Sen. Grassley Opens Inquiry Into
UnitedHealth’s Medicare Billing

Practices
The lowa Republican’s letter to the company cites

findings from a series of Wall Street Journal articles
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Sen. Charles Grassley, as he arrived at the U.S. Capitol last week. The lowa
Republican is demanding that UnitedHealth turn over documents.. PHOTO: CHIP
SOMODEVILLA/GETTY IMAGES

Sen. Chuck Grassley, chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, sent UnitedHealth
Group Chief Executive Andrew Witty a letter demanding detailed information on the company’s
Medicare billing practices Monday.
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The letter—which cited findings from a series of Wall Street Journal articles published over the
past year—said “the apparent fraud, waste, and abuse at issue is simply unacceptable and
harms not only Medicare beneficiaries, but also the American taxpayer.”

A Journal data analysis found UnitedHealth was paid billions of dollars based on diagnoses the
company added to patients’ Medicare records, even though their doctors hadn’t treated the

conditions. Under Medicare Advantage, the private version of the federal program, the insurers
that oversee patients’ benefits get bigger payments when people are diagnosed with certain

illnesses.

The lowa Republican demanded that UnitedHealth turn over training manuals and guidance
documents around certain practices that, the Journal’s reporting showed, can lead to extra
payments. Those included in-home visits by nurses working for the company as well as reviews
of medical charts. He also requested details of UnitedHealth’s compliance program, audit
results, lists of software used and other documents.

The Journal data analysis found Medicare Advantage insurers collectively received $50 billion in
payments for insurer-driven diagnoses that weren’t listed in claims by any treating doctors or
hospitals from 2019 to 2021.
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The request comes as Republicans begin zeroing in on federal healthcare spending as a
potential path to meeting President Trump’s pledge to cut the budget. Grassley gave the
company a March 10 deadline to turn over the documents.

In a statement Tuesday, UnitedHealth said: “We welcome the opportunity to share the facts
with Senator Grassley, especially given the ongoing misinformation campaign by” the Journal,
addingthatthe company holdsitselfto the “highest ethical standards of quality and integrity in
our practices.” The statement also said UnitedHealth’s Medicare Advantage plans deliver better
health outcomes and lower costs, and that it performs well in audits.

After the Journal reported Friday that the Justice Department was investigating UnitedHealth’s
Medicare billing practices, the company said “any suggestion that our practices are fraudulent
is outrageous and false.” UnitedHealth shares dropped more than 7% that day.

A spokeswoman for the Journal said: “We stand by our reporting.”

With Republicans backin power in Washington, Wall Street had been signaling optimism that
the Medicare Advantage companies might see improved margins, after a year when earnings
were hurt by higher medical costs and Biden administration policies that reined in some
industry billing practices. Trump’s nominee to run the Medicare agency, Dr. Mehmet Oz, has
been publicly supportive of Medicare Advantage, at one point writingthat uninsured Americans
should be covered through such plans.
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Analysts said that last week’s sharp drop in UnitedHealth’s usually buoyant shares, along with
declinesin the stock prices of its major competitors, showed investors’ worry that the ride for
Medicare managed-care companies might be bumpier than expected.

Shares of UnitedHealth remained about 7% below their Thursday close.

While Oz remains upbeat about Medicare Advantage, he has also repeatedly expressed concern
behind the scenes about whether the companies are being overpaid based on diagnoses,
according to people who have met with him.

UnitedHealth CEO Andrew Witty testifies during a Senate Finance Committee hearing last
May. PHOTO: U.S. SENATE/REUTERS
A spokesman for Oz declined to comment.

The GOP-led Congress is attempting to cut billions of dollars in federal spending. Though
Republicans have largely focused on Medicaid, they are running into disputes over the impact
that deep cuts to the program for lower-income Americans could have on voters. Though
Trump has pledged not to cut Medicare benefits, some Republican lawmakers are considering
insurers’ Medicare Advantage billing practices as a potential area for savings.

“We’re seeing such abuse to the system that nobody really can turn a blind eye to this,” said
Rep. Greg Murphy, a North Carolina Republican, of Medicare Advantage. “In this environment,
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where we’re talking about accountability and cost savings, these abuses are definitely under
the microscope.”

Advertisement

Murphy, a urologist, said he believed Medicare Advantage insurers’ practice of adding
diagnoses to patients’ recordsis “immoral,” and could be a target for future legislative action.

He said Medicare Advantage payment arrangements that can reward medical providers who
diagnose more conditions—another practice reported by the Journal—need “to be outlawed.”

The Congressional Budget Office recently said a proposal to cut off payments for diagnoses
detected only during home visits would save $124 billion over 10 years.

UnitedHealth and other insurers have said their practices lead to more accurate diagnoses.
They say additional revenue from such practices covers richer benefits and lower out-of-pocket
costs for patients by helping reduce copays and premiums.

Last year, the House Ways and Means Committee began an inquiry into Medicare Advantage
business practices. In letters to potential witnesses that cited the Journal’s findings, Rep. David
Schweikert, an Arizona Republican who chairs the Ways and Means oversight subcommittee,
requested information about insurers’ tactics.

“The alleged practice of private insurers taking advantage of the Medicare Advantage system
for the benefit of their bottom line by misdiagnosing patients, sometimes without their doctors’
awareness, not only hurts the taxpayer by wasting resources, but it also betrays the trust of

patients,” the letters said.

In an interview Tuesday, Schweikert said his team is examining overhauling the Medicare
Advantage payment system. He said the goal is to “make the incentive that the way you gain
profit is by making your population healthier,” rather than by adding more diagnoses.

“It is really complex politics,” Schweikert acknowledged. “This is almost impossible.”
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