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The Value of Your
Life by the Numbers

Crowdfunded Medical Debt

GRAYSON D. HIGHSMITH University of Puget Sound

T his paper on medical crowdfunding and social value synthesizes and discusses find-
ings surrounding demographic differences in performance when crowdfunding, par-
ticularly on GoFundMe. Using this data and Judith Butler’s idea of grievability, the

paper suggests that medical crowdfunding, through the analysis of social interconnectivity,
can be used as a metric to understand who is and isn’t grievable in the US. The paper then
ultimately concludes that both a radical overhaul of the American medical system and a
more comprehensive welfare system are necessary in order to foster a happy, healthy and
socially connected America.

INTRODUCTION

F ollowing a recent spinal cord injury, my
partner took the liberty of creating a Go-
FundMe campaign to assist me and my

family in paying for my care. Many of my friends,
family, teammates, and classmates heard about
this campaign through word of mouth, texts, so-
cial media, or posters and donated to or shared it.
They interact or have interacted with me, whether
it is in class, on the field, or just seeingme around.
Despite the massive help to my family, my cam-
paign, like many others, didn’t reach its goal. In
that regard, my campaign is not in the minority.
Rather, me and my family were lucky to even get
it off the ground. The fact of the matter is, most
GoFundMe campaigns fall far short of their goal,
or in other words: fail.

Despite this, GoFundMe, the largest medical
crowdfunding platform in the United States, has
increasingly, andworryingly, come to supplement
and supplant the American healthcare system for
many Americans. While the American system is
known to have brought about great innovations

in health such as insulin, corrective heart surgery,
and kidney transplants,¹ it is also the very same
system that has monetized them, putting these
medications and procedures outside the reach of
many who need them.² Medical costs have put
tens of millions of Americans into financial des-
titution³ over problems that they had no way to
avoid. Injury and sickness, while sometimes pre-
dictable, aremost often spontaneous, leavingmost
Americans in a constant state of precarity, one ac-
cident away from financial ruin. Even after the
contributions of our health insurance, my fam-
ily was stuck with over $7,000 in medical debt.
Amongmy friends in rehab, I was considered lucky

¹“Timeline of Discovery,” accessed November 25,
2022, https://hms.harvard.edu/about-hms/history-
hms/timeline-discovery.
²Alina Bills, “Turning to Social Media to Get
Affordable Insulin: A Clear Sign of a Broken
Health Care System,” STAT, March 3, 2022,
https://www.statnews.com/2022/03/03/insulin-via-
underground-social-media-market/.
³K. Robin Yabroff et al., “Prevalence and Correlates
of Medical Financial Hardship in the USA,” Journal
of General Internal Medicine 34, no. 8 (August 1,
2019): 1494–1502, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-
019-05002-w.
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Highsmith

for that sum.
While many injured and sick Americans do

have health insurance, that is certainly no guar-
antee that one is safe from the financial ramifica-
tions of this broken system; many insured Amer-
icans still struggle to cover their monthly insur-
ance bill or the cost of care after insurance.⁴ Cov-
ering these costs can obviously be difficult, and
as a result, many Americans turn to their friends,
family, and neighbors for help through crowdfund-
ing. In doing so, they are playing on their griev-
ability, or their perceived social value, to raise
money. This trend has continued and intensified
in recent years, with medical campaigns on Go-
FundMe growing in 2020 to over 5 times their
number in 2016.⁵ While the reasons for this trend
are up for debate, Americans’ growing medical
debt,⁶ a shrinking economy and the growing pop-
ularity of the platform⁷ are all likely explanations.

UsingGoFundMe, I will demonstrate how on-
e’s grievability is connected to and dictated by so-
cial interconnectivity and apply that to the cases
of my own crowdfunding experience as well as
crowdfunding as a whole in America to demon-
strate differential grievability among demographic
groups. I argue that the surge in the use of crowd-
funding to supplement and supplant health insur-
ance is a larger issue of the social value of your
life and can be used as ametric to understandwho
is considered grievable and, more importantly, who
is not. Crowdfunding’s attractive capability to
relieve Americans’ medical debt in a shrinking
economy has expanded in recent years, all while

⁴Alex Montero et al., “Americans’ Challenges
with Health Care Costs,” KFF (blog), July
14, 2022, https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-
brief/americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/.
⁵Bruce Y. Lee, “Most GoFundMe Campaigns
For Medical Bills Fail, Less Than 12% Reach
Goals,” Forbes, accessed October 10, 2022,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucelee/2022/02/05/most-
gofundme-campaigns-for-medical-bills-fail-less-
than-12-reach-goals/.
⁶Yabroff et al., “Prevalence and Correlates of Medical
Financial Hardship in the USA.”
⁷Lee, “Most GoFundMeCampaigns ForMedical Bills
Fail, Less Than 12% Reach Goals.”

putting both a face and an identity to whomAmer-
icans give theirmoney. Crowdfunding, rather uni-
quely, possesses the ability to reify and measure
grievability.

