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11:00:15 SARAH MCCAMMON 

I'm Sarah McCammon.  This is 1A.  Skyrocketing healthcare costs in the U.S. 

are nothing new, but during the pandemic medical debt soared as people lost 

jobs and health insurance and spent weeks in hospitals recovering from 

COVID-19.  Last year the consumer finance firm, Credit Karma found that 

nearly 20 million of its U.S. members collectively have $45 million in medical 

debt collections.  ProPublica Reporter Marshall Allen has been investigation 

high healthcare costs for years now.  And he wants to convince everyone that 

we do have the power to fight the system.  And he wrote a new book to tell us 

now.  It's called "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to Fight the 

Health Care System and Win."  And he joins us now from New Jersey.  

Marshall, welcome to 1A. 

11:01:02 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Thank you for having me here.  I'm excited to be here. 
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11:01:05 SARAH MCCAMMON 

And we also want to hear from you.  Have you ever fought a medical bill and 

won or are you wondering what to do about one right now?  You can 

comment on our Facebook page, tweet us @1a or send us an email at 

1a@wamu.org.  Marshall, the title of your book is "Never Pay The First 

Bill."  It sounds bold.  Explain that for us.  Why not? 

11:01:29 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, it is bold and I'm making quite a provocative argument.  Americans 

have called the cost of healthcare their number one financial concern for year 

after year after year.  And working Americans are actually getting hit the 

hardest.  And I wrote the book.  We didn't call it "Never Pay The First Bill" 

because I'm advocating for people not to pay their bills, but the principal here 

is that Medicare medical bills are so filled with errors and overcharges and 

unfair prices that we should scrutinize those bills and make sure that they're 
accurate and that they're fairly priced.  And if they're not, then we should 

push back and we should expect a fair deal on our healthcare.  And working 

Americans have been being over-- 

11:02:20 SARAH MCCAMMON 

I think we -- Marshall, can you hear us.  We may have lost you there.  You 

still with us.  All right.  We're going to try to get Marshall back, but in the 

meantime, the back and forth over infrastructure is continuing in the U.S. 

Senate.  Earlier this month talks between the White House and Republican 

senators stalled and now a bipartisan group of lawmakers are looking to find 

a resolution.  At the same time, Senate democrats have begun the 

reconciliation process.  Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina is one of 

the newest additions to that group.  In an interview over the weekend with 

Chris Wallace on FoxNews Sunday, this was Republican Senator Lindsey 

Graham's message to President Joe Biden. 

11:03:05 LINDSEY GRAHAM 

You've got a party that's divided.  You got a Republican party that's willing 

to meet you in the middle for a trillion dollars of infrastructure that could 

fundamentally change the way America does business in roads, ports and 

bridges and accelerate electrical vehicles.  You got to decide what kind of 

president you are and what kind of presidency you want.  So if you want to 
work with Republicans to spend a trillion dollars on infrastructure, it's 

available to you.  If you don't want to go that route and you pick a $6 trillion 

reconciliation package I think you'll get a lot of pushback from every 

Republican. 
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11:03:42 CHRIS WALLACE 

So just to button this up, you're saying that you could not vote for the 

compromise in one area if there's this other big spending and tax package in 

another. 

11:03:53 LINDSEY GRAHAM 

That would be a problem for me.  I'll have to talk to the rest of my colleagues, 

but that would be a very big sticking point. 

11:04:00 SARAH MCCAMMON 

For the latest on that you can stay tuned to your local NPR member station.  

I'm Sarah McCammon and you're listening to 1A from NPR News.  We are 

talking about medical costs with Marshall Allen Reporter for ProPublica and 

Author of a new book called "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to 

Fight the Health Care System and Win."  Marshall, when we lost you for a 

second there, we were talking about the title of the book and you were 

describing the fact that so many medical bills include overcharges errors, 

unfair pricing.  Tell us more about that and how do you figure out when 

that's happening to you? 

11:04:37 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, I tried to write the book as a how-to guide to help people understand 

how to read their medical bills and deal with other common problems they 

might have.  If you talk to experts, who review medical bills for a living, 

they'll tell you that most of them contain some kind of error.  So the first 
thing that you want to do when you get that bill, especially if it's from a 

hospital, you know, they just kind of give you one lump sum that they tell you 

to pay.  You need to have them send you an itemized medical bill. 

