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Price Transparency

To improve the transparency of the local health system, treatment cost was recently referenced to
disease related groups. Treatment quality must be legally documented in a patient registry, in
particular for the highly specialized treatments provided by neurosurgery departments.

Price transparency is an increasingly popular solution for high healthcare expenditures in the United
States, but little is known about its potential to facilitate patient price shopping.

A objective was to analyze interhospital and interpayer price variability in spine surgery and spine
imaging using newly public payer-specific negotiated charges (PNCs). We selected a subset of billing
codes for spine surgery and spine imaging at 12 hospitals within a Saint Louis metropolitan area
healthcare system. We then compared PNCs for these procedures and tested for significant
differences in interhospital and interinsurer IQR using the Mann-Whitney U Test. We found
significantly greater IQRs of PNCs as a factor of the insurance plan than as a factor of the hospital for
cervical spinal fusions (interinsurer IQR $8256; interhospital IQR $533; P < .0001), noncervical spinal
fusions (interinsurer IQR $28 423; interhospital IQR $5512; P < .001), computed tomographies of the
lower spine (interinsurer IQR $595; interhospital IQR $113; P < .0001), and MRIs lower spinal canal
(interinsurer IQR $1010; interhospital IQR $158; P < .0001). There was no significant difference
between the interinsurer IQR and the interhospital IQR for lower spine x-rays (interinsurer IQR $107;
interhospital IQR $67; P = .0543). Despite some between-hospital heterogeneity, Olufawo et al.
showed significantly higher price variability between insurers than between hospitals. Their single
system analysis limits the ability to generalize, but the results suggest that savings depend more on
hospital and provider negotiations than patient price shopping, given the difficulty of switching
insurers 1).

Under 10% of websites queried yield geographically relevant price information for non-emergent
neurosurgical imaging and operative procedures. Even when this information is publicly available, its
usefulness to patients may be limited by various factors, including obscure data sources and
methods, as well as sparse information on discounts and bundled price estimates. Inconsistent
availability and clarity of price information likely impede patients' ability to discern expected costs of
treatment and engage in cost-conscious, value-based neurosurgical decision-making 2).
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