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F e a t u r e  s t o r y

Comparing the Comparison Tools

Connecting the Pricing and Quality Dots for Patients

UNTIL RECENT TIMES, the general public had little reason to pay attention to the true 
cost of health care. Those with insurance have been insulated from reality, simply focusing 
on their $10 co-payment. If you were to ask most of your patients the price of an office visit 
or a medical procedure, they would have no concept.
 Not anymore! People can no longer afford to be that disconnected from reality.
 Today, with more and more people opting for higher and higher deductible insurance 
plans and more and more out-of-pocket expenses, individuals are finally beginning to con-
nect the dots. The pain is sinking in. Whether they like it or not, to get by in this economy, 
patients are having to take greater personal responsibility in how they spend their health care 
dollars.
 Times have changed and patients really do care how much it’s going to cost them. When 
there could be a few hundred percent cost difference from one provider to the next, it is clear 
that their own choices will affect their bottom line. They now have a clear and direct reason 
to become better shoppers. But how?

Patients Doing Their Own Homework, Manually
In the past, patients have simply followed directions. Go down the hall and get these labs 
drawn. Go to this clinic and get that test. Go to this hospital and get that procedure. No 
questions asked about cost. People didn’t think twice about where to go. And, even if they 
did ask, most providers could not have answered their questions anyway.
 This places the burden squarely on individuals to do their own homework. If they had 
the time and inclination to do so, they could call provider after provider, asking for their 
rates.
 A diligent shopper might discover that a colonoscopy would cost $700 at one clinic 
and $3,000 at another. A prudent shopper would have follow-up questions. What does that 
include, specifically? Will there be additional charges that are not being mentioned? Are these 

estimates retail prices or are they reduced-cost 
prices negotiated by the insurance company? 
Are deductibles being considered? And, lest we 
forget the most important element, how does 
this provider’s services rank in terms of quality?
 Conducting this kind of phone research is 
not simple. The endless variables of comparing 
providers is not only complicated, it could be 
overwhelming.

Color

By John Fineberg
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(Continued on page 6)

Transparency Opens the Door to Easier Shopping
Enter the Hospital Pricing Transparency Act of 2006. In light of today’s health care environ-
ment, not only do consumers have a greater need to know what something is going to cost — in 
advance — they now have a right to know. Minnesota Statute 62J.823 stipulates that health 
care providers are obligated to provide a written good faith estimate, with insurance-specific 
rates, to any patient who requests it.
 The statute does not require providers to offer such information electronically, nor does 
it require that administrative staff be available to help at any hour of the day. But, to become 
more competitive in the health care market, while complying with the transparency statute, 
many providers are choosing to increase their visibility through a new generation of Web 
sites.
 As we all know, the Web has become a staple in the lives of many people when determining 
what, where and when to make purchases. The same is now true of health care. New online 
tools have the potential to make the shopping experience not only more tolerable, but more 
efficient and effective as well.
 With the adaptation of tried-and-true online tools, making wise shopping decisions for 
health care has just gotten easier. That is, if you take the time to sift through what is factual 
and what is simply marketing hype.

MedCare Compare 
(http://www.medcarecompare.com)

The first online comparison tool in the market was MedCare Compare, a local company that 
was formed in 2005. The founders were small business owners who, themselves, had been 
on high-deductible health plans, and had really struggled in 
that environment. They took the opportunity to address their 
own problems head-on.
 Accessible to anyone who registers and logs into the site is 
a prepopulated database of all registered health care providers in 
the region. Visitors can check to see if their provider-of-choice 
has opted to participate in this service. If not listed, the visitor 
can send an electronic request to a particular provider to ask 
that he or she join Medcare Compare. Dawn Lunde, director of Provider Relations, calls it a 
“grassroots effort to bring together the consumer and their health care provider.”
 While some information is openly available to the general public, in order to get any 
serious value from the site, a consumer must become a member. When paid by individuals, 
the annual membership fee is $25 (a price nominal enough that the person could easily re-
coup the cost in what they save from just one search, and still have unlimited use of the site 