11:05:04 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And when I say itemized, they need to break down the charges that were 

related to your medical care just like they would break down the items that 

you buy at the grocery store on the receipt that you receive.  And you want to 

make sure that they also give you the billing codes.  So when you go get 

medical treatment, they process that medical record and translate it into 

billing codes that they use to bill insurance plans.  Getting those billing codes 

allows us to check the prices to make sure that they're accurate and to make 

sure that they're fair. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A June 22, 2021 

4 of 15 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

11:05:36 SARAH MCCAMMON 

You know, one of the issues that your write about is medical coding, the idea 

that some patients are essentially upcharged, billed for a procedure that 

maybe is similar to what they had done, but more complicated than what they 

actually received.  I think that's what you were eluding to just there.  For 

those of us who don't have medical degrees and haven't gone to medical, you 

know, billing coding school, how do you decipher these bills? 

11:05:59 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, it does sound incredibly intimidating.  I totally understand that.  And 

it's unfair that we would have to do this also at a time when we are so 

vulnerable, right.  We're undergoing care or a loved one is undergoing care.  

So just right from the jump, this is a very unfair position that the American 

people have been put in.  But on the other hand, if you don't check the bills 

you might be paying hundreds or even thousands of dollars more than you 
should for the care that you received. 

11:06:26 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so, I encourage people you wouldn't let someone take money out of your 

bank account without balancing your checkbook and checking your bank 
statements.  So in a similar way, you can go get the itemized bill.  You can 

Google the billing codes.  And by the way, if you can't get them from your 

hospital, call your insurance carrier.  The customer service people are really 

good at at least telling you what was charged to your health plan.  But go on 

Google.  Type in the billing code and there's a description of that billing code. 

11:06:54 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So let's talk about a really common type of up coding, which is for a doctor's 

visit or an emergency room visit.  They can bill those anywhere from what's 

called a level one bill to a level five billing code.  Level five is the most 

complicated.  They get paid a lot more for that.  And we pay a lot more for 

that.  Level one is the most simple.  Well, it's very common for them just to 

kind of lean on those billing codes a little more than they should.  Frankly it's 

fraudulent, but nobody is really checking. 

11:07:25 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so they might bill a really simple, you know, trip to the emergency room 

for stitches in your finger as a level three emergency room visit.  But a level 

three, when you read the description, it says that it requires complex medical 

decision making.  And it says it requires an extended problem focused 

examination of the patient.  And I talked to a young woman here in New 

Jersey.  Twenty-six year old woman goes to the emergency room for three 
stitches in her finger. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A June 22, 2021 

5 of 15 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

11:07:54 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Her insurance plan's negotiated rate was almost $6,000 for those three 

stitches.  That's almost 2,000 bucks per stitch.  And what she was able to do 

by identifying these codes is see that she was charged for a level three billing 

code, and because now we have price transparency, there's a rule that the 

federal government has enacted that says hospitals are required to post their 

prices on their websites and they're required to post the cash price, the 

Medicare price and each price they have negotiated with different insurance 

plans. 

11:08:31 MARSHALL ALLEN 

This particular woman was able to see that her insurance plan had a 

negotiated rate for that level three visit of $5800.  Meanwhile, the other 

insurance plan was paying about $700.  The Medicare price was $230.  And 

the cash price, believe it or not was $256.  So in other words if she would have 
gone in uninsured and paid cash, she would have been charge $256 for that 

level three emergency room visit.  And her insurance plan had negotiated a 

discounted price of $5800.  And so these type of -- this variation in pricing is 

the standard practice in our health care system.  And working Americans are 

always the ones who are paying the most. 

11:09:22 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Why?  I mean, is this malicious?  Is this the companies trying to, you know, 

squeeze consumers as much as they can?  Is it, you mentioned errors?  I 

mean, is it some combination of both? 

