
Follow medical directions From your provider

Fill a prescription to receive a medication at a pharmacy

use health insurance to pay For care

make an appointment with a specialist

select the best insurance plan For you

dispute a medical bill that you believe is incorrect

Find out the cost oF a procedure ahead oF time

Fix a problem iF your doctor is no being responsive

Fix a problem iF your hospital is not being responsive

Fix a problem iF your health plan is not being responsive
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Figure 1
Among Michigan Adults, Percent “Very” or “Extremely Confident” They Can...

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Difficulty Navigating Cost Obligations Adds to Healthcare 
Affordability Woes in Michigan

A 2021 survey of more than 920 Michigan adults found that residents face heavy healthcare 
affordability burdens, and that affording healthcare in the future is a top consumer concern.1 Using 
data from the same survey, this data brief explores how confidently Michigan residents can navigate 
the health system and understand their cost-sharing obligations.  

Out of 18 health system navigation tasks, Michigan residents have the least confidence when it 
comes to correcting billing issues or working with their doctor, hospital or health plan to solve 
problems.

Michigan residents report being confident they can follow the directions provided by their doctor or 
fill a prescription (see Figure 1). However, they are far less confident when dealing with cost issues, 
such as disputing a medical billing error or finding out the cost of a procedure ahead of time. Slightly 
less than half of Michigan adults are confident they can take steps to fix a problem if their doctor, 
hospital or health plan is not responsive to their concerns. 

 Results from Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Source: 2018 Poll of Connecticut Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Many respondents reported low confidence in their ability to solve problems with their doctor, 
hospital or health plan, regardless of insurance type (see Figure 2).

This data supports findings that many respondents are not taking actions that may ultimately resolve 
problems like unexpected medical bills. Among those who received unexpected medical bills in the 
past 12 months, a notable share (15%) reported paying the bill without disputing it. Slightly less than 
half reported taking initial steps like contacting their health plan (49%), or contacting their doctor, 
hospital or lab (45%), but very few took additional steps such as contacting a consumer assistance 
program (18%), filing an insurance appeal (5%) or contacting a state government agency (5%). 
Ultimately, 41% report being dissatisfied with the resolution of their surprise bill. 

Michigan Residents Lack confidence in finding heaLthcaRe PRices, but those Who tRy 
aRe usuaLLy successfuL

Slightly less than half (48%) of Michigan adults are confident they can find the price of procedure 
ahead of time (see Figure 1). Lack of confidence may contribute to the lack of respondents who 
report trying to find out-of-pocket costs ahead of time (all under 50%), with the notable exception 
of prescription drugs (see Figure 3). Seeking the cost of a medical test and hospital stay were least 
commonly reported among the options provided, with 42% and 37% of respondents reporting taking 
this action, respectively. 

Fifty percent of survey respondents who sought prices only performed this activity once or twice. 
Almost two-thirds (63%) of these shoppers report seeking prices in order to compare two or more 
services – a rate higher than previously observed in national surveys. Among those who attempted to 
compare prices, 84% report that they were successful. 

heaLth PLan cost-shaRing teRMs aRe difficuLt to undeRstand

While some respondents do try to find prices in advance, consistently understanding cost-sharing 
obligations remains challenging for Michiganders.

When given multiple choices, the Michigan poll revealed that respondents were able to choose the 
correct definitions for Premium and Deductible around 70% of the time, but less than half had an 
accurate understanding of Coinsurance (see Figure 4). 

Figure 2
Among Michigan Adults, by Type of Insurance, Percent “Not at All” or “Somewhat Confident” They Can...

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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This aligns with national studies finding that health plan cost sharing terms are very difficult for 
consumers to understand. Reasons for this include complex insurance rules, poor numeracy skills 
and poor literacy skills.2 Information related to patients’ out-of-pocket costs was rated as the most 
challenging to find and understand out of all healthcare information.3

Unfortunately, national data suggests that consumers are not good self-reporters when it comes to 
assessing their skills. Myriad studies show that confidence typically exceeds actual skills, particularly 
when it comes to applying insurance cost-sharing rules to understand the amount patients have to 
pay.4

ReLationshiP betWeen QuaLity and PRice

Studies show there is little relationship between the quality and price of a medical service.5 This survey 
investigated Michiganders’ views on the relationship between quality and price. 

Nearly two-thirds (63%) of Michigan adults believe that higher quality healthcare usually comes at a 
higher cost, yet few (25%) believe that a less expensive doctor is likely providing lower-quality care 
(see Figure 5). 

a hospital stay

a medical test

a visit to a primary care doctor

a visit to a specialist doctor

a prescription
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Figure 3
Among Michigan Adults, Percent Who Reported in the Last 12 Months Trying to Find the Out-of-   
Pocket Cost For...

