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Simplified Finances Empower Patients
By Dan Levin
When it comes to demystifying health care costs, the patient may be the best guide. 

	

	Dan Levin 


The old retail maxim that the customer is always right can be a peculiar notion when it comes to health care. In fact, just defining who the customer is can be difficult. Employers or insurance companies are usually paying the bills, but not receiving the services. Patients are getting the care, but not making many of the decisions. Technology vendors tend to follow the money, and typically deliver products that meet the needs of the institutions that write the checks, rather than the needs of consumers.

But this may be about to change.

Employees already have been asked to shoulder a larger share of the costs. The rationale is simple: If patients have to pay more, they will pay more attention to cost and quality, which will improve the system and get spending under control. Unfortunately, this very logical hypothesis will only prove to be true if consumers are able to make better decisions about their care. That is very difficult for consumers to do in the context of our current health care system.

While employers and plans have pushed consumers to take greater responsibility for their health care costs, consumers have not always been given the tools to effectively manage those costs and care decisions. The Internet is a fantastic resource for health content and information sharing among individuals and disease affinity groups, but we’re still just scratching the surface of how technology can be used to help individuals make more effective healthcare decisions. Currently, most personal health records and consumer-oriented health care applications are external creations by providers, plans or employer groups, directed at the consumer rather than from the consumer’s viewpoint. These tools address a very limited number of the challenges that consumers face today in navigating the complexities of health care.

Consumers navigate other complex systems with the help of software tools, so why not health care? Take the tax system. Choosing whether to itemize your deductions or take the standard deduction at tax time is a difficult decision, because itemizing when you don’t need to wastes lots of time. If you don’t itemize when you should, you pay more taxes than necessary. Each year, millions of Americans make the wrong decision, yet every user of tax-preparation software makes the right decision every time. Not because they are experts in tax law, but because the software makes the call for them without the user having to think about it.

This is the kind of thinking that we need to bring to health care in this country--consumer-focused tools that are optimized for the patient, and help them make better decisions without requiring them to be experts. True customer empowerment, and therefore real accountability for one’s own care, means giving consumers the tools to manage their own health care. And that means designing those tools for the user, and in close collaboration with the user.

Surprise Costs Confound Consumers
Intuit Inc. recently launched an initiative to develop and distribute products and services that will simplify the way millions of American consumers manage their health care. The initiative brings together an initial group of leading health plans and employee benefits consulting firms that will work together over the next several years to produce a series of health care financial management products that will help simplify health care finances and improve decision-making in the same way that software tools can assist with personal finance and tax preparation.

The aim of these products is to help consumers make better decisions about their care and to help them save time and money. More specifically, the goal is to enable consumers to collect and organize the flood of information coming from a variety of health care sources, including medical bills, insurance payments and medical records from physicians and hospitals, into one easy-to-use system. The vision is a new health care content consolidation delivery system that will enable health plans, physicians, pharmacies and banks to exchange accurate, up-to-date medical and financial information with consumers. It will be designed to comply with HIPAA security and privacy regulations.

The solution is unique because it combines the industry expertise of several health care organizations with an innovative methodology for understanding the consumer. Successful consumer-directed products reflect customers’ requests as well as data gleaned from observing them and the problems they encounter. Then, that data must be captured, prioritized and acted on.

This strategy is best exemplified by the “Follow Me Home” program, in which company staff literally followed customers home from the store--with permission!--and observed how they used personal finance software. The staffers were there to answer questions and collect feedback on how the products could be better designed from the consumer’s point of view. Follow Me Homes are perhaps the most dramatic piece in a sophisticated customer-feedback system that has also required everyone in the company to answer customer service and support calls for a few hours each month.

As a company new to the health care landscape, the Follow Me Home process revealed the problems facing the health care consumer. Patients care about costs but are deeply confused. They hate the financial surprises associated with health care management. They know their care will cost money, but they hate how unpredictable those costs are. They have access to a lot of health information, but it’s fragmented, unfocused and often causes exasperation, not engagement.

Consumers are currently spending the bulk of their time interacting with the health care system just to handle basic tasks. They are simply trying to figure out whom to pay, when to pay it and how much to pay. And after the check is written, they have little confidence that they paid the right amount to the right person when it was due. These simple tasks are compounded by the complexities of copays and coinsurance, figuring out how a deductible works, understanding explanations of benefits, identifying in-network or out-of-network providers, and understanding how to fund and interact with flexible spending or health savings accounts.

Making Big Decisions Better
The goal of this initiative is not to replace any of the existing systems that provide the valuable information, change existing information standards or build a new database. Rather, it will start with a financial focus to alleviate the administrative burden, automate basic tasks and provide confidence. By working with hospitals, we hope to help consumers more easily understand the information being provided by these systems and use that data to their advantage. We are building a data-access infrastructure that understands these elements, reconciles them and provides consumers with an organized view of their information.

Health care consumers are not experts in health care management or finance. They are sick or hurt or caring for a loved one in need. They need to make big decisions with real consequences and when they have the right tools at their disposal, they are much more likely to make the right health care decisions for themselves and their families. And when that happens, everybody wins.

Dan Levin is vice president and general manager for health care at Intuit, Mountain View, Calif.
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