Color
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Comparison Tools

(Continued from page 5)

for the rest of the year). But in most cases, 
it is the employer or insurance broker that is 
sponsoring the membership, and then there 
is a volume discount.
 In joining MedCare Compare, con-
sumers need to submit a verification form 
to their employer or health insurance agent. 
(Members are not allowed to alter this 
information.) Once verified, members can 
conduct searches of services offered by those 
providers who have chosen to be listed on the 
site. Members can select which providers to 
compare, based on their own criteria. If they 
so choose, they can establish a list of their 
own preferred providers, placing them at the 
top of all search results.
 With this tool, members can match up 
the services they need, side-by-side, in “ap-
ples-to-apples” comparisons. They will find 
contracted rate pricing based on their own 
insurance plans (or, in the case of uninsured 
members, retail prices). In a future version, 
even deductibles and maximized benefits will 
be taken into consideration.
 Information listed about the health care 
practice is supplied and maintained by the 
practice, not MedCare Compare. Besides 
costs, there could be information regard-
ing the practice’s specializations, locations, 
hours, languages spoken, if children are seen, 
if there is valet parking, which credit cards 
are accepted, etc.
 With the power to make updates around 
the clock, information displayed on the site 
is as accurate and up-to-date as the provider 
and the insurance company that enter it. 
Lunde notes that MedCare Compare’s 
ability to operate in real time sets them 
apart in the market. “The other sites, being 
maintained by other parties, can take days, 
weeks, months. We’ve even seen one of the 
sites has information that is three years out 
of date.”
 There is a feature on the site that 
streamlines writing good faith estimates for 
consumer members who request them by e-
mail. Accurate estimates are created quickly 
and easily using one of MedCare Compare’s 
predefined bundles of services, the provider’s 

own proprietary bundles, or individual line 
item services. Because the information is 
prepopulated, instead of taking days to 
produce an estimate, “it can really, literally, 
take the health care provider minutes,” says 
Mary Batzel, director of Communications.
 Since MedCare Compare’s marketing 
and estimating tools are free for provid-
ers, there is no obvious reason why not to 
participate, other than the time required to 
maintain the site. As potential customers 
use online services more and more, it will 
be those with an online presence who are 
likely to expand their business.

ers’ medical needs, and less about comparing 
apples-to-apples pricing. In fact, he asserts, 
apples-to-apples match-ups cannot really be 
done, as services are never truly identical.
 Miller explains that they like to talk 
about Carol more like “fruit” in gen-
eral. “Sometimes you might want to have 
apples. Sometimes you might want to have 
an orange.” He says that thinking about 
health care as standardized is missing the 
point. Those who focus too much on price 
comparisons are “assuming that all provid-
ers deliver care in the same way, and they 
don’t.”

Tto paraphrase a MasterCard commercial: 
“Cost of an annual physical exam: $200. 
Cost of an established physician-patient 

relationship: Priceless!”

 MedCare Compare has chosen to start 
its business locally with listings of Twin Cit-
ies clinics only. Eventually, however, it wants 
to expand statewide, and then nationwide, 
with listings of hospitals, surgery centers, 
dental practices, nursing homes and other 
types of health care facilities.

Carol 
(http://www.carol.com)

Like MedCare Compare, Carol is a local 
online service. It is a privately held com-
pany, based in Minneapolis and founded in 
2006. According to its Web site, it is “a true 
marketplace in which consumers compare 
health care services from Twin Cities’ clin-
ics and hospitals before they purchase — and 
health care providers compete for their pa-
tronage.”
 Still, CEO Tony Miller says he wouldn’t 
call Carol a comparison site, at least not in 
the same way that MedCare Compare might 
think about it. Carol, he emphasizes, is more 
about finding “care solutions” to consum-

