
Un ive rsity of Wat e r loo STAT 220 – W. H. Che rry

‘Me dical cos t s (Part 4)’

EM9003: Kitche ner-Wa ter l oo Recor d , Ja n uary 13, 1990, page ?

Same tre atment could cost 300%
more in U.S., insurers say

Comparison of Canadian and American tre atment costs
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Sour ce: Ontario Health Ins uranc e Plan
Commun ity Blu e, Buf falo, N.Y.

Empi re Blu e Cros s/Blu e Sh iel d, N.Y. C.
He a lth Optio ns of Sou t h Flor ida

Ontario Buffa l o Flor ida New Yor k
City

To tal cost $5,301 $10 ,675 $17,318 $20,436

Su rgeon fees $1,890 $2,677 $4,509 $6,000

Ho spi tal bed $3, 200 $7,639 $12,507 $13,693
(8 days) (est.)

Fa m ily MD $11 9.80 $282 $302 $525

The one com ment I heard repeatedly when I told people
I was doi ng a sto ry on medical tre atment cos t s wa s:

"Bo y, you’r e lu cky you didn’t hav e to have the same sur ger y
in the stat es. You’d really hav e paid throu gh the nos e."

They wou ld als o rega le me wit h sto rie s abou t members of
thei r fa m ily or rela t ive s in the United States bei ng stunne d
by medical bil ls , in clu ding a charge for the bedsi de box of
faci al tis s ues.

I decid ed to find if the re was a gre at differenc e in cos t s.
After all, those same people adm itted they had no idea what
OHIP paid on my beh a lf.

Re member that many private health pla ns in the U.S. try
to make a profit or at lea st break eve n. In Cana da, the health
in sur anc e syst em is non -profit and provi n-
ci al pla ns often run defi cit s.

Be cau se health ins uranc e in the U.S. is
largely a private matt e r – only seniors or
people hov ering aroun d the pov erty lin e ge t
gove rnm e n t assis tanc e – it’s estim ated that
37 mil lio n people, or about 18 per cent of
the popula t ion, hav e no medical cov erage.

A recent Washington Pos t fe ature article
co mparing cos t s of health care in Cana da
and the U.S. not e d that becau se Cana dian
gove rnm e n t s fin a n ce health ser vic es, "i t ha s
a mig hty lev erage of docto rs’ fees and hospi-
tal cos t s that cannot be mat che d by the un-
ev en and often irration a l U. S. sys tem in
which federal, state and local ins uranc e pro-
gr ams compete with 1,500 priv ate ins urers,
often payi ng different rat es."

The article als o reve a led that as pre ssure
moun t s on U.S. legisla tors to do something
abou t the unins ured mil lio ns, Canada is one
of the first cou ntr ies con sid ere d as a model.

Bu t the Ame rican Medical Association,
which strongly oppos es gov ernment con trol
of phy sicia ns’ fees, cou nters this pre ssure by
poin ting out long waiting lis t s fo r hospit al
beds and lim ited facilit ies for complex pro -
cedure s su ch as heart transplants in Cana da.

I aske d fo ur U.S. health ins uranc e or ganiza -
tion s to deter min e the cos t of the same tre at-
ment procedure s I went throu gh. Firms in
Buffalo, New Yor k Ci ty and sou t h Flor ida re-
plie d. A Califor nia hospi tal did not respond .

All figure s we re conve rted into Canadian
dollars usi ng a 20-per-cent exc h a nge rat e.

The comparison is not exact becau se the re
are differenc es in ter min ology and calcula-
tion of cos t s.

And whe re OHIP paid for an assis tant
surgeon and my family docto r to assis t in
my operation, U.S. ins urers eit her made no

allowa n ce for thos e charges, paid for one
person or didn’t cov er those cos t s at all.

Bu t the ove r all figure s we re re asonably clo se.

