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Overview of the United States of America’s Health System

The United States of America’s health care
system is known to be a mix of public and private,
for-profit and nonprofit insurers and health care
providers.”Y Private insurance is the dominant
form of coverage, and for working-age adults, it
is most commonly obtained through employer-
sponsored plans, which are often partially or
fully subsidized by employers.Y Federal and
state regulations provide guidelines for the
benefit packages and cost-sharing structures.
For individuals who are not provided with
private insurance and/or cannot afford private
insurance, acomplex system of public coverage is
also provided. Additionally, people with disabilities, older adults, and Indigenous people are provided
government coverage.? Veterans may receive care through the Veterans Health Administration (VA)
as well, but only if they meet specific eligibility criteria, and not all veterans qualify.®

The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA), also known as Affordable Care Act (ACA)
or Obamacare (after President Barack Obama), is widely considered one of the most comprehensive
health care reforms in recent U.S. history, which attempted to address the escalating costs of health
insurance.” Medicare and Medicaid are two major public health insurance programs in the United
States, designed to serve different populations with distinct needs. Medicare is a federally administered
program that primarily provides health insurance to individuals aged 65 and older, as well as people
with disabilities or specific medical conditions such as end-stage renal disease.” In contrast, Medicaid
is a joint federal and state program that offers health coverage to low-income individuals and families,
including children, pregnant women, older adults, and people with disabilities. ©¢ Eligibility and specific
benefits vary by state, but Medicaid generally covers hospital and doctor visits, long-term care
services, mental health care, and prescription drugs. Unlike Medicare, Medicaid is income-based and
is often free or low-cost to those who qualify.”)

One of the ACA's primary goals was to expand access to health coverage, and it did so in part by expanding
Medicaid eligibility to more low-income adults in states that chose to adopt the expansion. ®This allowed
millions more people to gain coverage who previously fell into a “coverage gap”, which referred to
individuals who were earning too much to qualify for traditional Medicaid but too little to afford
private insurance.” Though the ACA remains active, there were several changes made by President
Donald Trump’s administration which have reduced reach and coverage, including shortening the
annual enrollment period and imposing additional application paperwork.%1%

Age-related vision challenges and loss remain a significant public health issue, whereby one in six
Americans aged 65 and older have a vision impairment (which cannot be corrected with glasses
or contact lenses) and approximately half of Americans aged 85 and older have some form of age-
related macular degeneration (AMD).1213 Geographic disparities, varying levels of health literacy and
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education levels, as well as mobility challenges due to competing health priorities, such as cognitive
health challenges, contribute to barriers older adults face in seeking screening and treatment for eye
diseases.™¥

Vision care in the United States is provided through a mix of private insurance, public programs, and
out-of-pocket payments.*> Most routine vision services—like eye exams, glasses, and contact lenses—
are covered by separate vision insurance plans or paid for directly by patients. Medicare generally
does not cover routine vision care but may cover treatment for eye-related medical conditions, while
Medicaid provides more comprehensive vision benefits for children and limited coverage for adults,
depending on the state. (16) The Affordable Care Act requires pediatric vision coverage in all ACA-
compliant health plans but does not mandate it for adults. ' Overall, access to vision care varies
based on factors like age, income, insurance status, and state of residence.

1. Campaigns and patient education

Several national campaigns in the U.S. promote vision health and eye care awareness, often led by
organizations like the National Eye Institute, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and
Prevent Blindness. 1819 Key initiatives include Healthy Vision Month, which encourages regular eye
exams and early detection, and the Vision Health Initiative, which focuses on tracking and preventing
vision loss. * Non-profit organizations like Prevent Blindness and Lions Clubs International run
public education programs, vision screenings, and provide glasses to underserved communities.??
Specific to older adults, the American Academy of Ophthalmology celebrates Healthy Aging Month
in September to raise awareness of the signs and symptoms of vision loss as well as key steps to help
older adults prioritize vision health."® Overall, these campaigns aim to increase access to care, raise
awareness, and prevent avoidable vision loss.

2. First point-of-care to screening

With the exception of non-government and non-profit
organizations providing screening services, there is no
formal and consistent program across different states
for vision screening among adults. Generally, primary
care providers and/or optometrists identify initial
vision issues. For adults who are 65 years and older, it
is recommended to complete an appointment with an
optometrist at least once a year, though this guideline is
not mandated.?%

3. Referral to specialist and treatment

Optometrists are trained to detect larger vision issues, including diabetic retinopathy, and support
with monitoring and management of eye diseases. As the disease progresses to advanced stages and
specialized treatment is needed, patients are most commonly referred to a general ophthalmologist,
where all stages of diabetic retinopathy, among other eye diseases, are diagnosed and treated.
If needed, ophthalmologists will also refer the patient to a retina specialist. It is key to note that in
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many insurance plans patients require a referral from a primary care provider or optometrist to see a
specialist. However, referral requirements can vary depending on the insurance structure.??

Barriers throughout the pathway

e Thelargestbarrieris the variable insurance plans, which separate medical and vision insurance
plans, which in turn results in high levels of confusion and out-of-pocket costs for individuals.

e There are significant challenges in raising awareness of eye diseases, whereby low health
literacy rates among a large portion of citizens and misinformation via social media channels
contribute to these barriers.

e Thereis fragmented care between vision health and medical health teams, which contributes
to lowered patient adherence to referral pathways and treatment.

e Lack of screening sites, treating physicians or equipment and technology in certain areas,
particularly those that are rural and remote, may prevent patients from receiving eye screening
or reaching an eye specialist.

e Access to specialists may be limited based on region, such as in rural areas, and lead to longer
waiting times.

e While areferral pathway exists, there is no system to provide follow-ups and ensure patients
are adhering to appointments, which often delays care.
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