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Medical debt in NY
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Q: Generally speaking, how confident are you 
that you have enough money or health 

insurance to pay the medical costs for the 
USUAL healthcare services that you or your 

family require? 

Half of New Yorkers express uncertainty about paying for 
usual healthcare services; 7 in 10 aren’t very confident 

about paying for costs related to a major illness. 
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USUAL 
SERVICES

MAJOR 
ILLNESS

% NOT VERY 
CONFIDENT 53% 68%

Women 54% 69%
Men 52% 67%

18 to 34 60% 74%
35 to 54 56% 71%
55 to 64 49% 64%

65+ 44% 58%

Black 55% 71%
Latino/Hispanic 58% 76%

White 49% 66%

Less than $30K 64% 78%
$30K to $50K 53% 73%
$50K to $75K 59% 66%

$75K to $100K 48% 62%
$100K or more 40% 57%

Democrats 47% 63%
Independents 62% 75%
Republicans 48% 65%

Buffalo/Rochester* 51% 70%
Long Island 51% 66%

NYC 5 Boroughs 52% 68%
Westchester / 
Hudson Valley 59% 68%

Rest of NY State 58% 70%

Q: How confident are you that you have enough 
money or health insurance to pay the medical 
costs if you or a family member has a MAJOR 

ILLNESS?

*See Appendix for details on counties by 
region. 
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31%
Of New Yorkers have 

fought a healthcare bill

Q: Have you ever appealed, 
questioned, or fought a 

healthcare bill you received?

20%
Of New Yorkers have paid 

a bill they thought was 
wrong to avoid being sued 

or harassed

Q: Have you ever just paid a 
healthcare bill you thought 
was wrong because you 

feared being sued or harassed 
if you did not pay it? 
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A third of adults (31%) have appealed or questioned a bill. 
And, 20% say they have paid a bill they thought was 

wrong because they were afraid of being sued.

41%
Of New Yorkers have 

either fought a healthcare 
bill or paid a bill they 
thought was wrong

FOUGHT A 
BILL

PAID 
WRONG Bill

% Yes 31% 20%

Women 29% 18%
Men 33% 22%

18 to 34 25% 29%
35 to 54 38% 21%
55 to 64 34% 17%

65+ 26% 8%

Black 26% 19%
Latino/Hispanic 24% 19%

White 33% 19%

Less than $30K 20% 16%
$30K to $50K 33% 26%
$50K to $75K 29% 19%

$75K to $100K 43% 28%
$100K or more 43% 21%

Democrats 33% 24%
Independents 29% 16%
Republicans 31% 20%

Buffalo/Rochester 38% 17%
Long Island 34% 33%

NYC 5 Boroughs 30% 19%
Westchester / Hudson 

Valley 30% 13%

Rest of NY State 26% 19%



#EndMedicalDebt 
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• Patient-driven concern 

– Community Health Advocates saw 64% spike in medical debt cases over 2 years

• All NY hospitals are nonprofits & get $1.1 billion annually for 
“uncompensated care.” However:
– Over 53,000 patients sued between 2015 and 2020 

– Most hospitals do NOT sue their patients
– Only 20 hospitals are responsible for most lawsuits 

– Median judgment is $1,900 – little impact on hospital margins
– Most lawsuits are won by default – patients don’t come to court

CSS | Community Service Society



• JAMA (2021); CFPB (2022)
‒ Medical debt disparately impacts patients who are low-income and/or 

people of color

• Discharged Into Debt series of reports revealed:
– Pandemic (1/21): Hospitals sued 5,000 New Yorkers during the pandemic 
– Racial Disparities (3/21): Significant racial disparities in medical debt 

– 200-400% more common in majority minority zip codes (Westchester, 
Albany, Monroe, Onondaga, Erie, and Schenectady counties)

– Albany:  
– 65% of lawsuits filed in zips w/high proportion of people of color 
– 50% of lawsuits filed in zips where median family income is less 

than 200% of the FPL, which is far below the income cutoff under 
the State’s hospital financial assistance law
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The Evidence:  Medical debt hits 
low-income & minority patients hardest

CSS | Community Service Society

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/2782187
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/about-us/newsroom/cfpb-estimates-88-billion-in-medical-bills-on-credit-reports/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/05/nyregion/coronavirus-medical-debt-hospitals.html
https://apps.urban.org/features/debt-interactive-map/?type=overall&variable=pct_w_medical_debt_in_collections&state=36
https://www.cssny.org/publications/entry/discharged-into-debt-medical-debt-and-racial-disparities-in-albany-county#:%7E:text=Not%20only%20do%2012%20percent,have%20medical%20debt%20in%20Albany.


