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 Thank you for joining us today!

 All lines are muted until Q&A

Webinar is being recorded

 Technical problems? Call Annaliese Johnson at 301-448-6251
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Housekeeping
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 Welcome & Introduction 

 Healthcare Bill to Medical Debt Pathway

 Jerry Ashton: Co-Founder, RIP Medical Debt & Co-Author, End Medical Debt

 Addressing Medical Debt Collection Practices in New York

 Elisabeth Benjamin, MSPH, JD, Vice President, Health Initiatives at the Community Service Society of NY

 State Solutions to Consider

 Q&A

5
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Jerry Ashton, 
Co-Founder, RIP Medical Debt
Co-Author, End Medical Debt 

Healthcare Bill to Medical 
Debt Pathway 
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Disrupting the Medical Debt Collection Highway

Jerry Ashton
Co-Founder, RIP Medical Debt

Co-Author, End Medical Debt: Curing America’s $1 Trillion Medical Debt Crisis
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Medical Debt is a debt of necessity.

No one volunteers to be sick or hurt.



Who Incurs Medical Debt?

 Uninsured
 Most or all medical expenses are out-of-pocket.

 Insured and Underinsured
 When deductibles cannot reasonably be absorbed by patient.
 When co-insurance cannot reasonably be absorbed by patient. 
 When out-of-network cannot reasonably be absorbed by patient.



Main Contributors to Medical Debt
 Gaps in insurance

 Limitations on benefits (excluded services, caps on benefits)
 Limitations on coverage (restricted networks, restricted providers)

 Practices by medical providers
 Out-of-network status exploitation
 Exclusive contracts with non-participating providers (e.g., ER)
 Consolidation creating monopoly status driving increased charges



The Numbers Tell the Story

• 56% of us have job-based insurance
• 17.2% of us are on Medicare
• 19.3% of us are on Medicaid
• 16% of us buy insurance directly
• 4.8% of us are military
• 8.8% of us have no insurance



Even with the Current ACA

• 27.5 million Americans are uninsured
• 41 Million Americans are underinsured

• 37% of all Americans have a problem paying medical bills
• 47% for all Americans with a disability have trouble paying



Impact of Medical Debt

• 20% of U.S. households have unpaid medical debt
• 2/3 of personal bankruptcies are related to medical debt
• 15 million Americans every year exhaust all life savings
• 50% of all collections are related to medical debt



We Owe $1 trillion in Medical Debt
(Accumulated over the last 8-10 years)

 44 million of us (1 in 10) has medical debt in collections
 Omits medical debt not reported to agencies; medical bills paid by credit cards

 $75 billion in medical debt on credit reports
 Massachusetts = 5.2% (lowest percentile); New York = 7.7% 

 Median medical bill on credit reports is $739  (2016)



Hospitals Selling Medical Debt

• One-third of hospitals will sell unpaid bills to debt buyers
• Uncollected accounts may sell for pennies on the dollar

• Debt buyers now own the discounted medical debt
• Recoveries solely benefit debt buyers and investors
• Hospitals do not benefit, and certainly not the debtor



What happens when the Bill Collector 
Owns the Hospital’s Medical Debt?



Thus begins…

America’s Healthcare “Chain of Pain”





More Information:

Jerry Ashton
RIPMedicalDebt.org (co-founder)

EndMedicalDebt.com (co-author)

ashton@ripmedicaldebt.org 

http://www.ripmedicaldebt.org/
http://www.ripmedicaldebt.org/


Elisabeth Benjamin
Vice President of Health Initiatives, 
Community Service Society of NY

Addressing Medical Debt 
Collection in New York 
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www.cssny.org

Outline – Stop Medical Debt Campaign
1. Engaging patients with medical debt through 

social media
– We The Patients NY!
– Gathering stories
– Grassroots organizing

2. Analysis of the problem 
– Unfair medical billing, affordability crisis and medical 

debt
– Court cases
– Report & earned media

3. “There oughta be a law”  
– The Patient Medical Debt Protection Act (bill)



www.cssny.org

What is Community Service Society?
How did it get involved in the medical debt issue?

• CSS is 175-year non-profit agency 
dedicated to improving the lives of low-
income and working New Yorkers

• CSS runs many health consumer assistance 
program and the State’s largest Navigator 
program 

– Serves 130,000 New Yorkers annually

– Community Health Advocates has seen a 41% 
increase in medical bill cases this past year

• New York State Health Foundation wanted 
to amplify consumer voices



www.cssny.org

Meet John:
“I’m slaughtered on all sides.”

• 75-years-old, cancer patient with 
Charcot foot

• Retired | Medicare Part A
• Stacks of separate bills

− Doctors
− Radiology
− Emergency room
− Hospitalization

• In debt
− Faces eviction
− Being pursued by aggressive debt 

collectors
− Sadly, John passed away still inundated 
with confusing medical bills and harassed by 
aggressive debt collectors.



www.cssny.org

We The Patients NY:
Campaign to End Medical Debt!



www.cssny.org

We The Patients NY Social Media Campaign: 100,000 
impressions last month (50,000-70,000 individuals reached)

1,281 Instagram Followers 1,155 Twitter Followers 1,406 Facebook Followers



www.cssny.org

Social Media: Power of Patient Stories



www.cssny.org

Meet Chandak:
“27 different bills for kidney stones.”

