Dental Insurance Confusion
Part 2

There are two major types of dental insurance available to patients today.  They are indemnity plans and managed care plans. There are things you should know if you are thinking about what type of dental insurance may be best for you and your family.  Today we will address these two types and the basics of what is involved. 

Managed Care (PPOs/HMOs/DHMOs) 

These types of insurances are popular for the most part due to their affordability.  They require you to pick from a specific list of dental providers.  You usually are not required to pay any upfront fees on routine visits.  The insurance pays a portion of the fees and the dentist reduces his/her fees as part of the insurance contract.  There are different types of managed care insurance plans as well.  They are:
1. Dental Preferred Provider Organization (PPO) Insurance Plans
· These organizations offer dentistry at reduced fees provided by specified practitioners.  PPOs contract with your employer to provide dental care.  The dentists that participate with a PPO plan have agreed to provide the dental services at significantly reduced rates.  These dentists are called “preferred providers”.  

· While these plans are popular for their affordability, they can have disadvantages.  Usually, only a limited number of dentists in a community participate due to the fact that the dentist is severely limited in their ability to provide services at their usual level.  For Example: The doctor may think that a tooth colored resin filling is best for the patient but the dental insurance company will only pay for a silver metal filling.
2. HMO (Health Maintenance Organization)
·  These organizations offer minimal dentistry at low fees by specific practitioners.  A dental benefit company (HMO) makes a contract with your employer to provide dental care at unbelievably low fees.  As with PPOs the HMO dentist would have to agree to a reduced fee, making them “preferred providers” as well.  You may only go to a dentist that has signed up to accept these stipulations.
· These are also called capitation plans.  They pay very little to the dental provider making the dental office incur a majority of the cost to provide services.   For Example: Capitation payments from the insurance company to the dental provider may not even cover the cost of two cleanings a year, much less any other work that may be needed.  The dentist receives a few dollars per month per patient whether they treat the patient or not.  The dental office loses money any time there is treatment done, therefore the HMO dentist can only survive financially by not treating the patient.  In many of these offices it takes several months to get in to see the doctor and if you miss an appointment it is hard to get back in to see the doctor in a timely manner due to the number of patients the dentist must take on to do business.  There are a few larger HMOs with a record of acceptable levels of care though they are in general exceptions to the rule, not the norm.
Traditional Indemnity Insurance Plans

· These plans offer standard dental treatment at normal fees with a choice of practitioners.  They provide payment to dentists at fee levels that generally allow quality services to be provided.

· The only down side to these plans is that they are a bit more costly for your employer and you.  You will receive less dentistry than the funds your employer pays into the benefit company due to high administrative costs.
There is an alternate form of payment for dental services other than dental insurance, known as Direct Reimbursement.
· These plans can be obtained by your employer to provide you the freedom of choice in practitioner and the level of quality and type of service that you want, without a major cost to your employer.

· This gives you, the patient, the complete freedom to choose who and what you want in a dentist and service - not just what the insurance deems as good enough.

With everything out there to choose from it is easy to be overwhelmed by all the rules, regulations and stipulations used by insurance companies.  We are always willing to council anyone on their insurance to maximize the benefit to the patient or answer questions if a patient is looking into an insurance or reimbursement plan.
