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Introduction 
Price is often shown beside measures of service quality, which can make it look like one more quality 
indicator. But price and quality answer different questions. 

Price tells us how much is charged, paid, reimbursed, authorized, or budgeted. Quality tells us what 
condition the service is actually in and whether it is accomplishing what it is supposed to accomplish. 

Price can matter greatly. It can affect whether a service has enough worker time, competent staff, 
continuity, coordination, technology, transportation, supervision, or other resources. But price alone 
does not tell us whether the required work occurred or whether the intended result was achieved. 

The central conclusion of this article is therefore simple: price can influence quality, but price is not itself 
a quality indicator. 

1. Why the Distinction Matters 
A high-priced service can be good, poor, or somewhere in between. The same is true of a low-priced 
service. The amount paid does not show whether support was safe, timely, respectful, competent, 
continuous, or effective. 

This distinction matters in reimbursement, procurement, public reporting, research, and policy. If price 
is treated as a quality measure, an approved rate can be mistaken for proof that a service is adequate. 
At the other extreme, a low rate can be mistaken for proof that the service itself is poor. Neither 
conclusion follows from price alone. 

A quality review should first identify the service being assessed, what it is expected to accomplish, and 
what evidence shows about the service. Economic questions can then be examined alongside that 
quality determination. 

2. What a Quality Indicator Does 
A quality indicator makes an important part of service quality observable. It helps us examine whether 
the service is realizing its intended purpose. 

For example, indicators may help make visible whether foreseeable harm is being prevented, whether 
support is effective, whether the person can participate appropriately, whether dignity and autonomy 
are respected, whether important changes are recognized, whether support is coordinated, whether 
information is reliable, and whether workers act within their proper role and competence. 

Price does not perform this function. It is measurable, but being measurable does not make something 
a quality indicator. 

Why price fails the test 
• It does not directly show whether required support work occurred. 
• It does not show whether the intended result was achieved. 
• The same price can accompany very different services, risks, contexts, and results. 
• Price is affected by wage markets, geography, reimbursement formulas, bargaining power, taxes, 

procurement rules, and provider cost structures. 
• A higher price is not automatically better quality, and a lower price is not automatically worse 

quality. 
• An approved price can exist even when an important safety, dignity, continuity, or competence 

condition has failed. 
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3. Price, Cost, Funding, Value, and Worth Are Different 
Economic terms are often used together, but they describe different things. Keeping them separate 
makes both the quality analysis and the economic analysis clearer. 

Term What it tells us 
Price The amount charged, paid, reimbursed, authorized, or 

budgeted. 
Cost The resources consumed to provide and sustain the 

service. 
Funding The arrangement through which resources are 

authorized or made available. 
Quality The evidence-supported condition of the service being 

assessed. 
Value The relationship between demonstrated quality or results 

and the resources used. 
Worth A broader judgment about importance, usefulness, or 

long-term significance. 
Value is especially important to distinguish from quality. A value judgment needs both sides to be 
visible: what quality or results were achieved, and what resources were used. If quality has not been 
established, comparing price with a few convenient outputs can give a misleading picture of value. 

4. Quality Comes Before Price 
Before comparing prices, we need to know what is actually being purchased or supported. Two 
services with the same label may involve different work, responsibilities, time periods, risks, travel, 
communication needs, or expected results. 

A price comparison can therefore be numerically precise while comparing services that are not truly 
equivalent. 

The practical sequence is straightforward: first describe the service and what it is expected to 
accomplish; then determine what the evidence shows about its quality; finally examine how price, 
funding, cost, or value relates to that service. 

5. When Funding Becomes Relevant to Quality 
Price and funding are not quality measures, but they can become quality-relevant when they materially 
affect the conditions needed to provide the service. 

Examples include whether the funding arrangement supports: 

• Enough time for the required support. 
• Recruitment, retention, training, and supervision of competent workers. 
• Continuity and replacement coverage. 
• Coordination among workers, providers, families, and other services. 
• Travel, transportation, communication access, equipment, or technology. 
• Documentation and evidence needed to understand what actually happened. 
• Timely response when a person’s needs or circumstances change. 
The important step is to show the pathway. A low rate or denied request is not, by itself, a quality 
finding. The evidence should show how the economic condition affected the work or another necessary 
service condition and what effect followed. 
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6. The Problem With an “Acceptable Price Range” 
An acceptable price range can be useful for budgeting or purchasing, but it does not become a quality 
standard simply because it has been approved. 

A service can fall within the approved range and still perform poorly. Another service may cost more 
because it requires greater intensity, specialized competence, travel, communication support, 
technology, coordination, or risk control. 

