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Views on Healthcare Price and Quality Transparency Among
Utah Adults
A 2018 survey of more than 1,000 Utah adults, designed to elicit respondents’ unbiased views on a
wide range of health system issues, explored residents’ interest in using healthcare price and quality
information.1 This data brief explores how confidently Utah residents can navigate price information,
their views on the tradeoffs between prices and quality and their support for transparency-related
fixes to the health system.

Many Utah adults are not confident they can find the price of a health service ahead of time.
The survey asked about a wide range of tasks associated with the health system and found that only
about 2 in 5 residents (41%) are confident they can find the price of a service ahead of time (see
Figure 1). While this task ranked near the bottom in terms of consumer’s confidence in their skills, it was
part of a constellation of difficult tasks related to healthcare system costs and problem resolution.
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Utah Resident’s May Not Be Able to Find the Price of Healthcare Services
Lack of confidence finding the price of a procedure comports with the price seeking behavior
reported by respondents. Relatively few residents tried to find the price of a health service in the prior
12 months (see Figure 2). The notable exception is that more than half of Utah adults tried to find
out their out-of-pocket cost for a prescription medication in the last twelve months. By comparison,
seeking the cost of a medical test was less frequent, and seeking the price of a hospital stay even less
common.
Forty-eight percent of survey respondents who sought prices only performed this activity once
or twice. However, 43% of these shoppers report that they sought prices in order to compare
two or more services—a rate slightly higher than previously observed in national surveys.2 Among
the survey respondents who did compare two prices, 60% report that they were successful (see
Figure 3).
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Figure 3
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Relationship Between Quality and Price
In light of well-documented, widespread variation in clinical quality and price,3 it is clear that
consumers need both price and quality data if they are to successfully identify providers and
treatment options that are of “good value.” Researchers have established that if we fail to provide
quality data alongside price information, consumers may use high price as a proxy for high quality,4
despite the fact that studies show there is little relationship between the quality and price of a medical
service.5 This survey investigated Utah respondents’ own views on the relationship between quality
and price.
More than half of Utah adults (55%) believe that higher quality health care usually comes at a higher
cost, yet, very few believe that prices reliably signal the quality of care. Just 13% believe that a less
expensive doctor is likely providing lower-quality care (see Figure 4).
Both cost and quality are important to Utah’s healthcare consumers. Over half of Utah adults
(54%) indicated that if two doctors or healthcare providers had equal quality ratings, out-of-pocket
costs would be a very or extremely important factor in deciding between the two professionals.
Conversely, 59% of respondents indicated that if two doctors’ out-of-pocket costs were equal,
quality ratings would be a very or extremely important factor in deciding between the two
professionals.

Figure 4
Among Utah Adults, Views on the Relationship between Healthcare Price and Quality
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Health System Fixes
When it comes to tackling problems in the health system (affordability being the dominant concern)
respondents endorsed a number of transparency-oriented strategies: 6
•
•
•
•

93%—Show what a fair price would be for specific procedures
93%—Require insurers to provide upfront cost estimates to consumers
92%—Require hospitals and doctors to provide up front patient cost estimates
90%—Require drug companies to provide advanced notice of price increases and information to
justify those increases

Strikingly, respondents strongly endorsed these approaches across party lines (see Table 1).
While Utah residents are united in strongly calling for a role for government in addressing health
system issues, they also see a role for themselves. Out of 10 possible personal actions they could
take to address affordability in healthcare, the action of “doing more to compare cost and quality
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Table 1
Percent Who Agreed/Strongly Agreed, by Political Affiliation
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before getting services” was not perceived as effective and ranked 5th behind other personal
actions:
• 62% reported that taking better care of their personal health
• 39% said write to or call my federal representative asking them to take action on high healthcare
prices and lack of affordable coverage options.
• 38% said write to or call my state representative asking them to take action on high healthcare
prices and lack of affordable coverage options
• 32% reported research treatments myself before going to the doctor

Discussion
Utah residents demonstrate they are knowledgeable about the lack of relationship between the
cost and quality of healthcare and are willing to seek out-of-pocket cost data but only 43% of
residents have tried to compare the prices of two different services. Perhaps related, residents
also report lacking confidence that they can find healthcare price information and they don’t
believe that price shopping is the most important activity when it comes to addressing healthcare
affordability, although 31% do report a willingness to take this action. Respondents strongly
endorsed a range of transparency-related and non-transparency policy fixes that they’d like their
elected officials to enact.
Policymakers and other stakeholders often tout price and quality transparency as vital components of
a high functioning healthcare system. Notably, opinions about the benefits and dangers of healthcare
price and quality transparency are evolving rapidly. Most agree that healthcare transparency can
help keep consumers safe by allowing them to judge affordability, plan for the expense of needed
healthcare services and find high quality providers. It can also inform state policymakers, allowing
them to identify and address unwarranted price variation.
Despite its merits, price transparency is also inappropriately credited as making healthcare markets
more efficient. For myriad reasons, transparency tools have generally not been successful in
incentivizing consumers to compare quality and shop for the best price.7 This failure stems from tools
that don’t contain the type of actionable information that would help consumers do this and from
the fact that consumers don’t view most of the healthcare they need as a shoppable commodity.
DATA BRIEF NO. 21 • FEBRUARY 2019

PAGE 4

HEALTHCARE VALUE HUB

There are exceptions. Researchers at RAND and HCCI have identified healthcare services that are
potentially shoppable in advance.8
Increasing the effectiveness of healthcare price and quality transparency will require a nuanced
understanding of its strengths and limitations with respect to each audience using the information:
patients, policymakers, regulators and providers.
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healthcarevaluehub.org/Utah-2018-state-survey/

2. Nationally, just 20 percent of Americans have tried to compare prices across multiple providers before
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Methodology
Altarum’s Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey (CHESS) is designed to elicit respondents’ unbiased views
on a wide range of health system issues, including confidence using the health system, financial burden, and views on
fixes that might be needed.
The survey used a web panel from SSI Research Now with a demographically balanced sample of approximately 1,000
respondents who live in Utah. The survey was conducted only in English and restricted to adults ages 18 and older.
Respondents who finished the survey in less than half the median time were excluded from the final sample, leaving
1,080 cases for analysis with weighting occurring in age, gender and income to be demographically representative of
Utah. After those exclusions, the demographic composition of respondents can be found in the table below.

Demographic Composition of Survey Respondents
Demographic Characteristic

Frequency

Percentage

Household Income
Under $15K

Demographic Characteristic

Frequency

Percentage

Male

407

38%

Female

660

62%

601

56%

Health insurance I buy on my own

113

10%

Medicare

203

19%

Medicaid

44

4%

TRICARE/Military Health System

24

2%

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)
Health Care

12

1%

No coverage of any type

65

6%

I don’t know

18

2%

Gender
88

8%

$15K - $25K

81

8%

$25K - $50K

219

21%

$50K - $75K

222

21%

$75K - $100K

147

14%

$100K - $200K

205

19%

$200K - $500K

28

3%

$500K+

2

<1%

Republican

444

41%

Democrat

244

22%

Neither

392

37%

Party Affiliation

Age

Insurance Status
Health insurance through employer or
family member’s employer

Health Status

18-24

80

8%

Excellent

140

13%

25-34

276

26%

Very Good

435

42%

354

31%

35-44

176

17%

Good

45-54

118

11%

Fairl

125

11%

55-64

196

18%

Poor

36

2%

65+

220

21%

Source: 2018 Poll of Utah Adults, Ages 18+, Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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