


period, they potentially affected 
patient flow and the management 
of other patients in the ED. To 
address this, when the volume of 
homeless children presenting to our 
ED began increasing, we developed 
processes to minimize the impact 
of the homeless families on the ED 
patient flow. This included rooming 
homeless children in the ED only late 
in the evening or overnight, once the 
ED volume had slowed.

Massachusetts Policy Landscape

Massachusetts is currently 
considering legislation that would 
seek to change the emergency 
shelter eligibility requirement to 
being “within 24 hours” of spending 
a night in a place not meant for 
human habitation.27 This would 
allow families to become eligible 
for shelter because of an imminent 
risk of homelessness without the 
documentation of staying in a place 
“not meant for human habitation.” 
Critics of these proposals are 
concerned that this would cause 
a large increase in the number of 
families eligible for shelter at a 
time when the state is focusing on 
reducing the number of families in 
emergency assistance shelters.23 In 
contrast, proposal advocates argue 
that it would bypass the requirement 
to stay in an unsafe location or in 
an ED while only adding 1 night to 
each family’s emergency assistance 
shelter stay.

Limitations

Our study has some limitations. 
During the case identification phase, 
it is possible that we missed cases or 
that there was ascertainment bias; 
however, we attempted to reduce 
this possibility by running multiple 
iterations of the NLP program, 
comparing with social work paper 
records when available. It is also 
unlikely that there was any systematic 
difference in the number of missed 
cases in the pre- and postpolicy 
periods. Additionally, to compare the 
number of homeless children seen 
in the ED with the total number of 
homeless children in Massachusetts, 
the Department of Education 
McKinney-Vento survey data were 
used, which are limited to school-
aged children. In the McKinney-Vento 
survey, children who live in homes 
where they are doubled up or moving 
frequently are also considered to 
be homeless, which varies from our 
inclusion criteria for homelessness. 
However, these data are considered 
the most reliable counts of homeless 
children by state, and because we only 
used these data to compare overall 
trends, this was the best approach to 
evaluate changes in the population of 
homeless children over time. We used 
a commonly cited calculation from 
the Horizons for Homeless Children’s 
“America’s Youngest Outcasts” 3 
to determine the total number of 
homeless children in Massachusetts 
for comparison on the basis of the 

best available data regarding the age 
distribution of homeless children in the 
United States. Generalizability is also a 
limitation because Massachusetts is the 
only state with a “not meant for human 
habitation” shelter policy at this time; 
however, another Massachusetts 
pediatric ED has seen similar increases 
in visits by homeless children, 
suggesting this issue is not limited to 
our ED.28

CONCLUSIONS

There was a significant increase in 
the number of children presenting 
to the ED for homelessness over 
our study period after a regulation 
change in emergency assistance 
shelter eligibility. This resulted 
in considerable associated costs 
to the health care system, most of 
which were borne by state-based 
insurance plans. It is important to 
understand the magnitude of the 
problem of child homelessness, the 
characteristics of children being 
seen for homelessness, the reasons 
for families’ homelessness, and the 
unintended health care costs to 
enable legislators and policy makers 
to create more effective policies for 
these families in Massachusetts and 
throughout the United States.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CI:  confidence interval
DHCD:  Department of Housing 

and Community 
Development

ED:  emergency department
EMR:  electronic medical record
LOS:  length of stay
NLP:  natural language processing
RR:  rate ratio

TABLE 3  Insurer Payments for ED Visits by Homeless Children

Before Policy (2010–
2012), N = 15

After Policy (2012–2016), 
N = 297

Total

Visit charges paid, n (%) 13 (86.7) 254 (85.5) 267 (85.6)
Total payments, $a 14 681 159 269 173 950
Payment by insurance type, $a

 Private 6423 11 911 18 334
 MassHealth 5642 65 356 70 998
 State-based managed care 

organization
2616 81 535 84 151

 Other 0 467 467
Payment by visit type, $a

 Medical complaint 13 103 61 755 74 858
 No medical complaint 1578 97 514 99 092
Average payment per visit, $a 979 536 557

a All figures are adjusted to 2016 dollars.
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