If the price ceiling is treated as the definition of an acceptable service, the logic becomes reversed: the 
service is narrowed to what the funding system will pay for. Necessary but unsupported work may 
disappear from the official picture. 

A better approach keeps three questions separate: What does this service require? What does the 
funding arrangement support? What does the evidence show about the actual service? 

7. Time and Sustainability Matter 
Support services are often ongoing rather than one-time transactions. Quality may depend on 
continuity, relationship knowledge, follow-up, replacement coverage, information transfer, supervision, 
and adaptation over time. 

A low unit price may appear efficient during a short period while failing to support those longer-term 
conditions. Conversely, a service may temporarily maintain good results because workers, families, or 
providers absorb unpaid work or extra costs. 

A favorable result today therefore does not automatically prove that the funding arrangement can 
sustain the same quality tomorrow. Current quality and future sustainability should be considered 
separately. 

8. Quality Failure, Risk, and Cost 
Poor quality can create risk, and risk can later create economic consequences. Service interruption, 
avoidable harm, loss of functional stability, crisis response, staff turnover, employment loss, legal 
exposure, or institutional care can all produce substantial cost. 

That does not mean cost is a quality indicator. The sequence is different: a quality problem may create 
risk, and the resulting risk may later produce financial consequences. Those consequences can be 
important for policy and value analysis, but they remain different from the quality condition itself. 

9. When Required Work Is Not Supported 
Sometimes the conditions needed for a service are not supported by the funding arrangement. This can 
include insufficient paid time, unstable staffing, unpaid coordination, inadequate training or supervision, 
delayed authorization, missing replacement coverage, or lack of support for transportation or 
communication. 

The unsupported work may not disappear. It may be transferred to families, workers, providers, or the 
person receiving support. A service can then appear affordable only because someone else is carrying 
a hidden cost. 

Responsibility should also remain fair. A worker or provider should not be assigned sole responsibility 
for a condition controlled by a payer or authorization system. At the same time, a funding limitation 
should not excuse poor work that was within the actor’s control and available resources. 
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10. Keep Quality, Risk, Economics, and Value Separate 
These four areas are connected, but they answer different questions: 

• Quality: What condition is the service actually in? 
• Risk: What may happen if important conditions fail or remain uncertain? 
• Economics: What resources are charged, consumed, authorized, constrained, or lost? 
• Value: What relationship exists between demonstrated quality or results and the resources used? 
The same dashboard can contain all four kinds of information. That does not make them the same type 
of indicator. Keeping the categories separate prevents a low price from offsetting a serious quality 
problem and prevents an expensive service from receiving favorable quality treatment merely because 
it costs more. 

11. A Practical Sequence 
A simple review can proceed in this order: 

1. Describe the service, the person receiving support, the intended results, the service period, and the 
important participants and responsibilities. 

2. Identify the work and conditions needed for the service to accomplish its purpose. 

3. Determine what the evidence shows about the actual work and results. 

4. Identify the economic variable being examined: price, cost, funding, reimbursement, budget, or 
value. 

5. Examine whether and how that economic condition supports or constrains necessary service 
conditions. 

6. Keep quality findings, funding findings, and value conclusions separate. 

7. State conclusions only as broadly as the evidence supports. 

Conclusion 
Price cannot tell us by itself whether a support service is good. It describes an economic condition, not 
the quality state of the service. 

At the same time, price and funding should not be ignored. They can materially shape worker time, 
competence, continuity, coordination, access, technology, supervision, and other conditions needed for 
good support. 

The useful approach is therefore quality-first but not funding-blind. Determine what the service requires 
and what the evidence shows about its actual quality. Then examine how price and funding support or 
constrain those conditions. 

The practical conclusion is simple: do not infer quality from price, and do not ignore price when it 
materially affects the conditions needed to achieve quality. 
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This document, AMSI CPB1 - Can Price Be a Quality Indicator?, is an analytical publication of the 
Support Service Quality Initiative (AMSI), an applied initiative under the Whole Quality Institute (WQI). 

It may be used, reproduced, distributed, cited, and discussed for informational, educational, research, 
governmental, professional, service-delivery, and non-commercial standards-development purposes, 
provided that AMSI is identified as the source, the text is not materially altered in meaning or context, 
and no implication is made that AMSI or WQI endorses a specific organization, payer, program, policy, 
price, rate, funding decision, product, service, or Quality Claim. 

This publication does not establish reimbursement rates, funding requirements, legal entitlements, 
contractual obligations, certification, financial valuation methods, or legal conclusions. Applicable laws, 
regulations, program requirements, contracts, professional responsibilities, and governing standards 
remain controlling. 


