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For many families living in the United States, it is a struggle for them just to put a roof over their heads, food on the table, and clothes and their backs. If you happen to be fortunate enough to have a good paying job with benefits, the thought of medical insurance might be something you only think about when you actually have to use it, or when you look at your paycheck stub and see the deduction for it being taken from your earnings. For those of us not as fortunate to have medical insurance due to lack of availability at work, or simply due to the fact that you can’t afford it, life can become somewhat shaky if you or one of your children are faced with unforeseen medical circumstances. Regardless as to why you are without insurance whether it be through poor choices, circumstances which are out of your control, or just plain old bad luck, it is reported that “46 million people in the USA, nearly 16% of the population, lack insurance.”(Appleby) With such a high number of people living without medical insurance, these people literally cannot afford to be sick, but if they do become plagued with any type of large or even small medical need, life for them becomes even more unsure. Speaking from personal experience, I, too, am one of those before mentioned 46 million. Seeing as I have been blessed over the years with decent health and have never required any lengthy medical care, I will discuss some of the things that happen to those who are not quite so blessed and are without insurance as well as some startling facts and statistics that relate to our uninsured residents of our country.

Even though a nationwide healthcare program was an issue that President Clinton tried to address, it ultimately never got off the ground. Today, President Bush is attempting to resurface that idea as he stated in his State of the Union address back in January of this year. The question is, will what he has proposed actually be of help? According to Bill Vaughan, “The President is expected to propose tax breaks for those purchasing their own health insurance as a solution to helping the 46 million of Americans without health coverage. But most low and middle-income families don’t have enough income to purchase health insurance even with tax breaks.”(Vaughan) He goes on to say, “Tax deductions do little or nothing for those people who are uninsured and devastated by high healthcare costs. When an individual family insurance policy for decent health coverage costs around $11,000 a year to buy, tax credits of $1,000 to $3,000 to buy insurance are almost meaningless.”(Vaughan) Even though a little bit of help is better than no amount of help, the ever increasing cost of health insurance premiums in comparison to the slower moving increase in people’s wages, Bush’s proposal is just a drop in the bucket as to what sort of assistance the average American working person needs. It is stated that “The cost of the employee’s share of health insurance increased 350% (in constant dollars) from 1977 to 1998, while the median income only increased 17%.”(James) With that large of a swing in numbers, there are some people who will never be able to afford health insurance. “Figures such as these are a phenomenon unique to America among the industrialized countries. The United States is the only major industrialized country that does not provide either state-run or state-paid medical care.”(Martin) We are an advanced country, but we are indeed also lacking.

Outside of the idea of a universal healthcare program, it truly is a peculiar structure the United States has in place in regard to its health insurance system. The elderly and disabled have the government ran Medicare program, the poor are supplied with Medicaid, but for everyone else in between, there is only private insurance. This whole scenario reminds me of how people are classified when they decide to dine in a restaurant. The young and the old receive meals at a cheaper rate, but it is the middle-aged people who have to pay full price. In actuality, dining out and health insurance is like apples and oranges, but it is still virtually the same outcome. The middle-aged person receives the short end of the stick. Sadly, these middle of the road aged people are “employed workers with full time jobs” but they “are less likely to have health insurance coverage than anyone else. Low-paid workers, those who are least able to afford medical bills, have the worst medical coverage, with some 23 percent uninsured.”(Martin) Somehow this whole picture that has been painted for you just doesn’t seem quite right in such a prosperous nation that we live in.

Outside of this nation as a whole entity, our beautiful Commonwealth of Virginia is carrying a 13.9 percent uninsured rate on its residents during the years of 2003-2004. As I stated earlier, I am a part of that uninsured percentage as I do not have health insurance. A few years ago out of curiosity, I called my local social services agency and made an inquiry into how much money I could literally make per month and still qualify to be on Medicaid. To this day, I still remember what this lady told me on the phone and it is still shocking even when I think about it now. She told me that I could only make 243 dollars per month to be qualified for Medicaid as a normal aged, non-pregnant working adult. I realize that if you are a child or are pregnant, the amount of income one needs to qualify for Medicaid in Virginia is much higher. Where this doesn’t make sense to me is even if you are a resident of Virginia with children who qualify to be on Medicaid, it isn’t going to amount to a hill of beans if that uninsured parent succumbs to a long term illness and is unable to work due to that illness. The medical bills will still accumulate as well as all the rest of their debts thereby causing hardships not only for the parents, but for their children also. It would seem to me that if a parent’s income level is insufficient enough to qualify their children for Medicaid, the parents should be eligible too. Who knows? Maybe it is just my foolish thinking.


Upon doing a little research, I learned of some very eye-opening examples given from the prestigious Institute of Medicine (IOM).

1. “Uninsured children and adults are sicker and die more often, as cancer and other diseases are diagnosed too late. Uninsured persons injured in an automobile accident get less services in hospitals and have a 37% higher death rate than those with health coverage. Lack of health insurance causes 18,000 unnecessary deaths every year in the U.S.”

2. “Four out of five uninsured Americans are members of working families. A quarter of U.S. workers are not offered health insurance at all by their employer. If they buy their own policy it usually costs much more than the same insurance purchased by a group, especially if they have a chronic health condition. If they do not have insurance and get sick, they usually have to pay much more for the same medical services since insurance companies can negotiate discounts with doctors, hospitals, pharmacies, and others.”

3. “Of the 7.8 million uninsured children in the U.S today, half are actually eligible for insurance under SCHIP (State Children’s Health Insurance Program) or Medicaid. Often they are kept out by complex enrollment or re-enrollment procedures.”

4. “The U.S. spends more per person on healthcare than any other nation- 14% of gross its domestic product- but is 25th in male life expectancy and 19th in female life expectancy among 29 developed countries.”(James)


In the end, even though the thought of a universal healthcare system theoretically sounds appropriate and possibly the solution to our healthcare needs, some believe that concept would be the downfall of the whole U.S. healthcare system. If we as a nation want the best doctors, the best technology, the most advanced drugs, and the most sophisticated procedures, it is going to cost money and lots of it. I suppose the question that needs to be asked is can a universal healthcare system be funded enough to keep us at the level we are at currently as far as medical care is concerned without it somehow being compromised? With 46 million people in the United States lacking in medical insurance, there has got to be some middle ground between those who have, and those who have not. 
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