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Businesses Begin to Consider the Cost for the Uninsured

By MILT FREUDENHEIM

With rising health costs squeezing profits, and growing numbers of people without insurance pushing costs even higher, employers are beginning to call for ways to deal with the problem of the uninsured. 

Employers have long viewed the uninsured as the responsibility of the government. But some executives and benefits specialists have come to realize that the 41 million Americans without insurance are costing them money as hospitals and doctors raise rates to cover the cost of such care. 

Paying for the uninsured is "one of the reasons for the double-digit increases" in employers' health costs, said Jill Berger, senior director of health and welfare plans at Marriott Internatiopnal, the hotel company. 

Employers and managed care companies paid $1.5 billion to $3 billion through higher rates to cover part of the $24 billion hospitals spent caring for patients who could not pay their bills in 2001, according to a study by John Holahan and Jack Hadley of the Urban Institute, a nonprofit research center. In addition, the federal taxes of employers help to pay for programs that cover the greatest share of hospital costs for the uninsured. 

"Employers are now subsidizing the uninsured and low-paying government programs like Medicare and Medicaid, to the detriment of their own employees," said Kate Sullivan, director of health care policy at the United States Chamber of Commerce. "When the government programs pay 65 or 80 cents for a dollar of hospital care, employers end up paying $1.15 or $1.25 for that care." 

Bruce E. Bradley, director of health plan strategy and public policy at General Motors said, "As a nation, we need to expand coverage for the uninsured and reduce the burden for uncompensated and inefficient care for many payers, whether it's the government or the hospitals or employers." G.M. spent $4.5 billion last year on health benefits for workers and retirees. 

Companies have made few proposals regarding the uninsured. But employers plan to take part in a nationwide effort over the next 10 days to draw attention to the problem. 

Paul B. Ginsburg, president of the Center for Studying Health System Change, a research group, said the number of uninsured people increases whenever insurance premiums rise faster than income, especially for low-income people. 

Workers, for their part, are worried about losing their jobs and increasingly concerned that rising health care costs will price them out of the market. 

A survey released last week by researchers at the Kaiser Family Foundation, a nonprofit research group, and the Harvard School of Public Health found that the number of people who say they are "very worried" about rising health costs has risen sharply in the last 14 months. In addition, 37 percent of those surveyed said they were worried about the prospect of not being able to pay medical bills. 

"Everyone is more at risk than they were the year before, and the probability grows that everyone will be uninsured at some point," said Deborah J. Chollet, a health policy specialist at Mathematica, a nonprofit research group. 

Insurers have an interest in covering more people, and a number of insurance executives are promoting proposals for universal coverage. 

"This is a huge issue for everybody in the private sector and the public," said William T. McCallum, chairman of the American Association of Health Plans, a trade group for 1,000 health insurers, and chief executive of Great-West Lifeco. 

Bruce Bodaken, president of Blue Shield of California, is backing statewide universal coverage, and Dr. William W. McGuire, chief executive of the UnitedHealth Group, has called for universal health care. 

But many of the plans being suggested for the uninsured are far more limited than most managed care plans, with fewer choices of doctors and hospitals. 

"If we are going to cover everybody, we can't cover everything," said Dr. Michael A. Stocker, chief executive of WellChoice, which owns Empire Blue Cross and Blue Shield in New York. 

Many insurers are also linking their proposals for universal health insurance to calls for eliminating hundreds of federal and state insurance requirements. Examples include a 1996 federal law that requires insurers to cover two days in the hospital for a normal childbirth, and state laws requiring insurers to cover chiropractic care. 

A dozen states allow health plans to offer lower-cost policies that omit some or all state mandates, said Susan Laudicina, research director of the national Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association. Florida, Oklahoma and Utah joined that group last year. The others include Arkansas, Georgia, Illinois, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota and Washington. 

The American Association of Health Plans also supports President Bush's proposals for limited tax credits or refunds for low-income people who buy insurance and for limits on jury awards in medical malpractice lawsuits. The White House estimates that the president's proposal might help 6 million to 8 million of the 41 million uninsured. 

But many uninsured people will need more substantial help, said Charles N. Kahn III, president of the Federation of American Hospitals, a trade group of for-profit hospitals. 

"Two-thirds of the uninsured," Mr. Kahn said, "do not have the disposable income to purchase insurance without subsidization." 

Moreover, Charles Boorady, an analyst at Salomon Smith Barney, estimates that three million more people will lose health insurance this year. 

"There's no free lunch," Mr. Kahn said. "Somebody's got to pay for the care." 

New York Times, 6.03.2003. 

Study Raises Estimate of the Nation's Uninsured

By ROBIN TONER

WASHINGTON, March 4 — An estimated 75 million Americans were without health insurance at some point during the last two years, amounting to nearly a third of all Americans younger than 65, a study has found. 

The study suggests that being uninsured is far more common — and much more of a mainstream problem — than previously thought, the study's sponsors said. 

"The uninsured problem is no longer simply an issue of altruism about other people, but also one of self-interest for us all," said Ron Pollack, executive director of Families USA, a liberal consumer advocacy group, which prepared the study for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 

The study was released as part of the promotion of Cover the Uninsured Week, which begins on March 10 and is sponsored by several health foundations and an array of national organizations, from the United States Chamber of Commerce and the Business Roundtable to the A.F.L.-C.I.O. and AARP. The campaign is intended to raise awareness about the problems of the uninsured. 

The study differed from the approach taken by the Census Bureau, which tries to estimate the number of people who are uninsured throughout an entire previous year. Last fall, the Census Bureau placed that number at 41 million. The new study tried to measure the number of people who lacked coverage for part of a two-year period. 

By and large, these were not small periods of time: nearly a fourth of the 74.7 million lacked coverage for the full 24 months; another fourth were uninsured for three to five months, the study found. Only 10 percent were without health insurance for two months or less. 

Americans older than 65 are covered by the Medicare program. The uninsured tended to be working people, and tended to be young. 

More than half of the nation's Hispanic population younger than 65 people were uninsured at some point over the last two years, and 39 percent of the nation's blacks younger than 65 were, according to the study. 

New York Times, 4.03.2003.
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