 According to the Carol philosophy, 
what consumers really want, more than 
simple price comparisons, is assistance in 
discovering the various possibilities that are 
available in the marketplace. Besides costs, 
visitors to the Carol site can see similarities 
and differences between providers, then make 
their own choices based on comparisons of 
services, credentials, quality, convenience, 
or whatever factors are important to that 
consumer personally.
 Carol works with providers to market 
what it calls “care packages,” bundles of 
condition-specific medical services. Pricing 
of these packages is not limited by a focus 
on common procedural terminology codes. 
“We think we can help providers change the 
underlying reimbursement system, to start 
getting them to be paid for value, rather 
than just worrying about CPT4 prices,” says 
Miller. Carol assists providers in packaging 
their products, so that consumers can see 
more clearly what services they are going to 
receive, “not just an office visit or a hospital 
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visit, but what that provider is actually going 
to do.”
 Similar to MedCare Compare’s site, 
visitors to Carol’s site who choose not to 
log in with personal information are lim-
ited to seeing retail prices only. But once 
registered and logged in with the member’s 
insurance information, actual charges can be 
quoted accurately. “This is not a guess or an 
estimation,” claims Miller, because providers 
are required, by signed agreement, to honor 
any service or price they post on the site. 
It’s a “certainty,” he says, providing that the 
consumer does not present with a different 
need later.
 Besides Carol’s care packages, an-
other major difference between the two 
online services is who pays the bills. In the 
Carol business model, looking at it from the 
point-of-view that providers need a vehicle 
to compete for the patronage of consum-
ers, the revenue comes from providers, not 
consumers. Miller scoffs at the MedCare 
Compare contention that charging consum-
ers, rather than providers, keeps health care 
costs down. On the contrary, he maintains, 
unless a consumer membership comes with 
wholesale purchasing power (like a member-
ship in Costco), there’s no justification for 
charging the consumer ahead of their deci-
sion to purchase.
 Carol’s revenue comes from provid-
ers in two ways. First, there’s a “nominal” 
subscription fee that members pay, basically 
for help in creating care packages, putting 
them into a standard format, and getting 
their services listed. Subscription fees are 
“all over the map,” ranging anywhere from 
$200 to $20,000 per month, says Miller. But 
its primary source of revenue comes from 
an electronic referral fee. When online 
consumers click on services, providers are 
charged “anywhere from $2 to upwards of 
$70” per click, determined by the cost of the 
services. In order to pay for these referrals, 
Miller believes that providers simply need to 
mark up their services accordingly, like any 
other retailer.
 Carol provider members currently in-
clude hospitals, clinics and sole proprietors, 
and it is working to bring a couple of phar-

macies into the mix. While it is completely 
focused on the Twin Cities and Seattle mar-
kets at present, it is looking at expanding 
into other U.S. markets in the next calendar 
year.

Main Street Medica 
(http://www.mainstreetmedica.com)

According to its Web site, Main Street 
Medica’s service includes: 1) inpatient and 
outpatient costs for common procedures 
and tests; 2) hospital comparisons by com-
plications, patients-per-year, average length 
of stay, and more; and 3) cost information 
for several conditions commonly treated at 
primary care clinics.
 The data on the site is in the public 
domain. Tina Frontera, a senior director 
who leads all of the transparency initiatives 
at Medica, calls it “a public, consumer-cen-
tric tool that gives consumers information on 
cost and quality.” She says that it is intended 
to encourage customers and non-customers 
alike to look closely at what they are buying 
and to shop wisely for their health care.
 Main Street Medica is not a product, 
per se. There is no charge for providers to 
be listed on the site, nor is there a charge to 
consumers to view its contents.
 While some sites appear to be more 
of a vehicle to make provider members 
more competitive in the marketplace than a 
service for consumers, Main Street Medica 
has a built-in protection against presenting 
subjective information. To ensure that the 
data it publishes is reliable, it demands a high 
level of historical performance that the other 
sites do not. “There needs to be certain sta-
tistical and volume thresholds to make that 
information credible,” explains Frontera, or 
it will not publish the information. “It re-
ally is meant to be a fair display of cost and 
quality, displayed on an equal basis, putting 
everyone on a level playing field,” she says. 
Instead of promoting providers, adds Larry 
Bussey, director of Corporate Communica-
tions, it offers “useful, actionable informa-
tion” for consumers.
 Because Medica has such a large net-
work of providers, with a long history of 
claims and quality information, there is 