MEDICAL
CROWDFUNDING: HOW
IT OPERATES AND ITS
NECESSITY

Crowdfunding has become an integral part of the
means to attain care. While not every Ameri-
can who has an experience in the American med-
ical system is put into a situation in which they
feel GoFundMe is needed or helpful, a signifi-
cant chunk have either turned to GoFundMe as
a last resort or used it to take the edge off of what
could otherwise be a financially crippling sum.⁸
Due to the inability of many Americans to pay
exorbitant (and inflating) medical bills, the mar-
ket opens up for sites like GoFundMe, simulta-
neously individualizing the issue and taking re-
sponsibility away from the failing medical sys-
tem. The American system’s death spiral of pri-
vatization and subsequent failure has carved out
the niche for GoFundMe, shifting the blame off
of the privatized American system, and onto un-
successful campaign organizers. The feel-good
story of people helping their friends and neigh-
bors is nice, but do not let that fool you; this is
a very problematic phenomenon. While health
insurance may not mean one can be certain of fi-
nancial coverage, and their failure is a reason for
many of GoFundMe’s patronage, coverage from
health insurance is far more likely to cover the
costs of a brush with the American medical sys-
tem.⁹ But the false hope, or cruel optimism,¹⁰
to use the words of Lauren Berlant, of one being
able to cover their medical debt through crowd-
funding, creates a vexing issue of growing reliance

⁸Lee.
⁹Lee.
¹⁰LaurenBerlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, NC:Duke
University Press, 2011).
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Crowdfunded Medical Debt

upon crowdfunding.¹¹ On top of the American
population that can’t afford insurance in the first
place, insured Americans pressed for cash may
now think that they can eliminate their health in-
surance for that money and rely upon crowdfund-
ingwhen they become injured or sick. Thus greater
exposure to precarity is felt by the American pop-
ulace on a given day, a trend that will be discussed
later.

This paper will operate largely on statistics
and arguments particularly concerningGoFundMe.
Essentially, GoFundMe and websites like it pro-
vide the tools for just about anyone to set up a
campaign on their website, and in exchange, they
take a 2.9% + 30¢ fee¹² off of every donation.
This fee means that setting up a campaign is com-
pletely free to the organizer, and the cost is footed
by those who choose to donate. Once the cam-
paign has been created, the creator is able to cre-
ate a link to it to share all over websites like Insta-
gram or Facebook and createQR codes for posters.
GoFundMe largely relies upon being used in tan-
dem with social media platforms like Instagram,
Facebook, and YouTube. The social media piece
is how a lot of campaigns source the bulk of their
funds. Rather than living solely on GoFundMe’s
website, where it is unlikely to attract any sig-
nificant attention, social media has a “pushing”
effect.¹³This is exactly why many crowdfunding
websites recommend (for their own benefit and
the campaign’s) that the creator puts it onto their
social media page(s),¹⁴ exposing the campaign to
peoplewho care about the injured/sick person and
to those who are not actively looking for causes to
donate to. This effect has revolutionized the way
Americans, and people around the world, crowd-
fund. Campaigns that use social media to spread

¹¹Lee, “Most GoFundMeCampaigns ForMedical Bills
Fail, Less Than 12% Reach Goals.”
¹²“GoFundMe: #1 Fundraising Platform for
Crowdfunding,” accessed November 26, 2022,
https://www.gofundme.com/.
¹³Zhengwei Huang et al., “Explaining Dona-
tion Behavior in Medical Crowdfunding in
Social Media,” accessed November 26, 2022,
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211014520.
¹⁴Huang et al.

the word not only end up bringing in a great deal
more money,¹⁵ but also take out a lot of the leg-
work and costs of otherwise needed crowdfund-
ing events, meaning they net a higher amount for
the actual cause.¹⁶ But this reliance upon social
media, and thus one’s social network, creates an
interesting demonstration of value that will be dis-
cussed in the application of the concept of griev-
ability.

