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Doctors’
list puts
a price
on care

A decision by a major
medical group to post
rates could push rivals
to do the same, letting
Californians shop.

By LisA GIRION
Times Staff Writer

California’s largest private
physician practice has become
one of the first doctor groups in
the nation, and almost certainly
the largest, to make prices for its
medical procedures widely avail-
able to consumers.

The move by Torrance-based
HealthCare Partners Medical
Group, which serves more than
500,000 patients, puts a signifi-
cant crack in the ages-old reluc-
tance by doctors and other medi-
cal providers to let consumers
comparison shop for services
such as chest X-rays, baby vacci-
nations and Pap smears.

HealthCare Partners quietly
posted on its website last week
prices for 58 common pro-
cedures.

Patients can go on the group’s
website and find that a chest X-
ray runs $61 and that a physical
examination for a middle-aged
patient ranges from $140 to $160.
Flu vaccinations are listed at $15,
although HealthCare Partners
notes that it adds a $31 adminis-
trative fee for the first vaccina-
tion and $18 for each additional
shot on the same visit.

HealthCare Partners’ effort
could prompt other physician
groups to follow suit, given the
competitive nature of Southern
California’s healthcare market,
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“It feels like the right thing to
do,” said Robert Margolis, a
founding physician and chief ex-
ecutive of the medical group.

The move was motivated in
part by the rapid advance of
walk-in medical clinics at drug-
store chains and discount retail-
ers, such as CVS Caremark Corp.
and Wal-Mart Stores Inc., where
the prices of blood pressure
checks and flu shots are as easy
to spot as those for rubbing alco-
hol and cat food.

HealthCare Partners’ price
list also answers calls from Presi-
dent Bush and others to give
consumers the information to
make better healthcare choices.
Proponents believe that shifting
medical costs to patients, along
with price tags, will blunt the na-
tion’s runaway medical bill by
curbing unnecessary care and in-
fusing price competition into the
marketplace.

But although some insurers
such as Aetna Inc. have begun
posting prices for certain pro-
cedures in some regions, physi-
cians have been loath to develop
or disclose retail prices because
of a perception that it would de-
mean the profession. Also, until
recently, patients weren’t asking
because insurers paid most of
their bills.

Now, employers are increas-
ingly shifting costs onto em-
ployees through higher deduct-
ibles and co-payments and

[See Healthcare, Page A13]
through so-called health savings
accounts, said Chris Ohman,
chief executive of the California
Assn. of Health Plans, a trade
group that represents insurers.

“Before, if you had a $10 or $5
co-pay, it didn’t hit your pocket-
book,” he said. “But if now you
have to pay the first $2,000, the
cost of an office visit matters to
you a lot more.”

HealthCare Partners hopes
its price list makes it easier for
patients facing higher out-of-
pocket expenses to budget for
their medical needs.

The price list also was seen as
a way to demonstrate the value
of the 500-physician primary
care group, backed by a network
of specialists, in an increasingly
crowded marketplace. Physician

ners offer a much more compre-
hensive array of services than re-
tail clinics.

Clinics offer walk-in appoint-
ments, are open nights and
weekends and typically provide a
short menu of simple services,
often employing nurse practi-
tioners rather than physicians.
They cater mostly to people with
suspected ear infections, strep
throat and urinary tract infec-
tions.

It’s hard to compare retail
clinic prices with those of physi-
cian practices because they offer
different but complementary
services, said Mary Kate Scott, a
healthcare consultant in Los An-
geles. And their business models
drive very different cost struec-
tures.

Retail clinics keep costs down
by limiting services, which allows
them to lower their labor ex-
penses by staffing with nurses
rather than doctors, Scott said.
Physicians must maintain ex-
pensive equipment and supplies
— and lease or buy the space to
house them — because they di-
agnose and treat a wide variety
of conditions. In addition, almost
a third of physician groups’ over-
head is the cost of submitting
and collecting on bills to insurers
and government programs, she
said.

Although physicians may be
reluctant to list prices, Scott said
it could actually give their pa-
tients a greater appreciation of
their value.

“It shows them, ‘This is why
I'm paying more,’” she said.
“They are giving me more.”

Margolis said the list prices
are, in most cases, more than
what government programs pay
the group and less than or equal
to the rates commercial insurers

have negotiated. They represent
the practice’s cost plus a small
margin that varies by procedure,
he said.

“This was an attempt to have
fair and standardized pricing
that people paying out of pocket
would find attractive and valu-
able,” he said.

Some critics, however, say the
value of prices for consumers is
limited because physicians treat
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conditions — and don’t sell pro-
cedures. Without knowing the
steps necessary to diagnose and
treat a condition ahead of time,
patients are unable to get a good
estimate of probable charges.

That’s why HealthCare Part-
ners’ price list is limited to com-
mon and routine tests and pre-
ventive care services. The group
also acknowledges that addi-
tional tests and procedures
deemed necessary by a physician
will add to the patient’s bottom
line. And the group offers a toll-
free support line that patients
can call for answers and more de-
tailed information on costs.

With 39 offices in Los Angeles
and Orange counties, five urgent
care centers and a surgery cen-

ter, the sprawling group could in-
Spire a price-listing war, at least
locally, because Southern Cali-
fornia is one of the nation’s most
competitive physician market-
places, experts said.

“People are more used to
bare-knuckles competition
here,” University of California
health economist Glenn Melnick
said. “I'm not surprised this in-
novation is starting here.”

Donald Crane, president of
the California Assn. of Physician
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Groups, a trade group that
counts HealthCare Partnersasa
member, said he was not aware
of any other practices posting
fees.

“HealthCare Partners is ...
definitely in the vanguard across
the state and nation,” he said.
“When HealthCare Partners
does something, people will pay
attention.”

Still, the idea might take a
while to catch on in markets
where physicians don’t have to
compete for patients, said Mari-
beth Shannon, a California
Healthcare Foundation program
director.

“HealthCare Partners has
such a good reputation for quali-
ty, they can put prices out there
and it won’t draw any criticism
that they are a discount health-
care provider,” she said. “A lot of
other providers don't want to
compete on price because they
think it cheapens the medical
field.”

Many healthcare profession-

als, including HealthCare Part-
ners’ Margolis, believe that con-
sumerism has its limitations and
is no cure-all for escalating
healthcare costs. That’s because

the biggest cost drivers are the

chronically ill, who are often un-
able to comparison shop and
quickly reach even the highest
commercial deductibles every
year, or are so impoverished by
medical expenses that they are

on government programs.
Consumerism “has a nice ring

toit,” Margolis said. “But it’s very

shallow in its effect, in my view.”

lisa.girion@latimes.com

‘A lot of other
providers don’t
want to compete
on price because
they think it
cheapens the
medical field.’

— MARIBETH SHANNON
California Healthcare Foundation
program director

Page 2 of 3


lwoodson
Rectangle

lwoodson
Rectangle


Mos Angeles Times

Date: Monday, May 28, 2007
Location: LOS ANGELES, CA
Circulation (DMA): 907,997 (2)

Type (Frequency): Newspaper (D)

Page: A1,A13

Keyword: Dr. Robert Margolis

(@) Copyright 2007 The Los Angeles Times
All Rights Reserved.

IRFAN KHAN Los Angeles Times
SELLING POINT: Josef Bernal holds 5-month-old daughter Noel as Dr. Jovi Cacino checks her at a
Healthcare Partners clinic in Glendora. Listing prices for services was seen as a way to show the value
of the 500-physician group, which has offices in Los Angeles and Orange counties.
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