11:09:34 MARSHALL ALLEN 

I believe that we have a system that has been established that allows for the 

exploitation of our sickness for profit.  And I say that as fairly and objectively 

as I possibly can.  But we have a profit driven health care system.  And while 

there's nothing wrong with making a fair profit for healthcare we want to 

incentivize people to make a profit so that they deliver great care.  But what's 

happened is the system has become overrun with profiteering and greed.  

And a normalized deviance has overtaken our health care system. 

11:10:09 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so we have all of these powerful healthcare players, the hospitals, the 

insurance companies, the drug manufacturers, the pharmacy benefit 

managers, all of these middle men insert themselves between the patient and 

the doctor or the nurse or the other clinician and they jack up these prices.  

They mark things up so much that if we could eliminate the middle men and 

the markups, we would cut our healthcare costs by about a third. 
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11:10:39 SARAH MCCAMMON 

A third, yeah.  One listener tweeted at us, "During my time working in 

medical billing, I've seen levels of negligence and fraud from providers, office 

staff and insurers beyond description.  Demand an itemized bill and question 

everything.  It's designed not to make sense."  So there's someone backing up 

exactly what you are saying, Marshall.  Now, you wrote the book as a guide 

for readers, but you also had to deal with surprise medical billing within your 

own family.  What happened? 

11:11:08 MARSHALL ALLEN 

I did.  I did.  So I started writing this book right before the pandemic hit in 

late 2019.  And my own family had to deal with this problem.  My dear father 

unfortunately suffers from dementia and so we had admitted my dad into an 

assisted living facility.  And while we were there we had a couple major 

problems that I had to intervene and help with.  My mom has power of 
attorney over my dad and she's supposed to be involved in any medical 

decision making, and unfortunately we had two things happen. 

11:11:41 MARSHALL ALLEN 

We had a new nurse practitioner approve a mistaken auto refill for a drug 
and it was a drug that actually caused side effects for my dad and made his 

dementia much, much worse.  And my mom only identified it because she was 

taking care to look at her pharmacy statements.  And so she could see that he 

had been put on a drug that he was not supposed to be on.  And she able to 

intervene.  They took him off the drug.  But that was one error.  Thankfully 

my dad rebounded and he was okay after that.  It didn't cause long-term 

damage to him. 

11:12:17 MARSHALL ALLEN 

But then the other problem was that same nurse practitioner had done an 

examination of my dad.  And my mom had not been involved in this 

examination.  She had said that there should be no routine exams done of my 

dad.  And so we got hit with a bill for about $400.  They were coming after my 

mom, because they didn't have the Medicare information they needed to bill 

Medicare and they shouldn't have had it because there should have been no 

examination. 

11:12:42 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So in that case I intervened.  My older brother helped.  This was in Colorado.  

I live in New Jersey.  So my older brother helped.  We enlisted other family 

members.  I have a sister in law, who has worked in nursing home 

administration and she was able to give some advice, but we were able to 
pressure them and press them to remove that bill. 
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11:13:03 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And unfortunately that's what it takes.  So you identify these errors or these 

overcharges and then you contest them.  Well, they don't always just roll 

over.  They don't always just correct the problem.  And so I think perhaps the 

most game changing advice, I have in this book is that the American people 

need to start using our judicial system to protect ourselves.  We should start 

suing in small claims court whenever a doctor or a dentist or a hospital or 

other device supplier, whoever it is.  If they won't treat us fairly and correct 

their errors and correct their overcharges, our small claims court system is 

designed for these kinds of disputes. 

11:13:45 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And in many cases, the limits are actually a lot higher than you would think.  

In Texas, the small claims limit is $20,000.  In Tennessee, it's $25,000.  Where 

I live here in New Jersey, there's a court called the special civil branch where 
you don't have to be an attorney. It's very inexpensive to file the case and the 

limits are $15,000.  And what happens is when you file that case -- so if you 

follow the guide the way I've laid it out in the book, I call it the "Never Pay It 

Pathway."  So you start by getting the itemized bill.  You look up the billing 

codes and you see if they accurately describe the services you received.  Then 

you can look up the prices.  You might be able to look on a hospital website.  

You can look at a website called fairhealthconsumer.org. 