Liens and Wage 
Garnishments
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The relationship between medical debt and 
housing insecurity
• Discharged Into Debt:  Nonprofit Hospitals File Liens on 

Patients’ Homes (11/21)

• 56 hospitals filed a total of 4,880 liens between 2017 and 
2018 – while getting $442 million in State ICP funds

• A judgment lien can reduce the value of what is, for most 
people, their main asset and future economic security*

9CSS | Community Service Society

Hospital sues 
patient for 
unpaid bill

Hospital wins 
lawsuit

Owner can’t 
refinance property

Owner can’t sell 
property

Owner can’t obtain 
additional loan

Lien placed on 
home



Wage garnishments targets low-wage 
workers

• Discharged Into Debt:  New York’s Nonprofit Hospitals 
Garnish Patients’ Wage (July 2022)

• Random sample of 5 hospitals wage garnishment cases 
reveals

‒ Patients work in low-wage occupations (e.g., healthcare, social 
services, manufacturing, and retail)

‒ Employers include: Willowpoint Nursing Home, Walmart, Fage 
Dairy, Prattsburgh School District 

‒ Typical wages are $26,0000-$50,000 (below 300% of FPL)

‒ The 5 hospitals received $18.5 million in ICP funds, but report 
only providing $6.1 million in financial aid – a $12.4 million 
windfall

10CSS | Community Service Society



Hospital Financial 
Assistance
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Hospital Financial Assistance Law
“Manny’s Law”
• 2006 Financial Assistance Law came after long fight for reform

• Advocates documented many examples of patients who were denied 
care or financial assistance; most hospitals had no formal financial 
assistance policies

• Requires hospitals that take state ICP funding to:

• Establish a formal financial assistance policy 

• Give discounts to uninsured patients who can’t afford care

• Follow strict rules for application procedures

• Use fair collections procedures

• Additional reforms created new system of allocating indigent care funding (2008 
– present) 

12CSS | Community Service Society



13CSS | Community Service Society

Coverage disparities based on immigration status, race, 
and ethnicity

Race or Ethnicity Percent Uninsured

White 3.8%

Black 5.6%

American Indian or 
Alaska Native

13.9%

Asian 6.7%

Hispanic or Latino, 
any race

10.1%

Citizenship Status Percent Uninsured

Native-born 3.5%

Naturalized 4.7%

Not a citizen 21.0%

Source: United States Census Bureau, Selected Characteristics of Health Insurance Coverage in the United States 
(Table 22701), 2019 



Applying for HFA

The hospital must: 
 Post application, summary, and policy on their website

 Have a process that is not unduly burdensome

 Include information about FA on bills and statements

 Help patients with the application

 Make it available in the primary languages served by the hospital

 Follow a minimum timeline

 Have an appeals process

 Let patients apply for FA at the same time as they apply for Medicaid

14CSS | Community Service Society



Hospitals create unlawful barriers

Hospitals are not allowed to:

 Require a social security number

 Require tax returns or other IRS documentation

 Deny an application based on a credit score

 Forward an account to collections while an application is 
pending

 Consider assets of patients with income over 150% FPL

 Ask for information about a patient’s monthly bills 

15CSS | Community Service Society



HFAL audit shows hospitals continue to 
fail to implement law correctly

16CSS | Community Service Society

• 2012 reform required state to audit hospitals for HFAL compliance
• In 2018, CSS reviewed audit results and found the audit system needed 

improvements:
1. Passing score was effectively 63% of all questions 

DOH only based score on 40 of 52 audit questions
Hospitals only needed to score at least 80% on remaining 
40 questions

2. Hospitals that passed weren’t required to correct any errors
3. DOH based grades on the hospital’s self-assessment without 

verifying 
4. Lower audit scores were correlated with offering less assistance

Source: https://hcfany.org/still-waiting/

• 2021 update: hospital scores getting worse! 



Hospital financial assistance is a lifeline for uninsured 
patients, but hospitals create unlawful barriers to eligibility 

Amanda Dade is an immigrant from Canada and a victim of domestic abuse.  Amanda 
went to Alice Hyde Medical Center (AHMC) in Malone, where she had emergency 
surgery for an ectopic pregnancy. She had no insurance and no income.
Amanda met with a social worker at AHMC, who didn’t tell her about Emergency 
Medicaid or hospital financial assistance. She would have qualified for both programs. 
Amanda recalled, “The hospital staff never informed me about charity care, which I 
only learned about afterwards, from a neighbor. I was turned away because of my 
immigration status and I thought that there was no hope.”

17CSS | Community Service Society

After learning about financial assistance, Amanda applied but was told that she had to wait for her 
immigration papers to go through.  However, hospitals may not apply an immigration status requirement for 
hospital financial assistance.
Amanda applied again when she received her green card and was told that she had been approved for 
hospital financial assistance, but only prospectively. A CHA Health Counselor helped Amanda appeal this 
decision. 
Almost 2 years after her treatment, AMHC withdrew the bill from collections and closed her account. 



Get help! 

If you have any questions about hospital financial assistance, call 
Community Health Advocates at:

888-614-5400
www.communityhealthadvocates.org

18CSS | Community Service Society



Thank you!

•For more information:
• See the #EndMedicalDebt Campaign Page: 

https://www.cssny.org/campaigns/entry/end-medical-debt

• https://wethepatientsny.org/about-us/

• https://www.cssny.org/issues/entry/access-to-health-care

19CSS | Community Service Society

https://www.cssny.org/campaigns/entry/end-medical-debt
https://wethepatientsny.org/about-us/
https://www.cssny.org/issues/entry/access-to-health-care
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