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HEALTHCARE SYSTEM
ADVANCED HEALTHCARE INTEGRATION GUIDE

Healthcare is one of the most complex systems new arrivals must understand when settling 
in the United States. Unlike many countries where healthcare services are provided primarily 
through public systems, the American healthcare system relies heavily on insurance 
coverage, private providers, and individual financial responsibility. For refugees arriving from 
South Africa, this structure may feel unfamiliar or expensive, making early education about 
healthcare essential.

Healthcare in the United States is expensive, and understanding how insurance works helps 
protect families from unexpected financial burdens. This section explains how to navigate 
insurance options, when to use emergency services, and how the American healthcare system 
differs from South Africa’s system.

9.1 Insurance

Why Health Insurance Is Essential

Health insurance is the primary way individuals access affordable healthcare in the United 
States. Without insurance, even routine medical visits can be costly. According to the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, health insurance reduces the financial risk 
associated with illness or injury by covering a significant portion of medical costs.¹

Newly arrived refugees may initially qualify for certain assistance programs, including:

•	 Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA)
•	 Medicaid (depending on state eligibility)

These programs are designed to support refugees during the early stages of resettlement 
while they establish employment and financial independence.

Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA)
Refugee Medical Assistance provides temporary health coverage for eligible individuals who 
do not qualify for Medicaid. RMA typically covers basic medical services such as doctor visits, 
hospital care, and certain medications.
This program is time-limited, emphasizing the importance of transitioning to employer-
sponsored or private insurance when possible. Refugees should work closely with their 
resettlement agency to understand eligibility and enrollment timelines.
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Medicaid

Medicaid is a government-funded health insurance program for individuals with limited 
income. Eligibility rules vary by state, meaning some refugees may qualify immediately while 
others may not depending on local policies.

Medicaid may cover:

•	 Primary care visits
•	 Hospital services
•	 Preventive screenings
•	 Mental health services

Understanding eligibility requirements early helps ensure uninterrupted coverage.

Comparison: South Africa vs United States Healthcare Insurance

South Africa United States

Public healthcare system available through 
government hospitals

Healthcare primarily accessed through 
insurance

Private medical aid optional for many 
families

Insurance often necessary for affordable 
care

Some public services subsidized Patients frequently responsible for 
deductibles or co-payments

In South Africa, individuals may rely on government clinics or hospitals without extensive 
insurance coverage. In the United States, maintaining health insurance is essential to avoid 
large medical bills.

Employer-Sponsored Insurance

Many Americans receive health insurance through their employers. After starting a job, 
refugees may have the opportunity to enroll in employer-provided health plans. These plans 
often require employees to contribute a portion of the monthly premium.
Understanding terms such as premium, deductible, and co-payment helps refugees make 
informed decisions about healthcare coverage.

Maintaining Continuous Coverage

Always maintain health insurance coverage whenever possible. Gaps in coverage can result in:

•	 High out-of-pocket medical costs
•	 Limited access to healthcare providers
•	 Financial stress during emergencies

Community organizations and healthcare navigators may assist refugees with enrolling in 
insurance programs or understanding coverage options.
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Primary Care vs Specialist Care

In the U.S., patients typically begin with a primary care physician (PCP) who manages routine 
healthcare needs and provides referrals to specialists if necessary.

This system differs from South Africa, where patients may directly seek treatment at hospitals 
or clinics without referrals. Establishing a relationship with a primary care provider helps 
coordinate long-term health management.

9.2 Emergency Rooms

When to Use Emergency Rooms

Emergency rooms (ERs) are designed for serious or life-threatening conditions such as:

•	 Chest pain
•	 Severe injuries
•	 Difficulty breathing
•	 Major accidents

Emergency departments operate 24 hours a day and provide immediate treatment regardless 
of insurance status.
However, improper use of emergency services for non-urgent issues can result in large bills. 
According to the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, emergency care is one of the most 
expensive forms of medical treatment.²

Alternatives to Emergency Rooms

For non-emergency medical concerns, refugees should consider:

•	 Primary care clinics
•	 Urgent care centers
•	 Community health clinics

Urgent care centers provide faster treatment than emergency rooms and are often more 
affordable.

Comparison: South Africa vs United States Emergency Care

South Africa United States

Public hospitals often serve as first contact 
for many conditions

Emergency rooms reserved for critical 
emergencies

Waiting times may be longer but costs lower 
in public sector

Faster emergency care but significantly 
higher costs

Clinics widely used for routine care Primary care appointments expected for 
non-urgent issues

Understanding these differences helps refugees choose appropriate healthcare services and 
avoid unnecessary expenses.



WWW.SACHAMBERUSA.COM

Understanding Medical Bills

Even insured patients may receive bills after medical visits. These bills may include:

•	 Co-payments
•	 Deductibles
•	 Charges not covered by insurance

Reviewing bills carefully and contacting healthcare providers with questions helps prevent 
financial misunderstandings.

Many hospitals offer financial assistance programs for patients with limited income. Asking 
about payment plans or reduced fees is encouraged if medical costs become difficult to 
manage.

Mental Health Services
The U.S. healthcare system increasingly recognizes the importance of mental health. Refugees 
may experience stress related to relocation, cultural adjustment, or past trauma.

Insurance programs such as Medicaid or RMA often cover counseling or mental health 
services. Seeking support is viewed as a positive step toward overall well-being.

Preventive Healthcare and Wellness
Preventive care includes routine checkups, vaccinations, and screenings designed to detect 
health issues early. American healthcare providers emphasize preventive services to reduce 
long-term medical costs.

Examples include:

•	 Annual physical exams
•	 Dental checkups
•	 Vision screenings

Preventive care may be covered at little or no cost under certain insurance plans.

Practical Integration Scenario
A refugee family arrives in the United States and enrolls in Medicaid through assistance from 
their resettlement agency. Instead of visiting the emergency room for minor illnesses, they 
establish a relationship with a local primary care clinic. Over time, they learn to schedule 
appointments, understand insurance documents, and manage healthcare costs effectively.

This example illustrates how understanding the healthcare system helps families maintain both 
physical health and financial stability.

Key Differences Refugees Should Remember

•	 Healthcare in the U.S. is insurance-based and can be expensive without coverage.
•	 Emergency rooms are for serious emergencies only.
•	 Primary care providers coordinate most medical services.
•	 Medical bills may arrive even when insured.
•	 Maintaining insurance protects financial and physical well-being.
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Conclusion

Navigating the American healthcare system requires preparation, awareness, and proactive 
decision-making. Understanding insurance programs such as Refugee Medical Assistance and 
Medicaid helps new arrivals access care while minimizing financial risk.

By learning when to use emergency services, maintaining insurance coverage, and building 
relationships with healthcare providers, refugees can protect their health and support long-
term integration into American society.

While the U.S. healthcare system may differ significantly from South Africa’s public and private 
healthcare structures, education and planning make it possible to navigate these differences 
successfully.

Footnotes

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services – Health Insurance Basics 

Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services – Emergency Care Guidelines 

Office of Refugee Resettlement – Medical Assistance Programs 

USA.gov – Health Insurance Information 


