
Consumer Resources
Where can patients with unfair health care bills turn for help?

Resources vary by state, but consumer assistance programs, ombudsmen, and other consumer protection 
entities can be starting points to determine how best to support patients faced with unfair or incorrect bills. 

State Resources
Consumer Assistance Programs (CAPs)

•	 The	Affordable	Care	Act	established	CAPs,	with	a	mission	to	help	consumers	access	their	insurance	
benefits.	CAPs	assist	consumers	with	insurance	issues,	including	the	exercise	of	their	appeal	rights,	via	
phone, mail, email, and/or in-person aid.

•	 Although	federal	funding	is	no	longer	available	for	CAPs,	currently	38	states	operate	at	least	one	CAP.	
To	find	more	Information	about	your	state’s	CAP,	explore	the	CAP	website	facilitated	by	the	Centers	for	
Medicare	and	Medicaid	Services	(CMS).

Ombudsmen
•	 Consumers	can	directly	report	complaints	to	an	ombudsman.	The	ombudsman	can	investigate	a	variety	

of	complaints,	including	improper	billing	practices,	unfair	or	unclear	charges,	and/or	excessive	fees.	

•	 Ombudsmen have investigative and mediation authority, but must refer enforcement to another agency.

•	 States may have an ombudsman for insurance plans in the state, the Medicaid program,	or	for	specific	
population	groups.	For	example,	the	Older	Americans	Act	requires	all	states	to	have	an	Ombudsman	
Program	for	complaints	specific	to	long-term	care.	Find	your	state’s	long-term	care	program	with	 
the state ombudsman map	from	the	National	Consumer	Voice	for	Quality	Long-Term	Care.

Other Potential State Sources
•	 Some state agencies may collect, investigate, and enforce complaints of unfair billing practices on behalf 

of patients. 

 — The	specific	agencies	and	authority	vary	state	by	state,	though	common	agencies	include	Attorneys	
General,	Departments	of	Insurance,	Departments	of	Financial	Services,	Departments	of	Health,	
Departments	of	Human	Services,	and/or	Consumer	Protection	Divisions.	

Supporting Consumers and 
Confronting Problematic Billing Practices
If	you	are	a	lawmaker	concerned	about	how	the	corporate	transformation	of	healthcare	
is impacting patients, this guide shares useful resources and reading materials that can 
help you and your constituents.
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https://www.cms.gov/cciio/resources/consumer-assistance-grants#statelisting
https://dhcf.dc.gov/page/office-health-care-ombudsman-and-bill-rights
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/erd/pages/ombuds-program.aspx
https://theconsumervoice.org/get_help


•	 Fifty state resources on some of these agencies 
are available: CDC	Accredited	Health	Departments, 
NAIC	Insurance	Departments, NAAG Attorneys 
General, State	Consumer	Protection	Offices, and 
the	Association	of	Health	Care	Journalists’	50-State 
Guide	to	Health	Insurance.

•	 Media attention can also assist and educate 
consumers, though the impact can be more limited. 
Several media outlets investigate problematic 
billing	and	patients’	experiences:	KHN	Bill	of	the	
Month, NYT	Health, An	Arm	and	a	Leg	podcast, 
and NPR	Health	Care.

Federal Resources
•	 The Employee	Benefits	Security	Administration assists and educates consumers about their job-related 

benefits,	including	health.

•	 The	Department	of	Justice	Antitrust	Division	facilitates	an	online	portal	to	collect	complaints	about	anti-
competitive practices, available at HealthyCompetition.gov.

•	 The Consumer	Financial	Protection	Bureau collects complaints about medical debt collection practices.

Recommended Reading
Get smart on the corporate transformation of healthcare 

Learn	how	corporatization	and	consolidation	impact	affordability,	quality,	and	communities	 
by	making	your	way	through	this	collection	of	research	papers	and	articles.

Background | What are corporatization and consolidation?

•	 Fuse	Brown,	Erin	C.	“Health	Care	Consolidation:	Background,	Consequences,	and	Policy	Levers.” 
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•	 Levinson,	Zachary,	et	al.	“Ten	Things	to	Know	About	Consolidation	in	Health	Care	Provider	Markets.” 
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•	 Fuse	Brown,	Erin,	et	al.	“Private	Equity	Investment	As	A	Divining	Rod	For	Market	Failure:	Policy	
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for	Health	Policy,	October	2021.

chir.georgetown.eduJanuary 2025

https://www.cdc.gov/public-health-gateway/php/communications-resources/accredited-health-departments.html
https://content.naic.org/state-insurance-departments
https://www.naag.org/find-my-ag/
https://www.naag.org/find-my-ag/
https://www.usa.gov/state-consumer
https://healthjournalism.org/resources/state-insurance-guides/
https://healthjournalism.org/resources/state-insurance-guides/
https://kffhealthnews.org/news/tag/bill-of-the-month/
https://kffhealthnews.org/news/tag/bill-of-the-month/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/health
https://kffhealthnews.org/news/tag/an-arm-and-a-leg/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-care/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ebsa
http://HealthyCompetition.gov
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/complaint/
https://allianceforfairhealthpricing.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/203/Health-Care-Consolidation-Background-Consequences-and-Policy-Levers_AFFHP_9.13.2023-1.pdf
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/ten-things-to-know-about-consolidation-in-health-care-provider-markets/
https://communitycatalyst.org/resource/corporate-greed-in-health-care/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Private-Equity-Investment-As-A-Divining-Rod-For-Market-Failure-14.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Private-Equity-Investment-As-A-Divining-Rod-For-Market-Failure-14.pdf
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Stay Informed
Sign	up	for	our	weekly	newsletter	to	stay	informed	on	
federal	and	state	policies	that	affect	health	insurance	
access	and	affordability.
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https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1820-1.html
https://www.antitrustinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/AAI-UCB-EG_Private-Equity-I-Physician-Practice-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.antitrustinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/AAI-UCB-EG_Private-Equity-I-Physician-Practice-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w31776
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/forefront/evidence-private-equity-suggests-containing-costs-and-improving-outcomes-may-go-hand
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/forefront/evidence-private-equity-suggests-containing-costs-and-improving-outcomes-may-go-hand
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMsa1901383
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama-health-forum/fullarticle/2786442
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama-health-forum/fullarticle/2786442
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2813379
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2813379
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28474/w28474.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28474/w28474.pdf
https://healthequitycollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/HEC-Jan-2024-White-Paper-5.pdf
https://healthequitycollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/HEC-Jan-2024-White-Paper-5.pdf
https://pestakeholder.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/PE_Rural_Health_Jan2023-compressed.pdf

	_8qzmrhd7imd4
	_fimi4lm592w2
	_le98ow541q8n
	_l5a32x20c9qm
	_omvzvcpbni6x
	_oga6yjde9vvq
	_1iu54yspgvt8
	_2zqotwgnvccp
	_mmg95ucwq2yg

