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A major challenge facing the health-care indus-
try is the absolute necessity of employing a 
robust system to bill and collect payments 

from the rapidly expanding number of patients now 
responsible for settling their own bills.

Almost 20 million newly insured patients will 
enter the health-care system by 2014 as a result of 
the Affordable Care Act, creating a greater onus on 
practices and hospitals to bill and collect balances 
from outside their clinics. With an increased per-
centage of initial payments being shifted to the pa-
tient from traditional payers through high deduct-
ible health insurance policies, this is fast becoming a 
real challenge for health-care providers.

When this is set alongside the massive bad debt 
amassed every year by uninsured hospital patients 
— $49 billion according to a recent report by the De-
partment of Health and Human Service — it repre-
sents a serious issue for the health industry.

Without change, and unless processes are im-
plemented to ensure more efficient and timely bill-
ing and collection of patient payments, then the 
increased bad debt incurred by 87% of health-care 
organizations, highlighted in a recent study by 
American Hospital Association, can only get worse.

However, proven technology offers a lifeline to 
health-care providers with flexible solutions to help 
patients pay, improve the prompt settlement of pa-
tient bills, and cut costs in the billing process. 

Here’s how technology can help health-care pro-
viders meet their new challenges.

Payment methods can be simplified to en-
courage prompt settlement of health bills
Patients are now being offered the opportunity to 
pay health bills by mobile phone text or SMS — a 
development that should be particularly attractive 
to the tech-savvy Generation Y. These patients are 
already comfortable with e-billing and e-payments 
for Internet and cell phone use, so it is a natural pro-
gression for them to settle health bills in this way.

By sending a text, patients can authorize a 
health-care provider to facilitate payment from a 
registered account.

In addition to traditional check and credit card 
payments, one of the facilities available to health-
care providers is the ability to set up their own per-
sonalised secure online Web portals, branded with 
the relevant health-care provider’s name and logo to 
engender the trust of patients. These accept debit or 
credit card payments and encourage patients to settle 
health bills in their own time, away from the practice.

Patients can be motivated to set aside cash 
for health bills in pre-funded accounts
Another method of simplifying the way patients 
settle health-care debt is the provision of pre-funded 

accounts, which are managed online 
and can be topped up via any Web-
enabled device. This works well for 
ongoing treatments and for some life-
style surgery where prices are rela-
tively fixed. 

This ethos of pre-paying for ser-
vices has been widely adopted in 
other industries and the advantage 
here is the reduction in risk of unpaid 
bills accruing since the money has al-
ready been set aside by the customer. 
From the patient’s side there is no 
requirement for large deposits, which 
can be unpopular for new account 
holders and those with credit problems.

Mark Giddings, of the Florida-based Merchants 
Association Collection Division, said: “New develop-
ments in e-payments are enabling patients to pay 
online and through pre-funded accounts, which are 
encouraging patients to pay for procedures in ad-
vance, or at least to plan for payments effectively.

“This added flexibility is key for improving col-
lections from patients. By providing them with a va-
riety of easy-to-use and consumer-friendly payment 
methods, health-care organizations can significantly 
increase the likelihood of payment, while increasing 
convenience for patients at the same time.”

Online debt negotiation solutions 
mitigate against increasing bad debts
The damaging prospect of spiralling bad debt from 
unpaid bills can be dealt with by health-care organi-
zations using online debt negotiation solutions that 
enable patients to arrange a more manageable level 
of repayment.

Patients can deal with their debt problem pri-
vately, online, without having to engage with a bill-
ing department or collections agency, and can nego-
tiate a payment schedule that they are comfortable 
with. The online solution facilitates an automated 
repayment schedule and self-generates reminder 
emails or auto dials the patient’s phone number to 
ensure payments are settled on time.

Paperless billing and collections 
impact positively on the bottom line
Embracing technology can bring real benefits to a 
health-care organization’s bottom line — moving to 
a paperless mode of billing and payments can save 
them up to 90% of their paper and postage costs and 
achieve a 30% reduction in ‘days sales outstanding.’ 

Even if patients follow traditional payment 
routes such as checks, there is now technology that 
will provide flexible check re-presentment options. 
For example, health-care providers can elect to re-
present checks on strategic days such as likely pay 

days rather than re-submitting immediately on 
successive days in the case of non-sufficient funds 
(NSF) items.

This strategy significantly increases the likeli-
hood that funds will be available and consequently 
increases the chances of payment being made and 
the avoidance of repeat NSF charges for the patient.

Such a service is part of the check conversion 
process and re-presentment thresholds are selected 
by the provider and then set up within their soft-
ware to activate upon notice of NSF.

Future developments in e-billing
And there are developments in the pipeline to make 
e-billing even more convenient and secure for those 
settling health-care payments. One such innovation 
provides patients with a very personal approach to 
online payments. One-time-use URLs can be gener-
ated from statements, so patients can quickly  pay 
online without the need of logging on to a public 
online portal. Once the payment is processed, an 
email notification will be sent to both the customer 
and the biller — if a payment fails the biller is noti-
fied so they can follow-up with the client.

It is becoming clear that we are at a pivotal time 
for health-care organizations where billing and pay-
ment processing is threatening to impact on oper-
ating revenue unless changes occur quickly. Those 
who continue to rely on the traditional approach to 
billing and collections, where checks and account 
statements are mailed through the post, will miss 
out on real cost and efficiency savings.

The technology is developed, proven, and avail-
able now. Companies in telecommunications, In-
ternet, and finance — and now the utility markets 
— are already enjoying the benefits of e-billing 
and payment processing, so there is no reason why 
health authorities, hospitals, and clinics don’t do so 
as well.
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 “New developments in 
e-payments are enabling 
patients to pay online and 
through pre-funded accounts, 
which are encouraging 
patients to pay for procedures 
in advance, or at least to plan 
for payments effectively.”

— Mark Giddings, Florida-based Merchants 
Association Collection Division