11:14:29 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Fairhealthconsumer.org has all the amounts that insurance companies have 

paid for all of these different services.  So you can get a price estimate and see 

if you've been priced fairly or not.  Then you've gathered all your evidence so 

you've built your case.  So when it comes to filing in small claims court you 

know how you have been taken advantage of.  You can document it.  You can 

show it.  And when you file that case think about what happens on the other 

side of that. 

11:14:58 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So now the hospital has to probably hire their own attorney to defend 

themselves at great expense to them for a case where you have been actually 

doing very little expense and effort to file the case on your end.  So what it 

does is it creates the incentive for them to come to the table and treat us 
fairly.  They don't want to pay attorneys hundreds of dollars an hour to keep 

price gauging us.  And so we unfortunately have to give them the incentive 

that they need to treat us fairly.  And I think small claims court is a really 

effective way to do it. 

11:15:33 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Would that have been your next step in this case had the primary care 

network not backed down? 
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11:15:38 MARSHALL ALLEN 

That was my next step.  And while small claims court is really easy, in other 

words, you gather the data.  You gather the evidence.  You can file the case 

online for about $30.  It is very stressful, right?  It is very uncertain and it 

causes a lot of anxiety.  So I didn't want to have to do that, but my mom, I 

believe that she was prepared to do that. 

11:16:01 MARSHALL ALLEN 

In fact, I tell this story sometimes because it was my mom who first gave me 

the idea about how to sue in small claims court when I was 16 years old.  I 

actually had an employer who shut the business down and refused to pay me 

the wages that he owed me.  My mom told me about small claims court.  So 

when I was a 16 year old, I filed a case in small claims court.  The owner of 

the company had to show up at a hearing against me an adolescent 16 year 

old.  And the judge immediately ruled in my favor and the guy wrote me a 
check on the spot.  So that was a really transformational thing for me to see 

as a teenager. 

11:16:42 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Sure.  But, Marshall, most teenagers don't know about small claims court 
and, you know, Daniel writes to us on Facebook, "My wife's genetic testing 

was supposed to be covered, but my insurance tried not to.  I called in before 

to confirm it was covered, recorded the phone call.  I ended up getting them 

to cover it, but it took a lot of my time."  Which brings me to in order to fight 

this system, people need a lot of time, a lot of energy, a lot of resources.  I 

mean, you're a journalist who covers this.  You had a family member who 

was a nursing home administrator. 

11:17:08 SARAH MCCAMMON 

I mean -- I want to come back in just a moment and talk more about, you 

know, what do you say to people who don't have a lot of time or energy or 

maybe the same level of knowledge of the system that you have?  We'll get to 

that in just a moment.  We are talking to Marshall Allen, a Reporter for 

ProPublica and Author of a new book called "Never Pay The First Bill: And 

Other Ways to Fight the Health Care System and Win."  We also want to 

hear from you.  What questions do you have about the way our healthcare 

system charges for coverage?  You can comment on our Facebook page, tweet 
us @1A or email us at 1a@wamu.org. 

[ I N T E R M I S S I O N ]  
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11:18:09 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Now, let's get back to our conversation with a reporter who's trying to change 

the way we are charged for healthcare.  That Reporter is Marshall Allen and 

his new book is called "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to Fight 

the Health Care System and Win."  We're also hearing from you. 

11:18:24 ALEX (CALLER) 

Hi, I'm Alex from Florida.  Two years ago I didn't have insurance, because I 

couldn't afford it for about seven months, and I had an emergency.  Medical 

bills went up over $200,000.  I have three kids.  And so far I've only been able 

to make $300 payments and I paid a little bit over $7,000.  And I don't see 

how it's even possible for me to pay even a fraction of what they're asking. 

11:19:07 SARAH MCCAMMON 

We're hearing this kind of feedback from a lot of our listeners.  Thank you 

for sharing, Alex.  Opal emails, "My mom was not yet approved for 

Medicare-Medicaid and was in the uninsured no man's land.  She had a 

hospital stay and got billed directly.  We were able to negotiate what 

Medicaid would pay.  That worked for us.  Paying that retail hospital bill 

would not have been possible."  A recurring theme, Marshall, as we've been 
talking about is that to fight the system you have to negotiate.  You have to go 

to court.  You have to read medical bills and look up codes and it's just a lot 

of work. 

