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How to Achieve Patient Financing Success
While Prioritizing Customer Service
It’s no secret that insured patients owe more out of pocket for their medical bills, driven
in large part by high-deductible health plans. Self-pay patients also have difficulty paying
large medical bills, even after discounts and financial assistance. This puts healthcare providers in a tough position: they want to serve their patients and make their communities
healthier, but they also need to be mindful of their own financial health.
One way to achieve both goals is to give patients financing options so that they can pay
their bills over time. Many hospitals and health systems have developed their own payment plans, but since they are not financial institutions, they typically lack the expertise to
design effective plans. When patients aren’t able to fulfill those payment plans, they end
up going to collections—a problematic outcome for patients and providers alike.
Working with a third party for patient financing may be a worthwhile option for providers
who want to serve their patients without losing out on valuable revenue. When considering this option, providers naturally have questions. Will payment plans be patient-friendly?
How will patients feel about taking out a loan from an outside organization? What will happen to our existing payment plans?
Below are the stories of five healthcare organizations that had those questions. All of them
worked with HELP Financial Corporation to offer patient-friendly financing options. Not
only did patients have another way to resolve their bills, but the organizations also experienced positive financial results.

Patient Financing Results at Featured Organizations
Source: HELP Financial (July 2019)

In-House Payment
Plans Funded by HELP

HELP Funded
Monthly

HELP Funded
Yearly

HELP Funded
Since Inception

Funded % of Net
Patient Revenue

Recourse

Avita Health

$1,500,000

$200,000

$2,400,000

$11,500,000

1.26%

5.1%

Spectrum Health Lakeland

$3,900,000

$550,000

$6,600,000

$31,000,000

1.46%

4.6%

Holland Hospital

$1,200,000

$300,000

$3,600,000

$3,300,000

1.53%

0.3%

$970,000

$250,000

$3,000,000

$4,800,000

2.04%

3.8%

$1,400,000

$145,000

$1,740,000

$3,200,000

2.85%

1.1%

Organization

Tahoe Forest Health System
Cameron Memorial
Community Hospital
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Avita Health System: Still Generating Positive Results
After Six Years
Avita Health System serves patients in Crawford, Richland, and Marion counties in central
Ohio. Avita formed in 2011 when two community hospitals merged, and a couple years
later was preparing to open a new facility. At the time, many patients were on long-term
payment plans that Avita had developed internally. The payment plans had unspecified
terms, resulting in a great deal of outstanding receivables.
“We had committed to our internal payment plans, but we were getting ready to open
a new hospital,” said Rhonda Ridenour, director of patient financial services at Avita.
“Having that cash on hand was really important.”
In addition to needing an infusion of cash, Avita recognized it needed more financing
options to better serve its patients. In particular, there were several patients with outstanding balances who had the ability to pay, but needed extra time.
Avita partnered with HELP on two projects. First, HELP took over and managed Avita’s
legacy payment plans, which had a value of $1.5 million. Second, Avita and HELP worked
together to offer new patient financing options. Avita would continue to offer its own payment plan for patients who needed no more than three months to pay. Patients who
needed more than three months could apply for a HELP payment plan, which was interest-free for the first 12 months.
To assist Avita with offering this new financing option, representatives from HELP came
on-site and trained Avita’s financial counselors on how patients could apply for the payment plan. HELP also provided brochures, template letters to patients, and scripting to
make it easier for financial counselors to discuss the new program.
“The staff training was really important,” Ridenour said. “Getting buy-in from our own
financial counselors was key since they are the ones promoting it with patients.”

Recourse Rate on HELP Financial
Payment Plans at Avita Health System
Source: Avita Health System,
HELP Financial (July 2019)

As for the patients, there was initially some concern at Avita that patients would not be
receptive to payment plans offered by an outside party. Those concerns were put to rest
once the HELP program was in place.
“We braced ourselves, but the community reaction was positive,” said Ridenour. “The
feedback we got was that when the patients talked with the HELP Financial team, they
really did model the customer service that Avita wants to provide.”

15.0%

The financial results for Avita have also been positive. When Avita initially engaged with
HELP, they budgeted for a 15% recourse rate on new payment plans. In fact, the recourse
rate never approached that number, and was 5.1% in July 2019. Furthermore, over the
course of the relationship, HELP has funded a total of $11.5 million in payment plans, supporting Avita’s patients while keeping the organization financially healthy.
5.1%

Budgeted

Actual

By implementing best practices for patient communications, training financial counselors,
and giving patients an option to resolve their balances over time, Avita continues to generate positive results—even after six years.
“Our success is due to the fact we’ve stuck with the HELP program—we embraced it
and wove it into everything we do,” Ridenour said. “They’re not just our vendor. They’re
our partner.”

