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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

OUR PREMISE 
One viable approach to reduce the soaring health care spending currently plaguing the United 
States is to create a marketplace wherein high value health care is rewarded by patients “voting 
with their feet.” In such a system, care that delivers uniformly high health outcomes and patient 
satisfaction for the lowest level of spending will rise to the top as lower value care is eschewed. 
For this marketplace to function, consumer access to complete and accurate cost and quality 
information is a requirement. We believe that given the appropriate transparency tools, health 
care consumers can and will choose higher value care, putting market pressure on health care 
providers to improve quality and reduce costs.  

 

OUR PRODUCT 
PROMETHEUS Analytics® transforms vast amounts of data contained in insurance claims into 
actionable insights for consumers, providers, and payers. In partnership with the Maryland Health 
Care Commission (MHCC), we developed a new PROMETHEUS report to power a consumer-
friendly transparency dashboard that displays cost and quality information at facilities where a 
significant number of Maryland residents receive care. Because PROMETHEUS separates typical 
costs from costs related to potentially avoidable complications (PACs), we can calculate a measure 
of clinical quality called the Risk-Standardized PAC Rate (RSPR). Through the transparency site, 
consumers can see not just the total cost of an episode at a facility, but also how many of that 
facility’s patients received deficient care likely to cause harm.  

 

OUR EVIDENCE 
Our premise is that consumers can and will choose higher value health care in certain contexts 
with the right information, but where is the evidence? We have begun by asking a large panel of 
Maryland residents about their own experiences finding value in health care and about MHCC’s 
public transparency website, WearTheCost.org. This work allows us to gauge baseline consumer 
knowledge and test a beta version of the WearTheCost.org site with survey participants. We found 
that like the rest of the American population, most Marylanders worry about the cost of health 
care but don’t currently compare prices before getting care. One reason for this is a lack of 



 

actionable, easy to access information. Participants who previewed WearTheCost.org reported 
that they were much more likely to compare prices for future health events than those who had 
not viewed the site. Further, most consumers said they would switch from an established provider 
to save a few hundred dollars in out-of-pocket costs. The message is clear: Consumers say they are 
ready and willing to shop, and tools like WearTheCost.org could help them do that.  

 

OUR PLANS FOR EXPANSION   
Altarum and Catalyst for Payment Reform have shown that most states are failing to provide 
sufficient price and quality transparency to their residents. Maryland’s WearTheCost site was made 
possible by earlier investment in an All Payer Claims Database (APCD) and a commitment to help 
health care consumers make educated choices. Altarum is ready to help states build their own 
consumer-friendly transparency tools that will empower consumers and facilitate healthy 
competition in the health care marketplace. This paper describes key findings from our study of 
the Maryland transparency site, WearTheCost.org. These results should prompt consumers, 
providers, and payers to join the growing movement to transparency.  

  

WearTheCost.org 

• Increases health care value literacy and provides an easy-to-use tool for comparing 
facilities on an episode of care basis 

• Focuses for now on four relatively common medical episodes: hip replacement, knee 
replacement, hysterectomy, and vaginal delivery 

• Shows average cost of each episode for Marylanders and the facilities where 
Marylanders have highest and lowest costs for their complete episode 

• Features easy-to-read bar charts and tables with facilities ranked by cost and quality  

https://altarum.org/publications/price-transparency-and-physician-quality-report-card-2017
https://altarum.org/publications/price-transparency-and-physician-quality-report-card-2017


 

MEASURING THE IMPACT OF 
TRANSPARENCY 
 

The high cost of U.S. health care is a top concern for citizens.1 Prices vary widely between 
providers with little relationship to quality, and cost and quality information is often difficult or 
impossible to find. This situation leaves even the most engaged health care consumer unable to 
make informed decisions about their care. In an effort to increase cost and quality transparency in 
the state of Maryland, the Maryland Health Care Commission in partnership with Altarum recently 
launched WearTheCost.org. The site offers easy to interpret price comparisons for four common 
episodes of care (knee replacement, hip replacement, vaginal delivery, and hysterectomy) for 
Maryland facilities. Costs are displayed as either typical costs a consumer should expect or 
potentially avoidable complications that could harm the patient. Further, the site displays for each 
facility a measure of quality based on the rate of patients who experience any potentially avoidable 
complications. Consumers who use the site are empowered by knowing how well each facility 

manages the episode of care for its patients.  

QUESTIONS 
Prior to the launch of WearTheCost.org, this study aimed to:  

1. Assess Marylanders’ knowledge of high and low value care  
2. Capture current frequency of shopping behavior 
3. Estimate consumers’ price sensitivity 
4. Understand immediate effects of site exposure on shopping behavior for future health 

events  
 

STUDY METHODOLOGY IN BRIEF 
Survey data were obtained from a web panel sample of 1566 participants. The panel was limited to 
Maryland residents ages 18 and older. Respondents completed a web survey containing two 
embedded experiments discussed in detail in the following sections.  

