The Emergency Room
Use the hospital emergency
room carefully. Because emer‐
gency room doctors and nurses
see the sickest people first, you
may waste a lot of me in the
wai ng room if you have a sore
throat or a sprained ankle.
Also, emergency room costs are
much higher than those of urgent care and 24‐hour walk‐in
clinics. General rule of thumb: use the ER for what it is meant
to be (and priced to be) – an emergency ONLY facility. True
emergencies include:
– Burns and smoke inhala on
– Head and neck injuries
– Blood clots
– Broken bones

– Deep cuts
– Allergic reac ons
– Heart a ack or stroke
– Other severe trauma

“But my baby is sick and crying and it’s a er‐hours. Only the
ER is open . . . “ Earaches for babies seem to (inevitably) come
at night and can cause great stress for new parents as well as
the child. But the ER is usually not the right se ng for trea ng
them – nor is it necessary if a few common‐sense precau ons
are taken:
 Talk to your pediatrician ahead of me; have a “game
plan” for what to do when mid‐night ear infec ons strike.
Ask your pediatrician if they can be reached a er hours.
Call them if you can.
 If your pediatrician cannot be reached and if your health
plan provides a 24‐hour nurse line, call it. Follow their ad‐
vice (it usually won’t be to take baby to the ER).
 Most o en, the baby with an earache needs a pediatric
dose of ibuprofen, Tylenol, or some similar pain medica‐
on that can provide adequate pallia ve care and control
baby’s fever un l the next day.
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Healthcare Consumer Tips
a series of good ideas on stretching your healthcare dollars ...
As healthcare reform focuses our a en on on the cost of our
healthcare, many of us are looking for ways to get more in‐
volved with how we purchase healthcare. We are also looking
for new ways to ensure that we get the “most bang for our
buck” when it comes to healthcare spending. Being more re‐
sponsible for a greater por on of the cost is only one reason
for our new interest in cost. More and more, we are no longer
willing to place blind trust in the experts; we want to know
what healthcare we need, why we need it, what it costs and
why it costs what it does.
All of us need healthcare. To help you and your colleagues
learn how to best use it, Southeast Service Coopera ve oﬀers
a class on healthcare consumerism. Think about scheduling a
class at your worksite soon!
Within this booklet, we’re introducing a series of “chapters” on
your “my healthcare book.” Use these ideas to build your
healthy autobiography! Click the links to jump to that chapter.
Common Issues
Asking the Right Ques ons
What to Ask Your Doctor
Primary Care
Your Child’s Healthcare
Specialist Care
Self‐Care
Rx Tips
Emergency Room Care
For more informa on, contact:
Bill Colopoulos
Health and Benefits Consultant
bcolopoulos@ssc.coop, (507) 206‐7419

Get organized. Collect the following informa on before your
first visit to see a specialist. Take it to your appointment:

 Medical records. Include all medical records for previ‐
ous treatment for the same or a similar problem. If
you don’t have current test results with you, the spe‐
cialist may require you to have important tests retak‐
en, which could be costly.
 A list of all prescrip on and nonprescrip on medica‐
ons you’re taking.
At the end of your appointment with a specialist, be sure you
know when to return for another visit. Ask about any tests you
must have and when results from any tests you have had will
be available. If the specialist recommends you have surgery or
an expensive or high‐risk treatment, get a second opinion be‐
fore proceeding.

Self‐Care
Learn about self‐care. More than 80 percent of all health prob‐
lems can be cared for in the home. You should know about
common health problems, what to do when they occur, when
and where to get help, and how to prevent health problems.

Rx Tips
Know your prescrip ons, including
how and when to take your medi‐
cine. Ask your doctor or pharmacist
what you should do if you miss a
dose. Find out about side eﬀects. Let
your doctor know if you are taking
other drugs (even non‐prescrip on drugs, vitamins, and sup‐
plements) and if you have had any drug reac ons.

Specialist Care

Common Issues

Your primary health care provider
(family doctor) can provide most of
the care you and your family need.
You may be advised to see a special‐
ist; however, if you have a condi on
your health care provider can’t treat,
such as heart disease or cancer. Your
health care provider will usually refer
you to the specialist he or she thinks
would be best for you. In fact, many
specialists don’t accept pa ents who haven’t first been exam‐
ined and referred by a family doctor or internist. This helps
ensure only those who really need specialists see them.