GRIEVABILITY, SOCIAL
INTERCONNECTIVITY,
AND SOCIAL VALUE

In the introduction to her book Frames of War,
Judith Butler notes that most people are familiar
with grief as a function of a life ended or lost,¹⁷
but not so familiar with grievability as a concept.
In her words: “grievability is a condition of a
life’s emergence and sustenance”¹⁸ that she ar-
gues leads to its recognizability, or ability to be
read as, a life. To be without grievability, But-
ler argues, is to be “something living that is other
than a life.”¹⁹ Grievability is lent to people by
their ability to be legible as a life. As such, it is,
to some degree, a function of perspective and po-
sition. My particular campaign was effective and
people donated because of my proximity to them,
or our shared circles of social interdependence. I
argue that while “success” may be an idea subject
to people’s perspectives, there are people who
are understood to be more grievable than others.
Grievability is, in some ways, contingent on how
interconnected you are. A larger social circle and
online social presence, the more one’s absence
will be felt. So through my circle’s unconscious
obligation to notice and feel my absence, I know
that I am grievable to those people. That lack of
my presence is noticed; as Butler puts it, “only

¹⁵Huang et al.
¹⁶Huang et al.
¹⁷Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Griev-
able? (Verso Books, 2016), 15.
¹⁸Butler, 15.
¹⁹Butler, 15.
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Highsmith

under conditions in which loss would matter does
the value of the life appear.”²⁰ Inversely, then, in
conditions in which loss doesn’t matter, life is not
perceived as valuable. Imagine the same injury
that I suffered, but if it had happened to someone
none of us knew. To my friends and family who
donated, they would never have known the per-
son was injured. This isn’t their fault, nor is it
the fault of the person who was injured, but their
grievability, or their social value, isn’t felt by my
donors. This is an inherent limitation of human
socialization; not only can we not know every-
one, but even if we did, not everyone makes a no-
ticeable difference in our lives. So while this in-
jured person may have the same injury and costs,
their story doesn’t evermake it tomy donor’s ears,
meaning that they are not perceived as grievable
by my donors. On their end, this person has their
own circle, and within their circle, they have peo-
ple who find them grievable and not me. Griev-
ability, then, must be understood as a condition
that is experienced subjectively.

Social interconnectivity, or interdependence,
is like a measurable piece of theory that can be
used to understand grievability through crowd-
funding data. Social interconnectivity is an at-
tempt tomeasure one’s integration, reliance upon,
and contribution to their community. It is some-
what well understood by those who study social
interconnectivity that typically, as a function of
economic class, social ²¹ This would mean that,
on average, a working-class member of Ameri-
can society will experience higher metrics of so-
cial interconnectivity (amount and quality of re-
lationships, connection to family, etc.)²² than a
middle or high-class member of American soci-

²⁰Butler, 14.
²¹Nicole M. Stephens, Jessica S. Cameron, and Sarah
S. M. Townsend, “Lower Social Class Does Not
(Always) Mean Greater Interdependence: Women
in Poverty Have Fewer Social Resources Than
Working-Class Women,” Journal of Cross-Cultural
Psychology 45, no. 7 (August 1, 2014): 1064,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022114534768.
²²Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, “Lower Social
Class Does Not (Always) Mean Greater Interdepen-
dence.”

ety. This is in all likelihood a result of the fact
that greater wealth oftenmeans people have greater
independence from their community due to less
need to be connected to them.

Although this trend is useful for the analysis
of social resources, it actually fails to hold past
the point of poverty.²³ While using this logic to
follow the trend displayed by research on the sub-
ject, one would expect that impoverished people
would be the most socially interconnected peo-
ple in the US, but social interconnectivity is ac-
tually lower among impoverished Americans.²⁴
In Nicole Stephens, Jessica Cameron and Sarah
Townsends’ study, Lower Social Class Does not
(Always) Mean Greater Interdependence, they
demonstrate this fact,²⁵ and go on to explain that
the reason that this trend is created andmaintained
may be due to the economic pressures that come
with poverty and the greater level of precarity, or
proximity to destitution, one finds themselves in
when in poverty.²⁶ An example given in the con-
clusion of the study explains this phenomenon
best: “if individuals encounter an unexpected chal-
lenge, such as losing a job, and lack the social
connections (e.g., a job referral) necessary for find-
ing a new job, their economic position may dete-
riorate more than it would have in the presence
of greater social resources.”²⁷ Even if the social
resources aspect of poverty didn’t come into play,
Stephens et. al argue that the lower interconnec-
tivity brought on by poverty also worsens peo-
ple’s psychological well-being and mental health,
leaving them less able to cope with adversity and
stress.²⁸ The bottom line is this: social intercon-
nectivity, or rather the lack thereof, is a weapon
with which impoverished people are kept in pre-
carity.

