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Memphis-area employers urged to reform
health care payments
Employers are the ones they've been waiting for to tame health
costs

By Kevin McKenzie
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Updated 12:32 a.m., August 30, 2013

The statistics showing high health care costs and wasted dollars piled up Thursday
as Memphis-area employers were urged to push for new ways of paying doctors and
hospitals for their services.

A knee replacement that would cost $8,500 in Sweden would cost $26,000 for
someone in the United States covered by a company’s health plan, Francois de
Brantes, executive director of the Health Care Incentives Institute told those attending
the Memphis Business Group on Health annual conference.

A key cause driving up U.S. health care costs that have risen to 20 percent of
household income is the traditional “fee for service” payment system, de Brantes,
among others, said. Regardless of the affordability or quality of care, the traditional
payment method encourages more tests and procedures. Studies show that about
30 percent of costs are wasted.

“We cannot expect behavior to change if we are constantly encouraging them to be
bad,” de Brantes told the audience by telephone as his slideshow went on.

The institute is based in Newtown, Conn., and flight delays kept him from reaching
Memphis, said Cristie Upshaw Travis, chief executive officer of the Memphis
Business Group on Health.

Ninety percent of health care payments are still made under the fee-for-service
model and it will take employers pushing for change and consumers armed with
information about costs to make the change, he said.

Donna Marshall, executive director of the Colorado Business Group on Health, gave
a talk about how that group of employers, working with primary care physicians and
using medical data-crunching software, is targeting costs and offering doctors a
share of the savings.

For primary care physicians, that might mean being asked to see patients more to
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avoid more costly hospital stays or emergency room visits later, Marshall said.

Change, she said, will require a “community lift.”

“Only employers, the true buyers, can untangle the knot, but no individual employer
can do it alone a or without engaging providers,” she said.

Bundling payment, providing a single fee for all the care required for a particular, and
requiring a “warranty” if the medical fix doesn’t work are examples of changes that
pay reform bring. In Sweden, knee replacement comes with a bundled price and a
five-year warranty for the procedure, de Brantes said.

While he said too little change has occurred for a decade, Brooks Daverman, the
director of Tennessee Division of Health Care Finance Administration’s Strategic
Planning and Innovation Group said that Gov. Bill Haslam is committed to payment
reform and, with the help of a federal grant, installing new models for TennCare.

Describing the efforts in detail, Daverman said the health care payment reforms are
similar to the governor’s moves to link pay for performance in education and with
state employees.

Three representatives of major health insurers, Aetna, Cigna and BlueCross
BlueShield, also described efforts underway in Memphis and elsewhere with “patient
centered medical homes,” bundling and smaller, “clinically integrated” physician
networks.

The Memphis Business Group on Health is a coalition of private and public
employers, including FedEx and First Horizon, focused on managing the cost and
quality of health benefits.

__

Presentations from Memphis Business Group on Health’s fifth annual conference,
held at the Holiday Inn at the University of Memphis, will be available next week on
the group’s website, memphisbusinessgroup.org.
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