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A
t ou r recent ann ual meet
in ACCC President
Jot n E. Feldmann. M.D.,
described to me a recent
pro blem that is hurting

his practice in Mobile, Ala. When
his office submitted bills to Medicare
for ongoing treatment of a number
of current/ atients, reimbursement
was deeie because the patients had
joined the new Medicare HMO in
town.

The office suff had no indication
that the SU NS of these patients had
changed-a-each time the patients
entered the office, they presented
their original Med icare cards.
Office staff learned that many of
thesepatients had been unde r the
impression that the new plan was
a Medicare supp lement and that
nothing else would change. Dr.
Feldmann 's suJf could not deter
mine whether patients were given
that imp ression or had simply
misunderstood the sales pitch.

Checking around, Dr. Feldmann
discovered that several surgeons
have lost fees through this same
process. Of course , there is no easy
way to uncover this problem once
the patient has bee n seen. The
HMO s do not confiscate patients'
Medicare cards when they join the
new HMO, and the rractices arc in
no position to invesugate the status
of pa tien ts every time they enter the
office. Obviously the HMO has
nothing to lose by thi s untoward
event, since this is a windfall for
these organizations.

In the meantime. of course, the
office is out mo re than $12,000 in
dru gs andservices; patients are
suddenly being transferred from
the care of physicians th ey thought
were assure d; and the offi ce sta ff is
left to contemp late a whole new
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series of procedures in an attempt
to stem the outflow of money.

There are a couple of issues
here for all of us to check on. Does
th is confusion happen whenever a
Medicare HMO sets up business in
a town? If the problem is happening
in more than one place, we shou ld
talk to the Health Care Financin g
Administ ration (H CFA) about the
marketing app roac h of its Med icare
H MO con tractors. If only o ne
comrsctor is involved-and involved
I'j/uently-is this practice atte mp t
ed raud o r just a chronic mistake~

Of course there are severa l
possible solutions, includ ing the
temporary rep lacement of Med icare
cards by the H MO with its own
cards or sup plyi ng H MO members
with an inexpensive plastic wallet
to carry both cards. O r, the carriers
could be held accountable for
charges by patients who did not
info rm physicians of their change
in status.

We aren't tryi ng to penalize
the pat ient here. HCFA should be
requiring the HMO contractor to
pro vide the patient with suffici ent
informat ion so that physicians are
not scammed. Perhaps more di rectly,
HCFA might ho ld contractors
respo nsible for the costs of sloppy
market ing and insist they pay their
bills.

There is no reason that good
market ing cannot be co mbined
with good business. If you cheat
the customer and chea t the supplier,
both will be reluctant to extend you
credit or credence. I believe that
HCFA staff are likely to expect
theircontractors to be good partners.
I'd be hap py to hear about yout
experiences, so that we can pass
them along. ~
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