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Hospitals Should Help: Medical Debt Worsens in Tri-County

Madison, WI — Medical debt is crushing patients in Winnebago, Calumet, and Outagamie Counties (the Tri-County
region of Wisconsin), and is getting worse. That’s according to a new report issued by public interest law firm ABC for
Health, Inc. that draws on hospital uncompensated care data that evaluates bad debt and charity care (also called
financial assistance or community care), medical debt collections and legal actions, and the agency’s own experience
working with thousands of low-income patients over the past several decades. Their findings: Tri-County hospitals
saw significant reductions in charity care and increases in bad debt compared to other Wisconsin regions in 2024,
and remain well below the national average of 2.3% revenue spent on charity care. In fact, if Tri-County hospitals
spent 2.3% of their revenue on financial assistance instead of 0.7%, they could cover $57.7 million in medical
expenses not covered by charity care and characterized by the hospitals as bad debt.

“Hospitals have both a legal and moral obligation to serve the most Tri-Co Area Uncompensated Care as a % of Patient
vulnerable members in a community,” says Bobby Peterson, Public i Revenue
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In 2025, the region embarked on its Community Health Needs
Assessment, a federally mandated review of hospitals’ service
commitment to communities. ABC strongly encouraged hospitals to
prioritize access to health care and coverage as a priority issue to
help improve access to healthcare across the region. Instead, ABC’s
research identified inaccessible hospital financial assistance processes for patients and certain hospitals aggressively
pursuing and collecting from the communities they serve.
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ABC recommends better training of hospital financial assistance staff and removing the myriad unnecessary barriers,
hoops, and hurdles to financial assistance. Burdensome documentation requests, strict deadlines, and unfair and
inconsistent policies at many Tri-County hospitals, however, create obstacles and red tape that leave many patients
defenseless against medical debt collection. ABC also asks hospitals to require their service contractors, often those
functioning within the hospital like labs, radiologists, emergency room physicians, or ambulance services to accept
hospital financial assistance. Patients cannot easily discern hospital programs and providers that accept or reject
hospital patient financial assistance rules. Click to read the full report and recommendations.

The coverage landscape is changing as Medicaid cuts and administrative rule changes. “Hospitals need to get ahead of
the certain surge in uninsured and underinsured patients on the horizon,” says Peterson. He says they can take
proactive steps now to better protect patients from coverage gaps. “With a thoughtful and proactive approach,
hospital financial assistance provides a powerful shield against medical debt for low-income community members.”

ABC for Health, Inc., is a Wisconsin-based, nonprofit, public interest law firm that provides information, advocacy tools,

legal services, and expert support needed to obtain, maintain, and finance health care coverage and services.
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