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Something’s Gotta Give

W
hen an irresistible force such as you/Meets an old
immovable object like me/You can bet just as sure
as you live/Something’s gotta give,” goes the old
standard by Johnny Mercer. Written in
1955—in the halcyon days of fee-for-service

medicine, 10 years before the Medicare program began—it’s an
apt theme song for the program’s immediate future. The inex-
orable decline in Medicare reimbursements is proving to be an irresistible force
that lately has been clashing with immovable demographic and economic trends.
With projections that Medicare rates will experience a cumulative cut of 40 per-
cent over the next nine years while the costs of providing care and the number
of elderly people in need of it continue to rise, well, something’s gotta give. And
more often than not, that “something” is a medical practice’s bottom line. 

Since the process has been so gradual, physicians have been willing to absorb
each incremental decline in pay rather stoically. Taken individually, a four or five
percent pay cut, while certainly unwelcome, can be dealt with. Cumulatively,
however, it’s devastating. It’s like the story of how to boil a frog: put him in hot
water and he’ll jump right out, but if you start with a pot of cold water and ever
so gradually turn up the heat, his body will adapt over time, to the point where
he doesn’t even realize he’s now immersed in boiling water. More and more
physicians are realizing that they too are in hot water, and want out before they
get cooked.

According to an AMA survey, 45 percent of physicians say they’ll have to cur-
tail the number of Medicare patients in their practices if the current trends con-
tinue unabated. This month’s cover story looks at the prospects for opting out of
Medicare, a concept that seemed outlandish just a few years ago but is now being
given serious consideration. There are ethical as well as practical issues to be dealt
with in such an endeavour, and in fact it would probably be naïve to expect a
mass exodus of physicians from the program. Rather, we’ll see a gradual erosion
of participation and, hopefully, the emergence of new models of health care
delivery and reimbursement. Few industries are as hidebound as health care,
which has consistently been unwilling or unable to develop new approaches.

The market needs to experiment with potential alternatives. Even if they don’t
offer a comprehensive solution, they might at least relieve some of the pressure.
In Florida and other areas where demand for health care exceeds capacity, some
primary care practitioners are experimenting with so-called “concierge care,” in
which patients pay an annual membership fee for VIP service such as same-day
appointments, a luxurious amount of exam time, and even their doctor’s cell
phone number. The physicians accept the membership fee to offset revenue lost
from reducing their patient volume by as much as 80 percent. Though unlikely
to work in neurology—try asking your next patient for a $1500 annual mem-
bership fee—it’s a novel idea that may flourish in the right circumstances. More
new ideas are needed, especially those that come from grass-roots efforts instead
of being handed down from on high.

“Who knows what the fates might have in store, from their vast mysterious sky?”
Mercer’s song asked. If you’d rather not rely on providence, it might be time to
start looking for solutions a little closer to home. PN

                                                                                           


