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What Will TrumpCare Look Like?

By Devon Herrick Filed under Health Alerts on November 21, 2016 with 1 comment

President-elect Donald Trump made repealing Obamacare the cornerstone of 
his campaign. Now that he has won, his future administration is faced with the daunting task of unraveling nearly seven years 
of Obamacare.  It will not be easy. The most pressing goal should be to replace all the costly provisions in Obamacare with the 
consumer-friendly health plans most Americans prefer. In the process, reformers must change the way medical care is 
financed so that consumers have control over their health care dollars as well as the means to pay for medical care over their 
lifetimes.

Congress can repeal some Obamacare provisions — but not all — using budget reconciliation, which requires only a simple 
majority. The individual and employer mandates and all the Obamacare taxes could be repealed this way. This wouldn’t help 
with the regulations that prevent insurers and employers from designing affordable health plans, however. Repealing the 
insurance mandates, including the “essential benefits” package, would require a filibuster-proof majority. As a starting point, 
the president should command his incoming HHS Secretary to drop the appeal of House vs. Burwell. The Obama 
administration already lost the court case, which found Obamacare’s cost-sharing reduction payments to be illegal since they 
had not been unappropriated by Congress. Without being reimbursed for the cost-sharing reduction payments, insurers would 
likely drop out of the market, since they are required to provide the subsidies whether or not they get reimbursed for them. The 
administration should also prevent any Court Settlement Funds from being used for insurance bailouts. powerful weapon 
Trump will possess is the power to order his HHS Secretary to stop enforcing Obamacare’s provisions. Taken together, these 
may apply enough pressure to encourage moderate Democrats to side with Republicans to amend Obamacare’s insurance 
regulations to better suit consumers’ needs.

Trump has already indicated he supports allowing young adults to stay on their parents’ employer plans. He has also indicated 
he favors retaining the ban on pre-existing condition exclusions. Such a ban should come with restrictions, such as guaranteed 
renewability for those who maintain continuous coverage. Obamacare provisions that allow anyone to sign up for coverage 
without proving they have continuous coverage (no gaps of more than 62 days) is what allows deadbeats to game the 
exchange. This drives up premiums for honest folks and is bankrupting insurers.
Increased flexibility in health plan design should also encourage the use of cost-containment tools, such as expanded health 
savings accounts. Trump has already indicated he supports expanded use of HSAs. Why not allow HSAs to be a vehicle for 
saving for family leave, sick days and retiree medical care — regardless of the coverage people choose?

Many Americans do not have access to coverage through work. They must pay for health insurance with after-tax wages or 
pay the full cost of medical treatment out of their own pockets. Trump supports allowing a tax deduction for those who lack 
access to health coverage at work. Many Republicans also believe a tax credit should be available to those who do not get 
employer subsidies. The tax credit could replace the cost-sharing and sliding-scale subsidies of the Obamacare exchanges 
and could be used to purchase private health insurance or to pay directly for care. The credit should be adjusted for health 
status, or age as a proxy for health status.

Another goal of any reform agenda should be to expand Americans’ access to primary care. If you ask low-income Americans, 
they mainly want to be able to see a doctor should they become ill. Obamacare’s unlimited lifetime benefits and high-
deductibles is not the kind of coverage they prefer.

Reformers should focus on removing barriers to competition in the hospital sector. Nearly one-third of health care spending is 
on hospital care. It is more costly than need be because hospitals do not have to compete on price to attract patients. Hospitals 
charge more for almost every service, whether performed only in hospitals or done in other care settings. Site-neutral 
payments would save consumers a bundle – as could patient centered medical homes and care coordination for the sickest 
patients.
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Public policy also should seek to encourage price transparency. This could be done by requiring a meeting of the minds 
between patients and their providers, the standard for an enforceable contract. It should also create a safe harbor, making it 
easier for a provider to collect fees if he or she is transparent about costs. Providers who disclose fees and declare their 
network status in a patient quotation would be an indicator of transparency. However, agreements should be obtained through 
informed consent, rather than consent under duress.

Medicaid needs reformed to better serve low-income families. States should be allowed to experiment and find solutions that 
meet each state’s unique needs. For able-bodied adults on Medicaid, the program could be designed to transition them to 
private plans as their incomes rise, including requiring enrollees to pay small premiums; to work, seek work or participate in 
job-training programs; and requiring enrollees to pay nontrivial copays and cost sharing. States should also be allowed to 
remove beneficiaries who fail or refuse to pay premiums, co-pays or follow the rules.

These are just a few of the needed reforms that would make health care more responsive to patients and consumers. The key 
to any substantial reform agenda needs to fully engage the patient. Only then will providers compete for patients’ patronage by 
competing on price, quality and other amenities.

A version of this also ran in Town Hall.
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Most of these ideas sound OK with me, at least for the most part. I would like see a credible estimate of how much it 
would cost incrementally to eliminate annual and lifetime benefit limits vs. a lifetime limit of, say, one million to five 
million.

While I understand how tax credits would be adjusted for age, I have no idea how to adjust them for health status. I 
suppose we could use something like each individual’s risk score the way Medicare calculates it but I think the state of 
the art is far from adequate on that issue and those risk scores are at least partly claims based so there is a 12-24 month 
lag in incorporating a given individual’s medical claims into his or her risk score.

The high risk pool issue will also be a tough one to deal with from a cost standpoint and in trying to determine how much 
each individual who needs such a policy should contribute toward the premium and whether that contribution should be 
based on MAGI alone or assets as well.

For Medicaid, 19 states failed to expand the program under the ACA. Maybe the feds should just agree to pay the entire 
cost for everyone on Medicaid with income above 100% of the FPL. Then state budget considerations will not be an 
issue with respect to that population. Of course, we would probably have to find some additional tax revenue at the 
federal level but, hey, everything in life involves tradeoffs.
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