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By Wendy Ebner
One of the steadfast hallmarks of capitalism has been the almighty price
tag.

Businesses have thrived in part by providing the best price. Companies
that can't show value are quickly overshadowed and eventually
eliminated by their competition.

Yet, when it comes to the American health-care system, common
practice and common sense are both thrown out the window.

Patients are

quick to purchase medical procedures
2 0 twe8ets 0 and supplies without knowing the cost,
stemming from years of using employer-
sponsored health insurance plans.
People don't commonly shop around;
they have no idea whether the doctor they are choosing is providing the best service for a fair
price.
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When the bill can quickly escalate into thousands of dollars, it is simply amazing that prospective
patients don't routinely ask: "Hey, what's this all going to cost?"

This historically backward approach to health care is of growing concern to the New Jersey
Association of Health Underwriters (NJAHU). No one, it seems, is well-served with mystery
pricing:

"¢ Consumers have become hesitant to seek medical attention because of the added potential
stress of a large medical bill for which they do not have adequate coverage.

"¢ Insurance carriers often reluctantly pay a percentage of dubious bills after services are
rendered, when it's too late to ask questions.

"¢ Health-care providers often believe the insurance company is not paying enough and invoke
the practice of "balance billing" on a regular basis.

Providers have claimed they cannot reveal reimbursement amounts from the insurance carrier, as
it affects their competitiveness in the marketplace. NJAHU vehemently disagrees with this
approach.

Our association members -- advocates for hundreds of thousands of insured people in New Jersey
-- believe it's long overdue for providers of health care in New Jersey to disclose the cost of
medical products and services to patients up-front.

Transparency is a win-win, as patients could become more comfortable with the process,
providers could receive payment more easily and, we can assume, costs would be cheaper to
carriers as patients shop around.

In a recent survey by the Society of Actuaries, health-care actuaries believe that creating more
transparency between doctors and patients, as well as between the provider community and
patients, could be at least somewhat effective in reducing health-care costs.

For New Jerseyans fortunate enough to have health insurance, each procedure and diagnosis they
receive has a billing code that carriers use to determine payment. Depending on the insurance
carrier and its contract with the provider, rates for the same procedure can vary dramatically.

Patients need to know the costs beforehand to determine whether they should be getting the
procedure done elsewhere to maximize their insurance coverage.

The 1.4 million uninsured people in New Jersey are feeling the economic squeeze of everyday life.

They commonly are not told how much a medical procedure costs, and there is no question the
provider should detail the cost to the last penny.
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