
A Completely 
New Type of 
Health Benefit

MESAMedical Episode  
Spending Allowance



The Medical 
Episode Spending 
Allowance (MESA) 
plan is a new approach to 

health insurance that gives 

you more control over your 

health care costs and which 

doctors you see.



When you have a medical condition, a MESA plan explains the care you will need, 
creates a budget based on approved treatment guidelines and realistic costs where 
you live, and lets you choose providers by comparing prices and quality ratings. 
Doctors will compete for your business rather than the other way around.

In addition, a MESA plan pays you money when you participate in wellness programs 
and services that help you maintain good health—such as preventive checkups and 
screenings, weight loss plans, and physical activity programs.

How can I benefit from a MESA plan?

• It’s quick and easy to use.

• It’s not complicated.

• It can save you money.

• It puts you in control of your health care.

A MESA plan helps you manage your health care 
spending because the costs are transparent and 
predictable. Whether you have frequent health care 
needs due to chronic conditions or have a major medical 
episode, a MESA plan will tell you what the costs will be 
before you see your doctor. You will be given several 
choices, and depending on the options you choose, 
you will never receive an unexpected bill for health care 
expenses. And you will always be covered.

Who is this plan designed for?

Whether you and your family have few or many health 
care needs throughout the year, a MESA plan has 
you covered. MESA plans work for all individuals and 
families, including those who need frequent care and 
meet their annual deductible but still struggle to predict 
how much they will pay in additional out-of-pocket 
costs. A MESA plan offers you a fixed cost—coverable 
by your insurance—for a variety of medical situations, 
so you can focus on your health without the stress of 
unexpected medical bills.

How can I participate?

You can enroll in a MESA plan during your company’s 
annual enrollment period. Participation in MESA does 
not cost you any additional money.

How does MESA work?

When something happens to you that requires medical 
care—a “medical episode”—your insurance assigns it 
an additional MESA budget that is not subject to your 
annual deductible. For example, you might develop 
an unexpected illness or need surgery, require 
ongoing treatment for a chronic condition, or need 
comprehensive pregnancy care. You will receive a MESA 
budget for these medical episodes, and you will not have 
to pay toward your annual deductible before using the 
MESA budget. Note that emergency care is covered 
under the regular deductible, and a MESA will never 
delay emergency care.

A MESA plan negotiates costs with participating 
doctors and rates the doctors based on cost and quality 
performance (how their patients’ outcomes compare 
to those of other providers). This creates healthy 
competition among doctors and gives them a powerful 
incentive to deliver high-quality care at a reasonable 
cost.

If you choose a contracted doctor—one who has 
negotiated price agreements with your MESA plan—
you will be told up front what the out-of-pocket costs 
will be, if any. In some cases, you might even get 
money back if the doctor you choose has a price lower 
than the MESA budget. If you choose a provider who 
is in your insurance plan but has not negotiated price 
agreements, there may be wide swings in actual costs 
that could lead to large out-of-pocket expenses.

A MESA plan takes the mystery out of medical expenses 
and offers you clear choices about which doctors to 
see. You’re not left to figure it out all on your own; you’re 
informed about the course of care to expect and can 
prevent unexpected out-of-pocket costs.



Step 2

Receive a general health 
spending allowance.

At the beginning of the year, you  
will receive a general health 
spending allowance to cover 
preventive and wellness services 
available to all employees. If you 
follow the terms of your wellness 
plan—getting routine checkups, 
participating in weight-loss 
programs, filling out a personal 
health record, etc.—you will receive 
a year-end wellness reward.

Step 1

Set up your account on the  
My MESA member website. 

During your annual benefits 
enrollment, which sets your yearly 
deductible and co-insurance 
costs, you can opt in to MESA to 
receive an additional allowance for 
each medical episode as it arises. 
Start by setting up your personal 
account on the My MESA member 
website. My MESA is a powerful 
tool you will use to manage your 
care and select doctors.

Step 3

Select a primary care doctor 
and set health goals.

To be eligible for the year-end 
wellness reward, select a primary 
care doctor (if you don’t already 
have one) and work with your 
doctor to set your health goals 
(such as weight loss or smoking 
cessation) using My MESA. At the 
end of the year, your primary care 
doctor must verify that you have 
met your goals for you to receive 
your wellness reward.

MESA,  
Step by Step



Step 4

If you have a medical episode,  
enter it in My MESA. 

