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Djamila Grossman | The Salt Lake Tribune Under the new healthcare law, Becky Smith can 

finally purchase insurance for her 12-year-old son Nathan who has epilepsy. But she recently 

found out that adding Nathan to their family policy will nearly double their monthly premium. 

Smith carries her daughter Savannah, 1, and holds Nathan by the hand, as her other son Ryan, 3, 

watches, at their West Jordan home, Wednesday, Dec. 22, 2010.  

Though not on everyone’s Christmas list, the previously unattainable gift of private health 

insurance was something Becky Smith had hoped to purchase this month for her 12-year-old son, 

Nathan. 

Under President Barack Obama’s signature health overhaul, insurers no longer can reject 

children like Nathan, who has epilepsy, nor sell policies that exclude their pre-existing health 

conditions. 

But as Smith learned this week, guaranteed coverage doesn’t mean affordable coverage. The 

price to add Nathan to the Smiths’ family plan: an 82 percent premium increase, bumping up 

their monthly payment from $552.92 to $1,006.31. 

―How is this insurance reform? They only added him because they were required to, and yet they 

put the price out of reach,‖ said the 37-year-old mother of five. 

It’s a fate shared by untold numbers of the estimated 50,000 kids in Utah with health problems 

ranging from manageable, chronic diseases to terminal cancer. Some may remain uninsured. 

Others, like Nathan, will fall back on public safety nets, like the state-subsidized high risk pool, 

HIP-Utah. 

―It exemplifies one of the real challenges in the private insurance market, volatility in price and 

lack of choice,‖ said Lincoln Nehring, a health policy analyst at Voices for Utah Children. 

The Affordable Care Act has been criticized for failing to curb soaring health care costs. But, as 

its name implies, it will eventually help make coverage more affordable — especially for 

families in the individual market like the Smiths, who don’t enjoy the same price protections as 

those with employer-based coverage. 



―One of good things that happens in 2014 is families like this will qualify for subsidies to 

purchase coverage on health exchanges, making it affordable,‖ Nehring said. At that time, 

insurers also will no longer be able to take a family’s health into consideration when setting 

premiums. 

But relief likely won’t come any sooner. 

Smith is filing a complaint with Utah insurance regulators about her price quote, which she 

described as ―excessive.‖ 

Without knowing the particulars, Nancy Askerlund at the Utah Division of Health Insurance 

declined to say whether the price might be justified. 

But in Utah, insurers are free to charge almost as much as the market will bear. A family that hits 

all the wrong premium triggers under the law could see up to an 80 percent increase, 

acknowledged Askerlund. 

Prohibitive pricing has kept Larene Hensley of Magna from even applying. 

The family hasn’t had health insurance since Bob Hensley’s employer dropped coverage in 

March instead of cutting employees. So they make do, paying cash for medicine to treat their 11-

year-old daughter Samantha’s seizure disorder. 

Following passage of federal health reform, state regulators fielded a significant increase in 

grievances, mostly about rising premiums and insurers dropping their child-only plans. 

Complaints have slowed, but are still trickling in, Askerlund said. 

Utah Insurance Commissioner Neal Gooch issued a proposed rule that would require insurers to 

resume selling policies to children individually – a more affordable option for struggling families 

like the Hensleys. Fearing the unpredictable costs of enrolling a wave of youngsters with medical 

needs, insurers stopped selling those policies. 

The rule is still open for public comment and wouldn’t take effect until mid-January. 

So for now, children can only get coverage by joining their parents’ plans. 

That’s what Smith tried months ago, but was told by her insurer, SelectHealth, that under federal 

and state rules, she needed to wait until open enrollment in November. 

She waited and applied again. 

―I had not heard anything as of this morning so I called the insurance company since the 

enrollment window would be closing soon and I did not want to miss it,‖ she said Tuesday. ―It 

took them a while to locate the records but they finally found that he could be added to our 

policy.‖ 



SelectHealth justified the price by citing the three medications that Nathan takes to control his 

seizures, she said. 

Without commenting on specifics, SelectHealth spokesman Spencer Sutherland explained, ―Sick 

people cost more to insure than healthy people.‖ 

Even so, Smith believes the price to be excessive. ―Nathan hasn’t been hospitalized in years. He 

has a yearly visit with the neurologist to renew his meds, which haven’t changed in years. In fact, 

we’re trying to take him off one, because he’s so controlled,‖ she said. 

Smith said she and her husband, Andrew, who is self-employed as a dentist, would prefer to ―do 

the right thing and purchase coverage‖ for Nathan instead of ―using a government program.‖ 

The family will save only $87 a month by leaving their son on HIP-Utah. 

But that’s still $1,000 a year, said Smith. ―I think insurance companies get away with too much.‖ 
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Insurance woes for sick kids 

The federal health reform law guarantees health coverage for children, but until 2014, there are 

no guarantees that coverage will be affordable. 

Looking ahead 

Come 2014, a majority of Utah families will qualify for subsidies to purchase coverage on health 

exchanges, making it more affordable. At that time, insurers also will no longer be able to take a 

family’s health into consideration when setting premiums. 

Talk back  

Are you hunting for insurance for your kids? Tell us how it’s going and send us your highest 

bids. Is coverage affordable? kstewart@sltrib.com 
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