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The Issue

Hospitals and health systems understand the importance of sharing meaningful information
that patients can use to make the best decisions for themselves and their families, including
information on the cost of care. Many organizations have purchased or developed tools to assist
patients in understanding the cost for their care, with a particular focus on expected out-of-
pocket costs. The capability and adoption of these tools has grown rapidly over the last several
years, in part due to hospitals’ abilities to use these tools to fulfill one of the Hospital Price
Transparency Rule provisions. Unfortunately, some policymakers want to eliminate the use of
price estimator tools to meet the shoppable services requirement.

AHA Position

Price estimator tools are currently patients’ best and most consumer-friendly source of
information. They are more user-friendly than hospitals’ or insurers’ machine-readable files,
including those which list a hospital’s shoppable services, as these can be cumbersome to
navigate and will not reflect the different policies that insurers may apply to determine the

final price. In addition, price estimator tools offer consumers an estimate of their out-of-pocket
costs based on their insurance benefit design, such as cost-sharing requirements and prior
utilization, as well as the patient’s annual deductible. This important feature is not available from
a shoppable services spreadsheet. Eliminating the use of price estimator tools as a method

to meet the shoppable services requirement of the Hospital Price Transparency Rule would
therefore reduce price transparency for patients.

Background

Hospitals and health systems traditionally have relied on financial advisors — whether in person
or over the phone — to help patients with inquiries about what they may pay for care. However,
in recent years many hospitals and health systems also have chosen to invest in online price
estimator tools to assist patients in accessing this information for themselves. The growth in the
use of these tools reflects changing patient expectations, improvements in technology and the
ability to use these tools to meet one of the federal price transparency requirements.

The widespread adoption of price estimator tools is a positive outcome for patients, as these
tools are an efficient and effective way for patients to access information on their expected costs
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prior to care. The tools typically provide patients with estimates of both the total cost of care and
the patient’s out-of-pocket costs and are usually based on real prior cases to predict the most
likely course of care. They also apply the individual’s specific health insurance coverage details

(e.g., copay, coinsurance, and deductible amounts).

Despite the helpful information provided by these tools, some policymakers have tried to
eliminate them as a way for hospitals to adhere to the Hospital Price Transparency Rule. This
could pose challenges for patients who would have to instead review a spreadsheet of shoppable
services to determine their cost obligations. Insurers typically pay for a bundle of services rather
than the combined total of negotiated rates for individual items or services within an episode of
care. Hence, patients cannot simply add up the negotiated rates for a set of items and services
using the shoppable services files. They also would need to contact their insurance company

to understand the rules the insurer applies to these services, as well as learn their cost-sharing
obligations and where they are in their annual out-of-pocket spending.

Any effort to move away from price estimator tools would do a disservice to patients, including
by setting back the progress made to develop meaningful price transparency options.

More information on how hospitals and health systems use price estimator tools is available on
AHA's website.
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