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Executive Summary

The number of unemployed individuals has risen by 7.2 million during the current recession. 
Since employer-sponsored insurance covers more than half of all people under age 65, the rise 
in unemployment puts health insurance at risk for millions of workers and their families. Cancer 
patients and others with serious health problems are especially vulnerable during this recession 
because even short periods without health insurance can have serious consequences on their 
health and finances.

The Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985 (COBRA) was designed to help 
people temporarily continue their employer-sponsored coverage, but premium costs and eligibility 
restrictions have limited the number of people maintaining coverage through COBRA. Individuals 
who are unable to keep their previous coverage can try to purchase their own coverage, but in 
most states those with health problems such as cancer will likely find that private plans charge 
them a higher premium or will not offer them coverage at any price.

The original COBRA legislation required that those who wanted to maintain coverage through 
COBRA had to pay the full insurance premium, which averages more than $1,000 a month for a 
family policy. To help laid-off workers and their families keep their insurance during this recession, 
a temporary COBRA premium subsidy was included in the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of 2009 (ARRA). The nine-month federal subsidy covers 65 percent of the cost of COBRA 
premiums for individuals who involuntarily lost their jobs and for their dependents.

Since December 2008, the American Cancer Society Health Insurance Assistance Service has 
experienced a 30 percent increase in the number of calls from cancer patients and survivors 
when compared to the same time period a year ago. Most of this increase can be attributed to the 
economic downturn. This report tells the stories of six cancer patients and survivors who have 
called the American Cancer Society Health Insurance Assistance Service after losing their jobs 
or health insurance during the recession. It is a follow-up to the previous report written by the 
Kaiser Family Foundation and the American Cancer Society, Spending to Survive:  Cancer Patients 
Confront Holes in the Health Insurance System.1

The six patients profiled are:

	 •	� Debra Keown:  Debra is a 51-year-old lung cancer survivor who lost her insurance after her 
husband’s employer stopped offering benefits.

	 •	� Darla Snyder:  Darla signed up for COBRA, but she lost that coverage after her employer 
went bankrupt.

	 •	 �Fred Hughes:  Fred is a kidney cancer patient who was recently laid off and is unsure if he 
can afford to pay for insurance while also paying his mortgage.

	 •	� Larry Carey:  Larry is a lung cancer patient who was laid off and then lost his COBRA 
coverage when he did not have enough money to pay his premiums.

	 •	 �Ellen Snopkowski:  Ellen is a breast cancer survivor whose previous employer filed for 
bankruptcy, leaving her searching for coverage for her family.

	 •	� Diana W.:  Diana (who did not want her last name used) is a breast cancer patient who is 
worried about being able to afford coverage once her COBRA subsidy ends.

Several of the individuals interviewed for this brief have delayed treatments or incurred medical 
debt to pay for care with potentially adverse consequences in their struggle against cancer. Those 
who have lost their insurance may not be able to purchase their own coverage due to their history of 
cancer and may face pre-existing condition exclusions if they regain employer-sponsored coverage.
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