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Abstract

As the National Health Insurance Law obligates the sick funds to provide their members with
medical services 24 hours a day, the sick funds have created a new service — “night services” —
which allows an individual to order a physician house call, usually from a private company that is
under contract to his sick fund. These commercial providers conduct a significant portion of the
house calls that are made at night. The minimal co-payment for this service is NIS 75.

The goal of the study was to evaluate how this service is provided; patterns of its use; the medical
needs of the people who use it; the appropriateness of use; whether the service is an alternative to
the emergency room, medical centers and clinics; the nature of the medical care provided through
this service; waiting times; and satisfaction.

The study was based on a telephone survey conducted in 1999 among people who used the service,
and on in-depth interviews conducted in mid-1998 with the directors of the companies that provide
the service and with the sick fund personnel who are responsible for its provision.

The study population comprised the list of people who had ordered house calls from the three main
providers of this service between early May and mid-July 1999 — in all, approximately 2,875
individuals. The response rate was 80%. Following are the principal findings.

How Night Services Are Provided

Night services are provided in three ways by all of the sick funds: through commercial service
providers; through independent physicians who make house calls; and through medical centers
(some of which are associated with the sick funds and some of which are associated with
commercial service providers) that also arrange for physicians to make house calls. The primary
commercial service providers are Bikurofe, HaShmira-Marlam, and Matan. It is estimated that
about 6,800 house calls were made through these three companies during the period in which the
survey was conducted. The companies differ in their tariffs, geographic distribution, the nature of
their contract or connection with the sick fund, the variety of services they provide, and their office
hours.

Patterns of Use

Client characteristics: The survey revealed that perceived health status among the population of
night service clients is not as good as that among the general population. Nevertheless, about two-
thirds (65%) of the people who use night services reported that their health status was good
(compared to 35% of them who reported that their health status was fair to poor). Fifty-six percent
of the people who use night services reported that they do not have a chronic illness (compared to
44% who reported that they do have a chronic illness).



The findings also indicate that residents of medium-size towns (10,000-200,000 population) use
night services more than twice their representation in the population. This may be because these
towns do not offer many alternatives, as they are far from hospital emergency rooms.

Reimbursement for the cost of the service: All of the sick funds have determined that a member
who pays more than NIS 75 for a house call during the evening or at night will receive
reimbursement. In reality, only 5% of those who were eligible for reimbursement, were reimbursed.
It appears that the sick funds believe it is not in their interest to inform their members about this
service or their right to reimbursement for it. Consequently, the main burden of payment falls on the
customer.

Medical Needs of the Study Population

About half of the people who ordered the service did so because of an infection, another 20%
sought the service because of medical trauma or pain, about 15% ordered the service because of a
cardiological problem, and some 20% reported ordering the service for some other problem. About
half defined their problem as being severe or very severe.

The Appropriateness of the Use of the Service

About one-quarter of the respondents ordered a house call during the day, when sick fund clinics
are open. A slightly larger proportion of elderly people (32%) and Russian-speakers (31%) ordered
a house call during the day. Concern has been raised that the use of night services impedes efficient
medical monitoring and the continuity of care. One reason the elderly and Russian-speakers order
this service during the day may be that the care provided at clinics does not fulfill some of their
needs. The findings also indicate that the night services can provide a definitive response, as most
(75%) of the people who used the service did not need further care in the emergency room.

The degree to which the service is an alternative: This service is an alternative to other medical
services; indeed, half of the respondents reported that they would have gone to the emergency room
had they not been able to order a house call.

Assessment of the Care Provided

One indicator of the quality of a physician’s work is how thoroughly the physician explains medical
situations and treatment. About 70% of the respondents received clear explanations about various
subjects, such as instructions about their health (72%) or medical consultation (80%). Nevertheless,
a large proportion of people age 65 and over reported that physicians do not spend enough time on
clear explanations of health status (34%, compared to 28% of the general population), or on
continued care (26%, compared to 20% of the general population).

Waiting Times and Satisfaction

Waiting times: In about 45% of the cases, the physician arrived within half an hour, in 13% of the
cases the physician arrived within between 30 minutes and an hour, and in 42% of the cases, it took
the physician longer than an hour to arrive.
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Satisfaction: The findings indicate that people who use the service are quite satisfied with it: 91%
are satisfied or very satisfied with the attitude of the physician, and 90% are satisfied or very
satisfied with the attitude of the clerk on the telephone and with the clarity of instructions regarding
medical follow-up. Levels of satisfaction are somewhat lower with the choice of medications
(82%), the professional level of the physician (80%), and the speed of the physician’s arrival (69%).

Another indication of satisfaction is that 79% of those who used the service reported that they
would recommend it to their family or friends, and 86% percent would order the service again if
they had a similar problem at night.

Summary

The findings indicate that most of the respondents believe they need night services after clinic
hours; most of them are satisfied with the service and would use it again if they needed it; and most
of them did not need further care in the emergency room.

The results of the study highlight several issues for further attention, primarily use of the service
during the day, when sick fund clinics are open. The results of the study also indicated that there are
certain problems with the provision of explanations to the elderly.

This study makes it possible, for the first time, to comprehensively, thoroughly evaluate this new
service; to assess the needs of people who uses night services; and to examine the degree to which
this service is an alternative to other emergency medical services. The report will help policymakers
find ways of improving the provision of the service, regulating its use, providing payment for the
service, and ensuring sick fund surveillance.
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