Spectrum Health Lakeland: Patient Financing Success
Contributes to MAP Award Win
Spectrum Health Lakeland is a community-owned health system providing care to
patients in southwest Michigan. Like Avita, Spectrum Health Lakeland had its own internally-developed patient payment plans. Over time, it became apparent the organization
was not equipped to manage those plans, since financing is not a core function of a
healthcare provider.
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“We did patient financing, but it wasn’t optimal,” said chief financial officer Timothy
Calhoun. “That’s not the fault of our people. We just didn’t have the right software or tools.
That’s not the business we’re in.”
Leaders also recognized that the payment plans themselves did not meet the needs of
many patients who required assistance.
“We had patients who came in and talked about needing different payment plan options
other than the ones that Lakeland currently had,” said Jenna Howard, who at the time was
manager of admitting and registration.

“HELP actually accepted the MAP Award
with us because they were a partner in
reducing A/R days and providing great
customer service to our patients. Our
patients love the HELP program.”

– Timothy Calhoun
Chief Financial Officer
Spectrum Health Lakeland

Spectrum Health Lakeland partnered with HELP to offer patients a payment plan that is
interest-free for the first 12 months. The HELP program includes multiple payment options so
that patients can resolve their balances in whatever way is the most convenient. In addition,
HELP’s program includes brochures that clearly explain to patients what their options are
depending on how much they can pay per month, and how long they need their plan to be.
“Having HELP is beneficial so that we can give patients a new solution depending on their
ability to pay,” said director of revenue cycle and patient financial services Deborah Piggott.
“The interest-free loan for the first 12 months is a good incentive for them to pay it off quicker.”
As another benefit, leaders found that discussing the HELP program with patients was an
avenue to find out what the best financing option was for them.
“Conversations about HELP identified those who should really be screened for Medicaid
or financial assistance, and those who truly have the ability to pay but maybe need to pay
over time,” Howard said.
Through the first four years of this partnership, HELP has funded a total of $31 million in
patient payment plans. HELP also took over Spectrum Health Lakeland’s in-house payment plans, valued at $3.9 million. While those results are noteworthy on their own, the
most remarkable benefit of the HELP program is that it contributed to Spectrum Health
Lakeland’s HFMA MAP Award win in 2016. The HFMA MAP Award recognizes revenue
cycle performance, but also patient experience initiatives.
“HELP actually accepted the MAP Award with us because they were a partner in reducing A/R days and providing great customer service to our patients,” Calhoun said. “Our
patients love the HELP program.”

Tahoe Forest Health System: All Payment Plans Are
Interest-Free for Close-Knit Community
In the above two examples, HELP payment plans are interest-free for the first 12 months.
Some organizations may want to give patients even more flexibility to pay off loans without
interest for longer periods. For example, Tahoe Forest Health System is a rural healthcare
facility in western California with a close local connection.
“We’re a community supported not-for-profit rural care facility,” said Crystal Jefferson,
director of patient access. “Word travels fast in our small community, so our reputation is
really important to us.”
“We were really looking for a good option for our patient payment plans that didn’t involve
us having to manage them internally,” said Victoria Morgan, director of revenue cycle. “We
also wanted to make sure that it was really fair for patients.”
Beginning in 2017, Tahoe Forest Health System worked with HELP to offer payment plans that
are interest-free regardless of length—up to 72 months. HELP also took over Tahoe Forest Health
System’s existing payment plans, valued at $970,000. As noted in the previous examples, HELP
also provided brochures and letters for patients who were converted from existing payment plans.
“We had a great roll out of education to the community about this new program,” said
Jefferson. “HELP developed some really nice marketing materials for us to be able to put
in the patient’s hands.”
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Even with all HELP payment plans being interest-free, Tahoe Forest Health System’s
recourse rate has only been 3.8%. The total value of payment plans funded by HELP
since 2017 has been $4.8 million, which represents just over 2% of the organization’s net
patient revenue. While the financial impact of the HELP partnership has been important,
the overall customer experience has been even more meaningful.
“Patients embraced it and it was a win for them,” Jefferson said. “They could track their
payments a lot more easily, and they could sign up themselves, which was really nice. And
since we weren’t charging interest, it was really well received.”

Holland Hospital: Combining Hospital and Physician
Practice Balances Into One Payment Plan
Holland Hospital, located in the west Michigan lakeshore region, began working with
HELP in 2018. Leaders found that patients were having trouble with their internal repayment guidelines, and wanted to move away from patient financing and the extended A/R
that came with it.
“We were looking for an option that most patients could qualify for without any sort of vetting
or credit process, and that we could extend across multiple entities—not just at our hospital
but our physician practices as well,” said director of billing and collections Molly Hanson.
Holland Hospital partnered with HELP based on their reputation, their user-friendly website that patients could use to set up payment plans, and their ability to offer combined
payment plans across care settings. Patients could then make one payment in one place,
even if they owed balances to the hospital and physician practices. Holland Hospital maintains an internal plan for patients who can pay at least $50 a month, and can resolve their
bill in 12 months. Patients who can’t are referred to HELP for a payment plan that is interest-free for the first 12 months.
To ensure a smooth implementation of the new financing option, HELP assisted in training
Holland Hospital’s customer service team.
“HELP was very flexible on what kind of training sessions they could set up,” Hanson said.
“They offered to train in person, or via teleconference. They were very flexible with accommodating whatever we needed in regard to training. That was painless.”

