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CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL HEALTH 
CARE NEEDS

Children are considered to have a special health care need if, in 
addition to a chronic medical, behavioral, or developmental condition 
that has lasted or is expected to last 12 months or longer, they expe-
rience either service-related or functional consequences, including the 
need for or use of prescription medications and/or specialized thera-
pies.1 In 2011–2012, 19.8 percent of U.S. children under the age of 
18 had a special health care need, representing 14.6 million children.2 
Previous research indicates that among households with children un-
der the age of 18 years, nearly one-quarter (23.0 percent) include at 
least one child with special health care needs.3

The prevalence of special health care needs in 2011–2012 varied 
by sociodemographic characteristics. Significantly more males than 
females were reported to have such needs (22.5 versus 17.0 percent, 
respectively), as were school-aged children compared to children 
aged 0–5 years: Approximately one-quarter of children aged 6–11 
and 12–17 years were reported to have a special health care need 
(22.7 and 25.1 percent, respectively) compared to 11.4 percent of 
those aged 0–5 years (figure 1).

The proportion of children with reported special health care needs 
also varied by race and ethnicity, and primary language spoken in the 
home. Non-Hispanic Black children had the highest rate (24.2 per-
cent), followed by non-Hispanic White children (21.6 percent), while 

Hispanic children had the lowest rate of special health care needs 
(14.7 percent). The prevalence of special health care needs was high-
er among children living in households where the primary language 
spoken was English (21.9 percent) compared to households where 
the primary language spoken was something else (8.7 percent). 

Although the presence of special health care needs did not vary by 
economic status, children living in households where at least one adult 
had a high school diploma or higher were more likely to have such 
needs reported (approximately 20.5 percent) than those that lived in a 
household where no adult had completed high school (15.9 percent). 
The proportion of children with special health care needs was also 
lower for those living in a household with two biological or adoptive 
parents (16.4 percent) compared to children in other types of family 
arrangements (approximately 26 percent).

The complexity and severity of health impacts among children with 
special health care needs can vary greatly.4 Among children with such 
a need in 2011–2012, more than one-third (34.7 percent) had a con-
dition that was managed with prescription medication only, while 16.6 
percent had conditions that resulted in above-routine use of medical, 
mental health, or other services (figure 2). Approximately one-quarter 
of this population needed or used both prescription medication(s) and 
greater levels of health services. Another 24.0 percent were the most 
severely affected children that had conditions resulting in functional 
limitations.

Figure 1. Children Under Age 18 with Special Health Care Needs, by
Age and Sex, 2011–2012 
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Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration,
Maternal and Child Health Bureau and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health
Statistics, National Survey of Children’s Health. Unpublished data. Analyzed by the Maternal and Child Health
Bureau.Figure 2. Children Under Age 18 With Special Health Care Needs, by

Type of Impact, 2011–2012* 

*Estimates do not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.
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Data Sources
Figure 1 and 2. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau and Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Survey of Children’s Health. Unpublished data. Analyzed by the Maternal and Child Health 
Bureau.
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