11:19:40 SARAH MCCAMMON 

And so I want to go back to the question we were sort of teeing up earlier, 

which is what's your advice for people who may already be overwhelmed with 

caregiving or their own health issues and now have to fight this system? 

11:19:53 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, first of all I want to give some specific advice to Alex, the gentleman, 

who unfortunately is being overwhelmed with $200,000 in bills.  Hospitals are 

required to have financial assistance policies and especially if someone is on 

the lower end of the income, but even some middle income folks can qualify 

for financial assistance.  So if, Alex, if you want to reach out to me, my 

website is marshallallen.com and we can at least see if you can qualify for 

financial assistance.  These hospitals are non-profit organizations.  They're 

required by the IRS to have financial assistance policies and especially if 

someone is low income they can get those bills completely wiped clean. 
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11:20:36 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So reach out to me and I'll see if I can help in that case.  But back to your 

question, this is completely unfair.  We spend twice as much per person in the 

United States on healthcare than the citizens of almost every other developed 

nation.  This is completely unfair and the problem isn't that we're not 

spending enough.  In fact, we're spending too much, and people are 

vulnerable.  So this is another reason why it's so hard to fight back.  And I 

guess the two things I would have to say is that first of all, sometimes getting 

an understanding of how the system works and demystifying the complexity 

of the system it makes it easier than you think it will be. 

11:21:20 MARSHALL ALLEN 

For example, I recently got an urgent care bill for my son for $250.  I was 

able to see quite quickly within about five minutes that they had not billed it 

to my insurance plan the way they were supposed to.  I called my insurance 
company.  I confirmed it with them.  I called the urgent care and they were 

able to redirect that bill to my insurance plan.  And in about five minutes I 

saved $250.  So sometimes it's very difficult and impossible.  Other times it's 

really easy. 

11:21:50 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And the second thing, I would is that some people are just not going to be able 

to fight back.  If you're in a really vulnerable position physically or you're 

fighting an illness or let's say you're working multiple jobs just to makes ends 

meet this is going to be just too much.  You probably won't be able to do this.  

And that's why I think it is so important for people like me and everyone else 

maybe in your audience, who has the means, who has the time to pushback 

against this unfair system.  This is a fundamental inequity that's built into our 

country's way of operating.  And those of us who have the means and have 

the time and have the resources and the ability to understand and learn 

what's going on, we are able to fight back. 

11:22:35 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so I look at it and I go, we have about 180 million people in this category 

of working age Americans, who are on these employer sponsored plans or 

uninsured.  If just one percent or two percent of that 180 million people were 

to demand an itemized bill, demand fair pricing, demand the hospitals 
comply with the federal government's rule to post their prices and then sue in 

small claims court when we don't get a fair deal that would be absolutely 

transformational. 
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11:23:08 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so there are a lot of people, we need to do that on behalf of the people 

who can't stand up for themselves.  And so that's what I'm urging people to 

do.  The book does demystify a lot of these complexities.  It helps people see 

why they need to fight back and what they can do in the different scenarios 

that they face.  And so I'm really trying to equip and empower people.  But it 

is true that some people are just not going to be in a position where they'll be 

able to take this fight on themselves. 

11:23:35 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Marshall, you mentioned that Americans pay more for less when it comes to 

healthcare compared to basically the rest of the world.  This has been true for 

a long time.  And it makes me wonder, you know, rather than fighting in 

small claims court and, you know, asking insurance companies to produce 

more documents, did you think about writing a book about promising 
systemic change so that we don't have to deal with the system in the first 

place? 

11:24:04 SARAH MCCAMMON 

I mean, I can only imagine that listeners in other countries listen to all of this 
and kind of scratch their heads, because of how inefficient our system is.  

Why are you focusing on this problem or on this solution, which some people 

might argue is sort of a small scale Band-Aid solution to a bigger problem? 

