
Health Insurance Survival Guide

Health Insurance

What it is and why it is important

Health insurance helps to cover an array of medical expenses in exchange for a premium. An 
effective health plan will provide you with both medical and financial protection in the event of 
a catastrophic illness—or any major hospitalization or treatment that would likely clean out your 
bank account.  

Key considerations for the health insurance shopper:

	 » Learn about the different types of health insurance (see glossary).

	 » Familiarize yourself with the jargon (again, see glossary).

	 » Analyze both your financial situation and physical health to gauge your insurance needs.

	 » Take the time to shop around; it will save you money.

Health insurance used to be simple. You could either opt for a fee-for-service (indemnity) plan, 
which offers the benefits of flexibility and autonomy, or a prepaid managed care plan (HMO), 
which provides members with comprehensive service and a ready network of health care 
providers. There are now hundreds of different plans that don’t squarely fall into either category. 
They mostly fall into four categories—HMOs, POSs, PPOs, and HSAs—although the many new 
hybridized plans blur these classifications even further.
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Notes:

questions to ask yourself

What kind of policy do I want? 
» See the glossary for descriptions of the various policy types.
» Consider what you want in a plan. Is it flexibility? Ease of use? Coverage 	
    for a specific kind of care?

Will the plan meet my existing medical needs? 
» Do you have any pre-existing medical conditions? Does your family have a 	
    history of a certain medical condition?
» Are there services that you may need in the future, such as child delivery 	
    or hospice?

How high a deductible can I afford?
» The deductible is the amount you pay before your insurance kicks in.
» If you can afford to pay a higher deductible, you will save on your 		
    premium.

Do I have a primary care physician or specialist whom I 
wish to keep seeing?

» Some plans offer more flexibility than others when it come to using 		
    out of network caregivers.
» More restrictive plans require that you use a primary care physician that is 	
    within their network of preferred healthcare professionals.
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Glossary

Copay - A fee the policy holder pays for an office visit or specific treat-
ment.

Deductible  - The amount you pay before your insurance company starts 
paying.

Exclusions/Limits - These are the medical treatments your healthcare 
provider either doesn’t cover or only partially covers. Also, some policies 
limit their payout to a yearly or lifetime sum.

Premium - The cost, per pay period, of an insurance plan.

Quote  - A price offered by an insurance agent for a policy.

Useful Information

Types of health insurance plans: 
Indemnity plans: Indemnity policyholders pay for their medical care 
as they go and are reimbursed by their healthcare provider either in 
full or partially. Also known as fee-for-service plans. 

Managed care plans: Managed care plans offer comprehensive care to 
policyholders. According to the Insurance Information Institute, about 
half of Americans are enrolled in some kind of managed care plan.

» POS: A POS plan is essentially a hybrid of a PPO and an 
HMO. It offers some of the flexibility of a PPO as well as a 
network of preferred providers.
» PPO: A PPO is a managed care policy that is a close 
relative of an indemnity plan. It usually offers some of the 
flexibility of an indemnity plan.
» HSA: (Health Savings Account) HSAs are interest-earning, 
tax-favored savings accounts that are used to cover medical 
expenses. In general, these plans carry higher deductibles.
» HMO: (Health Maintenance Organization) HMOs provide 
comprehensive coverage to their member policyholders. 
They are generally not as flexible as the above options.

Health insurance v. health discount plans: Discount plans are not 
insurance policies and aren’t subject to the same standards and regula-
tions as health insurance plans. The National Association of Insurance 
Commissioners urges consumers to be very cautious when considering 
a discount plan, as consumers have little recourse if the policy turns 
out to be less than meets the eye.
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the final checklist

Will you and your family be protected 
medically and financially in the event of 
a catastrophic illness?

» Have you read the policy carefully?

Does your level of coverage reflect your 
needs? 

» What preventive care is offered?
» Are there services that you might need in the future, i.e., maternity 		
    and well-baby care?
» Are there services you currently need that you’re not sure are covered 	
    by the plan?

Does the plan fit within your budget?
» How much is the monthly premium? 
» What are your copays and deductibles? 
» What costs are you responsible for after you meet 				  
    your deductible? 

Do you understand your plan’s exclusions 
and limitations?

» Is there a maximum your plan will pay per year? Over your lifetime? 
» What doesn’t the plan cover? 
» What costs are you responsible for after you meet 				  
    your deductible? 

Are you comfortable with the level of choice 
in your plan?

» Are you satisfied with the network of medical providers, i.e., doctors, 	
    hospitals, specialists?
» Are you required to choose a primary care doctor?
» What is the protocol for seeing a specialist? Do you need to go through a 	
    primary care doctor or can you refer yourself?

Is your plan accessible enough?
» Is health care easily accessible? Near your work or home?
» How will you get care if you’re away from home?
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Are you comfortable with the insurance 
company?

» Is it reputable, reliable, fair, licensed, confidence-inspiring, and service-
oriented?
» Does your state department of insurance show any complaints against the 
company?
» What is its A.M. Best rating?  
		
		  A.M. Best (www.ambest.com)   _______

Is this policy the right fit?




