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I. Introduction 

Consumers continue to play an increasingly active role in making health care decisions. Financially, 

American consumers now pay more for care directly than they ever have in the past. As the prevalence of 

high-deductible plans continues to rise, this trend shows no signs of slowing.  

In addition, the trend toward greater levels of information transparency has gained momentum and 

continues to expand. Both health plans and independent organizations now provide metrics that allow 

consumers to compare price, quality, and safety. Use of online and mobile information technologies is 

also making health care more accessible. As consumer expectations increase for similar tools in health 

care, both entrepreneurs and traditional medical institutions are competing to fill that space. 

Additionally, health plan executives are preparing for a new mechanism for selling and administering 

coverage to individuals in 2014. With the launch of state health insurance exchanges, insurers will need to 

attract and retain individual users directly through new marketplaces. Much remains unknown about what 

sorts of information consumers will require in these insurance systems. 

In this evolving, consumer-focused environment, there is a need for more knowledge about the 

information-seeking and care-seeking habits of consumers and the factors that influence them. The Fall 

2012 Altarum Institute Survey of Consumer Health Care Opinions is the third in a semiannual series of 

surveys that are intended to reveal how consumers perceive and make choices in health care and track 

changes in consumer perceptions over time.  

II. Topics 

This report covers several areas. It begins with a description of consumer demographics, health 

characteristics, cost sharing, and general use. Next, it describes survey findings that indicate consumers’ 

preferred roles in health care decisions and characteristics associated with their desire to play an active 

role in obtaining care. The report also summarizes consumer experience, asking about price and quality of 

care they have encountered and consumers’ confidence in their ability to find and apply information to 

find better or less expensive care. Respondents also provided general information about the information 

sources that they use to choose care. In this survey, respondents were also asked about the relative 

importance of different sorts of information in choosing a doctor or hospital. Several types and sources of 

information were compared. In addition, this report describes consumer opinions about electronic medical 

records and about receiving health care coverage through their employers versus through state exchanges.  

III. Methodology 

Respondents consisted of paid participants from a nationwide panel maintained by Survey Sampling 

International, Inc. Respondents came from diverse age groups, incomes, educational levels, and regions. 

The survey was administered via a website in November 2012. A total of 2,071 participants completed the 

survey. The median response time was approximately 8.5 minutes. Any respondent who completed the 

survey in less than 3 minutes was removed on the assumption that fast responses were not valid. This 

resulted in a total of 2,004 completed surveys. 

  



 

Altarum Institute Survey of Consumer Health Care Opinions, Fall 2012 Page 2 

IV. Respondents 

1. Demographics  

The respondents were demographically diverse. All were U.S. citizens. They ranged in age from 25 to 65, 

with a mean age of 44.5 years. Income levels ranged from less than $20,000 to more than $175,000 

annually. Slightly more than half of respondents were male (54%). The majority of respondents had been 

married (70%, 55% were married currently). Seventy-nine percent of respondents were White.  

2. Health Insurance 

All respondents had traditional or PPO health insurance, rather than government-sponsored, HMO, or 

other coverage. Among the respondents who knew the amount of their deductibles, 15% reported having 

a deductible of $5,000 or higher, 43% had a deductible of $1,000–$4,999, and 42% reported a deductible 

under $1,000. Twelve percent did not know the amount.  

3. Self-Rated Health Evaluation 

Exhibit 1: Respondents’Self-Rated Health (“In general, would you say that your health is…?”) 

 

As shown, the majority of respondents considered themselves to be in excellent or very good health. Only 

9% rated themselves as being in fair or poor health.  
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V. Utilization 

1. History of Care 

Health care utilization rates varied as expected. Older respondents and those reporting poor health were 

more likely to have used medical care in the past month or year. Overall, 27% were seen by a health care 

provider in the past month, 76% had received care in the past year, and 13% had been hospitalized in the 

past year. 

Exhibit 2: Recent Health Care Utilization and Prescription Drug Usage 

 

Of those who did take at least one prescription medication, the average number of regular medications 

was 1.8. The maximum number of reported medications was 16. 

Exhibit 3: Number of Prescription Drugs Taken Regularly Among Respondents Taking at Least 
One 
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VI. Decisions 

1. Preferences 

Consumers report a preference for an active role in decisions regarding their treatments. In 2011, 61% of 

participants either wanted to make decisions solely by themselves or with some input from their 

physician. This year, a similar but slightly higher majority, 64%, reported wanting to be completely in 

charge or to have some input from doctors and other experts.  