Commun ity Blu e ha s abou t 130,000 sub scr i-
bers in the west e rn New Yor k area, mos t in
gr oup pla ns. The ave r age family premium
is $250.61 a  mon th and that cov ers eve ry-
thing exc ept pre scr iptio n dr ugs and cer tain
ot he r it ems, such as prost heti c devi ces.

Commun ity Blu e withholds 20 per cent of
all phy sicia ns’ fees and at year’s end, depen -
ding on profit ability, retur ns nothing or up to
20 per cent to the doct ors.

"If we stil l have mon ey left ove r, we try to
prov ide ext r a se rvi ces to sub scr ibers," Mar y
Lee Campbell-W i sle y, manage r of the firm’s
me dical revie w se ction, exp lain ed.

Its staff calcula ted the same charges I in-
curred wou ld hav e tot alled $10 ,818 . That’s
$5,478 more than the estim ated Ont ario cos t s.

Campbell-Wisle y, manage r of Com mun ity
Bl ue’s medical rev i ew section, poi nted out that
the Buf falo -We s ter n Ne w Yo rk state are a is
among the "mo re cons ervative" in the U.S.
when it comes to medical cos t s. Moreove r,
the cos t of liv ing is lowe r.

Empi re Blu e Cros s/Blu e Sh iel d calcula ted
it wou ld pay an ave r age of $19,580 for sim i-
lar procedure s in the metropoli tan New Yor k
Ci ty are a.

That’s $13,985 hig her than the Ont ario to-
tal. The company has different fee sche d-
ules for its 10 regio ns.

Be cau se so many Cana dians make Flo rid a
a secon d wint e r home, I aske d He a lth Op-
tion s of Sou t h Flor ida for cos t s. Theirs were
mo re modest than Manhatt an – $17,016 .

That’s stil l $11,677 more than Ont ario.

Thos e high -paid U.S. docto rs, you say.
We ll, par tia l ly.

Bu t it was the hospit al cos t s that really

ma de the differenc e.

Also, if you con sid er that K-W Hospi tal’s
$400 -a-day standard bed rate is only an es-
timate and U.S. facilit ies deter min e ex penses
mu ch more pre cis ely, perhaps the differenc es
aren’t that gre at.

In the Buf falo exa mple, docto rs’ fees were
$787 more than OHIP rat es.

The differenc e in hospi tal cos t s wa s $4,439.

The Flo rid a paym e n t s to the doct ors were
$2,619 hig her than those paid by OHIP. The
spre ad bet ween the ave r age Flo rid a hospit al
cos t s and the K-W estim ate was $9, 307.

In Manhatt an, the doct ors’ charges total-
le d cl ose to $6,000 while the hospit al ac-
coun t woul d have been $13,693.

I say "cl ose to" becaus e the company cou ldn’t
prov ide a figure for what an anest hetis t woul d
charge, exp lain ing that those speci ali sts ne-
go tiat e fe es on a "c ase -by-case" basis.

There is no doubt U.S. sur geons , particu-
larly those in Manhatt an and Flo rid a, get
mu ch more than their Ont ario cou nterparts
fo r my type of sur ger y.

Also, as one local sur geon poi nted out,
OHIP pays a flat rat e fo r a procedure re-
gardle ss of the doct or’s exper ienc e.

Fa m ily phy sicia ns als o do better in the
U. S. While OHIP paid my docto r $119.80
fo r offic e and hospit al visit s , the same visit s
in the Buf falo are a woul d have cos t $282,
in Flo rid a $302 and in Manhatt an, $525.

Howeve r, U.S. docto rs pay con sid erably more
in malpracti ce ins uranc e prem iums than their
Cana dian cou nterparts – a fact con sid ere d
when fees are set in the U.S.

Diag nos tic tests in the U.S. cent res were
ge nerally als o higher. In Manhatt an, the av-
erage cos t of a barium enema was $218 , but
in the Buf falo are a it was $77, les s than the
$91. 20 OHIP pays .
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