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VIEW POINT

State Health Plan: A game of 
chicken, or business as usual?
If you’re a state employee or retiree, 

you know that something’s going on 
with the N.C. State Health Plan. State 

Treasurer Dale Folwell, whose office 
runs the SHP, has been sending emails 
and conducting interviews about his 
Clear Pricing Project, which has turned 
out to be controversial.

The SHP covers about 727,000 
people (including me), and like 
all insurers it has felt the effects 
of health care inflation. Last year, 
Folwell proposed to change the way 
the SHP reimburses hospitals and 
medical providers. He wants to move 
to a “reference-based” pricing model 
in which payments are based on a 
formula and pegged to federal Medicare 
rates.

Under Folwell’s initial plan, the 
SHP would pay medical providers 
an average of 182 percent of the rate 
Medicare pays. The rate would vary 
by the type of care and provider. For 
example, large hospitals would receive 
160 percent of the Medicare rate for 
inpatient care and 230 percent for 
outpatient care. For smaller and rural 
hospitals, the rates would be 200 and 
235 percent, respectively.

The state’s proposal of 182 percent 
would lead to a significant cut in 
hospital revenues. A recent Rand Corp. 

study found that insurance payments 
to North Carolina hospitals are equal to 
230 percent of Medicare rates.

This spring, the state presented 
medical providers with contracts it 
expects them to sign if they want to be 
in the SHP and continue serving those 
727,000 patients. Providers that don’t 
sign will be removed from the plan 
starting in 2020 and treated as out of 
network. Obtaining care from those 
providers would suddenly be very 
expensive for SHP participants.

So far, very few large providers 
have signed up. Among the many 

holdouts are Greensboro’s Cone Health, 
Winston-Salem’s Novant Health, UNC 
Healthcare and Raleigh’s WakeMed.

The N.C. Healthcare Association 
opposes Folwell’s plan, but the State 
Employees Association of North 
Carolina supports it. Both sides are 
engaging in public relations and letter 
writing campaigns to sway people 
to their side. Folwell has argued that 
medical providers haven’t proposed 
an alternative plan, but the NCHA 
disagrees.

The debate has gotten heated, as a 
July 1 email by a mid-level Cone Health 
executive illustrates. In the email to 
SHP board members, the executive 
criticized the Clear Pricing Project, 
called board members “Retardicans,” 
accused them of wanting poor people 
to die and ended with a pleasant “burn 
in hell.”

Inflammatory language aside, 
bilateral negotiations like this 
often seem like a game of chicken, 
and there’s nothing new about 
brinkmanship between insurers and 
providers. But this impasse puts a lot of 
people’s health coverage at stake (yes, 
including mine).

One possible problem is that the 
Clear Pricing Project has dual goals: 
clear pricing and lower pricing. Folwell 

has claimed that without adjustments, 
SHP participants will soon be paying 
large premiums for coverage that was, 
until a few years ago, free to employees 
and retirees. He wants providers to 
take less and believes the state’s buying 
power will achieve that end.

The state could have negotiated 
lower prices without introducing 
pricing formulas. Or if transparency 
was the main goal, it could have 
introduced pricing formulas that 
maintained current hospital revenues 
and tried to negotiate rates downward 
in later years. Mixing the two goals in 
one big policy change could be a factor 
in both sides digging in.

And if Folwell is truly serious about 
controlling health-care inflation 
in North Carolina, he should start 
advocating loudly and often for 
Medicaid expansion.

Fortunately, there was movement 
last month. Folwell announced 
that he’d raised his plan’s average 
reimbursement rate from 182 percent 
of Medicare’s rate to 196 percent. 
Did Folwell just blink? Or was this 
a good-faith bargaining move that 
providers will match? Stay tuned, 
state employees, and schedule your 
appointments for 2019.
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Company: Greensboro Chamber of 
Commerce
Title: Executive vice president of 
member engagement
City: Greensboro
Duties: Lead the Greensboro 
Chamber’s membership with the 
goal of making Greensboro a more 
inclusive, vibrant business community 
that is a better place to live, work and 
play
Education: Bachelor’s, finance, UNC-
Greensboro
Previous position: Vice president, 
business and community development, 
Allegacy Federal Credit Union
What excites you most about this 
new position? I serve on the board 
of directors and as the Member 
Engagement Advisory Board 
chairwoman at the chamber and have 
seen first hand the passion of the team 
and their focus on strengthening the 
business community. I am excited 
to get to know our businesses on a 

deeper level and to foster connections 
that will assist them in meeting 
their goals. I find the diversity of 
thought, backgrounds, experiences 
and personalities of our business 
community fascinating and cannot 
wait to learn more about how I can 
make an impact.
How will this job challenge you 
differently than previous ones? My 
entire career has focused on relationship 
building and community engagement in 
the financial services industry. This role 
with the chamber allows me to make a 
greater impact on the entire community 
and I am incredibly excited to apply my 
experience and skillset on a larger scale.
First job? I “worked” in my mother’s hair 
salon after school. My first paying job 
was at a jewelry store in my hometown. 
Both experiences gave me valuable 
insight into how small businesses 
function and how they drive growth in a 
community.
Best lesson from a mentor? A dear 
friend and mentor introduced me 

to the book “The Best Yes” during a 
particularly busy season of my life. The 
book focuses on making wise decisions 
in the midst of endless demands. My 
favorite lesson was this: “Whenever you 
say yes to something, there is less of 
you for something else. Make sure your 
yes is worth the less.”
Civic activity that has impacted you 
the most? As a caregiver for both of 
my parents and many dear friends who 
have faced cancer, I have a deep 
desire to see the eradication of the 
disease. I have served on boards 
and committees for Susan G. 
Komen, the American Cancer 
Society, and the Wake Forest 
Baptist Health Cancer Patient 
Support Program. I have been 
inspired and humbled by the 
strength and dignity of the 
cancer warriors I have been 
blessed to know and love.
Hobbies? Camping, attending 
Swarm games and volunteering
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