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You May Be Surprised by the Type of American Who Is
Postponing Basic Health Care During the Pandemic

BY JEFFREY KLUGER
FEBRUARY 23, 2021 9:49 AM EST

IT here’s more than one way to get sick during the COVID-19 pandemic. You
can contract the virus, of course, as more than 28 million Americans
already have. Or you can dodge the disease but still suffer from the disruption
caused by quarantines and social distancing, if they lead you to neglect routine
health care. That, a new TIME-Harris Poll survey shows, is just what too many

of us are doing.

The top-line numbers from the survey of 1,093 participants (a representative
sample of the U.S. public) are sobering, with 78% of respondents reporting that
they have put off at least some medical services during the past three months
of pandemic. Of those procedures, dental exams or cleanings were the most
frequently missed, with 30% saying that they have passed on regular oral care.

Annual physical check-ups were next at 27%, followed by eye exams at 25%.

More troubling—if somewhat less common—were the 15% of people who said
they were missing appointments with specialists, including orthopedists,
dermatologists and, most worrisome, cardiologists. The 500,000 Americans
who have died of COVID-19 since the start of the pandemic represents a scary
enough figure, but it still trails the 655,000 who lose their lives each year to
cardiovascular disease. If even a fraction of heart-disease patients are missing
their regular cardiology visits during the pandemic, there could be a bump in
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"1 most concerned about an increase in morbidity and mortality due to cases

of cancer being detected too late,” says Kelly Anderson, a health services
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researcher and PhD candidate at John Hopkins University’s Bloomberg School
of Public Health- < NEXT UP: EDITOR'S PICK >
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®E$  ring the pandemic and who is letting things slide. In the case of education,
for example, good health practices seemed to be inversely associated with
academic achievement. Only 16% of people with a high school education or less
have put off their routine check-ups during the pandemic, compared to 31% of

people with some college and 34% of college graduates.

Similarly, lower income Americans appear to be doing a better job of looking
after themselves than higher-earners. Just 21% of people in households with
less than $50,000 annual income are missing routine physicals, compared to
23% in the $75,000 to $100,000 group and a whopping 35% of those in

households earning more than $100,000 annually.

In some ways, these numbers are unsurprising. Lower-income and less-
educated people tend to be more likely to have chronic health problems and
thus have less of an option of skipping their physicals. “Conditions like
diabetes and hypertension are more common among people with lower income.
They might feel like they just know they can’t miss a check-up, so they make it
more of a priority,” says Dr. Jessica Justman, an infectious disease specialist
and epidemiologist at Columbia University’s Mailman School of Public Health.
“People with higher income have more options for diet and exercise and are

healthier overall.”

Insurance—or lack of it—may be at work too, says Dr. David Buchholz, medical
director of primary care at Columbia University Irving Medical Center. People
in lower income brackets are disproportionately represented among the
uninsured, and thus likelier to lack access to health care to begin with; if they
haven’t been getting regular physicals all along, they’d be less likely to
describe themselves as missing them now. “If they’re starting from a baseline
health care of zero,” Buchholz says, ‘;{t&eaf’ﬁkﬁtlﬂgbe zero during the pandemic.”
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there can often be high deductibles and other out of pocket expenses—62% are


https://time.com/5942032/ghana-first-covax-coronavirus-vaccine-delivery/
https://time.com/5932844/black-history-movies/

saying no thanks to annual checkups compared to just 32% of people on
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mmunities of color suffering more—often lacking health insurance and
working in lower income jobs. Among white Americans, 20% report missing
their annual check-ups during the pandemic, compared to 29% of Black
Americans and 48% of Hispanic Americans. Structural disadvantages that made
health care harder to access pre-pandemic would only be exacerbated when

lockdowns and economic hardship set in.

Anderson also points out that even among low-income Medicaid recipients,
there are up-front costs for health care, which may simply not be affordable in
the COVID-19 economy. “Even small out of pocket costs can be a major barrier

and lead to people forego care,” she says.