11:24:26 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, our politicians and powerful people have had decades to fix this 

problem and they've only made it worse.  And I'm talking about both sides of 

the aisle.  The Democrats have not fixed this and the Republicans have not 

fixed this.  And if you look at how they are funded, they are funded by the 

health care system, the insurance companies, the hospitals, the 

pharmaceutical companies.  They put our elected officials in office and then 

they spend millions of dollars on lobbyists to influence the policy that gets 

made. 

11:24:59 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So I think one of the things we have to come to is that our health care system 

isn't broken it was made this way.  It was made this way by the powerful 

people in corporations who are making a lot of money off of the status quo.  

And so one of my arguments in the book, is that no one else is going to save 

us.  We have got to stand up for ourselves, and this is causing great harm to 

the American people and frankly our elected officials have not made it better. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A June 22, 2021 

12 of 15 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

11:25:27 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so I think I would disagree.  I think this is systemic change.  Again, if we 

had one percent of the people who are affected by this problem pushback it 

would cause an absolute revolution in the way healthcare gets delivered in 

this country.  It would become so inconvenient and expensive for our 

hospitals and our insurance companies and others to do things the wrong way 

that they would be motivated to do things the right way.  And so 

unfortunately it's really sad that it's come down to this.  It's really sad that I 

had to write a book, "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to Fight the 

Health Care System and Win," because like you said, to other countries our 
health care system is a laughing stock. 

11:26:11 MARSHALL ALLEN 

We spend so much and yet so many Americans are still on high deductible 

plans were they spend the first $3,000, $5,000, $10,000 out of their hard 
earned income to pay their medical bills.  They're effectively uninsured and 

we have tens of millions, who are still uninsured.  So I think we shouldn't wait 

for some, you know, policymaker to figure out some solution.  We need to 

protect ourselves.  We need to protect our families and we need to pushback 

right now. 

11:26:43 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Another strategy you talk about in your book is involving employers in 

setting the cost, pushing back against costs.  More than 55 percent of 

Americans rely on employer based health insurance that's according to the 

latest census data from 2019.  How do these high costs, first of all, affect 

employers? 

11:27:03 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, employers are funding these employer sponsored health plans.  So, you 

know, say 155 million Americans are in these plans, this is coming out of the 

revenue that employers are bringing in and it's costing employers dearly.  

And so this is another systemic change I think needs to be made.  Employers 

have a tremendous amount of power, because they're the ones that control 

the major source of income for our health care system. 

11:27:32 MARSHALL ALLEN 

If the employers were to snap to attention and instead of passing those high 

costs onto their employees in the form of higher deductibles, higher 

premiums, reduced amounts of coverage, if they were to actually educate 

themselves on the way the system works, ban together where they need to 

maybe enter into direct contracting relationships with doctors and hospitals 
so they can cut out as many of the middle men as they can, I think employers 

have a lot of opportunity here.  And I think that a lot of them are waking up 

to this. 
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11:28:05 MARSHALL ALLEN 

And so in the book I feature the stories of employers, who have stopped doing 

things the same old way and have instead found the doctors and the hospitals 

and the insurance plan administrators, who will treat them fairly and give 

them a fair deal and not mark things up and not insert middle men who have 

no value.  These employers are dropping their healthcare costs by 30, 40, 50 

percent.  They're eliminating the co-pays and deductibles for their employees.  

Some of them are actually paying money back to the employees through 

reduced premiums and actual dividends based on the savings that they've 

had.  So this problem has been solved by many employers around the 
country.  And what we need to do is take those solutions and bring them to 

scale so that they can be enjoyed by the rest of the working Americans. 

11:29:00 SARAH MCCAMMON 

How can employees persuade their employers to do that if they're not already 
interested in it? 

11:29:07 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Well, I think one of the big things employers fear is that they're afraid that 

they're employees are going to pushback agaisnt them if they make any 
changes.  And so what I'm trying to help employees see is that, yes, your 

employer funds the healthcare, but that is funded into your compensation.  So 

your compensation when you get hired is based on your wages, your maybe 

retirement benefit hopefully, some paid time off and your healthcare benefits.  

Well, that healthcare benefit is coming out of your compensation. 