²³Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend.
²⁴Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend.
²⁵Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, 1070.
²⁶Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, 1070.
²⁷Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, 1070.
²⁸Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, 1070.
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Crowdfunded Medical Debt

SOCIAL
INTERCONNECTIVITY
AND CROWDFUNDING

Americans kept impoverished through their lack
of social interconnectivity, among other things,
will inherently experience a higher level of pre-
carity when it comes to their health. Unlike their
middle and high-class counterparts, they have few-
er financial resources to pay for health insurance
or medical debt. This lack of resources lends to
them having a higher reliance upon crowdfund-
ing as discussed earlier, due to the necessity of
it as a last resort to pay for care. While reliance
upon crowdfunding is already a worrying trend,
that compounds with the fact that impoverished
and poor Americans, who need help the most, sh-
ow far lower metrics of success on GoFundMe
and websites like it. In a study by Nora Ken-
worthy and Mark Igra²⁹ on the disparities of who
receives money on GoFundMe, they found that,
from over 400,000 campaigns studied, those orig-
inating from the poorest quintile of American cou-
nties were in fact the least likely to meet their
goal, and had the fewest donations and leastmoney
raised³⁰ when compared to the 4 richer quintiles.

One of the most glaring explanations for this
trend is that GoFundMe, being donation based,
relies heavily upon the social net people are sur-
rounded by. Having more friends, or even just
more people who consider one grievable, should,
on average, naturally lead to a higher amount of
donations, as they should be the people who di-
rectly value one’s health. In the case of my own
campaign, andmirrored inGoFundMe campaigns’
typical heavy reliance on social media, the bulk
of people’s donations come from the people ar-
ound them; their friends, family, coworkers, and
teammates. Being more socially interconnected,

²⁹Nora Kenworthy and Mark Igra, “Medical Crowd-
funding and Disparities in Health Care Access in
the United States, 2016 2020,” American Journal of
Public Health 112, no. 3 (March 2022): 491–98,
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306617.
³⁰Lee, “Most GoFundMeCampaigns ForMedical Bills
Fail, Less Than 12% Reach Goals.”

and thus having more people around you, should
lead to a higher success rate among those cam-
paigns. In reality, the richest quintile of Ameri-
can counties shows the highest success across all
three of these categories, despite not having high
social interconnectivity. This is because crowd-
funding doesn’t have to be as simple as sourcing
donations from your friends and family. Richer
people and especially richer families have, through
an inherent byproduct of their money, more fluid
schedules.³¹ Money gives them the ability to take
extended breaks from work and still be able to
support themselves. Along with this money are
financial resources that can be used to better their
campaign. To complete the recipe for success,
richAmericans also have a tendency to have richer
friends,³² meaningmore disposable income in the-
ir circles and thus greater donation size. Through
a mix of these, the rich are able to offset their
lower social interconnectivity throughmorework-
ing hours on their campaigns, richer donors, and
money that can go into getting the word out. All
the while, impoverished Americans are without
these resources and typically hold lower social in-
terconnectivity than the rich. Without these fac-
tors to offset their lack of interconnectivity, cam-
paigns from impoverished Americans are left to
wither on the vine. Additionally, these impov-
erished Americans who experience lower rates
of success in crowdfunding disproportionately in-
clude members of minoritized identities, which
will be discussed in the following section.³³ ³⁴

³¹Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, “Lower Social
Class Does Not (Always) Mean Greater Interdepen-
dence.”
³²Juliana Kaplan, “If You Want to Get Rich, Make
Rich Friends, a Harvard Economist Found in 2 New
Studies,” Business Insider, accessed April 9, 2023,
https://www.businessinsider.com/want-to-get-rich-
make-rich-friends-harvard-reserach-study-2022-8.
³³Lee, “Most GoFundMeCampaigns ForMedical Bills
Fail, Less Than 12% Reach Goals.”
³⁴Angela Hanks, Danyelle Solomon, and Christian
E. Weller, “Systematic Inequality - Center for
American Progress,” accessed December 14, 2022,
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/systematic-
inequality/.
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ANALYZING
DISPARITIES AMONG
MINORITIZED
AMERICAN
POPULATIONS

While it may seem obvious to some, it should
be explicitly stated that American institutions, in-
cluding the American medical system, have long
shown biases against members of racial, sexual,
and gender minorities.³⁵ These biases compound
to place theseminoritized groups in a higher level
of precarity than their White, straight, and cis-
gender counterparts, which also creates a higher
need for medical crowdfunding. Despite this,
members of American racial minorities are ac-
tually less likely to create a campaign,³⁶ which
could be due to the lower likelihood of success
and lack of access to the internet among commu-
nities of color.³⁷ Whatever the reasoning, this
finding aligns with other existing trends of lower
numbers of campaigns being launched from poorer
counties.³⁸ Black, Hispanic, andAsianAmerican
families all hold far less average wealth than their
White counterparts.³⁹ This means that these fam-
ilies experience a higher average need for money
from crowdfunding, but are also far less likely to
have successful campaigns. Being publicly ori-
ented, crowdfunding will inherently express the
biases of the American populace. For example,
in a study on crowdfunding it was found that Black
organizers receive, on average, $22 less per do-