Every doctor visit or medica on treatment presents us with
choices and responsibili es. Here is a list of some of the com‐
mon issues we face when we seek healthcare services:


Why is the care being prescribed necessary? In most in‐
stances, this is a fairly obvious ques on with an equally
obvious answer. But not always. How do we ask our pro‐
viders for explana ons for the care they are prescribing?
Are there alterna ves? How much care is being delivered
and why? What will it all cost?



The doctor’s prescribed care isn’t working. No doctor is
perfect and some mes their prescribed care doesn’t work
– or meet our immediate expecta ons. Ask your doctor to
clarify what treatments are available as alterna ves. Also
ask why you are expected to pay for services that did not
perform their intended func on. In very few other areas
of the economy can services fail and s ll be compensated
for. Ask your doctor why you should be at risk (financially)
for their failed treat‐
ments.



The side eﬀects of a pre‐
scribed drug seem worse
than the cure. Are you
cu ng back on your pre‐
scrip on because of side
eﬀects? Let your doctor
know. Perhaps there’s a
diﬀerent medica on you
can take that’s just as
eﬀec ve without side
eﬀects. In any case, let
your doctor know what is
happening to you.

Even so, depending on the type of health insurance plan you
have, you may be involved in the selec on of a specialist. If
you’re able to choose the doctor yourself, ask your health care
providers to help you determine which specialist will be most
appropriate. In general, don’t over think your selec on of a
specialist. Sta s cs show that this is a choice consumers value
greatly, but rarely exercise: 95% of all specialist care is derived
from a primary physician referral.
Specialist fees. Fees for specialists are almost always higher
than those charged by primary health care providers, even
when the same procedure is being performed. Knowing how
to find a specialist and work with him or her properly can help
control your costs. Call the member service representa ve for
your health insurance plan to determine if you must select a
specialist from its list of in‐network providers. Otherwise, it
could cost you hundreds or thousands of dollars if you choose
a specialist who’s not approved by your plan. Ask your provid‐
er for a list of specialists who are in your area and covered by
your plan. Find out if you need pre‐authoriza on for an oﬃce
visit or any procedures.









The cost of your healthcare is too high. Check your hospi‐
tal and clinic bills. Do the dates of service look out of
whack? Have you been charged twice for the same proce‐
dure, or for a service or supply item never received? By
checking your bills, you have an opportunity to fix any er‐
rors and perhaps trim your out‐of‐pocket costs.



-

Check with your insurance company. Insurance policy
language is confusing and it is o en diﬃcult to tell if your
benefits properly reflect your plan’s cost liability. Call your
insurer to make sure; mistakes in coverage are few, but
not uncommon. Ask your insurance company to look into
billing errors for you.
You’re considering a “miracle” treatment. The Internet is
full of products that sound too good to be true, and are.
Even television ads aren’t always to be trusted. Be skep ‐
cal of “secret formulas,” “scien fic breakthroughs,”
“amazing results,” and money‐back guarantees. Consult
your doctor before you try any such treatments.
You’re not sa sfied with your doctor. If you don’t believe
your doctor is knowledgeable enough about your condi‐
on, consider looking for another physician. You deserve a
physician who explains things in a language you under‐
stand, listens and encourages ques ons, and supports you
in self‐managing your con‐
di on. The pa ent‐doctor
rela onship is most bene‐
ficial when there is an
eﬀec ve bond of commu‐
nica on between you.
Not all personali es mesh;
perhaps you would do
be er – and feel more
comfortable – with anoth‐
er doctor.

Set children up for safety. Injuries account for more than
half of all emergency room visits by children ages 5 to 14
and are a leading cause of death among those ages 1 and
older, the CDC says.

-

-

Supervise young children indoors and out.
Have your child wear a bicycle helmet. Helmets
lower the risk for serious head injury by as much
as 85 percent.
Use child safety seats. These save lives and reduce
the risk for nonfatal injuries in infants and tod‐
dlers.
Make sure your child wears a Coast Guard‐
approved life preserver while on the water in or
out of a boat.



Teach hand washing. Germs can be picked up from other
people, surfaces, and animals or animal waste. Washing
hands is one of the best ways to prevent transmission.



Stay involved. The more you learn about your children’s
friends and interests, the more teachable moments there
will be. Explain how to surf the Internet safely and avoid
alcohol, drugs, and tobacco.

Always remember ...
You are your children’s
most important role
model, and any wisdom
you can oﬀer now will
serve for a life me.

