Get Insured
Protect yourself
“your life, your money” on pbs
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f you live in the U.S. and want to protect your financial future, get good health
insurance. Barely anyone in this country (besides the extremely wealthy, like
Bill Gates) can afford a major medical crisis without health coverage. “The
biggest reason people go bankrupt,” says financial counselor Ann Diamond, “is
because they had a health emergency and the bills were so overwhelming that
there’s no way they could possibly pay them.” A Harvard study published in
2005 found that medical expenses contributed to 50 percent of all bankruptcy
filings. Every 30 seconds someone in the U.S. files for bankruptcy following a
costly health crisis.
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Rochelle James is now an electrician with a union job, but things weren’t always so good for her.
“I didn’t come from a poor background,” she says. “But because of unfortunate circumstance, I
did end up at the very bottom.”
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Insurance

“It’s amazing to me,” says Beth Kobliner, author of Get a
Financial Life, “that with all the talk in our country about
health insurance, 20 million people age 18 to 34 still don’t
have it. It’s a huge problem.” You may think you don’t
need health insurance because you’re young, but you
probably know or have heard of someone who received an
unexpected diagnosis or had an accident that led to massive
medical expenditures. It’s unsafe to assume this can never
happen to you. We’re all at risk, and insurance allows us to
manage our risk: we agree to a small guaranteed loss (the
monthly premium we pay the insurance company) and in
return, that company protects us against a huge unforeseen
loss that might ruin us financially.
Then why stop at health insurance? Why not auto insurance,
life insurance, pet insurance, kidnap and ransom insurance,
and any number of other bulwarks to save us from the
poorhouse?

Health
insurance

renter’s insurance
Average annual cost: $150-$300

As we said, you
Average coverage: $35,000
need it. If you work
full-time, your
employer may
provide health
insurance through a group plan. The way this works is
that every member pays a premium, and the premiums of
those who don’t have high medical expenses help cover the
cost of those who do. If you’re self-employed, you’ll need
to find and purchase your own health insurance through
an individual or group plan. Many individual plans don’t
cover “pre-existing conditions,” which can include any
health issue that requires medical treatment before the
date your new coverage starts. If you’ve had no recent or
chronic health problems requiring medical attention, you
may be fine with individual insurance. But most individual
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You don’t need insurance for things you don’t have or nearimpossible disasters. Volcano insurance probably doesn’t
make much sense, unless you live in Hawaii, and you don’t
need crop insurance if you’re not a farmer.
But what can’t you afford to lose? Here are some kinds of
insurance you may need as a young adult living in the U.S.

1 in 3 young adults lack
health insurance
$3,300: average cost of an
uninsured hospital visit

plans exclude people with certain pre-existing conditions
that may cost the companies millions of dollars. Read the
fine print carefully. If you have one of these conditions,
your best bet may be to join an organization or union
(such as the Freelancers Union) that offers a group plan.
Health insurance policies vary widely, so be sure to read the
benefits carefully. Don’t just get the plan with the cheapest
premium. A policy with a $10,000 deductible won’t help if
you can’t come up with $10,000 out of pocket.

www.pbs.org/yourlifeyourmoney

It’s amazing to me, that with
all the talk in our country
about health insurance,
20 million people age 18 to
34 still don’t have it. It’s a
huge problem.

Don’t forget about dental insurance. Many employers
no longer offer dental in their suite of benefits. Do some
research on how much a cleaning, check-up and filling will
cost without it, and then decide if you need it. Even if you
never have a major mouth problem, everyone needs their
teeth cleaned at least once a year.

Disability insurance

If you’re like most of us, your most valuable asset is not
your home or your car, but your capacity to work and earn
a living. The U.S. government provides Social Security
Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security
Income (SSI). These two programs would ideally provide a
safety net for every citizen who is disabled, blind, or over 65
continued on page 21
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activity: research a type of insurance
you don’t have. if you don’t have health

Life insurance

Questions to ask when shopping for an individual insurance
plan:

Life insurance is primarily for people who are financially
supporting children, spouses, domestic partners, disabled
people, or older adults. If no one depends on you earning
income, you probably don’t need life insurance.

How much will the plan cover toward your lifetime medical
costs?

Auto insurance

insurance, start there.

What are the premiums?
Are there any circumstances in which the premiums will
increase?
Will I be able to automatically review my insurance at the
end of the term?
How much will I have to pay out-of-pocket before my
insurance kicks in?
What type of pre-existing conditions and family history will I
be required to provide?

Many employers offer optional disability insurance for a
small fee. It’s usually worth the cost. As a general rule, you
should keep enough money in savings to cover your living
expenses if you can’t work for three months. But what if you
need more time to recover, or become permanently disabled?
Sometimes even minor accidents cause debilitating pain
that makes it hard to get to work or do your job, and it’s
reassuring to know that if you can’t work for a long time, you
might still receive 60 percent of your income. If you’re selfemployed, some insurance companies offer individual plans
and some unions and organizations that offer group health
insurance let you opt for disability insurance as well.

Renter’s insurance

If you rent an apartment and don’t own anything of value,
you may not need renter’s insurance. But if you have a brand
new LCD HDTV or other expensive property, you might
consider this kind of coverage. Estimate how much your stuff
would cost to replace, because this will determine the cost of
your premium. Some landlord’s require you to have it in case
of an accident, such as a fire or overflowing bathtub.
Lisa Montanarelli is co-author, most recently, of The First Year – Hepatitis C:
An Essential Guide for the Newly Diagnosed.

other types of insurance to consider:
homeowners insurance:

Necessary if you own your own home.
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and uninsured or underinsured. But the monthly stipends are
so low that many people can’t get by.

Almost all states in the U.S. require car owners to have
auto insurance, though states vary in the minimum level
of coverage set by law for liability insurance. Some states
require you to show proof of financial responsibility if you
choose not to purchase insurance. If you drive, but don’t own
a vehicle, it’s still wise to have insurance in case you have an
accident when you’re behind the wheel of someone else’s
car.

laptop insurance:

Your renter’s or homeowner’s insurance
might cover a stolen laptop but what if you
drop it, or it gets stolen outside your home?

identity theft insurance:

It might not be worth the cost, but if you
are really worried ask your bank or financial
adviser.
Rochelle James at work

One major issue with disability insurance is that most
disabled people want to continue working in some capacity,
and most disability plans penalize you for working. Only
“own-occupation” disability insurance allows you to claim
disability if you can no longer work at your regular job, but
choose to do something else.

pet insurance:

If you have a dog or cat you should look
into this. Pet insurance premiums are
usually low. Hopefully your faithful
companion will never need hip surgery or
dialysis, but even regular visits to the vet
can be expensive, and pet insurance can
help you cover a large part of the cost.
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