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Medicaid, Americaâ€™s government-run health insurance program for the poor, should be a lifeline

that provides needed health care to Americans with no other options. Surprisingly, however, it

doesnâ€™t. The medical literature reveals a $450 billion-a-year scandal: that people on Medicaid

have far worse health outcomes than those with private insurance, and no better outcomes than

those with no insurance at all.Why is this so? In How Medicaid Fails the Poor, Avik Roy explains

how Medicaidâ€™s clumsy design and perverse incentives make it hard for people on Medicaid to

get the medical care they need. Medicaid doesnâ€™t reimburse doctors or hospitals for the cost of

caring for Medicaid enrollees, forcing many doctors to opt out of the program.The Affordable Care

Act, otherwise known as Obamacare, doubles down on this broken system. Roy shows us that

there are better ways, using private insurance, to provide needed care to our poorest citizens.
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I'm reading Avik Roy's book (pamphlet) on Medicaid. I have some strong opinions on this topic. In

1965, when Medicare and Medicaid became law, I was a medical student at the Los Angeles



County Hospital. My experience has been that the big city hospitals that once served as the safety

net for the urban poor, were devastated by the new law. Medicaid (MediCal in California) would not

pay for care in the County hospital where resident physicians were often the providers. I knew men

who quit their residencies to start MediCal mills.Years later, after I had done a graduate program at

Dartmouth, I asked permission of the new MediCal administrator to study the results of an HMO

model versus a fee for service model. I had the funding and the academic support. Permission was

refused.The author does an excellent job of describing the evolution of Medicaid and the effects on

the poor. I have never changed my mind about the benefits of the previous model, using big

community teaching hospitals to treat the poor. Medicaid promised them "mainstream private care"

which they have never had and will not have under Obamacare. Many primary care docs I knew

when I was in practice would treat Medicaid patients and never bill the system because the payment

was so poor and it took two years to get paid. They were in practice in a prosperous community.

Many inner city docs had no choice but were unable to provide good quality care. Medicaid was

never a real choice for the poor.Good account and well worth reading. His last section advocates a

free market system for the Medicaid population. I tend to doubt its efficacy and think the basic safety

net would be stronger in a system that included teaching hospitals and clinics. There is a reason

most poor people are poor.
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