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INDIVIDUAL MANDATES

Myths & Facts

FACT: Individual Mandates force people to buy health insurance.

A mandate is an order for you to do something.  Thus, an “individual mandate” for health insurance orders individuals to have health insurance.  Most plans use some type of enforcement mechanism, commonly a financial penalty, on those who disobey the mandate. 

MYTH: Individual Mandates are true Universal Health Care.


FACT: In the media, the individual mandate sounds synonymous with universal health care.  But it is not guaranteed, universal health care.  History has shown that individual insurance mandates have always failed because they are unenforceable in reality: people either refuse to buy them or simply cannot afford to buy them. 

MYTH: The Individual Mandate is a new policy.
FACT: In 1971, President Nixon fought to forestall single payer national health insurance by proposing an employer mandate.  Throughout the late 80s and early 90s, numerous states passed versions of Nixon’s mandate in tandem with an individual mandate for students and the self-employed.  Today’s recent craze for individual mandates was sparked anew when the Blue Cross Foundation proposed mandates as part of their June 2004 Roadmap to Coverage project.  In 2006, Massachusetts became the first state to require a full individual mandate.  Over the last year, individual mandates have once again gained major popularity and taken the health reform spotlight as politicians, such as California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and presidential hopeful Hilary Clinton, have strongly supported them.  

MYTH: Insurance companies dislike Individual Mandates.
FACT: In fact, insurance companies are the number one supporter of individual mandates because they skyrocket their profits by creating a captive market for their product.  This is because the individual mandate forces people to buy private health insurance without any affective limits placed on how much insurers can charge.  Nor do they affectively control how much insurers spend on actual health care services.  In reality, insurance companies do very little actual insuring:  already 30% of private insurance premiums go to overhead, profits, and executive salaries.  Instead of reform for universal coverage, individual mandates are really a plan to make people pay exorbitant amounts of money to be poorly insured.  In other words: Pay More, Get Less.

MYTH: Individual Mandates will help the uninsured.

FACT: Instead of helping, individual mandates hurt the uninsured in many ways.  Those who cannot afford to buy insurance, or who miss qualifying for an exemption, will be hit with a penalty.  Massachusetts has just raised their penalty to $912, a steep price for those who cannot afford health insurance in the first place.  Even worse is the possibility that the current emergency room safety net, which grants people the right to be treated regardless of their insurance status, could be taken away.  Another major foreseeable problem is that insurers will offer low income people "stripped down" plans, or in other words, little coverage and huge out of pocket expenses.  For example, Massachusetts individual mandate prides itself on making available "affordable" plans. The cheapest plans come with $2,000 deductibles, co-pays of up to 35% for most health services, separate medication deductibles with up to 50% co-pays, and cap only some out-of-pocket expenses.  

MYTH: For a lot of people, though, Individual Mandates mean affordable, quality health care.  

FACT: Individual mandates place unfair financial burdens on everyone but the wealthiest. The average health insurance premium for a family of four today is just over $12,000 a year.   Middle class families would not be able to afford this cost, which does not even include additional out-of-pocket expenses.  Already, 50% of bankruptcies are the result of medical bills that American’s cannot pay, and this phenomenon will only worsen with the advent of the individual mandate.  

MYTH: But Individual Mandates will lower health insurance costs.

FACT: Without successful cost controls, individual mandates only encourage increases in the private sector's profits.  Besides profits, they also raise costs because individual mandates mean more private insurance inefficiency and waste, such as increased bureaucracy and duplication of medical services, equipment, and facilities.  The enforced mandates of the 80s and 90s all failed to decrease costs.  A 2007 study estimates that the existing Massachusetts individual mandate has boosted already high premiums by more than 20%.   In turn, with rising health care costs, more people than expected cannot afford the mandated health insurance and thus qualify for government subsidies.  In 2007, the Massachusetts government’s subsidized coverage ran $146 million over budget.  It is projected they will run a whopping $400 million over budget in 2008.

MYTH: The real trouble with our health care system today is young people and undocumented 
workers "free riding".  The Individual Mandate will solve this problem.

FACT: Many studies have shown that young people and undocumented workers are not the problem with our health care system.  Many young people do not obtain health insurance today because employers increasingly do not offer it and because they cannot afford to buy private insurance.  Subsidizing and/or forcing young people to buy insurance will not cause costs to decrease.  A recent UCLA study found that undocumented workers make up a much smaller percentage of the uninsured than commonly believed.  Many individual mandates "deal with" undocumented workers by a brutal exclusion from access to health care.  This again demonstrates how individual mandates are not true universal health care.

FACT!: The most efficient, cost-saving, and quality health reform is Single Payer Universal 
Health Care.
In short, we now know that individual mandates are bad policy.  By forcing people to buy health insurance, mandates actually act as a subsidy to the insurance industry, enriching profits and CEO salaries while delivering little to the "customer". They are not only inefficient, wasteful, inhumane, and fail to raise the numbers of insured, but are also another step toward an increasing privatization dismantling our economic human right to adequate health care.  Fortunately, there is a solution that delivers quality, affordable health care to ALL Americans.  Single Payer Universal Health Care takes out the insurance companies and their enormous profits by implementing an efficient, non-profit national health insurance program.  Under the Just Health Care plan, the United States could pay for universal coverage today for the same amount we spend now.  The best part is that this system would save 95% of taxpayers money!  Single Payer Universal Health Care is the only humane, real solution out there that can bring the dignity and change to our health care crisis that is needed so desperately.
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