³⁵Hanks, Solomon, and Weller.
³⁶Kenworthy and Igra, “Medical Crowdfunding and
Disparities in Health Care Access in the United States,
2016 2020.”
³⁷Avi Asher-Shapiro and David Sherfinski, “Dig-
ital Divide in America: Nearly 40% of Ru-
ral Black Americans Have No Internet at
Home,” Global Citizen, October 7, 2021,
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/digital-
divide-black-americans/.
³⁸Lee, “Most GoFundMeCampaigns ForMedical Bills
Fail, Less Than 12% Reach Goals.”
³⁹Hanks, Solomon, and Weller, “Systematic Inequality
- Center for American Progress.”

nation than their White counterparts, while non-
Black people of color received, on average, $12
less per donation.⁴⁰ This aligns with the trend
of impoverished Americans receiving lower do-
nations and also shows how that unequally affects
people of color.

Queer and trans people see a difference in their
performance on GoFundMe as well. Although I
was not able to find as comprehensive of data on
the subject as for members of racial minorities,
it would seem the difference in performance for
LGBTQ Americans is more tied up in the meth-
ods than the results. Transgender Americans, for
example, have differentmedical needs in that they
often seek gender-affirming care, and members
of all gender and sexual minorities actually hold
a higher reliance upon existing online groups.⁴¹
This is probably partially due to their lower like-
lihood to have medical insurance,⁴² but also a dif-
ference in the acceptance of their identity. This
will be discussed later, but being a heavily politi-
cized group, LGBTQ Americans seeking care of-
ten need to go further to find it, resulting in a
heavier reliance on social media. While not a tra-
ditional form of social interconnectivity, online
friends and affinity groups are absolutely means
by which one can be socially interdependent. To
some degree, the congregation of LGBTQ Amer-
icans into online communities may in fact be a
transcendence of social interconnectivity, finding
community outside their own physical space. Re-

⁴⁰Nora Kenworthy, “Race, Gender In-
equities in Medical Crowdfunding,” Uni-
versity of Washington Bothell, March 6,
2020, https://www.uwb.edu/news/March-
2020/crowdfunding-race-kenworthy.
⁴¹Chris A. Barcelos and Stephanie L. Budge, “Inequal-
ities in Crowdfunding for Transgender Health Care,”
Transgender Health 4, no. 1 (March 6, 2019): 81–88,
https://doi.org/10.1089/trgh.2018.0044. 42 Barcelos
and Budge.
⁴²Molly Callahan, “Racial Bias Matters on Crowd-
funding Sites like Indiegogo, Kickstarter, and
GoFundMe,” News @ Northeastern, March 7, 2019,
https://news.northeastern.edu/2019/03/07/racial-
bias-matters-on-crowdfunding-sites-like-indiegogo-
kickstarter-and gofundme/.
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Crowdfunded Medical Debt

gardless, this higher reliance on social media re-
flects the social isolation felt by many queer and
transgender Americans.

These differential results are an issue that pla-
gues crowdfunding websites, no matter the cause
(medical, business, charity, etc.)43 These differ-
ences are a natural expression of the implicit bi-
ases held by American donors as well as long-
term systemic isolation. Furthermore, especially
when it comes to transgenderAmericans, the politi-
cization of medical needs leads to an interesting
conversation of palatability and social acceptance.

PALATABILITY,
POLITICIZATION, AND
PUBLIC INTIMACY

Medical crowdfunding is clearly different from
other forms of crowdfunding. It is deeply per-
sonal, requiring the re-telling of a possibly trau-
matic story to hundreds, if not thousands, of peo-
ple. In my own experience, I often pondered the
implications of this. I still experience post-traum-
atic stress under certain situations that remindme
of my injury six months later. Even just telling
one person about my own injury can bring me
discomfort. When Americans are refused free
healthcare and the poor are forced into reliance
upon crowdfunding, the American system is forc-
ing this same retelling upon hundreds of thou-
sands of Americans.