                                                           
1 Healthcare Costs Top U.S. Families’ Financial Concerns, Gallup (April 27, 2016). http://www. 

gallup.com/poll/191126/healthcare-costs-top-familiesfinancial-concerns.aspx 



 

FINDINGS 

Cost Concern 
Reflecting Americans’ growing concern about health care costs, 60% of the sample reported 
worrying about the cost of care. Predictably, about 80% of those with a deductible of more than 
$500 reported worrying about their health care costs.  

 

Figure 1. High proportions of consumers with deductibles are worried about health care costs. 

 

This is particularly troubling given the evidence that high deductible health plans have not led 
consumers to be smarter shoppers, but instead have led to decreased utilization overall2. As 
privately insured consumers are increasingly responsible for a higher portion of their health care 
costs, we are obligated to develop transparency tools that enable them to make prudent care 
decisions.  

60% of Marylanders reported worrying about the cost of care. About 80% of 

those with a deductible over $500 reported worrying about health care costs. 

 

                                                           

2 Kullgren JT, Cliff EQ, Krenz C, West BT, Levy H, Fendrick AM, Fagerlin A. Consumer Behaviors 
Among Individuals Enrolled in High-Deductible Health Plans in the United States. JAMA Intern Med. 

Published online November 27, 2017. doi:10.1001/jamainternmed.2017.6622 
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Current Shopping Behavior 
Though most Maryland residents worry about their care, fewer than half have compared prices 
before seeking medical services. 

 

Figure 2. Most Marylanders have not compared prices before seeking services. 

 

Consistent with national estimates, around 45% of this sample checked prices before seeing a 
specialist, seeing a primary care doctor, or having a medical test. There are many reasons 
consumers might not compare prices. For instance, they may not have a choice about where to 
receive care, or they may value other considerations, such as seeing a familiar provider. When 
patients are very ill, or are having an emergency, they may not have the time or interest in 
comparing providers or facilities. Even so, there are many opportunities when consumers could 
use price and quality information. 

 

For people to adopt a consumer mentality around health care, they must first be aware that 
shopping is an option. We found over half of Marylanders thought doctors charged similar prices, 
or they didn’t know if prices differed. This presents a challenge to the paradigm of health care 
consumerism and aligns with other research showing that simply making shopping tools available 
will not be enough. The consumer population also needs a higher level of awareness that prices 
vary. WearTheCost.org is designed to increase awareness.  

  

28%

42%

44%

45%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Hospital Stay

Medical Test

Primary Care Doctor

Specialist Doctor



 

Price Sensitivity  
Given the paradox that consumers are concerned about health care costs but do not know that 
information could be available, we wanted to find out if transparent cost and quality information 
would compel them to switch to less expensive providers. We tested this idea with a hypothetical 
health care decision. We presented participants with a scenario in which they needed to schedule a 
non-emergency medical procedure within the next six months. This eliminated the sense of 
urgency accompanying emergencies. We explained that the procedure could either be done by 
their current provider or a different provider of similar quality and convenience. The important 
difference between the two hypothetical providers was cost. We told respondents a specific out-
of-pocket cost ranging from $800 to $1200 for both their current provider and the alternate 
provider. For example, some respondents were told that they could have their current provider do 
the procedure for $1000 or go to a new provider for $800. This formulation allowed us to find at 
which price differential consumers would switch from their usual provider, assuming quality and 
convenience were unchanged. Setting up the decision to be between a current provider and a new 
one was important; most patients have existing provider relationships, a factor often ignored in 
hypothetical comparison questions. 

 

Figure 3. Most respondents would switch to a provider of the same quality and convenience for 
as little as $200 in savings. 
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We found Maryland consumers were incredibly responsive to price in this hypothetical decision. 
For a savings of just $100, 27% of consumers told us they would use a different provider. For a 
savings of $200 to $300, about half of consumers would switch. 

 

A full three quarters of consumers say they would move to a new provider for a 

savings of $400.  

 

 It came as no surprise that almost no respondents would switch when the providers cost the same, 
or the new provider was more expensive. Consumers may not be shopping much currently, but 
they indicated they would be ready to leave an established provider relationship for a relatively 
small out of pocket savings. 

 

Reaction to WearTheCost.org 
We were also interested in the effect of the WearTheCost.org site on intentions to make health 
care comparisons in the future. The result was very promising for transparency sites: 63% of 
respondents who viewed the website said they would make cost and quality comparisons before 
receiving care in the future, compared to just 42% of respondents who did not see the site.  

Those who saw WearTheCost.org comparisons were 50% more likely to say they 

planned to shop for health care in the future than those who did not see the site. 

 

This pattern held for each of the four episode types, suggesting participants were generalizing the 
information about joint replacement, colonoscopy, or vaginal delivery to the many kinds of 
medical care they might need. 

 

We know consumers have different levels of engagement and our evidence suggests that both 
highly engaged and less engaged consumers can benefit from a site like WearTheCost. We 
analyzed engagement level as measured by the Altarum Consumer Engagement (ACE) measure. 3. 

                                                           
3 Duke CC, Lynch WD, Smith B, Winstanley, J. Validity of a New Patient Engagement Measure: The Altarum 

Consumer Engagement (ACE) Measure. Patient, 8(6); 559-68. 



