established a music series and relished his impresario role, arranging more than 130 concerts.  Classical music, Rucker said, “is a rare opportunity to live in heaven while walking on earth.”  In 2007, he died suddenly at home, just hours after presiding over a chamber music concert.  In her eulogy, his daughter described the “wonderful irony” of his passing: that a man “who spent half his life working to improve our health care system managed to totally bypass it upon his quiet, effortless exit… on his own terms.” 
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