plenty of competition listed on its site. “It’s 
very robust in terms of the number of provid-
ers that are included,” says Bussey. Although 
limited to just one payer, Main Street Medica 
has a far more extensive list of providers than 
the relative newcomers in the business. The 
downside of this is, of course, that some com-
petent providers with too short a history in 
the market do not appear in its listings.
 When it comes to objective informa-
tion, Main Street Medica wins hands down. 
The other two services, in allowing providers 
to write ads describing their practices and 
services, essentially invite biased information 
into their sites.
 Even though Main Street Medica’s mis-
sion may be more altruistic than the other 
sites, it is not entirely that way. Besides mak-
ing the public better consumers, it appears 
to be making public relations points as 
well. Making information readily available 
to everyone “gains us credibility in terms 
of being open about cost and quality in the 
marketplace,” admits Frontera.
 Being useful to consumers in terms of 
pricing seems to be this site’s weakest point. 
Unlike MedCare Compare and Carol that 
both offer retail prices as well as negoti-
ated prices based on a consumer’s insurance 
plan, Main Street Medica only gives broad 
ranges. For example, there are tiers of pro-
viders offering colonoscopies for $600-800, 
$801-$1,275 and $1,276-$5,000. Surely, it 
is helpful to consumers to alert them to the 
fact that there could be a $4,400 cost differ-
ence in this procedure. But that is as far as 
it goes. There is no explanation of how the 
services are unique to justify such a huge 
disparity in pricing.
 On the other hand, for those individuals 
who are Medica Health Plan customers, there 
is a separate Web site called “myMedica.” 
There you can go deeper and find more 
precise figures, with estimates of in-network 
and out-of-network costs. You will also find 
the estimated total that will be paid by the 
benefit plan and the consumer, followed by 
the consumer’s estimated out-of-pocket costs 
(after deductibles are met).

(Continued on page 8)
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(Continued from page 7)

 Main Street Medica lists hospitals, 
clinics, same-day surgery centers, radiology, 
pharmacies, medical equipment and supply 
companies, as well as a list of “all procedures 
and conditions.” Medica’s service region in-
cludes Minnesota, western Wisconsin, North 
Dakota and South Dakota.

Physician-Patient Relationship, 
Priceless
For the record, only three online services 
were profiled for this article. Both providers 
and consumers may discover others avail-
able on the Internet that meet their unique 
needs better.
 These three services are different, that 
much is for certain. They all bring good 
things to the table and they all have their 
value. And, at the same time, they all have 
their weaknesses.
 Besides the ability to compare dollar 
figures, one critical element to look for in 
choosing a comparison site is whether or not 
consumers have the ability to view quality 
assessment ratings from an independent, 
third-party service like Minnesota Com-
munity Measurement. Another, similar ele-
ment to look for is whether or not consumers 
have the ability to rate their own personal 
experiences with providers, and whether or 
not fellow consumers have the ability to view 
that information.
 Regardless of the site one chooses, one 
thing will always be sorely missing and im-
possible to ascertain. Something intangible. 
To paraphrase a MasterCard commercial: 
“Cost of an annual physical exam: $200. 
Cost of an established physician-patient 
relationship: Priceless!” 

John Fineberg, d.b.a. Ability Communications & 
Training is a freelance writer with a specialty in 
health care. He is an American Red Cross instruc-
tor and a volunteer E.M.T. on the Twin Cities 
Red Cross EMS Team.
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We can see your patient 
within a week!

Uptown Row, Suite 208 • 1221 W. Lake Street • Minneapolis, MN 55408
612-455-3200 • www.UptownDermatology.com

Top Doc, Jaime Davis, MD or

one of her colleagues, will see your

patients within a week. We are

located in Uptown Minneapolis one

block east of Calhoun Square. We accept all

major insurance, offer free parking, same

week appointments available. Please call

us at 612-455-3200 to schedule an appointment.

Jaime Davis, MD 
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Specialties
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