
Getting Started with Electronic Billing 

This is a speech given by Westchester member Linda Plastrik at the Electronic Billing Workshop, October 15, 2011.  In it she describes her personal  transition from paper claims to electronic claims submission. 

If you are thinking about billing electronically in your private practice, you may have some trepidation, as I did.  For many of you, it may be a big switch from hand writing those HCFA 1500 forms.  For me, not being computer savvy at all, it was mostly the fear of no longer being able to bill with paper claims that pushed me forward.  Allow me to tell you about how I got started.  You see, for me and perhaps for some of you, this move toward electronic billing goes beyond submitting claims.  It touches the hot button of computer technology of which I am a hesitant and slow learner.  Here's what I mean:  



I'd like to briefly share with you my recent experience of shopping for a new television.   My husband and I set off to Best Buy.  As usual he's done his homework and I haven't.  Alan says I'm not sure what we should get...and I reassure him, oh don't worry we'll see what we like.  Well, my head really began to spin when the questions began:  Plasma, LCD, LED, HDTV,  How many pixels do you want?  Will you be setting up a wireless connectivity?  Do you want smart TV?  Will you be streaming movies?  Will you need a USB port?.... When the salesman asked me to sit down, I thought he knew I felt flush but he was trying to decipher what size screen we would require based on the distance of the TV from our couch.  


Despite my ignorance, we are the proud owners of a new Toshiba Integrated High Definition LCD TV with its very own 42 page easy set up guide.  It took us hours to set up the TV and the remote control is still somewhat of a mystery to me.  And I assure you, I will not be able to answer any TV questions.  


This is an example of the process for me when I began to think about billing electronically.  I realize there is a continuum. On one end are those people who are truly excited about technology and can't wait for the newest thing that comes out.  On the other end, are those who stay away as much as possible to anything computerized.  And in between lies most of us.  For myself, I want to keep up as needed but do so with great angst.  


I was at a point in my private practice where I felt frustrated sending in paper claims, because of the many problems I was having with it.  I wasn't hand writing the claims for a while now;  I was using LittleGuy Software, which for those of you who are not familiar with that, is a software disc which is simply a template of the HCFA 1500 form.   So you type in the information on your computer screen and then print it out using the HICFA form in your printer.  It means still mailing the paper claims into the insurance companies; and they are becoming less and less suited to having paper claims submitted to them.  So I was over and over again, being denied payment and calling and having them respond by saying they were sorry but it was a mistake on their end, which meant I had to wait another 2-4 weeks for them to resubmit the claim and pay me.  Not to mention how often my printer didn't line up the paper just so and when the form wasn't aligned properly, I had to tear it up and print again...or my printer was out of ink and so on...


Insurance companies and Medicare as you know are strongly encouraging to bill electronically.  So I began to revisit the question of what my next step needed to be.  I pull out my 'folder of information' regarding online claim submission.  Here's where I was saving: tidbits of materials regarding electronic claim submission.  Each time I had considered it, I would become intimidated and file the materials into the folder.  Don't forget when I mentioned earlier where I am on the continuum of technology.  My husband who's in the medical profession reminds me he's been billing electronically for at least 15 years.  I don't like to rush into anything.  I pull out a list compiled by Psychotherapy Finances Newsletter 2009 of billing programs.  I pick out the cheapest one, 'Helper', formerly 'Therapist Helper.'  They had a price of $499 at that time.  I call and find out that it was now $550 and $75 to enroll, $200 service fee with an additional $10 month for service, only 27cents per claim with an annual $329 for tech support.  


My practice consists of about 25 patients on the average and I won't get on my band wagon of what we are getting paid for sessions from the insurance companies, but I can tell you, for me, I didn't want to decrease that amount by one bit.  I’m unwilling to have billing be an additional expense for me, as long as I can help it.  I reviewed my caseload and the key payers, for example 5 Oxford claims, 6 BC/BS,  7 UBH.... and I decided that I would go about billing electronically slowly each month exploring the use of each insurance company’s website individually to bill without any cost to me.  


I began with BC/BS.  The first month I signed onto BC/BS website which is very user friendly.  They have an '800' number, as well as a tech support number.  You log in with a password and if you're a provider in their network, they know who you are.  You can easily do a member search, which is really nice to do in the moment when you get a new patient, and you get up to date information about the patient's benefits, copay, MH visits.  And then you set up a screen with your office info and they help you make a screen that they call your 'waiting room' where you add your patients names and you bill in the moment, when you push 'submit claim,' they tell you, here's what we're sending you, and it's pretty much on the way to you.  Well now I got my feet wet and I was on my way with electronic billing.  It was only a few short months later that the BC/BS website no longer allowed you to do that.  They do provide other means through MD online.  Having just gotten started, it's an example, I think of why people like myself are so hesitant about electronics.  Things move and change very quickly.  It's a matter of keeping up all the time.  


And that is just what I did, while I was billing BC/BS on their website, I ventured onto Oxford.  Their website brought me to a website called Office Ally.  As I signed up using their enrollment form, they inform you that you can submit claims to Medicare; and that as long as your monthly Medicare claims consisted of less than half of your total claims for the month there was no cost.  (If you go above 50% there is a charge of $19.95).  I keep that in mind each month to be sure not to go over.  


If you are a Medicare provider and want to use this option, Office Ally directs you to their form and you actually have to go to Medicare’s CMS website to request a EDI enrollment agreement.  Also pretty user friendly.  


Upon registering to Office Ally I received a fax from them welcoming me with info about my assigned tech rep who I had a telephone session with to walk me through the system when I was ready to begin.  In addition you have in front of you a printed out hand book, only 12 pages (compared to my 42 page TV user guide.)  It's a clear and helpful user guide for Office Ally.  That’s when I learned that I can use Office Ally to submit claims to hundreds of payers.  


You really have to sit down in front of it yourself, but I will briefly tell you that you set up a page which includes the payers that you will be billing. For me I put in Aetna, EBS RMSCO, Empire Medicare, Horizon BCBSNJ, Optum Health, Oxford, POMCO, UBH and UHC.  And you store that info, so that you don’t have to retype it.  You store your patients and their info, you store your billing info, and even store templates of dx codes that you use.  Then it’s a matter of clicking on your stored info, plugging in dates of service and hit “create new claim”.  I especially love when they red flag you and say “you forgot to put something in.”  When your claim is sent, they give you a screen ID #, and send you an e-mail letting you know that your claims was accepted by the insurance company, (usually the next day, sometimes the same day.)  


I am no expert on this and I can tell you that there is so much that Office Ally does that I don’t understand.  But, I will also tell you that I bill completely electronically now.  In conclusion I would like to just say that with my new electronic billing experience and the purchase of my new TV, my practice like my TV is no longer a zenith with rabbit ear antenna, I’m cable ready, not high definition, but I’m working on it.  
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