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Figure 4
Percent of Michigan Adults Choosing Correct Insurance Term Definition (out of three choices)

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Both cost and quality are important to Michigan’s healthcare consumers. Half (50%) of Michigan adults 
indicated that, if two doctors or healthcare providers had equal quality ratings, out-of-pocket costs would 
be a very or extremely important factor in deciding between the two professionals. A slightly higher 
share of respondents (57%) indicated that, if two providers’ out-of-pocket costs were equal, quality 
ratings would be a very or extremely important factor in deciding between the two professionals. 

discussion

While some Michigan residents are willing to seek out-of-pocket cost data (selectively), they may 
have conflicting views on the relationship between the cost and quality of healthcare, and they also 
report lacking confidence in certain skills needed to navigate the healthcare system. Of the options 
provided, the most common struggles include successfully disputing medical bills and resolving 
problems with unresponsive providers, health plans and hospitals. These navigational challenges vary 
only slightly by insurance type, suggesting that these difficulties are universal among Michigan adults.

Additionally, difficulty understanding of concepts like coinsurance may make it difficult for some 
consumers to anticipate out-of-pockets costs and budget for healthcare expenses. Moreover, these 
difficulties can contribute to the receipt of “surprise medical bills” and worsen affordability burdens 
and worries for consumers.6 

Consumer harm resulting from difficulty navigating the health system can be addressed in numerous 
ways. Evidence-to-date suggests that simplifying eligibility criteria and benefit design, among 
other aspects of our health system, are likely to yield better results than educational efforts alone.  
Simplification strategies include: 

• Reducing the likelihood of encountering pricing or quality outliers;7 
• Simplifying and standardizing cost-sharing benefit designs;8 
• Providing “nudges” like integrated provider directories, quality rankings, and out-of-pocket 

calculators while health plan shopping;
• Providing live, hands-on assistance navigating health insurance issues; and 
• Deploying “universal precautions” in communications.

Similarly, to the extent that the health system remains complex, consumers have signaled a 
preference for live, just-in-time consumer assistance, rather than passive educational materials.9 A 
few states have developed a one-stop-shop for helping consumers address denied claims or other 
difficulties.10

belieF that a less expensive doctor is 
probably providing lower-quality care

belieF that higher quality healthcare 
comes at a higher cost
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Figure 5
Among Michigan Adults, Views on the Relationship Between Healthcare Price and Quality

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Methodology
Altarum’s Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey (CHESS) is designed to elicit respondents’ unbiased views on a wide 
range of health system issues, including confidence using the health system, financial burden and views on fixes that might be 
needed. 
The survey used a web panel from Dynata with a demographically balanced sample of approximately 1,000 respondents who 
live in Michigan. The survey was conducted in English or Spanish and restricted to adults ages 18 and older. Respondents who 
finished the survey in less than half the median time were excluded from the final sample, leaving 926 cases for analysis. After 
those exclusions, the demographic composition of respondents was as follows, although not all demographic information has 
complete response rates:

Demographic Composition of Survey Respondents

Source: 2021 Poll of Michigan Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
Note: Percentages in the body of the brief are based on weighted values, while the data presented in the demographic table is unweighted, except for race/ethnicity data.

Demographic characteristic Frequency percentage

HouseHold Income

Under $20K 98 11%

$20K - $30K 77 8%

$30K - $40K 76 8%

$40K - $50K 91 10%

$50K - $60K 75 8%

$60K - $75K 101 11%

$75K - $100K 126 14%

$100K - $150K 187 20%

$150K+ 95 10%

Party affIlIatIon

republican 271 29%

democrat 380 41%

neither 275 30%

age

18-24 59 6%

25-34 168 18%

35-44 127 14%

45-54 98 11%

55-64 205 22%

65+ 256 28%

HealtH status

excellent 168 18%

very good 331 36%

good 294 32%

Fair 97 10%

poor 36 4%

Demographic characteristic Frequency percentage

gender

male 402 43%

Female 524 57%

Insurance status

health insurance through employer or Family member’s 
employer

328 35%

health insurance i buy on my own 91 10%

medicare 341 37%

medicaid (healthy michigan) 110 12%

tricare/military health system 9 1%

department oF veterans aFFairs (va) health care 8 1%

no coverage oF any type 20 2%

I don’t know 19 2%

race/etHnIcIty

american indian or native alaskan 23 2%

asian 21 2%

black or aFrican american 63 7%

native hawaiian or other paciFic islander 8 1%

white 836 90%

preFer not to answer 17 2%

two or more races 19 2%

hispanic or latino origin – yes 62 7%

hispanic or latino origin - no 864 93%
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