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INTRODUCTION

The Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Joel Rivera, will meet on April 23, 2009, to conduct an oversight hearing on health insurance options for young adults. Representatives from the Human Resources Administration’s Office of Citywide Health Insurance Access, policy organizations, insurance providers, affected young adults and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.
BACKGROUND 



In the United States, young adults ages 19 to 29, represent one of the largest populations of individuals without health insurance.
 In 2006, the number of uninsured young adults reached 13.7 million.
 Young adults comprise 17 percent of the under 65-population, yet they account for nearly 30 percent of the non-elderly uninsured.
 Lack of health insurance for young adults is a growing problem, further exacerbated by race/ethnicity, student status and socio-economic factors.
 In New York City alone, it is estimated that nearly 200,000 people between the ages of 18 and 24, or one out of every four, are uninsured.

Clearly, young adults have a serious need for health insurance coverage. Young adults account for one-third of all new HIV diagnoses, more than 20,000 people with congenital heart disease turn 19 each year, 3.5 million pregnancies occur in young adult women and 14 percent of young adults are obese.
 Aside from these various conditions, young adults are also more likely to make injury-related visits to the emergency room.
 Not having health insurance also has financial ramifications and can lead to large out-of-pocket expenses for relatively new wage earners in the event of a sudden illness or serious injury.
   
Barriers to Health Insurance

According to the Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured, the median family income for uninsured young adults was $15,000 in 2006.
 Almost half of young adults with family incomes below 100 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) are uninsured, as well as 40 percent of young adults with family incomes between 100 and 199 percent of the FPL.
 The insurance rate increases for those young adults and their families that are between 200 and 300+ percent of the federal poverty level.
 Overall, median family incomes are nearly three times higher for privately insured young adults than uninsured young adults; it is with this higher income that these families are able to purchase private health insurance.
 

Employment status is another major hurdle to young adults enrolling in health insurance.
 The primary reason why working young adults do not receive health insurance is because their employer does not offer insurance benefits.
 The low rate of employer-sponsored coverage (ESC) is attributable to the fields that young adults work in, such as construction, hospitality, food service and entertainment.
 Additionally, young adults enter the work force in entry level positions and may work for smaller employers who are not federally mandated to provide insurance coverage.
 In cases where an employer does offer coverage, 20 percent of young adults are ineligible because they work part-time, while 12 percent maintained that the ESC was too expensive.


Young adults face barriers specific to their age group in maintaining health insurance. A birthday can become problematic, as insurance policies may no longer cover young adults as dependents on another’s policy when they reach 18 or 19 years old.
 Public health insurance programs such as Medicaid or the State Child Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) reassess young adults at 19, making them meet adult eligibility and income standards.
 Typically, ESC will terminate when a dependent reaches an age limit and does not attend school full-time.
 Due to these factors, the uninsured rate for young adults increases nearly threefold at age 19.
 Another burdensome period occurs when young adults graduate from college; the transition results in the termination of their dependent coverage and they face challenges similar to high school graduates entering the job market.
  

Due to these barriers, young adults are left with few options and may resort to “do-it-yourself” health care.
 Examples of this include using the internet to self-diagnose conditions, stretching the use of prescription medications, relying on old prescription medicine from friends, or even setting their own broken bones.
 These drastic actions are taken by individuals in this age group due in part to the high cost of health care.
 While some attribute lack of health care in this age group to the “young invincible” attitude, foregoing health insurance because they do not believe they need coverage, studies have shown that cost and policy factors are keeping health care out of the reach of young adults.
 According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, between 2004 to 2006, approximately one-fifth of young adults reported foregoing medical care, purchasing prescription medication, receiving mental health care, or buying eye glasses due to high, prohibitive costs.
  

Policy Options

Health policy organizations have several recommendations to increase the number of young adults with health insurance. The broadest and most sweeping policy calls for expansion of health insurance to all young adults through universal insurance coverage.
 In Congress, there are several proposals that would achieve universal coverage, including the AmeriCare Act, Medicare for All Act, and Healthy Americans Act.
 Another federal option is to expand the coverage of Medicaid and SCHIP to include all low-income young adults below the FPL. 
 This proposal would result in more than 4.7 million young adults receiving health insurance.
 

Another option is to require ESC to cover young adult dependents to a later age such as 24 or 26.
 As of June 2008, 19 states have expanded coverage in this manner, with most States settling on insuring until age 25.
 The age expansions vary from state to state with some having different requirements pertaining to eligibility, including marital status and college enrollment.
 
Health insurance may also be expanded for young adults by requiring all college students to enroll in health insurance.
 Certain universities already require that, as a condition of full-time or part-time enrollment, students enroll in a health insurance program and some schools even offer school health plans, which can be added to the cost of tuition.

New York State

In New York State, there are an estimated 2.5 million uninsured residents,
 of which 800,000 are young adults.
 The cost of treating these uninsured individuals in hospital emergency rooms exceeds hundreds of millions of dollars every year.
 To that end, New York State Governor David Patterson has taken steps towards ensuring that more individuals are eligible for health insurance, including proposing the expansion of health insurance for dependents from the current limit of age 19 to age 29.
 This proposal was made in conjunction with increasing the income eligibility requirements of Child Health Plus and Family Health Plus to allow more residents to be eligible.

New York State currently has insurance programs that uninsured young adults can enroll in, including Healthy NY.
 Healthy NY offers health insurance to eligible small businesses, small proprietors, and individuals, with each group paying their own individual rate.
 The Healthy NY program covers critical inpatient and outpatient hospital services, physician services, preventative health services, diagnostic, emergency services and other types of care.
 Individuals can choose to purchase additional coverage for prescription medication.
 While this program accommodates certain young adults, these individuals must still meet eligibility requirements with respect to income limits, time spent uninsured, ineligibility for Medicare and lack of ESC.

CONCLUSION

Numerous barriers exist which prevent a greater number of young adults from enrolling in health insurance. In particular, cost factors and aging-out of a parent’s coverage can detrimentally affect a young adult’s health care choices and burden New York’s health care delivery system. At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine barriers to health insurance coverage for young adults and health insurance options available that specifically address the unique needs of this population. The Committee will also receive an update on specific policy proposals regarding the provision of health insurance for young adults. 
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