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When selecting a primary care doctor, there are some basic questions you 
should ask about the business structure of the practice that will impact your 
bills. It would be nice, someday, if such policies were required to be posted  
on the office walls. The office business manager should be able to answer most 
of them.

1.	 Is the practice owned by a hospital or licensed as a surgery center? 
If the answer is yes, you (or your insurer) may find yourself paying those 
outrageous facility fees—or caught in a battle about whether they’re justified. 
You can ask specifically if such a fee will be added and how much it will be; 
however, many doctors’ offices may not be able to answer the question cor-
rectly, because their bills come from the hospital or an outside biller.

2.	 �Will you refer me only to other physicians in my insurance 
network, or explain why in advance if you can’t? 
Many primary care doctors have long-standing relationships with specialists 
to whom they refer patients—a reflection of trust but also a type of business arrangement. If a doctor 
is employed by a hospital, there may be extraordinary pressure for him or her to refer patients to that 
hospital or its medical group. A doctor should take the time to look at your insurance network’s list 
and pick someone he or she trusts within it.

3.	 �If I need blood work or radiology testing, can you send me to an in-network lab? 
Blood processing is highly mechanized, so it doesn’t matter where the tests are performed, but the 
prices at hospital labs can be one hundred times higher than at commercial labs like LabCorp and 
Quest. Electronic ordering programs keep such profitable testing in-house, when a few extra clicks 
of a mouse or a fax from the doctor’s office can direct testing to cheaper outside providers. Any doc-
tor should be able to do it, but will yours?

4.	 Will there be charges for phone advice or filling out forms? 
Is there an annual practice fee? It’s good for you to know in advance about extra charges, and how 
your doctor views his commitment to medicine and his patients.

5.	 �If I’m hospitalized, will you be seeing me in the hospital? 
What is your coverage on weekends?  These services are an essential part of being a good doctor 
and most patients around the world expect to receive them. In the United States, despite physicians’ 
high salaries, many practices have outsourced them. You don’t want a doctor whose off-hour backup 
advice is to go to your local urgent care center or a hospital emergency room.

For more advice on how to navigate our broken healthcare system, 
read An American Sickness


