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Costs of many preventive medical exams vary as
much as 700%

WASHINGTON – A new report shows costs vary as much as 700% for some preventive

examinations, and as the federal health care law increases demand for those

procedures, it can mean an increase in premiums if employees don't pay attention to

those costs.

Over the past year, health plans and self-insured

employers began paying for wellness exams — diabetes

screening, mammographies, Pap smears and

colonoscopies — as required by the law, without charging

consumers a deductible or co-payment. But in looking at

15,000 consumers, a research group has found cost

differences of hundreds of dollars charged for the same

tests. Colonoscopy costs, for example, ranged from $786

to $1,819.

"I wasn't surprised that there was variability, but the

degree of variability surprised me," says Doug Ghertner,

president of Change Healthcare, which works with

businesses to determine costs of health care procedures.

"The absolute dollars for colonoscopies were pretty big."

STORY: 5% of patients account for half of health care
spending

STORY: Major health care changes took effect in 2011

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

predicted a 1.5% increase in premiums because of the

new exam requirements. Doug Ghertner, Change

Healthcare president, says consumers will see a direct

correlation between premium increases and their choice

of health provider. The "consumer is typically isolated

from the cost," he says. "People think they have zero

financial responsibility."

Several factors affect prices: whether a provider is in a rural or urban area; whether the

service is performed at a hospital, a doctor's office or an ambulatory clinic; and whether a

clinic specializes in a certain procedure, such as a colonoscopy.

Patient's role in price

As demand increases, prices may continue to rise, Ghertner says. "Companies are

saying, 'How am I going to deal with these increases?' " he says.

They need to make the cost information available and provide an incentive for employees

to seek less-costly care for equal- or better-quality services, he says.
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Francois de Brantes, executive director for the Health Care Incentives Improvement

Institute, says there's no question that there's variance in costs, but adds that sometimes

it's also the patient's decision. For example, many patients choose general anesthesia

during colonoscopies, which can affect the cost significantly. This also can mean that a

doctor goes ahead with a second procedure, such as an endoscopy or removing a polyp,

while the patient is under.

In Colorado, that has meant that the cost of colonoscopies far outweighs the total amount

the state spends for all diabetes care, according to a recent study from the institute, he

says. His organization supports bundled payments, rather than fee-for-service, as a way

to cut costs.

Health care providers need to look at alternatives to costly procedures that affect a

minority of patients, he says. Until recently, mammographies were urged yearly for all

women after age 40. After several studies, the age was raised to 50 because many

women were getting unnecessary biopsies.

"It's a very difficult policy decision," de Brantes says. "At some point, policymakers need to

come to terms with the fact that what's good for a minority might not be good for a

majority."

Incentive to shop around

Insurance providers have looked at the issue. Rachelle Cunningham, Regence Blueshield

spokeswoman, says the health care company has provided a tool for customers to

compare costs.

The variations in cost did not surprise Andy Webber, president and CEO of the National

Business Coalition on Health, a non-profit that works for health care reform. "The problem

is not whether or not these services are needed. They're very important."

He says researchers are seeing more variation, and that it's greatest in for-profit care.

Often, he says, consumers don't even ask about price because they're getting the service

for "free," but also because doctor's offices don't list prices. Employers should be asking

their health plans and making sure that information gets to their employees.

And they should make sure employees understand why there's a direct correlation to their

own costs, he says. Safeway grocery chain employees have a certain amount to spend on

a procedure. If they go to a place that charges more, the patient has to pay the difference.

The company also provides cost-comparison information.

That could mean lower prices across the board in the future, Webber says. "I think free

markets do work. … Incentives and transparency and competitive markets can drive

prices down."
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Theodosius Mandelbrot ·  Top Commenter · Works at All continents but Antarctica.

Noobody likes the 700% cost differential, which makes no sense, but it is universally agreed that
preventitive medicine is the best medicine.

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 5 at 8:31pm9

Shelby Vaughn ·  Top Commenter

Doctors should be required to post prices or provide financial counseling before procedures are performed.

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 6 at 1:36am5

Michael Edwards ·  Top Commenter

Screening isn't PREVENTION, they only detect diseases that are already there! True prevention involves
awareness and education-as directed by a Certified Health Educator. When are insurance companies going
to include these services in their deductions or allow Health Educators to direct bill patients when they
PREVENT diseases, like other healthcare providers do when they "treat" them??

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 5 at 8:59pm4

Alexander Cardosa ·  Top Commenter

Its American healthcare version of preventive, please leave logic back home when trying to
figure out our healthcare system.

Reply ·  · Like · April 7 at 3:26am1

Jwtx Whitten ·  Top Commenter

HIGH TIME FOR AMERICANS TO BOYCOTT HEALTH CARE, FDA, HOSPITALS REFUSE TO GO TO THEM
TAKE CARE OF YOURSELFS YOU CAN DO IT. STAY AWAY FROM THESE CROOKED SOBS !

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 6 at 9:13am2

John Bengel ·  Top Commenter · Retired Pharmacist at Retired Pharmacist

Screening costs especially imaging and unnecessary blood work is killing medicare. Way overdone.

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 5 at 9:04pm2

David Smith ·  Top Commenter · Auburn University

This whole article is pure BS.
Did they take into condition the difference in health of the patients? There could be a medical reason why
one patient needed different care. We aren't just talking about one place charging $100 for an x-ray and
another $300. With some tests, different anesthesia and different hospital stays are necessary due to
health concerns.
Secondly, if the company is not using managed care, WHY THE HECK NOT??? Every time I get an EOB (list
of what the insurance paid) they pay a flat rate for each procedure no matter what the doctor charged. My
wife's ear surgery was billed at $60,000 by the hospital and the insurance paid $20,000. Our deductible was
$900 and they wrote off about $39,100. The insurance may allow a little more for regional pricing but no
way in hell are they going to pay 700% more in NY than in St Louis for example.

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 5 at 10:39pm1

Dustin Bell ·  Top Commenter

You are just babbling...

Reply · Like · April 6 at 6:45am

David Smith ·  Top Commenter · Auburn University

Dustin Bell What part is untrue? What part is not on point to the discussion? You just don't
agree.

Reply · Like · April 8 at 5:23pm

Nancy Geren Carter

Over the past year, health plans and self-insured employers began paying for wellness exams — diabetes
screening, mammographies, Pap smears and colonoscopies — as required by the law, without charging
consumers a deductible or co-payment." However, I have found that costs are broken down to many bills-
the facility, the meds, multiple med. personnel, labs, etc. - each with their own bill.

Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · April 5 at 8:25pm1

Theodosius Mandelbrot ·  Top Commenter · Works at All continents but Antarctica.

True, but my insurance has paid all of those bills, as it has in the past, and will continue to do
in the future, for my family.

Reply ·  · Like · April 5 at 8:29pm4

Walt Palka ·  Top Commenter · President at Self employed

Theodosius Mandelbrot Yes and we blame insurance companies for the ills in the medical field
costs when the bad guys are the physicians, labs, pharmacy industry and hospitals over billing
which leads to increased costs of our medical insurance premiums. Until consumers start to
question their doctors as to why they are ordering unessesary tests and drugs, all of our
premiums will just keep going up and up. Obamacare hasn't addressed the rising cost of
medical care and therefore won't pass the test and deserves to be defeated after the next
election if not in the courts.

Reply ·  · Like · April 5 at 8:40pm3

Ted Wilke ·  Top Commenter · Eaton Corporation

Theodosius Mandelbrot Good thing you don't pay for health insurance. Because as all those
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