Your Child’s
Healthcare
In the rough‐and‐tumble
world of childhood, scrapes,
bruises, and sniﬄes are una‐
voidable. But caring parents
can do a lot to help limit
those visits to the doctor or
emergency room—and trim
their out‐of‐pocket health
costs.


Emphasize preven ve
care. Get all the recom‐
mended preven ve care
for your child. Well‐child visits, immuniza ons, and dental
checkups are an investment in your child’s future. They’re
worth far more than any college savings account, because
they can help prevent illness and keep small health prob‐
lems from becoming big, life‐changing ones.



Don’t demand an bio cs. They will not work for colds,
flu, or even a child’s ear infec on. But, if your health care
provider assures you an bio cs are likely to be eﬀec ve,
use them as advised. Follow the advice of a physician
when it comes to an bio cs.



Promote exercise and healthy ea ng. Childhood obesity
is common in the United States, and it’s been linked to
diabetes, asthma, and other costly diseases, the CDC says.
To help keep oﬀ the extra pounds, encourage children to
play sports. Get them away from the TV and computer
and out on neighborhood walks with you. Limit fast foods.
Stock your kitchen with fruit and vegetable snacks. Keep
high‐fat, high‐sugar foods and drinks out of the house.



A recommended treatment makes you uneasy. Don’t
rush into important health decisions. Usually there will be
me to carefully examine your alterna ves. Ask: Why do I
need this surgery? Are there any alterna ves to this treat‐
ment? What are the risks and benefits? Get a second
opinion, if necessary.



You feel out of control. Feeling out of control o en has to
do with a lack of knowledge. To learn more about your
condi on and how to self‐manage it, contact a respected
nonprofit group, such as the American Cancer Society or
the American Heart Associa on, to request informa on.
Go to reputable online sites. Ask your doctor for infor‐
ma on.



It’s diﬃcult to stay well. You know you should quit smok‐
ing, eat be er, exercise … but it’s just not happening. Do
you need more support in making lifestyle changes?
O en, your doctor can serve as your number one re‐
source. Many employers now oﬀer worksite health‐
promo on programs. Family members and friends also
can oﬀer support, as well as people going through the
same challenges you are. Look into online programs or
support groups.

Minnesota
Sources of
Informa on
Answers to ques ons about
health, healthcare and
healthcare benefits can be

Asking the Right Ques ons About Drug Costs

Form a rela onship with a “primary care doctor.”
Although many health plans do not require you to choose a
primary doctor, you should choose one for yourself. The
be er your doctor knows you, the be er care you are likely to
receive. The be er you know your doctor, the more comforta‐
ble you will be talking about your healthcare and asking ques‐
ons about its cost and clinical value.

If you’ve ever been shocked at a pharmacy checkout, it’s prob‐
ably because you didn’t ask your doctor about prices in ad‐
vance. Most pa ents don’t even ask about the cost of medical
tests or surgeries that could run into the thousands of dollars.



Prepare for your doctor visits. Learning how to talk
things over with your doctor is important. Make a list
of ques ons before your visit. Share all you know
about your health; understand your condi on (if any)
and the prescrip ons you should take; and follow up
with ques ons you think of a er the visit.



Learn about your illness. If your doctor says you have
a condi on you don’t know much about, ask about
special diets and exercise. The Internet is a great
source of informa on, too. Check out these sites:

Prices can vary widely for similar or iden cal treatments—and
there may be a lot you can do to limit what you pay out of
pocket. Here are sugges ons to help keep your costs in line:




Compare drug prices up front. You can see on the shelf
how much brand‐name aspirin costs next to the store
brand. It’s the same with prescrip on drugs: Ask your doc‐
tor if you can get a lower‐cost generic version. There may
even be an equally eﬀec ve over‐the‐counter op on that
can meet your needs at a rock‐bo om price—but you’ll
have to ask.
Check the price of doctor and hospital services. Blue
Cross and other insurance companies post these rates
online for their members.

www.intelihealth.com
www.healthfinder.gov
www.mayoclinic.com


Be a coopera ve pa ent. Talk with your doctor to
make sure you are doing what you should. This begins
with asking ques ons, including what might happen if
you ignore what the doctor tells you to do.

Following these ps and recommenda ons will help you make
wise choices about your health care including choosing a plan
that fits your needs, talking to your doctor, and spending
health care dollars wisely. For more informa on about how
you can become a wise health care consumer, talk to your doc‐
tor(s) or visit www.thehealthpages.com.

