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Getting a cancer diagnosis can be a frightening experience, 

posing a threat not just to your physical health but to 

your financial well-being. For anyone whose financial  

resources are stretched to the limit, this guide can help, by 

providing information on how to control your medical 

costs, find financial assistance for medical care, get free 

legal advice and more. 

Please note that the information in this publication is designed to provide general information on the 
topics presented. It is provided with the understanding that Cancer and Careers is not engaged in 
rendering any legal or professional services in the information provided throughout. The information 
provided should not be used as a substitute for professional services. Cancer and Careers recommends 
seeking appropriate professional counsel for any questions about a specific situation. 
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ISSUE #1 
CONTROLLING MEDICAL COSTS
Even with health insurance, high deductibles and out-of-pocket medical 

expenses for doctors’ visits, laboratory fees and medications to battle your 

cancer can reach into the thousands of dollars. However, there are ways to 

manage and even reduce medical debt:

REVIEW YOUR HEALTH INSURANCE POLICY’S EXPLANATION OF  

BENEFITS upon diagnosis to determine which procedures and therapies  

require pre-authorization before they can be paid. Get all approvals in  

writing and use in-network providers. 

TALK TO YOUR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS about the out-of-pocket expenses 

you may be responsible for and ask if they will reduce their fees. Both public 

programs and private insurance providers have medical hardship provisions.  

ASK YOUR DOCTOR OR THE HOSPITAL ADMINISTRATOR OR SOCIAL 

WORKER IF THERE IS ANY FORM OF FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE for patients. 

Also, ask about patient-assistance programs they may offer, such as the 

federal government’s Hill-Burton program, which provides money to hospi-

tals so they can offer free or low-cost services to low-income families.  
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CONTROLLING MEDICAL COSTS...

REQUEST ITEMIZED STATEMENTS from all your health providers and check 

them over to make sure you received all the services listed. Errors are common. 

If you don’t understand a term or procedure listed on your bill, call the hospital’s 

or doctor’s billing department and ask for an explanation.

IF YOU ARE UNABLE TO PAY A BILL,  talk to your provider about making smaller 

monthly payments until the bill is paid off. A lot of providers are willing to work with 

patients, but it’s up to you to communicate with them. If you ignore bills, they can 

be turned over to collection agencies. 

IF YOU NEED ASSISTANCE RESOLVING YOUR MEDICAL DEBT, the Patient 

Advocate Foundation (www.patientadvocate.org; 800-532-5274) can help. 

PAF offers counseling as well as referrals for cancer patients dealing with job  

discrimination, medical debt, healthcare disputes, insurance issues and other 

problems.

 

 

Errors are common. If 
you don’t understand a 
term or procedure listed 
on your bill, call...
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ISSUE #2 
KEEPING YOUR HEALTH INSURANCE
If you have health insurance through your employer, you have certain protections 

under current federal and state law. For example, you can’t be refused healthcare 

benefits because you are a cancer survivor; and you cannot be charged more 

because of a cancer diagnosis. 

THE CONSOLIDATED OMNIBUS BUDGET RECONCILIATION ACT (COBRA)

allows eligible employees to keep their employer-provided healthcare coverage 

for up to 18 months if they lose or change jobs — although they are responsible 

for paying the entire premium, including the portion previously paid by their for-

mer employer, and the cost can be extremely high. To learn more about COBRA 

benefits, visit the U.S. Department of Labor website, at www.dol.gov/dol/topic/

health-plans/cobra.htm. COBRA is particularly useful for those cancer patients 

who find themselves out of work for any reason, because it ensures that they’re 

able to keep the exact same health insurance policy they had through their  

employer. This may be relevant for someone who is in the middle of treatment 

and doesn’t want to shop for a new health insurance policy. Also, many people 

mistakenly think that COBRA applies only if you leave a job. If you drop below 

the minimum hours you must work to be eligible for health insurance, you are 

still eligible for COBRA coverage. To be eligible for COBRA you must work for a 

private employer with 20 or more employees.
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KEEPING YOUR HEALTH INSURANCE...

THE HEALTH INSURANCE PORTABILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY ACT (HIPAA) 

provides a health insurance option for some individuals who have exhausted 

their COBRA coverage. These plans are slightly different in each state, so visit 

your state’s department of insurance website for more information. 

THE PATIENT PROTECTION AND AFFORDABLE CARE ACT (ACA) provides  

individuals with another option for purchasing health insurance coverage, via ei-

ther their state’s or the federal government’s Health Insurance Marketplace. For 

more information, visit www.healthcare.gov.

ISSUE #3 
IF YOU DON’T HAVE HEALTH INSURANCE
If you don’t have health insurance through your employer or through a private 

plan you’ve purchased yourself, you may be eligible for healthcare coverage 

from the following government programs: 

MEDICARE If you are 65 or older and eligible for Social Security benefits, or 

have a disability (at any age) and have been collecting Social Security Disability 

Insurance for two years, you can get health insurance through this federally-

funded program. For details, go to www.medicare.gov or call 800-633-4227.

MEDICAID AND SCHIP Medicaid is a government program for low-income  

people and families. The State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) is 

also a government program that offers free or subsidized healthcare coverage 

for low-income children under the age of 19. However, each state has its own 
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rules about whom and what these programs cover. The nonprofit organization 

Families USA (www.familiesusa.org; 202-628-3030) has a state-by-state guide 

on Medicaid and SCHIP eligibility as well as information on where to find private 

health insurance. You can also find information about Medicare, Medicaid and 

SCHIP at the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services website, at www.cms.hhs.

gov/home/chip.asp.

