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Even inside a hospital, not having an insurance card is particularly hazardous
to a patient's health.

Two recent studies underscore the risks.

One study, done by researchers at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston,
found significant differences in hospital mortality rates for several conditions
between working-age adults (ages 18-64) who had health insurance versus
those who did not.
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On the one hand, that's not surprising since uninsured adult patients in general
have about a 25 percent greater mortality rate for all conditions than insured
adults.

Lack of coverage is known to make people delay getting treatment, and many
people without health insurance are in ethnic groups that face language- or
health-literacy barriers, or may be afraid of going to a hospital.

In the case of auto accidents, the uninsured are also less likely to wear seat
belts, more likely to drive older, less-safe cars and engage in other risky
behaviors.

Jehle pointed out that the uninsured are generally in poorer health, and thus
less able to survive traumatic injury.

The conditions discussed in the two studies represent the most common causes
of death for working-age adults other than cancer. A third study, done by
researchers at Wake Forest University, reported in the journal Cancer that
more than 1 in 6 adult cancer survivors were unable to get at least one needed
medical treatment because they could not afford it -- regardless of insurance
status.

Other studies have found that about 4 percent of newly diagnosed cancer
patients lack insurance.

While researchers in the studies expressed hope that expanded coverage from
national health-care reform will eventually help reduce such disparities, other
experts have noted that various eligibility exclusions mean some 23 million
people in the United States will still lack health-care insurance by the end of
this decade.

(Contact Lee Bowman at BowmanL(at)shns.com)
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