Primary Care
Primary care refers to all
common interac ons with
family prac ce physicians,
physician assistants and
nurse prac oners. Pre‐
ven ve or rou ne care and
diagnos c services for com‐
mon illnesses and injuries is
provided by one of all of
these primary care providers.
Most benefit plans are designed so that we pay our cost share
(deduc bles, co‐pays, coinsurance, etc.) when we use primary
care services, so it is natural for us to ask the most ques ons
concerning the cost and quality of care delivered.
Which se ng and what type of primary care provider ma ers
quite a lot. For example, for most minor illnesses, a visit to a
clinic staﬀed with nurse prac oners is a very cost‐eﬀec ve,
high quality and convenient method for care delivery. At the
other end of the spectrum, seeking primary care at the emer‐
gency room or from a specialist will incur significantly higher
costs with no greater assurances of quality or result.
General rule of thumb: You know
how serious you or your family
members’ condi ons may be.
Seek an appropriate level of care;
diﬀeren a ng between the need
for the type of provider and the
seeking most appropriate for pri‐
mary care delivery. And ask
ques ons up front about what
care will be delivered, by whom
and why, and what it will cost.



Make sure everyone trea ng you is covered by your
health plan. Your primary care doctor may be on the net‐
work of providers, but what about the diabetes specialist
your doctor recommends, or the surgical team that’s slat‐
ed to do your hernia repair? It pays to ask. If a hospital or
doctor is not eligible for top‐dollar coverage, you could get
a whopping bill.



Be alert for billing mistakes. Some people check every
supermarket receipt, but they’re more likely to find errors
on a hospital bill.



Read your health plan booklet. Some health plans cover
alterna ve treatments such as chiroprac c care or acu‐
puncture; or give discounts on health club memberships,
bicycle helmets, or other preven ve measures. What’s
more, many plans require you to ask their approval before
undergoing certain medical tests or seeing a specialist. If
you don’t follow direc ons, you may have to pay the en‐
re bill.

Smart consumers can find big savings here and there—they
just need to know where to look.

Ask‐the‐Doctor Checklist
Before Your Call or Visit:
 Do research in a quality self‐
care book to see what you
can do for your problem now
and if any at‐home remedies
might be warranted.
 Make sure you have a good
rela onship with a quality
physician for your situa on
that is in your network.
 Rehearse what you will say in 1‐2 minutes:
Why are you seeing the doctor (priori ze your reasons)?
What else should you discuss regarding other possible
problems?
During Your Call or Visit:
 What is the diagnosis? What does it mean?
 Could the problem be anything else?
 What tests or medica ons are being recommended or pre‐
scribed? Is there a natural alterna ve?
 Is there anything I should do or not do regarding:
Ac vi es? Treatments? Precau ons? Warning signs?
 What kind of follow‐up should I do for my care and treat‐
ment?
Regarding Medical Tests:
 Why do I need these tests?
 Will the results change your recommended treatment?
 If not, why do the test? Can I get by without these tests?
 What risks are associated with each test?
 What are the costs?
 What can I expect to happen with each test?
 Do I need to make special arrangements before the test:
Fas ng or foods to avoid? Transporta on arrangements?
 When and how will I receive the results?

Regarding Medicines:
 Why are you prescribing this medicine for me?
 What is the brand name of the medicine you’ve pre‐
scribed? Is there a generic version, and if so, would you
recommend it?
 How does this medicine work?
 Are there any side eﬀects I need to watch for?
 Will taking this medicine interfere with other medicines,
vitamins, herbal supplements I take?
 Do I really need this medicine, or are there alterna ves?
 How long should I take the medicine? How much? How
o en? For how long?
 What happens if I don’t take it?
Regarding Treatments:
 Why are you recommending this treatment or procedure?
 Explain the treatment or procedure being proposed?
 How frequently do you do this procedure? What have
been the results?
 What are the risks associated with this procedure? Can
the risks be lowered?
 Will you support my decision to get a second opinion?
 Will a stay in the hospital be necessary? Why? How long?
 Will surgery aﬀect my ability to perform daily ac vi es? If
so, how and for how long?
 What can I do to speed up my recovery?
 How much will this procedure, surgery, etc. cost?
 What are the consequences of delaying my decision or
delaying treatment?
 Can I avoid unnecessary risk or expense by:
Using outpa ent (same day) services? Using a less risky
anesthesia? Going home earlier to recover? Using home
health care services? Having some of my blood stored be‐
fore surgery? Doing research via the Internet, library or
nurse line?
 What are the benefits and risks of living with the condi on
and doing nothing at all?

