Figuring out how to pay your medical bills
Family to Family Health Information Center-Family Voices @ SPAN
If you are experiencing financial difficulties but have medical bills, here are some tips for figuring out how to negotiate with your health provider.  Remember that your doctor, hospital, medical lab, etc. are aware of the current financial situation – and that they are accustomed to negotiating with insurers.  A hospital may have multiple rates for one procedure depending on who is paying for it – Medicaid, Medicare, a private insurer, or someone without insurance.

Step 1: Don’t be shy or intimidated!  Let your doctor or other health provider know that you are struggling financially, especially if you have your job or are no longer covered by health insurance.  If that makes you uncomfortable, then go to the billing manager.  The office may be able to offer you a discount of 10-30% depending on the practice.  Specialists may offer an even bigger break.  Another option is a plan in which you pay your balance in installments or on a monthly basis, without interest.

It is in both your best interest and the best interest of the health professional to avoid dealing with a bill collector.  But remember that you are negotiating for your health, so be respectful and avoid trying to get your doctor to reduce rates by asking him/her to “match” the rate of another provider.  

Step 2:  Offer to pay cash upfront if you can afford it.  Health providers can lose thousands of dollars every year on unpaid bills and many spend uncompensated hours haggling with insurers over reimbursements.  If you can make their life simpler by offering to pay right away, you are likely to get at least a small discount.

Step 3:  Address your need for a discount upfront.  If you are going to have surgery but don’t have insurance, or are facing a high hospital co-pay, call the hospital’s billing department before checking into the hospital.  Explain that you would like to discuss getting a discount and why.  You might say, “I would like you to pay the lowest rate you given an insurance company.”  

The same is true if you are going in for a lab procedure.  Charges for lab work can be very expensive, but the numbers you see on your lab statement may not reflect what most insurers actually pay.  Negotiate just as you would with your doctor or hospital. For example, Quest Diagnostics, the largest clinical laboratory in the country, offers a six-month interest-free payment plan as well as financial assistance for those with real hardship. 

Step 4:  Make a counteroffer.  Like doctors, hospitals would rather be paid something than nothing.  In 2007, they lost $34 billion on uncompensated care, up 55% from 2002.  So hospitals would rather set up a payment plan with you than turn it over to a collections agency and have to eventually write it off as a loss.[image: image1.wmf]
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Step 5: Check out Medicare or Medicaid rates.  Find out what Medicare or Medicaid would pay for your condition or surgery, since these programs tend to pay less than private insurers.  You can find out by going to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ website at www.hospitalcompare.hhs.gov; then click on the gray button, “find and compare hospitals.”  Use these numbers as the starting point for  your negotiation with your healthcare provider.
Step 6.  See if you qualify for Charity Care, Medicaid or Medicare.  If your situation is truly dire or your bill is very large, you may qualify for charity care. But you’ll have to show the hospital proof of your income and your hardship.  Your reduced financial situation may also make you available for public health insurance for yourself or your children, such as Medicaid, Medicare, or the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (New Jersey Family Care).  To find out if you qualify for New Jersey public health insurance, go to www.njhelps.org.  It can also screen you for other New Jersey government programs that are intended to help you and your family out during your time of economic need.
For other assistance, contact the Statewide Parent Advocacy Network at our toll-free warm-line, 800-654-SPAN.
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