We need to evaluate the Medicaid Reform the old fashioned way

By Gema G Hernandez

Florida House bill 3B was designed to measure the effectiveness of the Medicaid Reform program and as such it has tremendous importance to every Floridian because it mandates an evaluation of how well the Medicaid Reform is achieving the goals and objectives for which it was created. The evaluation of the Medicaid Reform is to take place in a period of 5 years and is going to be conducted by the University of Florida. 

I am a graduate of the University of Florida and a true Gator.  However, when it comes to analyzing what the Agency for Health Care Administration is saying, I have some concerns and reservations about what the University of Florida is going to use as criteria to determine the success of the Medicaid Reform program.  The criteria to be used present intrinsic biases that will skew it results as well as keep us in the dark in reference to the most important question:  That of measuring the effectiveness of the program when it comes to participants’ health outcomes.

So far the criteria to be used for such an evaluation have been extremely vague to say the least. Words like patient satisfaction, quality of care and health outcomes have been mentioned as important issues to assess. But such criteria need to be further defined if we truly want to measure the effective of the reform so it could be extended to all counties in Florida. For example if they are going to measure satisfaction we need to know satisfaction with what? the doctors, the reading materials that patients will be given? The time frames for appointments? the treatment options?

If they are going to measure quality of care we need to start defining what is understood as part of the care protocols. Secretary Levine has said that health literacy is part of the objective. If they are going to include patients’ reading levels and reading comprehension as part of the “care” process we need to know. We also need to define if a of the quality of care issues to be considered is the distance between the participants’ homes and where they go for treatment or whether or not as part of the quality of care the evaluation is to include the delivery of culturally competent health care.

As stated before, outcomes is an important criterion, but there is no mention whether these outcomes will be adjusted based on patients’ diagnosis and prognosis or whether it will focus only on smoke cessation or outcomes related to prevention programs. While all of this vagueness is somewhat disturbing, the most disturbing news is the fact that the evaluation plan intends to monitor a very small group of participants. Any serious researcher knows that if the sample group is too small the results should not be used as the conclusion of the entire universe of patients. At this point it is estimated that Broward and Duval counties have approximately 210,000 individuals that will be impacted by the Medicaid Reform. A good solid number to monitor and survey will be 21,000 or 10% of the total number of individuals impacted by the changes.

It is also intriguing to see that even though the Reform has been inspired by the desire to reduce the Medicaid budget, so far the saving components of the Reform have not been mentioned in the evaluation project. It seems to me that how this reform avoid costs should be an important indicator in the evaluation process, particularly when this has been the mantra used to convince people of the urgent need to reform the program.

I am truly not surprised that our governor is not worried that the bulk of the changes will come after he is no longer in office. To be honest, I think he is quite relieved the fiasco will come under the next governor’s watch. I am also not surprised that the major changes will not be felt until 2007 when Brother George becomes truly a lame duck President. Coincidentally, during the time our Republican controlled government was “reforming’ Medicaid, the health care industry donated thousands of dollars to the Republican Party. If the reform was designed to change the health care system with the ultimate goal of reducing its costs, I wonder why the enthusiastic financial contribution to the political party that appears to be reducing their source of income.   Unless, of course, this is only for show.

