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Ok, here's how hospitals operate.

They provide medical and surgical care, emergency services, lab and radiology services, and outpatient clinics. Some provide long-term care or specialize in pediatrics, rehabilitation, or psychiatry.

The average hospital has $100 million in annual revenue, 1,000 employees, and 250 licensed beds.

Hospitals track the occupancy rate of their beds, often 55 percent, and the average patient stay, around 5 days. In addition to their own staff, they contract with outside doctors to use their facilities. States regulate the number of beds a hospital can have, and the need for expensive equipment like MRI machines. 

Most hospital bills are paid by insurance plans, including Medicare and Medicaid, with whom a hospital has contracts that specify prices for a long list of procedures and services.

Computer systems are heavily used for the complicated billing and for medical records.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Because Medicare and other government programs pay 60 percent of hospital bills, they effectively set prices. Private insurers negotiate separate contracts but often base their prices on Medicare rates. 

Most hospitals are non-profits, operated by charities or municipalities. Their emergency rooms often lose money because they serve as clinics for the poor. Many boost their revenue with special services like imaging centers, sports medicine, and out-patient surgical centers.  

Hospitals account for a third of national health spending and therefore are a major target of cost control efforts. The average charge per day for one patient is $6,000.

The quality of care varies from hospital to hospital on such measures as infection rates and the outcome of treatments. Because outcomes improve with more experience, some hospitals specialize in areas like cardiac care or chest surgery.

Here are some good talking points.

How many beds does the hospital have? 

What's the usual occupancy rate?

Has the number of admissions increased or decreased in recent years?

Do they specialize in a particular field of medicine?

How much of their revenue comes from Medicare patients?

How much of their record keeping has been computerized?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now, you're ready.