No surprise at all in our incorrigibly partisan culture, political leanings have
played a role in health care decisions in the past year. Throughout the
pandemic, blue-staters and Democrats have generally been more compliant
with mask-wearing and social-distancing, while red America has pushed back,
as one study from the University of Chicago confirmed. But when it comes to
health checkups, self-identified liberals were likelier to report letting things
slide in the TIME/Harris Poll survey, with 32% saying they’ve skipped annual

exams, compared to 27% of moderates and 24% of conservatives.

Buchholz thinks at least some of this may have to do with the share of red-
staters who believe the pandemic is either a hoax or exaggerated. If they’re
continuing to go to bars and restaurants and parties, there’s no reason they
wouldn’t go right ahead going in for physicals too. Liberals, by contrast, who
tend to fear the pandemic more, might see doctors’ offices as dangerous
congregate settings and seek to avoid them. “In red states, people are going

about their business,” Buchholz says. “Liberals are hunkering down more.”

< READ NEXT >

Some positive findings are buried among the more concerning ones, much of
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In our recent survey, only 29% of people reported receiving some of their

— health care online prior toth¢ NEXTOPIEDITOR'SiPICK Ppmpedto 51% duringthe

pandemic era. Here too, race has been a factor, with Black Americans more
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1ericans only recently tumbling to it. Prior to COVID-19, 38% of Black
Americans had used telehealth, a figure that has now jumped to 56%. Among
white Americans the before-and-after figures have more than doubled, from
25% to 51%.

The racial disparity, Buchholz believes, is one more result of systemic
disparities that leave Black Americans with jobs that don’t offer insurance or
that don’t allow them to leave work for a check-up. The result: they’ve long

been accustomed to finding workarounds like urgent care centers or telehealth.

“If we begin with the premise that Blacks have more barriers to health care,” he
says, “you imagine they would have gotten smart about health care too, and

telehealth is one way.”

Unexpectedly, mental health services, which would seem like the kind of care
that most lends itself to telehealth since it so often involves nothing more than
a conversation, has lagged. Among all respondents, only 24% said they were
currently receiving mental health care, down from 29% before the outbreak.
Justman believes economic considerations may be one explanation for the
decline. In an economy battered by the pandemic, with so many people having
lost jobs and income, psychotherapy might seem to some people like a luxury.
Transitioning from in-person psychotherapeutic care to telehealth may also be
more difficult or uncomfortable for some people than others, Anderson

suggests.

It’s too early to tell how the health care landscape will change after the
pandemic is at last over. Some patients and doctors who have picked up the
telehealth habit, for example, may decide they quite like it and stick with it
whenever possible. Others may deg&'d&‘%beﬁmfg\r the old face-to-face model.

What it’s not too early to say is that a country that already suffers from too
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has taken enough lives without our allowing other preventable and treatable

— diseasestoclaimstil more~< NEXT UP: EDITOR'S PICK >

LTIRE =

Subscribe to TIME -

The Coronavirus Brief.
Everything you need to know about the global spread of COVID-19

Enter your email address

SIGN UP NOW

You can unsubscribe at any time. By signing up you are agreeing to our Terms of Service and Privacy Policy.
This site is protected by reCAPTCHA and the Google Privacy Policy and Terms of Service apply.

WRITE TO JEFFREY KLUGER AT JEFFREY.KLUGER@TIME.COM.

SHARE THIS STORY

< READ NEXT >



https://theharrispoll.com/americans-pandemic-mental-health/
https://time.com/subscribe-end-article
mailto:jeffrey.kluger@time.com?subject=(READER%20FEEDBACK)%20You%20May%20Be%20Surprised%20by%20the%20Type%20of%20American%20Who%20Is%20Postponing%20Basic%20Health%20Care%20During%20the%20Pandemic&body=https%3A%2F%2Ftime.com%2F5941599%2Fbasic-health-care-postponed-covid-19%2F
https://time.com/privacy/privacy_terms_service.html
https://time.com/privacy/generic_privacy_new.html
https://policies.google.com/privacy
https://policies.google.com/terms
https://time.com/5942032/ghana-first-covax-coronavirus-vaccine-delivery/
https://time.com/5932844/black-history-movies/