Exhibit 4: Respondents’ Preferred Role in Medical Decisions, 2011 and 2012 Survey 
Comparison 

 

This preference for an active role is consistent across different levels of salary, income, and plan 

deductible. However, age did correlate with preference: Respondents between the ages of 25 and 34 were 

nearly twice as likely to want to be completely in charge of decisions as those between 55 and 64.  

Exhibit 5: Percentage of Respondents Preferring the Most Active Role in Decisionmaking, by 
Age Group 

Age Group Percentage of Respondents 
Preferring to Be Completely in 

Charge of Decisions 

25–34 33% 

35–44 31% 

45–54 23% 

55–64 17% 
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VII. Finding a Doctor 

Similar to the 2011 findings, a vast majority of consumers (82%) who were surveyed in 2012 rated 

opinions from friends and family as the most common source of information for selecting a physician. A 

growing percentage of consumers are using online resources: 28% reported using online ratings of a 

doctor’s bedside manner, and 24% reported using ratings of clinical quality. Consistently with last year, 

only 1 in 10 consumers reported using advertisements.  

Exhibit 6: Information Sources Used in Selecting a Doctor, 2011 and 2012 Surveys 

 

As expected, younger consumers tend to use online ratings more than older consumers. Interestingly, 

those in high-deductible plans (deductibles greater than $5,000) did not report using cost information any 

more than others. They were, however, more likely to use online tools to search for quality and bedside 

manner ratings than were those with lower insurance deductibles.  

Exhibit 7: Types of Online Information Used, by Deductible Size 
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VIII. Asking About Price 

Survey responses suggest a possible trend toward active consumerism. The percentage of people who 

reported asking about the price of a service before receiving care was slightly higher for all age groups. In 

2011, 43% asked about price; in 2012, this number increased to 48%. Increases in out-of-pocket costs, 

rising premiums, and consumer-directed health plans may be influencing consumers to take more interest 

in the cost of services. 

Exhibit 8: Percentage of Consumers Who Have Ever Asked About Price Before Receiving Care, 
Overall and by Age Group 

 

Although these results indicate a willingness to ask about prices, consumers overall still do not appear to 

be confident that they actually can reduce their costs by shopping for health care. Generally, only a third 

expressed any confidence that they could contain their costs by shopping to lower-priced care. Two-thirds 

of those surveyed reported being either uncertain or not all confident of being able to do so. 
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There is a clear relationship between respondents’ asking about price and the degree to which they feel 

confident that they could contain their cost by shopping. While only 40% of those who said that they were 

not all confident have actually asked about price, 65% of those who said that they were very confident 

have asked. Although it is not possible to conclude which of the two components (price comparisons and 

confidence) preceded the other or whether they both result from other circumstances, they appear to be 

strongly associated. 
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Exhibit 9: Percentage of Respondents Asking About Price Prior to Receiving Care, by Reported 
Confidence in Being Able to Lower Prices by Shopping for Health Care 

 

While the rate at which consumers have asked about the price of health care approached 50%, this also 

means that half of all respondents have never asked. There are many possible reasons for refraining from 

asking about price. One is “economic moral hazard,” where an individual consumes more when another 

party pays for the product or service. This phenomenon is illustrated by our results, which show that 

respondents whose deductibles are $5,000 or more are much more likely to ask about price than those 

whose deductibles are below $250. Fifty-six percent of those with high deductibles reported asking about 

price, while only 36% of those with low deductibles had done so.  

Another plausible reason for consumers’ failure to inquire about prices is their comfort level. Although 

there is relationship between comfort level and asking about price, a high level of comfort does not 

guarantee that the consumer will ask. As indicated in Exhibit 9, only 65% of those who claimed to be 

very comfortable in asking about treatment cost have actually asked about this.  
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Exhibit 10: Percentage of Respondents Ever Asking About Price Prior to Receiving Care, by 
Comfort Level in Asking About Cost 

 

IX. Concern About Ability to Pay for Care 
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extremely concerned. The levels of concern are consistent with one might expect: Those with higher 

incomes have less concern, those with poor health are more concerned, and those with higher deductibles 

are also more concerned. 
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Exhibit 11: Percentage of Respondents Expressing Concern About Paying for Medical Bills, by 
Degree of Protection (Income, Deductible, and Health Status) 

 

X. Selection of Medical Professionals 

The choice of a physician is one of the most important choices a consumer will make. However, 

consumers face challenges looking for objective advice that they can trust. Survey participants were asked 

to rank which recommendation sources they trusted most to obtain information regarding quality. Ratings 

by doctors were the most frequently selected first and second choice, followed by recommendations from 

friends and family. Only 21% of respondents listed employer ratings in their two most trusted sources, 

and only 29% counted government ratings as one of their two most trusted sources. 

