Why should YOU care about Immigrant Health in the US?

Who are immigrants and what role do they play in our society?

The U.S. Census Bureau refers to immigrants as those who are foreign born- anyone who is not a U.S. citizen at birth. This comprises a large range of individuals, including naturalized U.S. citizens, lawful permanent residents (immigrants), temporary migrants (such as foreign students), humanitarian migrants (such as refugees), and persons illegally present in the United States.

In 2002, there were 34.5 million foreign-born persons in the US and these figures are likely higher today. Despite popular belief, most immigrants are in the United States legally (74%), while 9.3 million are undocumented. 1
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In 2006, foreign-born workers comprised 15% of the US’ total workforce and have contributed as essential parts of our economy and our society’s diversity. In a 2007 study, the US Council of Economic Advisors reported that immigrants have a significant positive fiscal impact and tend to complement natives rather than compete with them. Immigrants raise natives’ income and their productivity.2  While these results show that immigrants positively contribute to the US, they do not provide the basis for ensuring access to healthcare for immigrants. Ultimately, immigrants are human beings and deserve comprehensive, accessible healthcare, as all individuals do.

Do immigrants have healthcare coverage?

As future physicians, it is important for us to understand our immigrant-patients’ access to health insurance or government-sponsored coverage. Although most immigrants are working, most of them do not receive employment-based coverage because their employers tend to be small businesses and do not offer insurance. 

Immigrants often do not receive health insurance from Medicaid and the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (S-CHIP) either. In 1996, the federal government restricted immigrants from receiving care from these programs, unless they have resided in the US for at least 5 years as lawfully documented residents. In response, some states, such as Illinois and New York, pushed efforts to provide coverage for these low-income immigrants, while other states including Arizona and Virginia have added increased barriers for non-citizens to access healthcare.3 Unfortunately, even the immigrants who are eligible for Medicaid or S-CHIP often have a fear of enrolling due to possible deportation or are confused regarding the application process. The result: 42-51% of immigrants have no form of health insurance.
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How does immigrant health impact the US healthcare system?

Immigrants on average are healthier than natives and their children’s healthcare costs are 86% less than US-born citizen children.4 However, because they are uninsured, greater problems arise when they have health concerns. Because most of them do not have access to healthcare, their health deteriorates. Hospitals often take in almost or all of the costs for these patients because immigrants do not address their health problems until it is necessary for them to go to the emergency room (ER). This can become a financial burden for the hospitals, as costs of healthcare for immigrant children who arrive in the ER are three times as high as native-born children.5  As a result, total healthcare expenditures increase in the US.

Since immigrant healthcare costs are significantly lower, investing in resources for early diagnoses and preventive medicine for immigrants would improve their health by increasing their longevity and quality of life, decrease US healthcare costs, and improve our overall system.

What can you do to improve immigrant health in the US?

Join AMSA’s Health Policy Action Network (HPAN) and lobby for immigrant health bills. Currently, we are working on the Legal Immigrant Children’s Health Act which will provide health insurance for legal immigrant children through Medicaid or S-CHIP, even if they have not resided for 5 years. This will be a major step against the 1996 move to impede progress for immigrant health.
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