
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
REPUBLICANPOLICY.HOUSE.GOV      @GOPPOLICY RPC@MAIL.HOUSE.GOV 

 

 

SURPRISE MEDICAL BILLING 
 

Americans are struggling to cover unplanned health service charges often referred to as “surprise medical billing.” 
Surprise medical bills arise when an insured individual receives unanticipated care from an out-of-network provider. 
This generally occurs in emergency situations, or when a patient receives in-network facility care administered by 
an out-of-network provider.1   
 
In April 2020, the Trump Administration issued guidance banning surprise medical bills for COVID-19 related 
treatment. Hospitals must charge patients the in-network price of any care in order to receive money from the 
CARES Act Provider Relief Fund.2   

 
• Surprise medical billing is widespread across the U.S.  

 Over half of American adults received a surprise medical bill they expected to be covered by insurance, 
according to a 2018 survey from the University of Chicago.3  

 18% of all emergency visits and 16% of in-network hospital stays resulted in at least one out-of-network 
charge in 2017.4 The prevalence of surprise bills varies widely by state.5  

 
• Surprise medical bills are crippling and expensive.  

 Medical bills represent a top area of concern for adults facing unexpected expenses.  
o 25% of Americans indicated they skipped routine medical care in 2019, such as a doctor or dentist 

visit, because they were unable to afford the cost;6 and  
o 18% had unpaid debt from their own medical care or a family member.7   

 Ambulatory services represent a major driver of surprise medical bills. A 2019 GAO report found the 
median charge for a helicopter ambulance ride cost about $36,000 in 2017.8  

o GAO’s report notes providers are prohibited from sending surprise medical bills to patients with 
federal insurance, such as Medicare and Medicaid.  

o 69% of privately insured air ambulances were out of the patient’s insurance network. 
 Examples of costly surprise medical bills:  

o A Texas man was billed $108,951 when he was taken to an out-of-network hospital following a 
heart attack;9  

o A Vermont skier was charged $18,442 in hospital bills after breaking her leg.10 
 

• Price transparency puts patients first by reducing surprise medical bills.  
 Recently, the Trump Administration directed Congress to pass legislation implementing the 

Administration’s “core principles,”11such as price transparency, by Dec. 31, 2020.12  
 Transparency empowers patients to protect themselves from high charges caused by unanticipated medical 

services.  
o One Galen Institute proposal would provide “good faith estimates” on price information before 

scheduled care. Providers often disclose estimates after the patient receives medical care.13 
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