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Top doctors have accused medical insurers of “unacceptable” interference in clinical 

decisions in a bust-up over efforts by Bupa and its rivals to restrict patients’ choice of 

hospital consultants. 

In a letter to The Times, the leaders of 16 professional bodies representing doctors have urged 

the Competition Commission to crack down on “open referrals” introduced by Bupa, AXA 

PPP, Aviva and PruHealth in recent years. 

Most patients with private cover initially go to their NHS family doctor for advice on 

treatment and traditionally GPs have directed them towards a suitable specialist. 

However, Bupa and its competitors have introduced policies that require GPs to make 

unspecific referrals — leaving the selection of consultant up to the insurance company, which 

typically offers two or three alternatives to a patient. “Private medical insurers do not have 

any data about the quality of medical care or about specialists’ competencies,” today’s letter 

reads. “It is unacceptable that a commercial financial services company should interfere with 

clinical pathways or propose medical treatments.” 

Among the signatories are William Harrop-Griffiths, president of the Association of 

Anaesthetists of Great Britain and Ireland, and John Primrose, president of the Association of 

Surgeons of Great Britain and Ireland. 

The complaint comes weeks after the commission delivered preliminary findings from a year-

long investigation into private medicine. It demanded the sale of as many as twenty hospitals 

by three companies — BMI, Spire and HCA — accused of profiteering at the expense of 

patients. 

Although the anti-monopoly body is acting aggressively against hospital chains, it took a 

milder line on insurers, to the dismay of many specialists who feel that Bupa, with a market 

share of more than 40 per cent, is too powerful. 

The consultants’ letter has been co-ordinated by the Federation of Independent Practitioner 

Organisations — a leading critic of insurers, which attacked Bupa last year for cutting the 

amount it was willing to pay doctors for routine surgical procedures. Bupa rejected the 

criticisms. Alex Perry, its director of health and benefits management, said: “Open referrals 
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are a good idea — they’re better for the patient, in our view, and also better for the paying 

customer.” 

Mr Perry said that some specialists surprised patients with a bill for an “excess” above and 

beyond the amount insurers will reimburse. Under an open referral, Bupa guarantees that 

customers will get no such bill. He added that a recent study found that nine out of ten GPs 

felt that they did not have sufficient information to make an appropriate decision on private 

referrals. 

The private medical industry has been cutting costs in response to a slump in customers 

during the recession. The proportion of the population opting out of the NHS has dropped 

from 12.8 per cent to 10.8 per cent over the past decade, according to Laing & Buisson, a 

healthcare consultancy. 

Corporate customers, who buy insurance on behalf of employees, have axed cover for 

thousands of people as profit margins fall. Meanwhile, the number of individuals paying 

personally for cover fell by 1.5 per cent to 988,000 last year, taking it below one million for 

the first time in decades. 
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Healthcare is not a simple market: the primary relationship is intangible but always lies 

between the doctor and the patient  

Sir, We support the interim report of the Competition Commission’s investigation into 

private healthcare, and its call for transparency of information in both the NHS and 

independent sector. However, the Commission has not focused on those Private Medical 

Insurers (PMIs) which are increasingly imposing clinical restrictions, causing detriment for 

subscribers when they are sick and reliant on their policies. 

Healthcare is not a simple market; the primary relationship is intangible but always lies 

between the doctor and the patient. The PMIs do not have any data about the quality of 

medical care or about specialists’ competencies, a fact noted by the OFT and which all PMIs, 

apart from Bupa, have acknowledged. It is unacceptable that a commercial financial services 

company should interfere with clinical pathways or propose medical treatments. Nor should it 

propose clinical guidelines which are the responsibility of NICE, medical royal colleges and 

specialist associations.  

Some PMIs are now using an “open referral” method (actually a “closed” method) which 

prevents GPs from advising patients about the most appropriate consultant. Patients lose 

choice and continuity of care may be broken. Reductions in subscriber benefits by some 

PMIs may also impose an unavoidable shortfall. 

We ask the Competition Commission to recognise the need for portability of private medical 

insurance allowances which would permit all insured patients to use their agreed benefits 

however they wish when they are sick. Only then can patients exercise true choice about how 

and where they wish to be treated and by their consultant of choice.  
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