
Your Medical Bills:
A Consumer’s Guide to

Coping with Medical Debt

If you are one of the millions of people who are struggling to pay medical bills, 
you should be aware of the steps you can take to reduce or manage your debt. 
If you owe money to a hospital or medical provider, do not ignore your bills. It 
will be harder to straighten out billing mistakes or get financial assistance if you 
wait. Making timely payments will also help you avoid further debt, damage to 
your credit score, lawsuits, and “garnishment” (deductions from your wages or 
bank account). But, if you cannot pay anything right now, you may be able to 
get financial assistance, and you should see if your provider will agree to wait 
before charging interest or sending your debt to a collection agency. 

This guide describes some steps you can take to reduce your payments. It will 
also help you learn about your rights. 



2 A Consumer’s Guide to Coping with Medical Debt

PAYING YOUR MEDICAL BILLS

Step 1: First Things First
Make sure the charges are correct.  

Make sure your insurance has paid what it should. 

-

Check your appeal rights. 

s

s

i For More
Information:

A complete list of links to the Web sites mentioned in this guide appears on page 15.

http://www.familiesusa.org/issues/private-insurance/legal-rights/appealing-denials-of-care.html
http://www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
http://www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
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Step 2: If You Can’t Afford to Pay
Find out if you are eligible for Medicaid or other coverage that can  
pay your back bills. 

 

i For More
Information:

e 

www.familiesusa.org/resources/resources-for-consumers/finding-coverage-2009.html
www.familiesusa.org/resources/resources-for-consumers/finding-coverage-2009.html
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i For More
Information:

G e

i For More
Information:

s

s

s

s

http://www.annualcreditreport.com
http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre34.shtm
http://communitycatalyst.org/projects/hap/free_care
http://communitycatalyst.org/projects/hap/free_care
http://www.hrsa.gov/help/default.htm
http://www.hrsa.gov/help/default.htm
www.lawhelp.org
www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
www.needymeds.org
www.needymeds.org
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more

What to Ask for in a Payment Plan

and a payment plan
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Step 3: Be Careful How You Pay
 

even if a collector 
threatens a lawsuit or threatens to report your debt to credit bureaus

 

you should pay bills with checks or cash 
whenever you can
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Step 4: If You Fall Deeply into Debt 
 

.) 

r Chapter 7

-

Chapter 13 -

-

both kinds of bankruptcy

s

s

s

s 

 

i For More
Information:

www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
http://www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/public_affairs/factsheet/index.htm
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm


8 A Consumer’s Guide to Coping with Medical Debt

 Protect yourself if you are sued. 

before your court date

do 
not ignore

s

s

i For More
Information:

www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.naca.net
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UNDERSTANDING YOUR RIGHTS 

The federal Fair Debt Collection Practices Act protects you from harassment.
cannot

Unfair and Deceptive Acts and Practices (UDAP) 
statutes guard against medical providers and collectors 
intentionally deceiving you.  

i For More
Information:

 
e

i
For More
Information:

www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre18.pdf
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre18.pdf
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.naag.org/attorneys_general.php
www.naag.org/attorneys_general.php
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The federal Truth in Lending Act gives you the right to know the details of 
your payment plan.

HIPAA and the Fair Credit Reporting Act ensure your privacy.

-

Other laws in your state may help protect you.

 
A

i For More
Information:

l

s

s

 

i For More
Information:

www.hhs.gov/ocr/privacy/index.html
www.hhs.gov/ocr/privacy/index.html
http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/menus/consumer/credit/rights.shtm
http://www.naag.org/attorneys_general.php
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
http://www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
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WHAT ELSE YOU NEED TO KNOW

Can medical debt be transferred to a third party collector? 
 hire a collection agency

sell your debt

-

Does your state limit how quickly hospitals or other medical providers can 
turn over debt to a third party collector or debt buyer? What are your 
hospital’s own policies? 

s

i For More
Information:

www.lawhelp.org
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What is the allowable interest rate on medical debt? 

Whenever possible, you should try to negotiate 
a payment plan that is low-interest or interest-free.

When can medical providers report your medical debt to a credit bureau? 

-

Can a collector take money from your wages or 
bank account to pay your medical debt? 

es 

e

i For More
Information:

 

F s

i For More
Information:

www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.lawhelp.org
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If they do take money from your bank account or wages, how does this happen?
-

If your wages are garnished, how much can they take?

Are you “judgment proof,” meaning they can’t force you to pay? 

s

s 

i For More
Information:

www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs30.pdf
http://www.dol.gov/esa/whd/garnishment/index.htm
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-

How long can medical debt last?

What can you do if you think your rights have been violated?

 

s  

s

s

i For More
Information:

i For More
Information:

http://www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs30.pdf
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre18.pdf
www.nfcc.org%20
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
https://www.ftccomplaintassistant.gov/
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Links to Web Sites

l

l

e

www.familiesusa.org/issues/private-insurance/legal-rights/appealing-denials-of-care.html
www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
www.familiesusa.org/resources/resources-for-consumers/finding-coverage-2009.html
www.communitycatalyst.org/projects/hap/free_care
www.lawhelp.org
www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/%20
www.needymeds.org/
www.annualcreditreport.com%20
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre34.shtm%20
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.familiesusa.org/resources/program-locator/
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m

l

m

www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/public_affairs/factsheet/index.htm%20
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre18.pdf%20
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.naag.org/attorneys_general.php
www.hhs.gov/ocr/privacy/index.html%20
www.ftc.gov/bcp/menus/consumer/credit/rights.shtm%20
www.naag.org/attorneys_general.php
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
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m

l

m

m

www.lawhelp.org
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.consumeraction.gov/state.shtml
www.usdoj.gov/ust/eo/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm
www.lawhelp.org
www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs30.pdf%20
www.dol.gov/esa/whd/garnishment/index.htm
www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/compliance/whdfs30.pdf%20
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/credit/cre18.pdf%20
www.lawhelp.org
www.naca.net
www.ftccomplaintassistant.gov/%20
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Other Resources

 Surviving Debt

http://www.consumerlaw.org
www.accessproject.org
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