 

Specifically, we looked at Informed Choice, which is highly predictive of consumers’ interest in 
learning about health and choosing their health care. We found that among those who did not see 
WearTheCost.org, highly engaged consumers were more than twice as likely to shop in the future; 
24% for low engagers and 63% for high engagers. When respondents saw the site, both of these 
numbers increased; 47% of low engagers planned to shop, while an incredible 80% of high 
engagers who saw the site planned to shop in the future. Both engagement and tools like 
WearTheCost.org have big impacts on consumers’ intentions to compare price and quality. 

 

Figure 4. Respondents that viewed WearTheCost were more likely to say they intend to compare 
prices in the future, regardless of their current level of engagement. 

 

 

FORTHCOMING WORK 
WearTheCost.org was officially launched on October 20, 2017 and media campaigns designed to 
increase awareness of the site will continue throughout 2018. Altarum will follow-up with our 
survey participants in February of 2018, about six months after fielding our first survey. We will ask 
participants about their awareness and use of the site in the time since its launch as well as actual 
shopping behaviors, including price and quality comparisons. If early exposure to the site had the 
impact we hoped it would, participants who saw the site in August will have done more shopping, 
perhaps even seeking out WearTheCost.org directly and sharing information about it with their 
friends and family members. 

  



 

Health care costs are a burden that we all shoulder and moving this system to one of value-based 
decision-making means that these costs can ultimately be lower. By creating evidence based 
solutions it is our mission to make sure that all Americans get the high value health care that they 
deserve.   

  



 

APPENDIX: SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS  
 

Total N % 

All Survey Respondents 1548 100 

 

Gender N % 

Male 501 33 

Female 1035 67 

Missing 12 1 

 

Age N % 

18-24 196 13 

25-29 183 12 

30-39 314 20 

40-49 214 14 

50-64 393 25 

65-74 197 13 

75+ 39 2 

Missing 12 1 

 

Race and Ethnicity N % 

White 1012 65 

Black 293 19 

Asian 71 5 

Native American 5 <1 

Pacific Islander 2 <1 

Hispanic 41 3 



 

Race and Ethnicity N % 

Other 26 2 

Unspecified 84 5 

Missing 14 1 

 

Annual Household Income N % 

Under $20K 139 9 

$20K - $29K 117 8 

$30K - $39K 132 9 

$40K - $49K 132 9 

$50K - $59K 119 8 

$60K - $74K 161 10 

$75K - $99K 194 12 

$100K - $149K 213 13 

$150K+ 169 11 

Missing  172 11 

 

Health Insurance Status N % 

Private Health Insurance 855 55 

Medicare 266 17 

Medicaid 157 10 

CHIP 5 <1 

TRICARE/Military System 60 4 

DVA 13 1 

State-sponsored Plan 36 2 

Other government plan 48 3 

Uninsured 51 3 



 

Health Insurance Status N % 

Don't Know 57 4 

 

Health Insurance Acquisition N % 

Employer 535 63 

Marketplace 79 9 

Family Member 241 28 

 

Health Care Insurer N % 

Aetna 89 10 

Anthem 9 1 

Blue Cross/Blue Shield 446 52 

Centene 2 <1 

CIgna 88 10 

Humana 7 <1 

HealthNet 2 <1 

Kaiser 88 10 

UnitedHealth 124 15 

 

Insurance Continuity N % 

Insured all of Past 12 Months 1347 87 

Uninsured Part of Past 12 
Months 

114 7 

Uninsured all of Past 12 
Months 

46 3 

I don't know 41 3 

 

  



 

Annual Insurance Deductible N % 

No Deductible 445 29 

 Deductible Status Unknown 157 10 

Less than $500 257 17 

$500 to $1000 195 13 

$1001 to $3000 205 13 

More than $3000 82 5 

Deductible Amount 
Unknown 

207 13 

 

Experimental Condition N % 

1 314 20 

2 300 19 

3 248 16 

4 297 19 

5 – Control  389 25 

 

Thinking about Doctors in 
Maryland, would you say... 

N % 

Some charge more than 
others 

705 46 

They charge pretty much 
the same prices 

315 20 

Don't know 528 34 

 

  



 

Would you say higher prices 
are typically a sign of 
better-quality medical care? 

N % 

Yes 148 9 

No 1140 74 

Don't know 260 17 

 

Would you say lower prices 
are typically a sign of lower-
quality medical care? 

N % 

Yes 171 11 

No 1108 72 

Don't know 269 17 

 

I help care for a child with 
special needs.  

N % 

Yes 87 6 

No 1461 94 

 

I help care for an adult with 
special needs.  

N % 

Yes 112 7 

No 1436 93 

 

Caregiver (computed 
variable 

N % 

Yes 184 12 

No 1364 88 

  



 

When it comes to your 
health care costs, would you 
say you worry about these 
costs...? 

N % 

A great deal 403 26 

Some 551 36 

Only a little 327 21 

Not at all 267 17 
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