The tool will generate a budget for your 
treatment, list several local doctors in your 
insurance plan, and show what they will charge 
for your treatment. If you select a MESA-
contracted doctor whose cost is lower than the 
budgeted amount, you will receive the remaining 
dollars in the form of a lowered deductible or 
a lowered monthly premium for the next year. 
You will also help control the overall costs of the 
benefits plan, which may help reduce premiums 
next year. If you select a doctor whose cost is the 
same as the budgeted amount, you will break 
even. If you select a doctor who charges more 
than the budgeted amount or who does not 
participate in MESA, you will be responsible for 
paying the extra costs (which will count toward 
your annual deductible). These out-of-pocket 
costs may be considerable.

Step 5

Earn your extra  
wellness reward. 

If you make a good-faith effort 
to comply with the care plan that 
your chosen doctor provides, 
you will be eligible for an extra 
wellness reward. 

A MESA plan negotiates costs 
with participating doctors and 
rates the doctors based on 
cost and quality performance. 
This creates healthy 
competition among doctors 
and gives them a powerful 
incentive to deliver high-quality 
care at a reasonable cost.



John Jackson
Age 55
Manchester, NH
Spending Allowance 
for Knee Replacement 
Procedure: $24,000



MESA in Action: 
Case Examples
Here are some patient stories to illustrate how a MESA plan works for different kinds 
of medical episodes.

John Jackson
Total Knee Replacement Procedure

John Jackson has been suffering from arthritis in his 
left knee for several years and has been finding simple 
daily activities harder to cope with each passing day. 
His primary care doctor recommends John see an 
orthopedic specialist about the possibility of having a 
knee replacement procedure. Under a normal health 
insurance plan, John would probably go wherever 
his primary care doctor referred him, but John knows 
his MESA plan requires him to log on to My MESA to 
learn about knee replacement surgery and find local 
orthopedic surgeons in his insurance plan who could 
do the procedure. My MESA has calculated the cost 
of a knee replacement in his geographical area, taking 
into account price agreements made with some of 
the surgeons, and it lists a $24,000 budget for all of 
the treatment costs. John sees there are five local 
orthopedic surgeons in his insurance plan: three have 
a negotiated price agreement (“fixed bundled fee”) and 
two don’t have a price agreement. Each surgeon has a 
quality grade based on measures such as the number 
of successful procedures without complications.

Of the three surgeons with negotiated price 
agreements, John sees that Dr. Hayashi has a grade of 
B+ but charges $22,000, which would let John apply the 
remaining $2,000 to lower his deductible or reduce his 

monthly plan contributions for next year. Dr. Tompkins, 
who has a quality grade of A, comes in right on budget, 
with no leftover savings for John. Choosing Dr. Mendez, 
whose quality grade is B, would require John to pay 
$1,000 out of his own pocket for the procedure.

Drs. Lear and Salihović, the two surgeons without 
negotiated price agreements, have high quality grades 
but wide ranges in actual costs that could require John 
to pay up to the full amount of his yearly deductible and 
co-insurance. 

John decides to visit Drs. Hayashi, Tompkins, and 
Mendez to find out which one he likes. He can do this 
because the MESA pays for a private consultation 
with each of the surgeons with negotiated price 
agreements. After these visits, John decides to have 
Dr. Tompkins perform his knee replacement surgery. 
John liked Dr. Tompkins when they met, and John likes 
that Dr. Tompkins has an excellent quality score and 
will not cost him any extra money.

Following surgery, John works hard to comply with Dr. 
Tompkins’ care and rehabilitation plan. Dr. Tompkins 
sends a report about John’s rehabilitation efforts to 
MESA, and John receives the extra wellness reward. 



Mary Washington
Age 45
Charleston, SC
Spending Allowance for 
Annual Diabetes Care: 
$8,000



Mary Washington 
Diabetes Chronic Care
Although healthy for most of her life, Mary Washington, 
45, notices that her skin has been drier than usual, she 
has been urinating more frequently, she always seems 
thirsty, and she frequently feels tired. During a routine 
checkup with her doctor, she learns that she has Type 2 
diabetes. Mary will need treatment for her diabetes for 
the rest of her life.

Before beginning treatment, Mary logs on to My MESA 
to learn about her newly diagnosed condition and what 
her options are.