Not only can this result in undue pain, but
it also creates a prioritization of stories. When
trying to get people to donate, what one is es-
sentially doing is playing to become grievable to
the reader. While to this point I have focused
upon success as a function of how many people
a campaign reaches, actually getting the people
one reaches to donate is arguably just as impor-
tant. This is why successful campaigns will have
not only an introduction to the injured person, but
will be fleshed outwith pictures ofmajor life even-
ts and hobbies, regular and frequent updates, and
an explanation of their condition. Campaigns that
have large text explanations of the situation show

far highermetrics of success⁴³ than those that don’t,
and optimizing a campaign’s use of pictures has
the same effect.⁴⁴ The degree to which one can
make their campaign more complete, attractive,
and aesthetic has a high correlation with its suc-
cess. While this isn’t necessarily fair, this is how
one relays grievability. The more completely a
person is portrayed through a campaign, themore
attached potential donors become to the campaign,
the safer donors feel with spending their money
and ultimately, the more likely they are to donate.
This creates a distinct monetary incentive for one
to synthesize a publicly palatable story, one that
can be read and interpreted in a positive light by
as many people as possible. This means people
are forced to hedge some of the truths of their
story, omit details or generally soften up their ex-
perience. This incentive means people have to
choose between telling the entire truth of their
experience or optimizing their palatability to po-
tential donors. On top of this, the people writing
the descriptions of the campaigns are most often
the ones who are receiving medical treatment.⁴⁵
While GoFundMe is here to help, it incentivizes
people to focus on and retell the pain they have en-
dured while already in an incredibly painful time
in their life.

Furthermore, this palatability applies heavier
constrictions upon those in minoritized groups.
Given that crowdfunding relies upon the Ameri-
can public, amember of aminoritized group seek-
ing care will have to fight not only to create a
palatable campaign but also against people’s pre-
conceived notions or opinions about the group
they belong to. For example, transgender people
seeking care in the US will have a harder time se-
curing funding because of their generally lower
cultural acceptance in America. Not only do they
need to convince people that they are a worthy
cause to donate to, they need to do so from lower

⁴³Xupin Zhang, Hanjia Lyu, and Jiebo Luo, “What
Contributes to a Crowdfunding Campaign’s Success?
Evidence and Analyses from GoFundMe Data,” Jour-
nal of Social Computing 2, no. 2 (June 2021): 187,
https://doi.org/10.23919/JSC.2021.0010.
⁴⁴Zhang, Lyu, and Luo, 188.
⁴⁵Zhang, Lyu, and Luo, 188.
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Highsmith

perceived grievability to start with. Someonewith
more cultural grievability though, such as a white
cisgender male, will have an easier time being
legible to more people as a life deserving of one’s
donation.

Palatability also extends to the type of med-
ical situation the campaign is made to support.
Campaigns that are made to support procedures
or conditions that are perceived as “resolvable”⁴⁶
will, on average, show higher metrics of success.
This would include something like a broken arm,
torn ligament, or other more acute injuries. On
the other hand, conditions that are less “resolv-
able,” including things like cancer, long-term re-
habilitation, or a spinal cord injury, see less suc-
cess. This is because people want to feel like their
money is going somewhere, and one way to get
that is through a quick turnaround. Investment in
longer-term injuries forces people to stay tuned to
feel that payoff which can be a greater emotional
investment. Similarly, emergency cases tend to
grab more cash as well.⁴⁷ In order to maximize
one’s grievability one requires either great luck in
their medical situation or thewillingness and abil-
ity to exaggerate or mute certain details. These
aren’t things everyone possesses or has the time
or resources to learn. TheAmerican system forces
people to not only spend more on their own care
than they would in other developed countries,⁴⁸
but to pay out of pocket for their fellow Ameri-
cans who cannot afford care.

SOLUTIONS AND
CONCLUSION

The issue I’ve laid out in this paper goes beyond
just a problematic healthcare system. The system
is so flawed, so useless, that it forces people into

⁴⁶Huang et al., “Explaining Donation Behavior inMed-
ical Crowdfunding in Social Media,”
⁴⁷Zhang, Lyu, and Luo, “What Contributes to a Crowd-
funding Campaign’s Success?”
⁴⁸Eric C. Schneider et al., “Mirror, Mirror
2021: Reflecting Poorly,” August 4, 2021,
https://doi.org/10.26099/01dv-h208.

charity and/or financial ruin.⁴⁹ In that charity,
donors with limited resources themselves, must
choose who “deserves” care more, which, when
done by the whole American population, demon-
strates differential grievability through the social
value of different people’s health. Medical crowd-
funding, and its inevitable failures, are a measure-
ment by which we can understand social value
and how it is attributed. People “earn” grievabil-
ity through their social interdependence and ef-
forts to maximize it. So, assuming that our is-
sue is creating an equitable healthcare system to
demonstrate the extension of social value to all
Americans, we have a few options.

