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Today, most people on Medicaid get their care through private insurers called
Managed Care Organizations, or MCOs—like Aetna and UnitedHealthcare.

Critics say these companies add layers of bureaucracy that make it harder for
patients, most of them low-income, to get care. They discourage physicians from
accepting Medicaid patients by making them jump through hoops to get
treatment pre-authorizations, or even to get paid.

Are Managed Care companies making health care more expensive, not less?
How are some states reacting? Are legislators starting to wake up and see through
the hype? Some are.

All this and more is discussed in a recent report from Physicians for a National
Health Program, Removing the Middlemen from Medicaid. To unpack it, we
spoke with Dr. Alankrita Olson, a public health physician and PNHP board
member who advocates for a single-payer healthcare system.

This is the 2nd of a two-part series.
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WE DISCUSS

Why do you think primary care doctors are better positioned than
Managed Care Organizations to coordinate patient care, and why?

Olson: “... managed care organizations ... use that moniker to mean that
they're supposed to improve care coordination, but really they don't.

Care coordination is impossible when you have these narrow networks
where physicians can't get a patient to a specialist they need because
there's only one of that [kind of ] specialist in that network. So that means a
six month wait or, you know, “this insurance is not taken here...”

... care coordination is really about making sure that you are following the
patient, that you're able to get them to what they need and then they're
able to come back to you or they're able to go to the next provider that can,
you know, provide them care. And all that becomes hard when you have a
splintered system.

And you know, some states have as high as like 15, 16 managed care
organizations. You know, in Maryland where | am, we have nine and all of
them have different plans and those networks are very narrow and it just
becomes very difficult to coordinate care within that splintered system.

How does switching from traditional, government-sponsored
Medicaid to private insurance companies affect physician practices?

Olson: ... Oklahoma's learning this the hard way. They were one of the last
few states to like hold out on managed care, but unfortunately two years



ago they moved to a managed care model and it's been a disaster across
the board.

There's been a lot of bureaucratic hurdles, reimbursement delays.
Physicians in Oklahoma have talked about how Medicaid paid them within
three days. They got the money they needed to continue to run their
practice, continue to see patients, but now they're waiting months and
months. And that means that if they're not getting actual money to be able
to continue to pay their medical assistant and continue their practice ....

They've also seen lower reimbursements, so pediatricians are getting paid
much less than they were under the traditional Medicaid administration. So
that means you'll have physicians that decide to just stop taking Medicaid,
right? And so this decreases actual access to care for patients, especially
children. And in Oklahoma, | believe half of [all children] are [covered]
under Medicaid in that state.

Since the PNHP report came out describing how much money could be
saved by eliminating Managed Care Organizations, what kind of
response have you seen from policymakers, advocates or doctors?

Olson: ... We've seen a very positive response because this provides a real
solution, an actual way to generate savings that could be used to continue
to provide access to healthcare for vulnerable populations in the state ....
We've also seen that physicians definitely support this.

... the largest support we've seen, of course, is among primary care
physicians, you know, pediatricians and mental health practitioners because
they see the lowest reimbursements and want to be able to take Medicaid
to be able to help these vulnerable populations. But in dealing with MCOs,
it's been very frustrating....So there's definitely been a lot of physician
support for this and we're really seeing the support across the political
spectrum.



Actually, Republicans know that their constituents will be deeply impacted
by [Medicaid] cuts and you know, they can see that [eliminating MCOs] will
save hundreds of millions of dollars for their state. So it's no surprise that
they're willing to listen, willing to think about implementing this.
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