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E-Health: Is the Future Here?

BY JOE DOBOSH, Vice President, Elkins Jones Insurance Agency, Inc.

hen it comes to your
health, it pays as never
before to be informed.
Here’s why: These days,
more of the cost of everything is likely
to come out of your own pocket. From
rising office visit and prescription
copays, to deductibles to premium
contributions, consumers of health-
care are being given incentives to
shop smartly for services. It’s all part
of a cost-conscious trend known as
consumer-driven healthcare, in which
workers pay a higher proportion of the
costs in high-deductible plans that
have become alternatives to HMOs
and PPOs. It’s no secret that health-
care costs are significantly affecting
every American industry. Annual U.S.
medical spending was $5,635 per per-
son in 2003, and continues to signifi-
cantly outpace the average rate of
inflation in the rest of the economy.
American families this year are pay-
ing nearly $3,000 in health insurance
premiums, 84 percent more than they
did in 2000, according to a recent
Kaiser Family Foundation and Health
Research & Educational Trust report.
But where can consumers gain access
to information that can help them
make well-informed healthcare pur-
chasing decisions? The answer more
and more often is on-line. Chances
are you’ve already shopped and
bought items on-line ranging from
plane tickets to books, to cars or
clothes. But what about on-line shop-
ping for hip replacement surgery or
treatment for your child’s ear infec-
tion? Health websites are evolving,

and improving, but challenges still
remain. Pricing information, for exam-
ple, gives consumers no information
into a particular doctor’s practice
style, whether the doctor tends to
order several tests or whether the
treatment might involve other
providers and procedures. Others crit-
icisms are that some sites are not
user-friendly enough or that they use
only average costs to the patient
instead of a more tailored and case
specific approach. There are also sys-
temic issues within the healthcare
establishment that need to be brought
up to speed in order for on-line infor-
mation to become accessible and use-
ful to consumers. A recent study by
the Harvard School of Public Health,
published on-line by the journal
“Health Affairs”, found that less than
one third of primary care physicians
surveyed keep fully electronic
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records. Advocates contend that
greater use of electronic records
would improve patient care, reduce
errors, curb unnecessary tests and cut
paperwork. In August of this year,
President Bush issued an executive
order directing all federal healthcare
programs to provide more and more-
accessible information to their mem-
bers. That, in turn, is quickening the
pace of getting such information to all
consumers and other health-care pay-
ers. Whether that pace is fast enough
to help consumers in the short term
remains to be seen. While the health-
care industry seems to be lagging the
information revolution that has trans-
formed other American businesses,
one thing remains clear: costs will
continue to rise and healthcare con-
sumers are likely to become more
demanding when more of that cost is
coming from their own pocket.
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