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HOW TO USE YOUR
HEALTH PLAN

REFERRALS AND PRIOR AUTHORIZATIONS

Some health plans, mainly Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs), require a referral
before you get care from some providers. A referral is an order from your Primary Care
Provider for you to see a specialist or get certain medical services. If you don’t get a referral
first, the plan may not pay any of the costs of the services.

WHAT ARE REFERRALS AND 
PRIOR AUTHORIZATIONS

Other types of health plans, not just HMOs, may
require prior authorization for some services. If
you need a special treatment, service, or
medical equipment, you may need to get
approval first from your health plan. This is
called prior authorization. A health plan gives
prior authorization when a service is medically
necessary. Without it, your health plan may not
pay any of the costs. You can ask your provider
if you need prior authorization. Some providers
will ask the health plan for prior authorization. 

https://insurance.maryland.gov/
https://insurance.maryland.gov/
https://www.facebook.com/MDInsuranceAdmin
https://www.linkedin.com/company/maryland-insurance-administration/
https://www.instagram.com/marylandinsuranceadmin/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLlgoHh4Po1J0TEXelqO_liLAokln_JTXV
https://nextdoor.com/news_feed
https://twitter.com/MD_Insurance
tel:+1-800-492-6116
tel:+800-492
https://insurance.maryland.gov/


800-492-6116 Toll-free
insurance.maryland.gov
800-492-6116 Toll-free
insurance.maryland.gov

HOW TO USE YOUR HEALTH PLAN
WHAT ARE REFERRALS AND PRIOR AUTHORIZATIONS

This consumer guide should be used for educational purposes only. It is not intended to provide legal advice or opinions regarding coverage under a specific
policy or contract; nor should it be construed as an endorsement of any product, service, person, or organization mentioned in this guide. Please note that
policy terms vary based on the particular insurer and you should contact your insurer or insurance producer (agent or broker) for more information. This
publication has been produced by the Maryland Insurance Administration (MIA) to provide consumers with general information about insurance-related
issues and/or state programs and services. This publication may contain copyrighted material which was used with permission of the copyright owner.
Publication herein does not authorize any use or appropriation of such copyrighted material without consent of the owner. All publications issued by the MIA
are available free of charge on the MIA’s website or by request. The publication may be reproduced in its entirety without further permission of the MIA
provided the text and format are not altered or amended in any way, and no fee is assessed for the publication or duplication thereof. The MIA’s name and
contact information must remain clearly visible, and no other name, including that of the insurer or insurance producer reproducing the publication, may
appear anywhere in the reproduction. Partial reproductions are not permitted without the prior written consent of the MIA. People with disabilities may
request this document in an alternative format. Requests should be submitted in writing to the Chief, Communications and Public Engagement at the
following address: Maryland Insurance Administration, 200 St. Paul Place, Suite 2700, Baltimore, Maryland 21202.

NEED ASSISTANCE? 
The Health Coverage Assistance Team (H-CAT) can help you:

 Get answers to your health insurance questions.
Address health insurance problems or concerns.
File a complaint about your health insurance issue or concern.
Connect you to resources.

For non-emergency situations, you will generally need prior approval before visiting an out-
of-network specialist. You must follow your health plan’s process for seeking approval. This
can be found by calling the number on the back of your insurance card or visiting:
https://bit.ly/miaccp to find out about the referral process.

https://content.naic.org/consumer/health-insurance/understand-your-insurance-card.htm

https://bit.ly/miaccp
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