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Ensuring that all children, particularly the most vulnerable children with asthma and other special health
needs, have access to comprehensive, affordable health coverage is not only smart and cost-effective, it can
play a vital role in their development.
Asthma is the most common chronic disease in childhood. Childhood asthma rates are at historically high
levels: 1 In 2008, one in seven children had been diagnosed with asthma at some point in their lives. 2
Minority and low-income* children are disproportionately affected by asthma. Compared with White children,
Black children are more likely to have asthma, to visit the emergency room and to be hospitalized for asthma-related
symptoms.
•
•
•
•

Black children are approximately one and a half times more likely to ever have been diagnosed with asthma
than White children. 3
Black children are over four times more likely to seek care at an emergency room and three times more likely
to be hospitalized for asthma than White children. 4
Children in low-income families are more than twice as likely to ever have been diagnosed with asthma than
children in families that are not low-income. 5
Children living in inner cities face unique challenges. 85 percent of inner-city children with asthma have
uncontrolled symptoms. 6 These children have disproportionate exposure to allergens like dust mites and mold
and local irritants such as secondhand smoke and air pollution, all of which are associated with development
and worsening of asthma. 7

Many children with asthma do not get the regular care they need, leading to a lack of effective treatment and
poor asthma control. Asthma’s effects depend greatly on whether a child receives regular checkups with education
and follow-up treatment plans.
•
•
•

Black children and Latino children receive about half as much outpatient care and medication management as
White children. 8 Moreover, Black children and Latino children are less likely to have a usual place of medical
care than White children. 9
One out of nine Black children is uninsured. More than one-fourth of uninsured Black children had to delay
needed medical care and more than one-fifth of uninsured Black children did not get needed medical care
because of cost.
Routine medications for chronic asthma symptoms are often underprescribed and underused. 10 Children with
consistently poorly controlled asthma have a six-fold increased risk for hospitalization due to severe asthma
symptoms. 11

Asthma, especially poorly controlled asthma, is a significant source of medical costs for families and for our
country.
•
•
•

•

The estimated annual cost for treating asthma in children is $8 billion. 12
In 2006, children required nearly 150,000 hospitalizations 13 and made 593,000 visits to emergency
departments for asthma. 14
Primary care doctor visits to help manage asthma cost much less than emergency room visits and
hospitalizations. In Texas, the cost for a child to visit a doctor in the early stages of an asthma attack is about
$100, but going to the emergency room to treat full-blown asthma symptoms can result in a three-day hospital
stay costing more than $7,300.
When children receive tailored asthma education and ongoing treatment, they are less likely to require costly
hospitalizations and avoidable emergency room visits. 15, 16, 17

*Income<200% of federal poverty level
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Poorly controlled asthma interferes with children’s daily activities and education, contributing to substantial
indirect costs of asthma. Asthma symptoms can affect children’s ability to learn, play, and sleep well, and can
prevent them from reaching their full potential.
•
•

•
•

Asthma is one of the leading causes of school absenteeism. Asthma-related illnesses cause children to miss
almost 13 million school days a year. 18 Children with uncontrolled asthma consistently miss more school than
children with well-managed asthma. 19
Chronic absenteeism exacts a high price from children, who have difficulty making up the work they missed
and keeping up with their peers, and from their parents, who must often take time off from work during these
absences to care for their sick children. Parental loss of work contributes significant indirect costs to the
nation each year in lost productivity. 20, 21
In one study, kindergarten children with asthma had significantly lower school readiness skills compared to
children without asthma. 22
Children with severe asthma have to repeat a grade almost three times more often than children with mild
asthma. 23

Children with asthma who have access to quality health care and insurance have improved development and
health status. Recognizing early symptoms, avoiding asthma triggers, and receiving proper medication are important
to managing asthma.
•
•
•
•

Almost 10 percent of children (657,000) who have ever been told they have asthma are uninsured. 24
Uninsured children with asthma receive fewer office and outpatient visits, prescriptions, and preventive
checkups than insured children. 2526
The odds of having an unmet health need for uninsured children with asthma is fourteen times that for an
insured child. 27
Though less than half of children with asthma currently receive consistent medical care, studies show that
early and aggressive treatment of asthma reduces the need for hospital visits and improves children’s overall
health. 28
Thirteen months after enrolling in CHIP, one study found the number of children with any unmet health needs
dropped by half, the mean number of asthma attacks decreased by more than 50 percent, and children
reporting problems getting to their usual source of care during an asthma attack dropped from 13 to 4
percent. 29

Poor health in childhood can cast long shadows later in life; consequently, good health at birth and
throughout childhood is essential for children and for the adults and workers they will become. All children
must have access to comprehensive, affordable, and accessible health coverage.
1