Cameron Memorial Community
Hospital Bad Debt % of Gross Charges
Source: Cameron Memorial
Community Hospital (2019)

4.5%

3.4%

In just over one year, HELP has funded $3.3 million in payment plans, or 1.53% of Holland
Hospital’s net patient revenue. In that time, the recourse rate has been 0.3%. Patients
have been so satisfied with the HELP program that as of mid-2019 about 15% of the hospital’s self-pay A/R is financed through HELP—and that percentage is increasing.
“We’ve seen more and more patients signing up for this option,” Hanson said. “If you have
a solid plan for rolling it out, and it’s reasonable, portable, and appealing, then patients will
definitely come on board.”

Cameron Memorial Community Hospital: Bad Debt Dropped
by 25% in Just One Year
Another organization that got a fast return on its patient financing investment is Cameron
Memorial Community Hospital, a critical access provider in the northeast corner of
Indiana. As with the examples outlined above, Cameron Memorial needed a partner to
take over existing payment plans.

July 2018

May 2019

This nearly 25% bad debt reduction is equivalent to almost $1.5 million for the hospital.

“We had an extended payment plan that we managed internally,” said Jennifer Weisenauer,
director of patient accounting. “We had an outside organization help with that, but the reconciliation was quite cumbersome. And since our plan was more generous than others,
we weren’t getting timely payments.”
HELP came in and took over $1.4 million of Cameron Memorial’s existing plans, which happened to be very timely since the organization had recently undergone a system conversion.
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Keys to Successful Patient Financing
• Offer payment plans with an interestfree option up to 60 months
• Enhance the patient experience with
brochures, letters, point-of-service
and web-based engagement tools
• Train customer service teams on plan
options and engaging patients
• Give patients multiple
ways to pay, including
self-directed options
• Allow patients to
combine and add new
balances on existing
payment plans

“We had an initial influx of cash at a time when things were pretty tight, because our A/R
days were still high due to our conversion to Epic,” said chief financial officer Doug Bomba.
HELP proceeded to implement its program that includes the first 12 months interest-free.
HELP also provided the template for brochures that are available to patients when they
talk to financial counselors. Beyond the payment plans themselves, the resources that
HELP has pave the way for a great patient experience.
“The patient response has been very, very positive,” said controller Wendy Stamper. “We
are offering a generous, 12-month interest-free plan. The point is to not send someone to
collections, it’s to work with them and resolve their balance.”
In the first year of this partnership, HELP has funded $3.2 million in payment plans, equivalent to 2.85% of net patient revenue, with a 1.1% recourse rate. However, the most impressive measure of success is the reduction in bad debt. In July 2018, Cameron Memorial’s
bad debt was 4.5% of gross charges. In May 2019, that had dropped to 3.4%. That represents a nearly 25% reduction in bad debt, or almost $1.5 million for the hospital.
Cameron Memorial has achieved other notable results from July 2018 to June 2019: gross
A/R days have dropped by 15%; net A/R days have dropped by 21%; the percentage of
self-pay over 90 days has dropped by 30%; and days cash on hand has increased by 13%.
On top of those performance metrics, the fact patients were satisfied with their financing
options further underscores the value of the partnership.
“Patients responded really well,” Bomba said. “They much prefer this option, and as they
have more accounts, they can add those to the plans. They view that as a positive as well.”

Conclusion
When patients have substantial out-of-pocket balances, offering financing options helps
them pay their bills over time, and keeps them from being sent to collections or becoming bad debt. Payment plans that include an interest-free period can encourage patients
to resolve their balances sooner. The above organizations demonstrate how to achieve
patient financing success by working with a partner that can not only manage payment
plans, but provide training and patient-facing educational materials. By giving patients
multiple financing options, including interest-free loans and convenient payment options,
healthcare providers can ensure a great patient financing experience while safeguarding
their own financial health.

About HELP Financial
HELP Financial has 30 years of experience partnering with healthcare organizations
across the country, providing affordable options to patients that allow them to pay over
time, while benefiting the provider with upfront funding. In that time, HELP has financed
over $1.5 billion to provider partners, alleviating the financial burden for over 1 million guarantors. HELP Financial is excited to share our 30-year anniversary and look forward to
many more years of leadership and innovation in the patient financing industry. For more
information, please visit: helpfinancial.com.
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