Health Care Price Transparency

We currently have a medical system that is unsustainable and badly in need of reform.  Unfortunately, no one has a clear picture of the problem.  Before we start changing the tangled mess of medical bureaucracy, it seems prudent to understand the problem fully.  

The American medical system began with individual physicians treating patients within a small area and making their own arrangements for payment.  We built on local hospitals and physician groups with a network of health insurance programs.  Finally, we added national programs like Medicare and Medicaid.  These programs have not integrated naturally, however.  Because insurance programs foot most of the bill, few people actually know what they are paying for, and we are finally reaching a point where everyone agrees - there has to be a better way.

Unlike any other business in America, people walk into a doctor’s office without knowing the true cost of their visit, and may not get an estimate before they agree to treatment.  Patients seem resigned to this because they are waiting to find out what treatment they will need.  But this does not mean that you shouldn’t know what a routine physical or lab test costs before you agree to have it done.

When physicians go to the doctor, they have the advantage of knowing what questions to ask – Is this test necessary?  Will the outcome change my treatment plan?  Is a new, more expensive drug going to be that much better than the older, cheaper one?  While even doctors may not know exact prices, they have the background to be able to push for a level of transparency that the average patient may not get.  Doctors know where to define the line between performance and cost.

You can rationalize spending through transparency, by paying only for what you want.  Once the principal of transparency is translated into action, competition on the free market can begin to control prices.  This will require personal responsibility on the part of the individual in making health care decisions.  Americans are savvy consumers, though, and I have complete faith in their ability to make these choices.  I certainly think they will do a better job than having the government make those decisions for them.

