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patients, are African-American. It also ed States has one of the highest quali- ® O

seems that most of the patients belong
to the low socioeconomic class and pos-
sess no health insurance to cover their
health care costs. Most of them never
go to a hospital unless it's an emergen-
cy or their health has deteriorated to
such a point that it warrants attention
by a physician. The most common dis-
eases are chronic and not acute, such
as hypertension, diabetes, renal disease,
obesity, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, and
STDs. What is the cause for this in
the Emergency Department?0

A vast body of evidence has shown
that those with low socioeconomic sta-
tus have higher morbidity, mortality,
and disability rates. Poor housing,
crowding, low income, racial factors,
poor education, and unemployment are
frequently cited. These factors are
said to result in such outcomes as poor
nutrition, poor medical care, employ-
ment in non-hygienic conditions, and
exposure to noxious agents. It is possi-
ble that persons in the lower class
have less access to medical care
resources or, if care is available, that
they do not benefit from that availabili-
ty i.e. they receive less adequate medi-
cal care. It may be that the high mor-
tality and morbidity rates observed in
the lower social classes are in part due
to inadequate medical care services as
well as to the impact of a toxic and haz-
ardous physical environment.J

General susceptibility to disease may
be influenced not only by the impact of
life change and life stress (associated
with social and mobility), but also by
differences in the way people cope
with such stress. Smoking is a coping
response that has been associated with
many causes of morbidity and mortali-
ty, as is obesity. It seems that persons
in the lower classes experience more
life changes and that they tend to be
more obese and to smoke more cigar-
ettes. Not only do those in the lower
classes live in a more toxic physical
environment with inadequate medical
care, but also they live in a social and

ties of medical care in the world. In
times of illness or emergency, they can
go to their family physician or a local
teaching hospital to receive needed
care and assured that their health
insurance will pay for most of the bills
incurred. However, this ease of access
to health care does not exist for a sur-
prisingly large number of Americans.
At any pointing time, 25 million Ameri-
cans have no health insurance cover-
age from private health insurance
plans or public programs. Until recent-
ly, individuals without health insurance
coverage or ready cash could be and
were turned away from hospitals even
in emergency situations. Even now,
many people rely upon the crowded,
understaffed public hospitals as the
only source of reliable available care,
such as the Emergency Department at
the Regional Medical Center at
Memphis (the Med). A significant por-
tion of the population endures avoid-
able pain, suffering, and even death
because of an inability to pay for health
care. Demands on the physicians and
other health professionals of publically
funded hospitals and health centers typ-
ically outstrip available time and
resources, and the health centers them-
selves inevitably incur major financial
deficits. Tennessee has a high rate of
unemployment, which means that a
large portion of the population does not
have any kind of health insurance. A
major reduction in funding for health
services for the poor and uninsured
(Tenncare) has been made, beginning
August 1st of this year. With the
health industry increasingly becoming
an entrepreneurial business endeavor,
there seems little room for charity
such as those given at the Med.OJ

Most American workers receive their
health care coverage through the work-
place but employees of smaller firms
are less likely to be insured than
employees of large firms. White collar
workers are most likely to be insured,
while blue collar workers are less like-

ly. Regionally, in the heavily industrial

and unionized Northeast and north cen-

tral regions of the United States, the
percentage of uninsured is half that of
the South (such as Tennessee) and the
West. 5 percent in the Northeast and
north central regions are uninsured
compared with 11 percent in the South

and West. There is a higher concentra-

tion of poor and minority persons in
the South in comparison with other
parts of the U.S. which helps to explain
the high level of uninsured individuals.
Many poor persons are ineligible for
Medicaid due to categorical require-
ments and variations in state eligibility
policies. Thus, while the poor are the
obviously the least able to pay for care
directly, they are the most likely to be
without either Medicaid or private

insurance. Lack of insurance is inverse-

ly related to the ability to pay for
health care. Blacks, Hispanics, and oth-
er minorities are also more likely to be
uninsured than whites regardless of
their income; poor blacks are the most
likely to be uninsured. Therefore,
health coverage in the U.S. is a matter
of luck, to some extent.(]

These disparities in access to care
should be unacceptable in a society
that boasts of decency and humanity.
Expanded coverage of Medicaid would
facilitate access to health care and pre-
ventative care. Government policies
should also encourage
employers to provide com-
prehensive coverage to all
workers and their
families. When unem-
ployed, public coverage
should be guaranteed
until reemployment.
Being unemployed should
no translate to being
unable to have access to
health care services.
Along with improved
financing, resources must
also be redistributed to

underserved areas to assure that
health care providers are available.
Continued funding and expansion of
public and community health care pro-
grams to assure physical access to
services for residents in poverty is a
must. Without such reforms, health
care centers like the Med will continue
to incur serious financial deficits while
doctors and other health care profes-
sionals are overworked and underpaid,
especially in the Emergency Depart-
ment since they are usually the first
ones to see and care for the patient
and later triaging them to other special-
ists in the hospital. However, the ones
who suffer the most will continue to be
the poor, even though they are the
ones who desperately need preventa-
tive care and treatment.J
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