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Houston-area children's health insurance is increasingly

being provided by government safety-net programs as

employers cut jobs and benefits, according to a new study.

The survey, sponsored by Texas Children's Hospital,

found that in the last three years, area children's

enrollment in Medicaid and the Children's Health

Insurance Program doubled as coverage through work-based plans decreased significantly. This shift

comes in a state known for not embracing government health programs.

"Part of it is the economy," said Richard Batsell, a Rice University management professor who conducted

the survey. "But I wonder if part of it is unintended causes of the new health care legislation - insurance

companies feeling that because there's more of a government option, they no longer have to provide

certain coverage."

Batsell said the most common explanation from uninsured survey participants was that they couldn't

afford coverage.

Based on the survey, Texas Children's estimated that 400,000 Houston children lost coverage through

their family's work options from 2008 to 2011.

It is unknown how many of those enrolled in Medicaid and CHIP, but Batsell noted the percentage of

area households with uninsured children rose in the period, from 6.5 percent to 9.3 percent.

Possible explanation

The shift toward government safety-net programs mirrors a state and national trend.

The Center for Children and Families reported Tuesday that the number of uninsured children decreased

from 6.9 million in 2008 to 5.9 million in 2010 due to Medicaid and CHIP. Houston notwithstanding, the

number in Texas decreased from 1.14 million to just under a million.

Batsell suggested that Houston's status as an immigrant magnet may be a factor in rates of uninsured

children rising here while the numbers declined in the state and nation.

Local children's advocacy leaders said safety-net coverage of Houston children should continue to grow if

health-care reform goes into effect as scheduled in 2014.

Although the federal legislation will mostly benefit uninsured adults, the leaders said it likely would also

add hundreds of thousands of uninsured Texas children to Medicaid and CHIP.



They estimated about 500,000 Texas children currently are eligible for CHIP or Medicaid but not

enrolled in either program.

Nevertheless, Texas children are twice as likely to be insured as adults. About 2.5 million Texas children

are on Medicaid and about 550,000 Texas children are enrolled in CHIP, according to the latest census

data. There are 225,000 Texas adults on Medicaid.

Survey results

The Houston numbers, according to the Texas Children's survey:

57.8 percent of insured households' children were covered through work-based plans in 2011, down from

74 percent in 2008.

35.1 percent were covered through Medicaid and the Children's Health Insurance program in 2011, up

from 16.5 percent in 2008.

71 percent of households where at least one parent worked had the option of buying a company health

plan covering dependents in 2011, down from 76 percent in 2008.

Local children's advocacy leaders said the shift toward safety-net coverage shows the value of CHIP and

Medicaid at a time of high unemployment and childhood poverty rates. They warned against calls from

some state or national leaders to cut such programs.

Doctors opting out

The head of the conservative Texas Public Policy Foundation said the change is reflective of a tough

economy and a broken health care system that needs reforming.

The increase in safety-net coverage doesn't necessarily ensure care for all such patients. A 2010 Texas

Medical Association survey of pediatricians found nearly a quarter accepted no Medicaid or CHIP

patients and between 26 and 30 percent limited such patients.

Batsell's research team conducted random telephone interviews with 700 adults with at least one child in

12 Houston-area counties, about 70 percent in Harris County, in 2003, 2006, 2008 and 2011.

The survey has a margin of error range of plus or minus 2.5 percent to 3.8 percentage points.
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