Any solution for the current situation will re-
quire massive undertakings, so while some could
be less radical than others, they are necessarily
structural and large in scale. The first solution
is to deliver financial assistance to those in need.
This would include people who struggle to afford
to live in this country, regardless of their employ-
ment status, housing status, or other oft-usedmeth-
ods of denial of benefits. The idea is to give ev-
eryone a baseline to live off of. This would in-
clude things like a place to live, food, power, wa-
ter, and access to transportation. These benefits
would not come in the form of a blank check, but
rather as a system set up to grant housing, food,
water, etc. directly to the people in need. That
way the money the government spends on this
program is used how it was meant to be used. It is
worth mentioning that the U.S. Government does
have some of these programs in place, with pro-
grams like Food Stamps, housing assistance, and
reduced public transportation fares. Regardless,
the American Government’s attempts at welfare
are as unsuccessful as they are disingenuous and
underfunded. While the logistics of these pro-
grams and their expansion aren’t perfect, there
can be methods by which it can be determined
where these resources need to go. This should
bothmake it more palatable to otherwise-opposed
voters and make it more faithful to its purpose.

Alternatively (or maybe in tandem), we could

⁴⁹Yabroff et al., “Prevalence and Correlates of Medical
Financial Hardship in the USA.”
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Crowdfunded Medical Debt

undertake a massive reconstruction of the Ameri-
can medical system to guarantee medical care to
all. At the moment, anyone who has dealt with
the American system can tell you it is absolutely
broken. Not only do Americans get lower quality
healthcare than other comparable countries, but
we also pay more.⁵⁰ This new system, if mod-
eled and executed correctly, would be cheaper for
the everyday American, by eliminating the “mid-
dlemen” of health insurance, and having people
communally pay, through taxes, for each others’
healthcare.⁵¹ While it wouldn’t be perfect, and
would still have some of the pitfalls of inequity
in today’s system, it’s a start. Both of these sys-
tems would be built to guarantee healthcare and
prosperity to Americans, but also to create hap-
pier lives for people. If executed in conjunction,
Americans would be richer on average, have ac-
cess to better healthcare, and hold greater social
interconnectivity, creating greater social value.
The benefits of these programs far outweigh the
costs, both numerically⁵² and socially. While I
have largely focused on the practical aspects of
these benefits, it needs to be stated too that a more
socially interdependent America is a happier Amer-
ica. People who hold more connections in their
community typically feel happier in their lives,⁵³
and being able to show that we, as a country, mu-
tually care for each other is a benefit that would
also create more trust in each other and the gov-
ernment.

The current system of American healthcare
has failed us. It unnecessarily forces upon peo-
ple more suffering, hardship, and strife, while at
the same time implicitly telling them that they
do not hold societal value. Grievability, or ex-
pressed social value, is attributed to social inter-
connectivity, and this can be both demonstrated
and measured by the state of medical crowdfund-
ing in America. Not only does medical crowd-
funding demonstrate who is grievable on an in-

⁵⁰Schneider et al., “Mirror, Mirror 2021.”
⁵¹Schneider et al.
⁵²Schneider et al.
⁵³Stephens, Cameron, and Townsend, “Lower Social
Class Does Not (Always) Mean Greater Interdepen-
dence.”

dividual scale, but when compiled, it shows how
we value people as a society. Groups who experi-
ence demonstrable gaps in their societal value are
in need of help. They need not only help to sur-
vive but also help to be humanized. In the words
of Judith Butler, they need help to be “legible as
a life.”⁵⁴

REFERENCES

Asher-Shapiro, Avi, andDavid Sherfinski. “Dig-
ital Divide in America: Nearly 40% of
Rural Black Americans Have No Internet
at Home.” Global Citizen, October 7, 2021.
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/-
digital-divide-black-americans/.

Barcelos, Chris A., and Stephanie L. Budge. “In-
equalities in Crowdfunding for Transgen-
der Health Care.” Transgender Health 4,
no. 1 (March 6, 2019): 81–88. https://doi-
.org/10.1089/trgh.2018.0044. Berlant, Lau-
ren. Cruel Optimism. Durham, NC:Duke
University Press, 2011.

Bills, Alina. “Turning to Social Media to Get
Affordable Insulin: AClear Sign of a Bro-
ken Health Care System.” STAT, March
3, 2022. https://www.statnews.com/2022-
/03/03/insulin-via-underground-social-me
dia-market/. Butler, Judith. Frames of
War: When Is LifeGrievable? VersoBooks,
2016.

Callahan,Molly. “Racial BiasMatters onCrowd-
funding Sites like Indiegogo, Kickstarter,
and GoFundMe.” News @ Northeastern,
March 7, 2019. https://news.northeastern-
.edu/2019/03/07/racial-bias-matters-on-cr
owdfunding-sites-like-indiego go-kickst
arter-and-gofundme/. “Discover Fundrais-
ers on GoFundMe.” Accessed November
26, 2022.

https://www.gofundme.com/discover. “GoFund
Me: #1 Fundraising Platform for Crowd-
funding.” Accessed November 26, 2022.
https://www.gofundme.com/.