11:29:40 MARSHALL ALLEN 

So when your compensation is getting consumed by these unjustified high 

healthcare costs, your employer doesn't have as much money to give you a 

wage increase.  Your employer's money is going into funding your 

compensation and that is getting sucked away by the health care system 

through all these profiteering schemes.  So I'm trying to educate employees so 

that they and their employers can work together to address these problems. 

11:30:06 MARSHALL ALLEN 

We really do need to work together, be on the same team, think about this 

problem differently and stop expecting things to change with us doing the 

same thing.  We actually have to engage and start thinking about this 

problem in a different way. 

11:30:21 SARAH MCCAMMON 

We're talking to Marshall Allen Reporter for ProPublica and Author of the 

new book "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to Fight the Health 

Care System and Win."  And, Marshall, as you know, the pandemic, put 

massive financial strain on many families. 
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11:30:37 JOSH (CALLER) 

My name is Josh.  I have just overwhelming medical bills.  Don't know how 

I'm going to pay all of these darn bills.  It's just ridiculous.  The pandemic 

really put a strain on me. 

11:30:53 SARAH MCCAMMON 

As we heard from Josh, you know, that's another layer of strain for people 

already dealing with a difficult system.  Marshall, healthcare costs were 

already sky high before the pandemic.  How did COVID-19 change things? 

11:31:07 MARSHALL ALLEN 

I think COVID-19 exposed our health care system for what it is.  And by that, 

I mean, unfortunately we saw exposed in just devastating reality that we have 

not developed a health care system that is for the betterment of the American 

public.  Our health care system has been developed for the betterment of the 

corporations and powerful individuals, who are making a profit off our 

sickness.  And so we need, again, policymakers need to think about this in a 

different way.  We need to invest in the infrastructure we need so that we can 

have a health care system that actually serves the American people instead of 

serving the investors and the other people who are making profits on it. 

11:31:54 MARSHALL ALLEN 

COVID caused a lot of job loss, and with job loss came the loss of health 

insurance and insurance benefits.  And so I do encourage anybody who lost 

their benefits during the pandemic and then got hit with medical bills, do look 
into those financial assistance policies.  It may be that your income dropped 

to a low enough level where you might qualify.  And I do know cases where 

people have even been able to retroactively go back and get repaid through 

financial assistance policies for the money that they've already paid for their 

medical bills.  So I urge people to look into those if they've lost their jobs. 

11:32:30 SARAH MCCAMMON 

We heard from Michelle who wrote on Facebook that she was billed nearly 

$400 for a free COVID test supposedly free.  Quickly how did see even with 

the coronavirus pandemic this issue of errant billing for patients things as 

simple as tests? 
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11:32:49 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Things as simple as tests.  In fact, my own family we all had to get COVID 

tests.  And my wife's test they coded it on the diagnosis as Acute Respiratory 

Distress Syndrome.  So in other words they added a diagnosis that was 

inaccurate that then led to my wife's plan -- our plan, getting a bill for that 

test.  Now, in that case I was able to call the insurance carrier and explain to 

them that this was an error.  And they actually corrected it right away.  So in 

this particular case that may be the type of thing where you could call the 

insurance carrier, tell them that the test was supposed to have been covered 

and hopefully they'll take care of that bill. 

11:33:27 SARAH MCCAMMON 

So bottom line always check that bill, always make that call sounds like. 

11:33:31 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Always check the bill. 

11:33:33 SARAH MCCAMMON 

That's Marshall Allen Reporter for ProPublica and Author of the new book 

called "Never Pay The First Bill: And Other Ways to Fight the Health Care 

System and Win."  The book comes out today.  Marshall, thank you for your 

time. 

11:33:44 MARSHALL ALLEN 

Thank you so much. 

11:33:46 SARAH MCCAMMON 

Remember we have a text club.  We'll only ever send you one text a day.  It's 

the fastest way to connect with us.  Details about how to sign up can be found 

in the Ask 1A tab at the 1a.org.  Today's producer was Amanda Williams.  

This program comes to you from WAMU part of American University in 

Washington distributed by NPR.  I'm Sarah McCammon.  Jenn White will be 

back tomorrow until then this is 1A. 

 