Mary finds that there are three local doctors participating in 
the MESA chronic care network: Dr. Younger, Dr. Kothari, 
and Dr. Carson. She also sees that her primary care 
doctor, Dr. Rison, is not a MESA-contracted provider 
and could cost her $4,000 per year in out-of-pocket 
expenses—and his quality score for diabetes is lower 
than the MESA-contracted doctors. So she uses My 
MESA to dig a little deeper into the MESA doctors’ care 
management programs and is especially impressed 
with Dr. Younger’s clinic and its nationally recognized 
approach. In addition, Dr. Younger charges less than 
Mary’s MESA budget of $8,000. If she chooses his 
program, she will get back $1,000, applied to the plan 
contribution that comes out of her paycheck, every full 
year she remains under his care.

But this leaves Mary with a dilemma. She has been 
Dr. Rison’s patient for many years and has generally 
been healthy. Mary decides to use her allowance for 

consultations with contracted providers and schedules 
a visit with Dr. Younger. Following her visit, she decides 
to switch doctors and take advantage of MESA.

Mary and Dr. Younger establish a care plan with goals 
Mary can achieve during the time remaining in the plan 
year, including taking a diabetes education course, 
lowering her blood sugar levels, and following an 
exercise program. 

Every month, Mary will receive a diabetes care update 
through her My MESA account, reminding her of her 
goals and scheduled appointments to make sure she 
remains on track.

Over the year, Mary and Dr. Younger discuss her 
progress toward her goals, and with Dr. Younger’s 
approval, Mary receives the year-end wellness reward.

2017 Diabetes Care Calendar for Mary Washington

February 2017

Office visit to check 
blood pressure, LDL, 
and HgBA1c levels

March 2017

Eye exam

June 2017

Kidney test

September 2017

Office visit to check 
blood pressure, LDL, 
and HgBA1c levels

November 2017

Foot exam

Member Engagement Tool



Benefits 
Comparison 
between HDHP and MESA for 
a Chronically Ill Employee
Here is an example comparing the costs of a high-deductible health plan (HDHP) to a MESA plan for an employee who 
experiences four different medical episodes within the same calendar year: depression, hypertension, coronary artery 
disease, and diabetes. The total HDHP costs for visits, procedures, and equipment throughout the year are broken 
down by the cost to the employer and the deductible and copay/coinsurance that the employee will be required to pay. 
The MESA tables show the medical spending allowance for each medical episode and illustrate how using network 
providers can result in zero additional costs to the employee.



Premium Equivalent Benefit Plan 
$2,500/$6,000/20% (Deductible/Maximum Out-Of-Pocket/Coinsurance)

Service Category Cost Employer Deductible Copay/Coinsurance 

Drugs $2,799 $546 $1,654 $600

Durable Medical Equipment $609 $243 $304 $61

Emergency Room $1,950 $1,522 $48 $381

Physician Office Visits $477 $193 $236 $48

Laboratory and X-Ray $137 $35 $92 $9

Outpatient Hospital $9,717 $7,773 $0 $1,943

Emergency Room/Hospital Physician $937 $617 $166 $154

Total $16,626 $10,930 $2,500 $3,196

Patient Pays Dollars

Deductibles $2,500

Copays $600

Coinsurance $2,596

Limits or exclusions $0

Total $5,696

Episode Cost Dollars

Total Cost $16,626

Insurer Pays $10,930

Member Pays $5,696

MESA Benefit Plan 

Service Category Episode Allowance Deductible Copay/Coinsurance Employer

Coronary Artery Disease $4,500 $0 $0 $4,500 

Hypertension $1,800 $0 $0 $1,800 

Diabetes $5,000 $0 $0 $5,000 

Depression and Anxiety $1,800 $0 $0 $1,800

Total $13,100 $0 $0 $13,100

Patient Pays Dollars

Deductibles $0

Copays $0

Coinsurance $0

Limits or exclusions $0

Total $0

Episode Cost Dollars

Total Cost $13,100

Insurer Pays $13,100

Member Pays $0



Altarum Institute 
3520 Green Court, Suite 300
Ann Arbor, MI 48105
Phone: 734.302.4600
Fax: 734.302.4991
www.mesa.com

MESA
Medical Episode  
Spending Allowance

A MESA plan 
offers you a fixed 
cost—coverable by 
your insurance—
for a variety of 
medical situations, 
so you can focus 
on your health 
without the stress 
of unexpected 
medical bills.