IN ADDITION to Medicaid, some states offer their own public health  

insurance plans that low-income workers can buy at a reduced rate. For a 

state-by-state guide to finding health insurance, visit www.healthcare.gov or  

www.triagecancer.org/resources/stateresources.

FREE AND LOW-COST HEALTH SCREENINGS
Having regular health screenings while you’re recovering from cancer and after 

you’re in remission is crucial for monitoring treatment effectiveness and spotting 

cancer recurrence and late effects from treatment. If you don’t have health 

insurance coverage or can’t afford office visit co-pays, there are resources 

available to get the healthcare screenings you need. 

FOR FREE OR LOW-COST CANCER SCREENINGS IN YOUR AREA, call the 

American Cancer Society (800-227-2345) or the National Cancer Institute 

(800-422-6237).

THE CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND PREVENTION’S NATIONAL 

BREAST AND CERVICAL CANCER EARLY DETECTION PROGRAM provides 

breast and cervical cancer screenings and diagnostic services nationwide. For 

program details and screening locations in your area, go to cdc.gov/cancer/nbccedp.
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FREE AND LOW-COST HEALTH SCREENINGS...

THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES has an online 

search-by-address feature that allows you to find federally funded health centers 

in your area, at findahealthcenter.hrsa.gov.

ZERO — THE PROJECT TO END PROSTATE CANCER (www.zerocancer.org; 

888-245-9455) offers free screenings in mobile screening units that tour around 

the country.
 

LEGAL ASSISTANCE
For free legal assistance on cancer-related issues, including information on job 

discrimination, entitlement programs and health insurance coverage, contact 

these organizations:

NATIONAL CANCER LEGAL SERVICES NETWORK (www.nclsn.org) provides 

access to free legal-services programs by state and a listing of legal resources 

for patients.

LAWHELP.ORG offers a state-by-state listing of where to find free legal aid 

programs to help with problems regarding housing, work, disability and  

immigration.

TRIAGE CANCER (www.triagecancer.org) provides a listing of insurance, 

employment and government resources in each state.

WORKPLACEFAIRNESS.ORG is an online resource that provides information 

on workplace rights in all 50 states.
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ISSUE #4 
FINANCIAL AID 
Financial assistance to help with medical costs related to cancer treatment is 

available through government programs and the private sector. It is usually 

based on incomes within a certain percentage of the poverty level, which can 

vary from state to state. For the government’s official web portal, which lists 

federal, state and local programs for everything from health insurance to finan-

cial aid, go to www.usa.gov.  

PAYMENT FOR TREATMENTS
A number of nonprofit organizations offer financial assistance as well. 

AMERICAN CANCER SOCIETY (www.cancer.org; 800-227-2345) representa-

tives are available 24/7 via phone, email or web chat to help you find financial 

assistance programs or hospitals in the US that try to help those who aren’t able 

to pay for treatment and are eligible for assistance.

CANCERCARE

(www.cancercare.org; 800-813-4673) 

offers financial assistance in the form 

of limited grants for certain treatment 

expenses. Services also include 

practical help and support via their 

website and toll-free phone line.

USA.gov lists 
federal, state and 
local programs.
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PAYMENTS FOR TREATMENTS...

LEUKEMIA AND LYMPHOMA SOCIETY (www.lls.org; 800-955-4572) offers some 

financial aid to patients with leukemia, non-Hodgkin lymphoma, Hodgkin  

lymphoma or multiple myeloma who qualify as needing the assistance.

NATIONAL MARROW DONOR PROGRAM (www.marrow.org; 888-999-6743) has a 

patient assistance program that helps with costs for searching the donor program 

registry as well as some post-transplant costs.

PATIENT ADVOCATE FOUNDATION (www.patientadvocate.org; 800-532-5274) 

sponsors a Co-Pay Relief program for qualified patients.

HEALTH RESOURCES AND SERVICES ADMINISTRATION (HRSA) The Federal  

Bureau of Primary Health Care has health centers nationwide that provide healthcare 

based on ability to pay. To locate a health center, visit the web page, at 

findahealthcenter.hrsa.gov.

Financial assistance to help with 
medical costs related to cancer 
treatment is available through 
government programs and the 
private sector...
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PAYMENT FOR MEDICATIONS
NEEDYMEDS (www.needymeds.com) is a nonprofit that refers patients to  

assistance programs that help with medication costs.

PATIENT ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS ARE OFFERED BY SOME PHARMACEUTICAL 

COMPANIES. To find them, ask your doctor or social worker or visit the drug manu-

facturer’s website. Look for a section titled “patient assistance programs” or similar 

wording. You can also contact the Partnership for Prescription Assistance (www.

pparx.org; 888-477-2669) for help with finding a program.

PAYMENT FOR TRANSPORTATION AND LODGING

HOPE LODGE is a housing program supported by the American Cancer Society, 

providing free housing on a temporary basis for cancer patients undergoing 

treatment. For information and a listing of lodges, call 800-227-2345 or visit the 

website, at www.cancer.org/treatment/supportprogramsservices/hopelodge/index.

ROAD TO RECOVERY, another ACS program, offers transportation to and from 

treatments for cancer patients. More information is available by calling your local 

ACS office or the toll-free national number, 800-227-2345.

NATIONAL PATIENT TRAVEL HELPLINE (www.patienttravel.org; 800-296-1217) is 

a referral service that helps cancer patients who travel long distances for medical 

services and treatment. 

More financial, legal and employment resources can be found on Cancer and Careers’ 

resources page, at www.cancerandcareers.org/resources.
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