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Todayõs Learning Objectives

ÅUnderstand charity care and 
hospital obligations 

ÅUnderstand legal, financial, 
and reputational 
considerations

ÅConsider implications of 
COVID-19 pandemic 
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What is òcharity careó?

What does my hospital need to be doing? 



Definition of Charity Care in Washington State Law

"Charity care" means 

ÅMedically necessary hospital health care 

ÅRendered to indigent persons 

ÅWhen third-party coverage, if any, has been exhausted, 

ÅTo the extent that the persons are unable to pay for the care 
or to pay deductibles or coinsurance amounts required by a 
third -party payer, as determined by the department.

RCW 70.170.020(4)



So What Does That Mean?

All hospitals in Washington State

Must provide free or discounted hospital services 

¢ƻ άƛƴŘƛƎŜƴǘέ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ όōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎƛȊŜ ϧ ƛƴŎƻƳŜύ

Must clearly and consistently provide public information about charity care



Terminology note

òCharity careó is the term used in state law

- Technical and legal term

- Can confuse patients or be perceived as derogatory

òFinancial assistanceó is the term many hospitals use (some use both)

- Covers additional assistance programs

- More approachable 



ωAcute care hospitals

ωPsychiatric hospitals 

ωNot-for-profits

ωFor-profits

ωPublic hospital districts

ωCritical access hospitals

Requirement for all hospitals 
licensed in Washington State

No state or federal 
funding source

Funded by hospitals

No threshold or 
required amount

Obligation based on 
ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ

How much is required?

Charity Care



Charity Care

Applies to most hospital services

ω!ǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ

ωIncludes a wide array of services - not just emergencies or surgeries 

ωApplies to facility bills, not necessarily professional bills (although some providers opt in)

Cannot restrict access to charity care

ωHospitals cannot have policies that restrict access based on inability to pay or policies which significantly reduce 
charity care.

ωPatients are eligible for charity care even if a debt has been sent to collections

ωAvailable to insured and uninsured

άaŜŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜέ

ωάwŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭȅ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜΣ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΣ ŎǳǊŜΣ ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘŜΣ ƻǊ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 
that endanger life, or cause suffering or pain, or result in illness or infirmity, or threaten to cause or 
ŀƎƎǊŀǾŀǘŜ ŀ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇΣ ƻǊ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜŦƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƳŀƭŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΧέ

There is no application deadline in statute.



Charity Care

²ƘŜƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ άƛƴŘƛƎŜƴǘέΚ

ωHas exhausted third-party sources of 
payment

ωFamily income meets threshold (based 
on Federal Poverty Level):

ωAt or below 200% of federal poverty 
level; or

ωάhǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƴƻǘ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǊŜΧƻǊ 
ŎƻƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜέ

ωIncome-based (not a broad 
consideration finances)

5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŦŀƳƛƭȅέ 

ωGroup of two or more persons related 
by birth, marriage, or adoption who 
live together.

ωDifferent than federal tax definitions 
or other state law definitions of 
άŦŀƳƛƭȅέ

WAC 246-453-010



Charity Care

IncomeLevel Qualifying Patient

0-100% FPL Law/Pledge:Full write off

101-200% FPL Law: Sliding scale discount
Pledge: Discountsto reflect cost of care

201-300%FPL Pledge: Discounts off charges toreflect 130% cost 
of care for uninsured
(apply overall cost-to-charge ratio)

Can provide more generous 
discounts ςmany policies 

go to 400% or above

Per hospital policy

100% Federal Poverty Level (2020):  $12,760 (single person), $26,200 (family of four) 
https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines

https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines


Collections 
Practices

ωHospital governing board/commissioners will receive and review an annual 
summary report on collections actions

ωHospitals shall have written policy regarding when accounts are sent to 
collections and collections actions

Discounts

ωThose under 200% FPL pay no more than the estimated cost of their charges 
όŎƻǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ŏƻǎǘ-to-charge ratio)

ωThose under 300% FPL pay no more than 130% estimated cost of their charges 
όŎƻǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ŏƻǎǘ-to-charge ratio)

ωPledge applies to uninsured; many hospitals apply to underinsured 

2007 Voluntary Pledge ðBoard/Commissioner Role



Charity Care

All persons with family income below one hundred percent of the federal poverty 
standard shall be deemed charity care patients for the full amount of hospital 
charges, except to the extent the patient has third-ǇŀǊǘȅ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎΦέ

RCW 70.170.060

άbƻǘƛŎŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
persons meeting the criteria established within WAC 246-453-040 may be waived or 
ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘΦέ

WAC 246-453-020

άϦtǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜϦ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǇƻǎǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
hospital, and provided to the individual in writing and explained, at the time that 
the hospital requests information from the responsible party with regard to the 
availability of any third-party coverage, in any language spoken by more than ten 
percent of the population in the hospital's service area, and interpreted for other non-
English speaking or limited-English speaking or other patients who can not read or 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴέ

WAC 246-453-010



Charity Care

Signage

Hospitals must άǇƻǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ 
ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅέnotice of charity care 
availability in at least the following 
locations:

ωAreas where patients are admitted 
or registered

ωEmergency departments

ωFinancial service or billing areas 
where accessible to patients.

Interpretation

ωNotice must be posted in all 
languages spoken by more than ten 
percent of the population of the 
hospital service area. 

ωFederal and state translation 
obligations apply.

Billing & Collections

ωInclude information the first page of 
billing and collections 
communications in English and 
Spanish (or the second most spoke 
language in area):

ωά¸ƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻǊ ŀ 
discount on your hospital bill, 
whether or not you have insurance. 
Please contact our financial 
assistance office at [web site] and 
ώǇƘƻƴŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊϐΦέ

Hospital website

ÅCurrent charity care policy

ÅPlain language summary of the 
policy

ÅHospital's charity care application 



Charity Care

ÅHospitals must submit revised charity care policies to DOH at least 
30 days before the policies are effective. 



ÅHospital must develop standardized 
staff training on the hospitalõs charity 
care policy and how to use interpreter 
services 

ÅTraining must be provided regularly

ÅTrain òappropriate staffó including 
those working in registration, 
admissions, & billing

Note: Billing/financial staff need     
more detailed education

Charity Care



Debt and Collections

Interest limits in 
Washington

ωMedical debt limited to 
9% prejudgment interest 

ωConsumer debt (which 
includes medical debt) 
limited to 9% post-
judgment interest 

Waiting period before 
medical debt sent to 

collections

ωMust wait 120 days after 
the first bill is transmitted 
before sending medical 
debt to collections 
(assignment or sale)

Collections agencies 
obligations to provide

ωInformation about charity 
care if collecting medical 
debt

ωItemized information 

ωNotice of charity care 
and hospital contact 
information

ωCease collections during 
pendency of charity care 
application and process



Legal, Financial, and Reputational Considerations



Legal Obligations and Penalties for Noncompliance

State law 

ωObligations: RCW 70.170; WAC 246-453

ωPenalties

ωDOH enforcement; civil and criminal penalties

ωAGO enforcement: Consumer Protection Act 
(includes treble damages)

Federal law 

ÅObligations501(r) IRS Code
ONLY for 501(c)(3) nonprofits

ÅPenalties
ωIRS audits

ωLoss of tax-exempt status

ω**More on 501(r) in a future webinar**

Lawsuits ςindividuals, class actions, AGO



Attention to Charity Care (and Overall Cost of Health Care)