⁵⁴Butler, Frames of War, 84.

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

Th
e
Co

m
m
on

sS
ub

m
iss

io
n
Te

m
pl
at
e

9 9

Highsmith: The Value of Your Life by the Numbers

Published by Sound Ideas, 2023



Highsmith

Hanks, Angela, Danyelle Solomon, and Chris-
tian E. Weller. “Systematic Inequality -
Center for American Progress.” Accessed
December 14, 2022. https://www.american
progress.org/article/systematic-inequality/.

Huang, Zhengwei, Ouyang Jing, XiaohongHuang,
Yanni Yang, and Ling Lin. “Explaining
DonationBehavior inMedical Crowdfund-
ing in Social Media.” Accessed Novem-
ber 26, 2022. https://doi.org/10.1177/215
82440211014520.

Kaplan, Juliana. “If YouWant toGet Rich,Make
Rich Friends, aHarvard Economist Found
in 2 New Studies.” Business Insider. Ac-
cessed April 9, 2023. https://www.busine
ssinsider.com/want-to-get-rich-make-rich-
friends-harvard-reserach-study-202 2-8.

Kenworthy, Nora. “Race, Gender Inequities in
Medical Crowdfunding.” University of
WashingtonBothell, March 6, 2020. https
://www.uwb.edu/news/March-2020/crowd
funding-race-kenworthy. Kenworthy, Nora,
and Mark Igra. “Medical Crowdfunding
and Disparities in Health Care Access in
the United States, 2016 2020.” American
Journal of PublicHealth 112, no. 3 (March
2022): 491–98. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJ
PH.2021.306617.

Lee, BruceY. “Most GoFundMeCampaigns For
Medical Bills Fail, Less Than 12% Reach
Goals.” Forbes. Accessed October 10,
2022. https://www.forbes.com/sites/bruce
lee/2022/02/05/most-gofundme-campaigns-
for-medical-bills-f ail-less-than-12-reach-
goals/.

Montero, Alex, AudreyKearney, LizHamel, and
MollyannBrodie. “Americans’ Challenges
withHealth Care Costs.” KFF (blog), July
14, 2022. https://www.kff.org/health-costs/
issue-brief/americans-challenges-with-health-
care-costs/.

Schneider, Eric C., Arnav Shah,MichelleM.Doty,
Roosa Tikkanen, Katharine Fields, andRegi-
naldD.Williams II. “Mirror, Mirror 2021:
Reflecting Poorly,” August 4, 2021. https://
doi.org/10.26099/01dv-h208.

Stephens, Nicole M., Jessica S. Cameron, and

Sarah S. M. Townsend. “Lower Social
Class Does Not (Always) Mean Greater
Interdependence: Women in PovertyHave
Fewer Social Resources ThanWorking-Cl
ass Women.” Journal of Cross-Cultural
Psychology 45, no. 7 (August 1, 2014):
1061–73. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022
114534768. “Timeline ofDiscovery.” Ac-
cessedNovember 25, 2022. https://hms.har
vard.edu/about-hms/history-hms/timeline-
discovery.

Yabroff, K. Robin, Jingxuan Zhao, XuesongHan,
and Zhiyuan Zheng. “Prevalence andCor-
relates of Medical Financial Hardship in
theUSA.” Journal of General InternalMed
icine 34, no. 8 (August 1, 2019): 1494–
1502. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-019-
05002-w.

Zhang, Xupin, Hanjia Lyu, and Jiebo Luo. “What
Contributes to a CrowdfundingCampaign’s
Success? Evidence and Analyses from
GoFundMeData.” Journal of Social Com-
puting 2, no. 2 (June 2021): 183–92. https:
//doi.org/10.23919/JSC.2021.0010.

10

The
Com

m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate
The

Com
m
onsSubm

ission
Tem

plate

10

The Commons: Puget Sound Journal of Politics, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [2023], Art. 4

https://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/thecommons/vol4/iss1/4


	The Value of Your Life by the Numbers Crowdfunded Medical Debt
	Recommended Citation

	Introduction
	Medical Crowdfunding: How it Operates and Its Necessity5pt
	Grievability, Social Interconnectivity, and Social Value3pt
	Social Interconnectivity and Crowdfunding 3pt
	Analyzing Disparities Among Minoritized American Populations 5pt 
	Palatability, Politicization, and Public Intimacy
	Solutions and Conclusion
	References