Akinbami LJ, et al. “Status of Childhood Asthma in the United States 1980-2007”. Pediatrics 2009; 123; S131-S145.
Bloom, B., Cohen, R., Freeman, G. Summary Health Statistics for U.S. Children: National Health Interview Survey, 2008. U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Center for Health Statistics. Table 1. Hyattsville, MD. December
2009.
3
Bloom, B., Cohen, R., Freeman, G. Summary Health Statistics for U.S. Children: National Health Interview Survey, 2008. U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Center for Health Statistics. Hyattsville, MD. December 2009.
4
Akinbami LJ, et al. “Status of Childhood Asthma in the United States 1980-2007”. Pediatrics 2009; 123; S131-S145.
5
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, National Center for Health Statistics, 2008 National Health Interview Survey. Calculations by
Children’s Defense Fund.
6
Cargas, PA, et al. Symptom profile and asthma control in school-age children. Ann Allergy, Asthma, and Immunology. 2006; 96:787-793.
7
Warman, K., Silver, EJ., Wood, PR. “Asthma risk factor assessment: what are the needs of inner-city families?” Annals of Allergy, Asthma, and
Immunology, 2006; 97:S11-S15;5.
8
Changing pO2licy: The Elements for Improving Childhood Asthma Outcomes. GW. 2010.
9
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, National Center for Health Statistics, 2008 National Health Interview Survey. Calculations by
Children’s Defense Fund.
10
Akinbami LJ, et al. “Status of Childhood Asthma in the United States 1980-2007”. Pediatrics 2009; 123; S131-S145.
11
Szefler, S. “Advances in pediatric asthma in 2009: Gaining control of childhood asthma”. Journal of Allergy & Clinical Immunology. 125(1):69-78,
2010 Jan.
12
Soni, A. The Five Most Costly Children’s Conditions, 2006: Estimates for the U.S. Civilian Noninstitutionalized Children, Aged 0-17. Medical
Expenditure Panel Survey: Statistical Brief #242. April 2009.
13
DeFrances, C., Lucas, C., et al. 2006 National Hospital Discharge Survey. National Health Statistics Reports. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics. July 2008; 5, Table 2. http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr005.pdf
14
Akinbami LJ., et al. Status of Childhood Asthma in the United States 1980-2007. Pediatrics. 2009; 123; A131-145.
15
http:www.childrenshealthfund.org/child-health-care/special-initiatives/childhood-asthma-initiative
16
Bhogal, S. et al. The role of written action plans in childhood asthma. Current Opinions in Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2008. 8; 177-188.
17
Cloutier MM, et al. Use of asthma guidelines by primary care providers to reduce hospitalizations and emergency room visits in poor, minority,
urban children. Journal of Pediatrics. 2005; 146(5):591-597.
2

25 E Street, NW, Washington, DC 20001

p (202) 628-8787

f (202) 662-3510

www.childrensdefense.org

18

Akinbami LJ. The State of Childhood Asthma 1980-2005. Advance Data from Vital and Health Statistics: no 381, Revised December 2006.
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2006.
Tinkelman D., et al. “Absenteeism from School or Work among Uncontrolled Asthma Patients”. Chest 2007; 484S, Slide Presentation October
23, 2007.
20
Corso, P., Fertig, A. The Long-term Economic Costs of Asthma. Partnership for America’s Economic Success: Issue Paper #13. 2009.
21
Thies KM. “Identifying the educational implications of chronic illness in school children”. Journal of School Health 1999; 69; 392-397.
22
Halterman, JS., et al. “School readiness among urban children with asthma”. Ambulatory Pediatrics. 2001; 1(2) 201-205.
23
Blackman, JA., Gurka, MJ. “Developmental and Behavioral Comorbidities of Asthma in Children”. Journal of Behavioral and Developmental
Pediatrics. 28:92-99; 2007.
24
Changing pO2licy: The Elements for Improving Childhood Asthma Outcomes. GW. 2010.
25
Dor, A., et al. Analysis of 2006 MEPS Data, Washington D.C. GWU. 2009. Changing pO2licy: The Elements for Improving Childhood Asthma
Outcomes. GW. 2010.
26
Halterman, JS., et al. “Inadequate Therapy and Poor Symptom Control among Children with Asthma: Findings from a Multistate Sample”.
Ambulatory Pediatrics. Mar/Apr 2007; 7,2.
27
Hlaterman, JS., et al. The Impact of Health Insurance Gaps on Access to Care Among Children with Asthma in the United States. Ambulatory
Pediatrics. Jan/Feb 2008; 8, 1.
28
Mangione-Smith, R., et al. “The Quality of Ambulatory Care Delivered to Children in the United States”. New England Journal of Medicine. 2007;
357 (15):1515-1523.
29
Szilagyi, P.G., et al. “Improved Asthma Care After Enrollment in the State Children’s Health Insurance Program in New York”. Pediatrics 2006:
11: 484-496.
19

25 E Street, NW, Washington, DC 20001

p (202) 628-8787

f (202) 662-3510

www.childrensdefense.org

