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Sick Massachusetts Residents Say Health Care Costs Are a Worsening Problem

Satisfaction with Quality Is High, Problems Found for Some

BOSTON – June 11, 2012 – Although Massachusetts has nearly universal health insurance coverage, high costs pose a serious financial problem for the segment of the population most in need of health care, and these residents say the health care cost situation in the state has gotten worse. They have a much more positive attitude toward the quality of health care in Massachusetts, however, and most say quality has improved or stayed the same over the past five years.

These are among the findings of a statewide survey conducted by researchers at the Harvard School of Public Health in partnership with WBUR, the Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts Foundation, and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The survey focuses on “sick” adults—ones who said they had a serious illness, medical condition, injury, or disability requiring a lot of medical care, or who had been hospitalized overnight in the past 12 months. A report on the results was released today.

The president of the Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts Foundation, Sarah Iselin, said the survey adds a key perspective to the debate on how to tame health care costs in Massachusetts—that of people who need a substantial amount of health care services. “What sick people are telling us is that even though they have access to needed care, many are not adequately protected against financial hardship,” she said. “That’s why it’s so important to make sure we address the root causes of rising costs and not just continue to shift the burden to patients through higher deductibles and co-pays.”

Sixty-three percent of sick adults said the problem of health care costs has gotten worse in Massachusetts over the past five years. More than one-third of sick adults (36%) reported that the cost of their medical care over the past 12 months caused a serious problem for their family’s financial situation. One in seven sick adults (14%) said there was a time in the past 12 months when they could not get medical care they needed, and those who could not get care mainly cited financial reasons. One in 12 (8%) reported being refused care by a doctor or hospital for financial or insurance reasons at some time during the past 12 months. Forty percent say their out-of-pocket costs for medical care are a serious problem for them. 

The survey told a different story about quality, however. About half of sick adults (48%) said they are “very satisfied” with the medical care they received over the past 12 months, while 36% of sick adults are “somewhat satisfied” but think “some things could have been better.” Three-fourths of respondents said that, overall, quality of care in Massachusetts had improved or stayed the same during the past five years.

Robert Blendon, professor at the Harvard School of Public Health and director of the survey, said that while sick residents have a generally positive view of health care quality and value in Massachusetts, they are sending a clear message about the need to improve coordination of care. “People who have real-life experience with the state’s health care system report problems that occur when their care is not well managed or when there’s a lack of communication among those caring for them,” Blendon said. “The fact that they see these problems supports the efforts of the many physicians and hospitals that are working to improve the situation.”
Following are some key findings from the report, Sick in Massachusetts: Views on Health Care Costs and Quality:
Costs of Care in Massachusetts

· 78% of sick adult residents say costs are a serious problem for Massachusetts health care.

· 63% say that the problem of rising health care costs has gotten worse in Massachusetts over the past five years; 11% say it is better; 20% say it has stayed the same.

Cost of the Care Sick Adults Received

· 36% say that overall health care costs caused a serious problem for their family’s financial situation in the past 12 months.

· 14% say there was a time in the past 12 months when they could not get medical care they needed. Among those who could not get care, 51% say the main reason was that they could not afford the needed care, and 21% say the main reason was that their insurers would not pay for it.

· 40% say their out-of-pocket costs were a serious problem in the past 12 months.

· 29% of sick adults who are currently insured say their health insurance premiums were a serious problem in the past 12 months.

· 8% say they have been refused care by a doctor or hospital for financial or insurance reasons at some time during the past 12 months.

Quality of Care in Massachusetts

· 37% say quality is a serious problem for Massachusetts health care.

· 31% say health care quality has gotten better in Massachusetts over the past five years; 21% say it is worse; 44% say it has stayed the same.

Quality of the Care Sick Adults Received

· 48% of sick adults say they are “very satisfied” with the medical care they received over the past 12 months, while 36% of sick adults are “somewhat satisfied” but think “some things could have been better” with their care.
· 53% of those who were hospitalized in the past 12 months say they were “very satisfied” with the medical care they received while in the hospital, and 34% were “somewhat satisfied” but think “some things could have been better.” 
· Among sick adults, 25% say their condition is not well managed, and 22% say they’ve had to see multiple medical professionals, and no one doctor has understood or kept track of all the different aspects of their medical issues and treatments.

· Among those who were hospitalized, one in four say doctors (26%) or nurses (24%) were not available when they needed them, or did not respond quickly to their requests for assistance. 
For the summary report and full poll results, visit bluecrossmafoundation.org
Methodology

The survey was designed by the Harvard School of Public Health, WBUR, and the Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts Foundation. The questionnaire was originally developed as part of an ongoing series of surveys by NPR, the Harvard Opinion Research Program (HORP) at the Harvard School of Public Health, and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. Interviews were conducted via telephone (including both landlines and cell phones) by SSRS/ICR of Media, Pennsylvania. Interviews were conducted April 19 – May 7, 2012, among 1,001 Massachusetts residents age 18 and over. Of these, 500 respondents were identified as “sick,” defined as those who said they had a serious illness, medical condition, injury, or disability requiring a lot of medical care, or who had been hospitalized overnight in the past 12 months. The margin of error for “sick” respondents is +/-5.1 percentage points. 
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