• Mt. Sinai for kidney stone diagnosis, 
received CT scan, medication & 
discharged same day

• Fully insured through employer
• Got 27 of different bills

− Hospital ER
− ER Doctor
− Gastroenterologist
− Nephrologist
− Radiologist
− Lab, etc. 

− Immediately threatened with debt 
collection



www.cssny.org

Social Media: Meme Success



www.cssny.org

Social Media: The Comment Section



www.cssny.org

Social Media: Press Coverage



www.cssny.org

The problem of health care 
affordability  

• Despite impressive gains under the ACA, 1 million New Yorkers are 
uninsured
– Of adults who were uninsured, 54% said it was because coverage is too expensive

• Insurance is degrading
– Cost sharing being pushed down to patients

• Altarum Poll for NY found affordability issues are pervasive
– 59% of NYC residents have a health care affordability problem 
– What kinds of problems do NYC residents have?
 50% of adults had cost barriers to accessing care (e.g. skipped a test, delayed care, 

skipped or cut pills)
 46% of adults struggle to pay medical bills (e.g. used up savings, gave up food or rent, in 

collections, credit card debt)

Sources:  
• Coverage, U.S. Census, April 2019.
• Survey, Altarum Survey, Data Brief No. 37, March 2019.



www.cssny.org

Patient-centered care shouldn’t end 
at discharge

• “Financial toxicity” leads to higher mortality, worse morbidity 
• Medical billing errors seem to be pervasive (30-40% per U of Minn.)

– Consumers Union: Over 1/3 of patients paid bill they weren’t sure they owed 

• Patients believe powerful industry stakeholders are setting unfair prices 
– 69% say insurance companies charge too much
– 69% say hospitals charge too much 
– 68% say drug companies charge too much
– Industry consolidation rarely keeps the promise of lower prices

• New Yorkers do not trust the health care industry and want government 
action now
– Only 32% say the US healthcare is system is great
– 72% say it needs to change



www.cssny.org

Hospital lawsuits are out of control
• Lots of press reports that non-profit hospitals are suing 

patients
• CSS conducted its own investigation in New York on 

public court database and found over 30,000 cases in 26 
counties
– Founds some bad actors
 10 out of 139 hospitals sued 20,000 patients
 10 received $55 million more in DSH funds than they 

spent on patient financial assistance
 “Hotspots” & racial disparities*

• Pulled nearly 600 court casefiles for 3 hospital systems
– Sent letters to hospital CEOs
– Individual hospital negotiations

• Issued report summarizing our findings

•For data on racial disparities in medical debt by county, check out:  Urban Institute, 
“Debt in America: An Interactive Map,: https://apps.urban.org/features/debt-interactive-
map/?type=overall&variable=pct_debt_collections

https://apps.urban.org/features/debt-interactive-map/?type=overall&variable=pct_debt_collections


www.cssny.org

The Patient Medical Debt Protection Act (S6757/A08639) 
Introduced October 2019

1. Problem: Hospitals send patients unnecessarily 
numerous, confusing and duplicative bills. 

2. Problem: Non-profit hospitals sue patients 
for outstanding bills 6 years after a hospital 
visit, charging 9% interest rates. 

3. Problem: Patients responsible for 
surprise bills due to provider/plan misinformation. 

4. Problem: Facility fees. 
5. Problem: No uniform hospital financial aid form 

depriving patients access to charity care.
6.   Problem: Unlimited financial waiver forms leave 

patients responsible for unspecified and unanticipated 
expenses. 

7.   Problem: Lack of a consumer-friendly website to 
search and compare prices on common procedures, 
known as an all payer database. 



www.cssny.org

Working The Capital

• Organize!
– Advocacy world activated, strategic 

partnerships: HCFANY, AARP, NPIRG, 
Consumers Union activated & memos of 
support sent out to every member

– Nearly 1000 campaign activists
– Lobby days
– Presentations
– Phone2Action: 281 “thanks” or “spank” emails 

sent
• 53 Co-Sponsors

– Assembly (35) | Senate (18)
• Some key provisions picked up by the 

Governor Cuomo in his budget proposal 
• Stay tuned….



www.cssny.org

We The Patients NY seeks to elevate 
the patient’s voice in the policy 
conversation
• Online community where patients can share stories

– Upload bills
– Discuss issues

• Start your own campaign to fix the health care system
• Online petitions
• Advocacy training  

Join us!  

www.wethepatientsny.org

Facebook, Twitter, & Instagram:  @wethepatientsny

http://www.wethepatientsny.org/


Lynn Quincy
Healthcare Value Hub

State Solutions to Consider
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Disrupting the Medical Debt Collection 
Highway State Solution Table

https://www.healthcarevaluehub.org/improving-value/browse-strategy/disrupt-medical-debt-collection-highway
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Disrupting the Medical Debt Collection 
Highway Infographic

https://www.healthcarevaluehub.org/application/files/8915/8454/2099/Medical_Debt_Infographic.pdf



 Use the chat box or to unmute, press *6

 Please do not put us on hold!
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Questions for our Speakers?
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Resources from the Hub 
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Traveling the Medical Debt Collection 
Highway 

Hub High Deductible Health Plans/Health 
Savings Account (HSAs) 



To our Speakers: Elisabeth Benjamin and Jerry 
Ashton!
To the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation!

Register for future webinars at: 
HealthcareValueHub.org/events
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Thank you!
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