Exhibit 12: Degree of Trust in Sources of Information on Physician Quality 

 

Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 

Consumers did not appear to have a great deal of confidence in their ability to choose more qualified 

doctors by investigating them, however. Nearly 50% reported being uncertain or not at all confident.  
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Exhibit 13: Respondents’ Confidence in Their Ability to Find a More Qualified Doctor by 
Researching 

 

Younger consumers appear to be more confident in their ability to select doctors. While only 7% of 55- to 

64-year-olds said that they were very confident, 25- to 34-year-olds were nearly three times (20%) more 

likely to feel that confident. Clearly, there is an opportunity and a need to provide easy-to-understand 

ratings of physicians using clinical data. The move toward a consumer-driven marketplace involves more 

than merely looking for the least expensive care; it also entails finding the most effective treatment.  
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25–34 37% 63% 

35–44 47% 53% 

45–54 51% 49% 

55–64 55% 45% 
 

XI. Electronic Medical Records 

A significant effort and funding has been directed at the national level toward increasing the use of 

electronic medical records. Electronic records are considered effective at improving efficiency, reducing 

errors, and better integrating health care among different providers. In the survey, nearly two-thirds of 

survey participants stated that their medical records are maintained electronically.  
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Exhibit 14: Respondents’ Experiences With Electronic Medical Records 

 

The presence of electronic medical records has not necessarily translated into greater transparency for 

consumers, however. Seventy percent of the population do not know or cannot look up information on 

their health history.  

Health care consumers appear to support the use of electronic medical records. More than half feel that 

when doctors use electronic ordering for medication prescriptions, it is safer than when doctors do not. 

Also, more than two-thirds believe that having the information will help doctors provide better care. 

Consumers had varying degrees of concern about privacy, with 38% indicating that they worried about 

privacy and 33% saying that this was not a concern. These opinions were consistent across age, income, 

and health status.  

Exhibit 15: Consumer Opinions About Electronic Medical Records 

 

  

66% 

30% 

10% 

37% 

24% 
33% 

My doctor keeps all my medical
information on a computer.

I can look up almost anything (such as test
results) about my health history on the

computer

Use of Electronic Medical Records 

Yes

No

I don't know

33% 

6% 

6% 

29% 

25% 

39% 

38% 

69% 

56% 

Having my health information on the computer
worries me because it might not stay private

Having my information on the computer will help my
doctors give me better care

It's safer when doctors use computers to order
medicine

Disagree

Neutral

Agree



 

Altarum Institute Survey of Consumer Health Care Opinions, Fall 2012 Page 12 

XII. Active Involvement in Care 

Engaging consumers and increasing their active participation in health care decisions is a key strategy in 

improving quality and controlling costs of care. The survey included a series of questions to gauge 

consumers’ level of involvement in their health care choices and treatment. For example, 84% reported 

that they sometimes or always look online for information regarding medical problems. Sixty-two percent 

had looked online for hospital ratings, and 72% asked for medications in addition to the one(s) that their 

physicians prescribed.  

Exhibit 16:  Percentage of Respondents Sometimes or Always Engaging in Various Health Care 
Behaviors 

 

Exhibit 17: Association of Age, Income, Deductible, and Health Status With Active Involvement 

Amount of Active 
Involvement 

Age Income Deductible Health 

Youngest Lowest Low Unhealthy 

% of Respondents 
Qualifying as Highly Active 

28% 23% 23% 26% 

18% 25% 34% 22% 

 Oldest Highest High Healthy 

Consumers were grouped into cohorts with others who reported similar levels of active involvement. This 

was accomplished by summing the number of actions the consumer reported having taken. Those who 

reported performing the most active behaviors were rated as being highly active. Those who reported the 

highest numbers of actions were then compared to those with the lowest number of active behaviors (see 

Exhibit 17). Twenty-eight percent of the youngest consumers (aged 25–34) reported being highly active 

compared with only 18% of those aged 55–64. There is also a significant disparity between those with 

high and low deductibles (34% versus 23%). 

