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Struggling with medical debt 
By Charles Joffe-Halpern 
Thursday, July 22, 2004 - Several years ago I interviewed a 25-year-old uninsured woman by her hospital bed. She shared with me that despite increasingly severe back pains she delayed going to the emergency room for a week because she was "the kind of person who liked to pay her bills." When the pains became intolerable, she finally went to the hospital, where she was diagnosed with blood clots in her lungs. 

Delaying treatment for fear of cost had put her at serious medical risk. To add insult to injury, she never realized she was eligible for free care all along! 

At the time, I did not know her story was symptomatic of a much bigger picture. 

In the United States, about one in seven families struggles with medical debt. 

In Massachusetts, the Access Project, a nationally recognized health care resource organization affiliated with Brandeis University, recently studied the financial and medical consequences for families who incur medical debt. 

Authored by Carol Pryor and Deborah Gurewich, their report focused on 342 individuals with and without health insurance who used community health centers. 

Their findings revealed: 

* 41 percent had medical debt, and over 59 percent of these individuals said their medical debt caused them to delay seeking health care. Most of these respondents said they did so because they were uncomfortable about potential bills. 

* Over half of the respondents with medical debt reported that it caused them housing problems. These included having difficulty paying the rent or mortgage and being turned down from renting a house or apartment. 

* For many respondents, having medical debt appears to undermine efforts to achieve economic self-sufficiency. Many needed to borrow money from friends and family and were forced to use credit cards or savings for daily needs. 

While medical debt exists among all economic levels, it falls most heavily on low-income workers who lack health insurance through their employers. 

All families must have funds available to pay for unavoidable fixed expenses, including housing, transportation, food, and child care. 

Unfortunately, uninsured families treat health care as a flexible expense so doctor visits for preventative care are usually out of the question. When symptoms do occur, many put off seeking medical treatment. 

The good news for Massachusetts residents is that free care is available at every hospital and community health center in the state, even for services previously received. 

Under the Uncompensated Care Pool, individuals with current incomes less than 200 percent of the federal poverty guidelines ($18,624 for one and $37,704 for a family of four) can receive free medical treatment for most services at any hospital or community health center. Families above these guidelines may be eligible for reduced fee care. 

Indeed, if the Uncompensated Care Pool did not exist, the prevalence of medical debt in Massachusetts would be far worse. 

But now we face a critical challenge. In an effort to more efficiently provide health care to low-income individuals, state policy makers are considering eliminating the free care pool and replacing it with a yet to be determined mechanism for assisting the state's uninsured. 

Because of the steadily rising costs of health care and the number of uninsured residents, the number of Massachusetts families with problems paying their medical bills is likely to increase. If the Uncompensated Care Pool is eliminated, we must maintain the crucial safety-net provisions that thousands of Massachusetts residents have relied on since 1985. 

Since 1995 I have interviewed hundreds of uninsured individuals. I am still haunted by that young woman who had unknowingly developed blood clots in her lungs, but was afraid to seek medical treatment because of the cost. We must make it a priority to protect families from the destructive medical and financial consequences of medical debt. 

If you have any unpaid hospitals bills for any hospital in Massachusetts, please contact Ecu-Health Care at 663-8711. We will be glad to help you apply for free or reduced fee care. 

Charles Joffe-Halpern is the director of Ecu-Health Care. 
