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New health plans Siiift burden
Sunday, November 20, 2005

By LINDY WASHBURN
STAFF WRITER

They are called high-deductible health plans with health savings accounts. Fancy words for a simple concept:
They put consumers on the hook for a big chunk of their own health expenses.

To insurance companies, the new health plans represent the biggest change since managed care arrived
more than a decade ago. To employers, they're the latest weapon in the battle to control rising premiums.

But to workers choosing health coverage, they can be a headache. It's daunting to compare premiums,
estimate health-care costs, and weigh tax advantages. "You need a master's degree in health economics to
figure this stuff out," lamented one employee exiting a recent North Jersey benefits session.

The plans offer the lure of significantly lower premiums, balanced by the obligation to pay out-of-pocket for
care until the deductible is reached.

As open-enrollment periods proceed at workplaces around New Jersey, thousands of employees are
struggling to decide whether these high-deductible plans are right for them. If you haven't been given the
choice this year, get ready; it's corning.'

More than 1 million people nationwide had enrolled in the plans by March, double the number six months
earlier, a survey found. Some experts predict that they'll account for one-quarter of the health insurance
market by the end of the decade.

Fewer than 25,000 have enrolled so far in New Jersey, but the number is climbing quickly. Horizon Blue
Cross and Blue Shield of New Jersey counted 450 small-business clients with the plans this month - up from
23 in January.

Most importantly, the low cost of the new plans shows signs of putting a dent in the state's uninsured
population: One-quarter of Horizon's 450 new customers previously offered no health coverage to their
workers, said Larry Altman, the company's vice president for marketing.

"The backdrop for this is a crisis," said Christine Stearns, vice president of the New Jersey Business and
Industry Association. "Our surveys show a 55 percent increase in the cost of health insurance over the last
five years. Because there aren't any other options out there, employers are looking [at high-deductible plans].
They're just so desperate."

For consumers, the choice of whether to enroll is not simple. Sick or well, single or married with children, it's
possible that the new plans could save you money. You need to pay attention to the details - how high your
company has set the deductible, what kind of contribution it makes to offset it, the cost of premiums. If you
decide to take the plunge, you will need ,to monitor expenses and your health savings account carefully.

Here's how the plans work:

II Members pay up front for the first $1,100 or more of health costs, if single, and $2,200 or more, if enrolled
as a family. After that, insurance pays a portion of their costs, usually 80 percent, until an out-of-pocket
maximum is reached. Then, the coverage jumps to 100 percent. (Some plans pay 100 percent as soon as the
deductible is reached.) Starting this year, the deductible includes prescription drugs: That means no more
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