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FROM THE EDITOR 
How Should SDoH Screening Happen for Children? 
Brigid Garrity, DO, MS, MPH 
 
Despite spending far more on health care than other high-income countries, the United 
States (US) has overall worse health outcomes.1 The US has high rates of child and adult 
poverty,  which leads to unmet social needs and subsequently poorer health outcomes 
later in life.2,3 One reason for these high poverty rates is that the US spends less on 
programs that benefit children, such as parental leave and child allowances, compared 
to other countries.2,3,4 

 
In 2023, more than half of children in the US were insured by Medicaid or the Children’s 
Health Insurance Program.5,6 Beginning in 2025, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services (CMS) began requiring all health care organizations participating in these 
programs to screen patients ages 18 years and older admitted to a hospital for 
structural drivers of health (SDoH).7 The required SDoH domains are food insecurity, 
housing insecurity, transportation insecurity, interpersonal safety, and utilities.7 

 
SDoH screening and follow-up is essential because health outcomes, particularly for 
children of color, are widely documented as compromised by social, historical, and fiscal 
neglect of parental leave and other policies that support children.8 Screening for SDoH 
not only allows clinicians to identify patients’ unmet needs, but more importantly, to 
connect patients with resources. As part of a larger initiative, SDoH screening aims to 
improve access to and quality of care for patients in underserved communities.7 CMS 
does not mandate a specific screening tool but does require completion of some 
inpatient SDoH screening.7 If screening for any structural driver is positive, the patient or 
family should be given resources to address identified unmet needs.9 

 
Despite the value of SDoH screening in improving US children’s health outcomes,10,11 
many clinicians—39.9% in one survey—think SDoH screening is not feasible.12 Lack of 
resources to address unmet needs identified in SDoH screening and lack of capacity for 
follow-up can make some pediatricians hesitant to screen for SDoH.12 Even if SDOH 
screening is performed, in order for it to be beneficial to children, the screening methods 
must be valid. Yet most pediatric SDoH screening tools have not undergone reliability 
and validity testing.10 A 2024 study found that, among the 76.7% of pediatricians who 
screened for SDoH, only 12.6% of them use standardized tools.13 

https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/how-should-childrens-medicaid-eligibility-be-monitored/2025-09
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/what-would-be-required-structural-determinants-health-screening-and-follow-improve-childrens-health/2025-09
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This issue of the AMA Journal of Ethics investigates clinical, ethical, and policy-level 
questions about how SDoH screening for children should be implemented and 
administered and how clinicians who care for children should integrate results of 
screening into their short-term and long-term care plans. 
 
References 

1. Tikkanen R, Abrams MK. US health care from a global perspective, 2019: higher 
spending, worse outcomes? The Commonwealth Fund. January 30, 2020. 
Accessed December 12, 2024. 
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2020/jan/us-
health-care-global-perspective-2019  

2. Smeeding T, Thévenot C. Addressing child poverty: how does the United States 
compare with other nations? Acad Pediatr. 2016;16(3)(suppl):S67-S75. 

3. Tikkanen RS, Schneider EC. Social spending to improve population health—does 
the United States spend as wisely as other countries? N Engl J Med. 
2020;382(10):885-887. 

4. Nandi A, Jahagirdar D, Dimitris MC, et al. The impact of parental and medical 
leave policies on socioeconomic and health outcomes in OECD countries: a 
systematic review of the empirical literature. Milbank Q. 2018;96(3):434-471. 

5. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services; Medicaid and CHIP Learning 
Collaboratives. May 2023 Medicaid and CHIP enrollment trends snapshot. 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services; Medicaid and CHIP Learning 
Collaboratives; 2023. Accessed December 12, 2024. 
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/national-medicaid-chip-program-
information/downloads/may-2023-medicaid-chip-enrollment-trend-snapshot.pdf 

6. Korhonen V. Number of children in the United States from 1950 to 2050. 
Statista. July 5, 2024. Accessed April 2, 2025. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/457760/number-of-children-in-the-us/  

7. Gallegos A. New SDOH reporting requirements expected to impact HI workflow, 
staffing. Journal of Ahima. February 23, 2024. Accessed December 12, 2024. 
https://journal.ahima.org/page/new-sdoh-reporting-requirements-expected-to-
impact-hi-workflow-staffing  

8. Racial and ethnic disparities in access to and use of paid family and medical 
leave: evidence from four nationally representative datasets. US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. January 2019. Accessed April 7, 2025. 
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2019/article/racial-and-ethnic-disparities-in-
access-to-and-use-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave.htm  

9. Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Kansas City. CMHN Blue KC social determinants 
of health (SDoH) screening FAQ. Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association. 
Accessed April 2, 2025. 
https://www.cmics.org/cmhn/LoadImagesFiles/LoadFile?contentGUID=74D92
DF3-326D-4A04-A6D9-790C4B050B7D  

10. Sokol R, Austin A, Chandler C, et al. Screening children for social determinants of 
health: a systematic review. Pediatrics. 2019;144(4):e20191622. 

11. Friedman S, Caddle S, Motelow JE, Meyer D, Lane M. Improving screening for 
social determinants of health in a pediatric resident clinic: a quality 
improvement initiative. Pediatr Qual Saf. 2021;6(4):e419. 

12. Garg A, Cull W, Olson L, et al. Screening and referral for low-income families’ 
social determinants of health by US pediatricians. Acad Pediatr. 
2019;19(8):875-883.  

https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/how-should-clinical-teams-integrate-findings-social-needs-screenings-childrens-care-plans/2025-09
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2020/jan/us-health-care-global-perspective-2019
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2020/jan/us-health-care-global-perspective-2019
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/national-medicaid-chip-program-information/downloads/may-2023-medicaid-chip-enrollment-trend-snapshot.pdf
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/national-medicaid-chip-program-information/downloads/may-2023-medicaid-chip-enrollment-trend-snapshot.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/457760/number-of-children-in-the-us/
https://journal.ahima.org/page/new-sdoh-reporting-requirements-expected-to-impact-hi-workflow-staffing
https://journal.ahima.org/page/new-sdoh-reporting-requirements-expected-to-impact-hi-workflow-staffing
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2019/article/racial-and-ethnic-disparities-in-access-to-and-use-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2019/article/racial-and-ethnic-disparities-in-access-to-and-use-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave.htm
https://www.cmics.org/cmhn/LoadImagesFiles/LoadFile?contentGUID=74D92DF3-326D-4A04-A6D9-790C4B050B7D
https://www.cmics.org/cmhn/LoadImagesFiles/LoadFile?contentGUID=74D92DF3-326D-4A04-A6D9-790C4B050B7D


AMA Journal of Ethics, September 2025 633 

13. Coker TR, Gottschlich EA, Burr WH, Lipkin PH. Early childhood screening 
practices and barriers: a national survey of primary care pediatricians. 
Pediatrics. 2024;154(2):e2023065552. 

 
Brigid Garrity, DO, MS, MPH is an emergency medicine resident at Boston Medical 
Center in Massachusetts. Her academic interests include health services research, 
public policy, and health equity. 
 

Citation 
AMA J Ethics. 2025;27(9):E631-633. 
 
DOI 
10.1001/amajethics.2025.631. 
 
Conflict of Interest Disclosure 
Contributor disclosed no conflicts of interest relevant to the content. 
 
The viewpoints expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views and policies of the AMA. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright 2025 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.  
ISSN 2376-6980 


