Barriers to Healthcare Access Beyond Insurance:
Insights from a Student-Run Free Clinic

Abstract

Introduction/Objectives:

People experiencing homelessness (PEH) face disproportionate health challenges and
reduced access to care, especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The Carifio Student
Outreach Clinic (CSOC) sought to explore how healthcare access, perceptions, and systemic
factors intersect with the lived experiences of unhoused individuals in Orange County,
California.

Method:

Researchers from CSOC conducted qualitative interviews and focus groups with
unhoused participants recruited from The Hub OC, where the clinic operates. Open and focused
coding techniques were used to identify themes. Pseudonyms preserved anonymity, and audio
recordings were securely stored and transcribed.

Result:

Participants described significant barriers to care, including transportation issues,
language barriers, lack of insurance knowledge, discrimination, and mental health stigma. The
COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these challenges. Demographic diversity and differing
past healthcare interactions informed a range of perspectives on current needs and system gaps.

Conclusion:

By centering unhoused voices, this study highlights persistent gaps in healthcare access
and the need for policy changes that support mobile clinics, transportation resources, and
culturally competent care. These findings aim to guide future interventions tailored to the unique
needs of PEH populations.



