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The health care law has several provisions that help prevent individuals from experiencing gaps in health 

insurance coverage, including the requirement that private health insurance plans allow dependents to 

remain on their parents’ insurance until age 26.  This provision is important for keeping survivors of 

childhood and young adult cancer insured, and helps to ensure young adults receive preventive services 

and screenings.  This provision is a crucial patient protection that must be a part of a health care system 

that works for cancer patients and survivors. 

What is the Current Requirement for Coverage of Dependents Up to Age 26? 

All private health insurance plans must allow dependents up to age 26 to stay on their parents’ insurance 
plan.  Plans and/or employers have the option of allowing dependents to stay on plans beyond age 26.  
Research has shown that this requirement has resulted in significant increases in insurance coverage for 
young adult cancer survivors ages 18-25.1   

Why do Young Adults Experience Gaps in Coverage? 

Young adults are particularly vulnerable to gaps in health insurance coverage.  According to the U.S. 
Census, in 2009, 15 million individuals age 19-29 were uninsured – roughly 30 percent of that age group.2  
These gaps in health insurance coverage range anywhere from a few months to years of being uninsured.  
Young adults experience coverage gaps because many of them are still in school, have temporary or 
seasonal employment, have employers that do not offer health insurance or do not earn enough to be 
able to afford health insurance. 

Young adult cancer patients and survivors are particularly vulnerable to being uninsured for several 
reasons: they become unable to work or must reduce hours because of their treatment or side effects; 
they must move closer to their treatment facility or near a caregiver; or costs have left them unable to 
afford premiums.  Before 2010, young adult cancer survivors also had significant problems finding and 
affording health insurance because plans were allowed to reject them or charge them more money for 
their pre-existing condition. 

Why is it Important to Prevent Gaps in Coverage? 

At every level of education, individuals with health insurance are about twice as likely as those without it 
to have access to critical cancer early detection procedures.3  Uninsured Americans are less likely to get 
screened for cancer, more likely to be diagnosed with cancer at an advanced stage and less likely to 
survive that diagnosis than their insured counterparts.4  Even gaps in coverage for a few years in young 
adulthood can cause problems like missing important cancer screenings and missing the HPV vaccine, 
which must be administered by age 26.  In fact, research shows that the dependent coverage 
requirement led to increases in initiation and completion of the HPV vaccine,5 and increases in early-
stage cancer diagnosis 6 among young adults age 19-25. 

It is also especially important that individuals with cancer and cancer survivors not experience gaps in 
health insurance coverage.  Individuals with cancer need regular access to care and cancer treatment 
services.  When access is disrupted the effectiveness of the treatment may be jeopardized and the 
individual’s chance of survival may be significantly reduced.  Evidence-based protocols for 
chemotherapy and other cancer treatments often require a proscribed timeline.  Interruptions to this 
timeline because of coverage gaps can be detrimental.  A gap in coverage can also cause a fatal delay in 
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starting recommended treatment.  For example, research shows that delays in starting chemotherapy 
for breast cancer patients result in adverse health outcomes.7 
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