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Providers expand pediatric home care amid possible Medicaid cuts
DIANE EASTABROOK   
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Pediatric home healthcare companies are gearing up to meet skyrocketing demand for
services aimed at chronically ill children and adolescents.

Companies that provide pediatric home healthcare services, including Bayada Home
Health Care, Aveanna Healthcare and Alliance Homecare are planning acquisitions and
expansions to new states this year as demand increases for private duty nursing and
home healthcare services for patients under age 18. But those expansion plans could hit
speed bumps if Congress slashes funding for state Medicaid programs, the primary
payers for pediatric home health services.

Related: Atrium Health rolls out first pediatric hospital-at-home program

Demand for pediatric private duty nursing and home health is growing at a fast clip due to
the increasing number of children with chronic diseases and conditions. The American
Academy of Pediatrics estimates that approximately 20 million children — about 28% of
those under age 18 — have a condition that requires medical care for a few months or for
several years. Providing care to children at home is less expensive than providing it in a
hospital or long-term care setting.

To meet the demand, New York-based Alliance Homecare expanded into New Jersey last
month and plans to begin offering pediatric private duty nursing and home healthcare
services in parts of Connecticut and Florida later this month, CEO Joseph Verdirame said
in an email. The company is also looking to expand to other markets, including Chicago,
Dallas, Boston, Los Angeles and San Francisco, which Verdirame said have large children’s
hospitals and high concentrations of pediatric patients in need of home health services.

Get the report
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Atlanta-based Aveanna Healthcare is looking to expand pediatric home health services
through acquisitions, CEO Jeff Shaner told analysts during an earnings call last month.
Aveanna is one of the nation’s largest providers of pediatric private duty nursing and home
health services. The company operates 270 offices across 33 states.

Bayada Home Health Care is also looking to broaden its footprint. The Moorestown, New
Jersey-based nonprofit plans to open more locations in the 14 states where it already
offers pediatric home health services, as well as in new states, said Cris Toscano,
Bayada’s skilled nursing practice president. The organization provides pediatric home-
based care to approximately 4,500 children a week, but Toscano said it is trying to serve
more patients with additional offices and staff.

“Right now, we can only accept about one out of every three clients who call us for care,”
she said.

Increases in a variety of diseases and conditions, including asthma, diabetes, cancer and
cerebral palsy, are driving up demand for pediatric home care. The biggest demand is
coming from children with complex medical conditions where treatments and services
require equipment such as ventilators and feeding tubes, said Dr. Stefanie Reed, a
pediatrician and medical director at Atrium Health’s Pediatric Hospital at Home Program in
Charlotte, North Carolina. Reed said advancements in medicine and technology are
helping medically complex children live longer. Their fragile conditions often require years
of therapy and medical care, making those children one of the fastest growing segments
in pediatric healthcare, she said.

Children and adolescents with complex medical conditions can receive skilled nursing
care in rehabilitation hospitals or in their homes. A private duty nurse may provide home-
based services for several hours a day. Children with less severe illnesses may require
several months or years of intermittent home healthcare.

The care is costly. While some employer-sponsored health plans may provide limited
coverage for home-based pediatric care, Medicaid is the primary payer for those services.
The program covers about three-quarters of all pediatric home health visits, according to
the American Academy of Pediatrics.

Federal funding cuts to Medicaid could complicate efforts to maintain and expand home-
based healthcare to children with complex medical conditions. Health policy research
organization KFF said in a recent report that if Congress cuts Medicaid by more than $2
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trillion over 10 years, states may have to either raise taxes to pay for home-based care or
reduce payments to home-based care providers.

That would create a quandary for Interim Healthcare of Sioux Falls, which would like to
expand the number of children who receive private duty nursing services in and around the
rural South Dakota community. Abby Woodford, who operates the family-owned franchise,
said she would like to provide care for up to 20 children at a time, an increase from the 10
to 15 her nursing staff can currently accommodate. However, she said a cut to South
Dakota’s Medicaid rate could change those plans.

“It’s something we'll have to take a look at,” Woodford said. “We want these kiddos to
remain in their homes and, as a mom, I would want my child at home, if he got sick.”

Aveanna CEO Jeff Shaner on the earnings call dismissed analysts' concerns that potential
Medicaid cuts would reduce home healthcare access for children or throw a wrench into
the company’s acquisition plans. He said children with complex conditions must receive
care and the home is a far cheaper alternative than a healthcare facility.

“We are a cost saver to state and federal governments. We have external studies that
show we save between $5,000 and $6,000 per day in our private duty nursing business for
every day we keep a medically complex pediatric patient at home and not in a neonatal
intensive care unit or a pediatric intensive care unit,” Shaner said.

Toscano said Bayada has made strategic decisions to grow its pediatric home health
business in states that invest in higher Medicaid reimbursements. She thinks any efforts
from states to make it harder for children to receive care in their homes would be met with
strong resistance from their parents.

“I wouldn’t want to be the legislator to tell a mom or dad that there are no more [home]
nurses and they have to make a decision to put their child into a long-term care facility,”
Toscano said.
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