XIII. State Exchanges 

The Affordable Care Act is bringing significant changes to the health insurance market and to the practice 

of medicine. In the survey, respondents read a short statement describing the upcoming option where 

individuals may select their insurance from state exchanges rather than other sources. 
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Although 33% of respondents indicated that they would prefer to continue to allow their employer to select 

a health care plan, 40% of the consumers would rather have their employers provide them with money that 

they can use to purchase their own plans. Interestingly, 56% expressed agreement or remained neutral 

regarding the statement that the state exchange will probably provide a better plan that they have now. 

Exhibit 18: Respondents’ Opinions About State Health Insurance Exchanges 

 

An examination of the proposal to allow employees to use a monetary contribution from their employers 

to select their own plans reveals some interesting correlations. Using the questions in Exhibit 16, we 

developed an intensity scale based on the respondents’ levels of “active involvement.” Simply stated, the 

more actions they reported taking (e.g., they were willing to seek second opinions or ask about the price) 

the higher their level of active involvement. Respondents were grouped by their level of active 

involvement (low and high) and their plan deductible (high or low). The results were categorized into four 

groups: low deductible/low activity, low deductible/high activity, high deductible/low activity, and high 

deductible/high activity. 
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Exhibit 19: Respondents’ Desire to Choose Own Plan, by Deductible Size and Degree of Active 
Involvement 

 

One might expect that those with a high deductible who also demonstrate a high level of active 

involvement would prefer more ownership in selecting a plan that fits their needs. This appears to be the 

case: 60% of consumers with a high deductible and high active involvement prefer having the choice, 

while only 32% of the low-deductible/low-active-involvement group indicated this preference.  

XIV. Direct Comparisons of Information Sources  

1. Information Types in Selecting a Doctor 

To better understand the way consumers rank levels of importance among different types of information 

used when selecting a doctor, questions were posed that allowed respondents to select whether one 

characteristic was more important than another. Each component was compared to every other 

component. The figure below shows the number of times each component was identified as being more 

important than other components. The components were worded as follows: 

 “Bedside manner and communication,” 

 “Malpractice or lawsuits against the doctor,” 

 “Location of the office (20 minutes closer),” 

 “Extended office hours,” 

 “Official clinical rankings (for example, do patients have better blood pressure scores?),” 

 “Clinical rankings of other doctors in the same office as your doctor,” and 

 “Uses electronic systems (patient email and computerized medical records).” 
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Exhibit 20: Relative Importance of Factors in Choosing a Doctor 

 

Bedside manner received the highest degree of importance among all characteristics. Malpractice was 

ranked second and location was third. This ranking of the top three was consistent across gender, salary 

range, high level of deductible, and health characteristics. Despite the known importance of (1) quality 

ratings of doctors and practices and (2) electronic medical records, respondents consistently rated them as 

less important than factors such as location, hours, and bedside manner. 

2.  Information Types in Selecting a Hospital for Surgery 

Consumers were also asked to choose among pairs of information types and to indicate which of the two 

was more important in selecting a hospital for surgery. The responses were scored according to the 

number of times that type of information was selected as being more important than another. The 

components were worded as follows: 

 “Your doctor suggested the hospital,” 

 “How often doctors at that hospital do that surgery,” 

 “Official ratings of safety (infections or errors),” and 

 “Convenient location.” 

 

Official ratings of safety were most often selected as being more important than other types of 

information, followed by the number of times the surgery had been performed at that hospital. 

Suggestions by the doctor were rated as least important. 
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Exhibit 21: Relative Importance of Factors in Choosing a Hospital for Surgery 

 

XV. Summary 

Consumers’ preferences, behaviors, and opinions about their role in health care are varied and sometimes 

contradictory. Most consumers express a desire to play an active role in their care, yet many have not 

asked questions or sought information. Active involvement in health decisions is more common for 

younger, more affluent consumers, as well as for those with higher deductible insurance policies. 

Consumers say that they would trust doctors’ ratings of quality more than ratings from employers, 

government, or other friends, yet many are not confident that they can find meaningful information. In 

addition, when they were asked to pick among specific types of information to use in a decision about 

surgery, they viewed physician recommendations as being less important than other factors.  

Consumers generally support the value of electronic medical records, agreeing that they make health care 

safer and more efficient. When they were asked about important factors in selecting care, however, use of 

electronic medical records was rated lowest in importance among seven factors (including location and 

office hours).  

The survey gleaned mixed responses to the option of employees getting insurance through state 

exchanges rather than from an employer. Forty percent of consumers were open to the idea of picking 

their own insurance using money provided their employer. However, few agreed that insurance provided 

through a state exchange would be better than their current plan. A desire to independently choose 

insurance was associated with higher involvement in health care decisions generally and having a high-

deductible plan. 
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