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EATING DISORDER VICTIMS
CHALLENGED BY COVERAGE
PROBLEMS

After struggling for months with bulimia,
an eating disorder involving binge eating
followed by purging, thirty-year-old Ms. M
enrolled in a specialized facility for her eating
disorder and started receiving both psychiatric
and physical care. About a month later, Ms.
M was surprised to learn that she had
exhausted her health insurance coverage.
Ms. M’s health insurance plan had classified
her condition as psychological, and her policy
covered only 30 days for in-patient mental
health treatment. Ms. M's parents had to
scrape together enough money to continue
her medically necessary care - at a cost of
$400 a day.

When  eleven-year-old Alan was
diagnosed with anorexia, an eating disorder
characterized by an intense drive for thinness,
a distorted body image and restricted food
intake, he weighed 54 pounds and had to be
nourished by a feeding tube. Alan's health
plan, however, refused to cover more than
two days of hospitalization claiming it was no
longer medically necessary since he had
gained some weight back, even though he
was still being fed through a tube. Alan's par-
ents called the Health Care Bureau's Helpline
and appealed the plan's denial of coverage.
The plan overturned its decision allowing Alan
to continue treatment in the hospital.

As a result of receiving these and other
complaints, Attorney General Eliot Spitzer
recently released a report highlighting health
insurance coverage challenges faced by New
Yorkers with eating disorders such as
anorexia and bulimia. The report also
provides tips on how to navigate the health
care system to maximize coverage.

According to the report, the two primary
problems faced by those with eating disor-
ders are inadequate coverage for mental
health care offered by their health plans and

insurance plans denying treatment as no
longer medically necessary (and therefore
no longer covered) well before treatment is
complete.

"People suffering from eating disorders
are often victims twice - once by the condi-
tion itself, and then a second time by a
health insurance system that may not ade-
quately handle these complex and misun-
derstood disorders," Attormmey General
Spitzer said. "When coverage is denied or
exhausted, patients are left with the difficult
choice of paying for expensive care
out-of-pocket or abandoning necessary
treatment.”

Although eating disorders are largely
rooted in psychological issues, it is usually
the life threatening physical manifestations -
severe malnourishment, dehydration, low
heart rate and blood pressure - that initially
bring the patient into the health care sys-
tem. The report notes that when eating
disorder patients are admitted to a hospital,
the classification of the disorder as a men-
tal or a physical condition often determines
the availability, and extent, of insurance
coverage for care.

New York State law allows health care
plans to have a 30-day limit for coverage of
inpatient mental health treatment compared
to a 90-day limit or longer for physical care.
Mental health care coverage is frequently
exhausted because, although patients re-
ceive both mental and physical treatment,
health plans may apply the 30-day mental
health cap, rather than the 90-day physical
care cap. The legal standard in New York
involves a balancing test between the med-
ical and psychological components of
treatment to determine which constitutes
the majority of the care, mental or physical
health care, for purposes of coverage caps.

The full text of this report can be found on
the Attorney General’'s website at
www.oag.state.ny.us.

HOW TO ACCESS COVERAGE
FOR EATING DISORDERS

If you are an eating disorder pa-
tient facing denials of coverage for care
that you or your doctor think is
medically necessary, the Attomey Gen-
eral advises you to file an appeal with
your health plan. Very few people ap-
peal, but many of those who do win
more coverage. Here are a few
additional tips to aid in accessing
coverage:

* Read your health benefits booklet
carefully and check with your
health plan to confirm limits on
coverage, if any, and whether
pre-authorization is required before
treatment begins.

* Request your plan's clinical re-
view criteria for eating disorders.
Health plans use these criteria to
determine if your care is covered.
Most plans are required to give
you these criteria upon written
request.

»  Choose your facility or health care
provider carefully. Remember,
New York law gives members the
right to full coverage for
out-of-network care if the plan
does not have a participating
provider with expertise in the
treatment or service needed.

« Keep a paper trail of everything
you and your doctor send to the
plan. Keep records of all phone
calls to health plan personnel, with
names, times and the substance
of conversations.

. For further assistance, call the At-
torney General's Health Care Bu-
reau Helpline at 1-800-771-7755
(option 3).
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