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Executive Summary

• The cost of health care is rapidly increasing for Americans and it 
remains a top concern. 

• In 2018, health care was the top issue for voters and drove Democratic 
victories in many House races. It remains a top issue going into 2020. 
– Immigration has declined somewhat in importance to voters, while the economy is 

now a more pressing concern. 

• Voters are in agreement that the health care system is in need of 
significant change and are willing to consider a government-run option, 
however, many are confused about what different policy options would 
actually entail.
– A majority report that they like their own employer-based plans, even as they 

overwhelmingly believe that costs are too high and the system is in need of 
overhaul.

– Many Democratic health care priorities, in particular reducing costs, including the 
price of prescription drugs, and protecting coverage for pre-existing conditions, are 
extremely popular. 
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― Framing can significantly shift support for even very popular policies, as 
voters are confused about how health care works and don’t fully 
understand their options.



Context
Voters in the United States agree that health care is a major problem and increasingly too 
expensive. The prominence of health care as a major issue in 2018 drove the Democratic 

victory in November and will continue to be a factor in 2020. 



Health care was the top issue for voters in 2018, playing a significant role 
in Democrats’ electoral victories in the House.
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Source: 2018 election exit polls (via CNN) 



Majorities across party said health care was a very important issue when 
deciding who to vote for. However, Democrats were most likely to say it 
was the most important issue for them.  
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Source: Hart Research survey on behalf of Protect Our Care, January 2019. 
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The way voters feel about health care has changed from years past: a majority of
Americans now feel that the federal government has a responsibility to make sure
all Americans have health care coverage.

Source: http://news.gallup.com/poll/4708/healthcare-system.aspx

http://news.gallup.com/poll/4708/healthcare-system.aspx


Although a plurality of voters believe Trump is actively trying to sabotage 
the Affordable Care Act, awareness of this issue was highest last June. 
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Source: Hart Research survey on behalf of Protect Our Care, January 2019. 



Medicare and Medicaid are also popular programs, and the vast majority of
voters do not want Congress to decrease spending on either one.
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Source: KFF Health Tracking Poll (conducted April 11-16, 2019).
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Voters remain very concerned about health care heading into the 2020 cycle.
The economy has grown in importance, while immigration is of lesser
significance.

Source: RealClear Opinion Research Survey (Registered Voters. April 30-May 5, 2019.) 



Democrats

10

Very Important Issue to you Personally

43

61

68

72

82
Climate Change

Health Care

Gun Policy

Economy & Jobs

Immigration

39

47

52

55

58

Health Care

Independents

Source: CBS News Poll (Adults. September 2019). 

Views on health care are consistently divided by partisanship. While health care
is the top issue for voters overall and for Democrats by a significant margin,
Republicans remain more concerned about immigration and the economy.
Independents are divided, ranking health care, the economy, and immigration
as top priorities.
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Just under half of voters’ families have faced a financial burden caused by
health care costs in the past few years.

Source: RealClear Opinion Research Survey (Registered Voters. April 30-May 5, 2019.) 
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Americans report having problems paying bills, foregoing treatment, and not
filling their prescriptions or taking correct dosages because of health care costs.

Source: CBS News Poll (Adults. October 2019). 
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Only 4% of voters think that the health care system is working well. Two-thirds
of voters think say that it is either broken or not working well.

Source: RealClear Opinion Research Survey (Registered Voters. April 30-May 5, 2019.) 
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There is a near-universal demand for significant change – over three-quarters of
voters say that the health care system is in need of fundamental changes, or
even to be completely rebuilt.

Source: CBS News Poll (Adults. October 2019). 
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Over half have encountered confusing medical bills in the past few years, 44%
have had their plan cover less of their costs than expected, and over one-third
have experienced a doctor not being covered by their plan and/or had trouble
getting an appointment.

Source: CBS News Poll (Adults. October 2019). 
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While voters have overwhelmingly negative perceptions of the for-profit health
care industry and health insurance companies, they largely like their own
employer-based health plans.
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LRP Survey, April 2019, Nationwide
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However, this is less true of voters with high deductible plans.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (September 25 - October 9, 2018).
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Over four in ten adults with employer-sponsored insurance have high-deductible
plans. One in five pay the highest deductibles – defined as $3,000 for an
individual or $5,000 for a family annually.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (September 25 - October 9, 2018).



19Source: KFF Employer Health Benefits Survey, 2018; Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 
2000-2017. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Seasonally Adjusted Data from the Current Employment Statistics Survey 
2000-2018 (April to April).

Increases in premiums have far outpaced increases in wages and earnings over
the past 20 years, though by less in recent years than the early 2000s.
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Workers’ contributions have also increased, at a faster rate than premium
increases overall.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (September 25 - October 9, 2018).
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Americans can see their premiums rising and are aware that ACA premiums are
going up as well.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).



Support for the Affordable Care Act has remained relatively unchanged 
over the last two years since Republicans first began their efforts to 
repeal the health care law, resulting in an increase in its popularity.
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Source: Kaiser Family Foundation tracking polls
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Americans do not have as negative an impression of the Affordable Care Act as
they do of the health care system as a whole. The public is divided on how well
marketplaces are working, with slightly more believing their own states are
running it more effectively than the country as a whole.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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This difference is largely driven by Democrats, though it holds across party.
Most people believe that state marketplaces are working better, both nationally
and in their states.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).



Majorities of Democrats and independents do not want the Supreme Court to
overturn the ACA as a whole, and even Republican are divided on overturning
the pre-existing condition protections in the ACA.
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Source: KFF Health Tracking Poll (conducted November 7-12, 2019).
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A majority (58%) of voters disapprove of the job Trump is doing on health care,
and a majority (55%) also say Democrats in Congress are doing a better job on
health care.
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Among independents, nearly two in three (64%) disapprove of the job Trump is
doing on health care, but only a plurality (45%) say Democrats in Congress are
doing a better job. However, Democrats have a wide advantage over Republicans
in Congress.
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Reducing costs is voters’ dominant priority when it comes to health care. This
includes out-of-pocket costs, premiums, deductibles, and prescription drug
prices. They are less concerned with avoiding changes to their coverage.

Source: Navigator (Registered Voters. May 31-June 1, 2019.) 
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While cost remains the top concern across party, Democrats and independents
are significantly more concerned than Republicans about making sure that
everyone has health care coverage. Democrats as a group are most concerned
about all issues.
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Though addressing costs is the top issue among voters overall, those on 
Medicare care most about out-of-pocket costs and prescription drug costs 
specifically.

From the following list, which health care issue is most important to you?
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Ipsos – Survey of 1,700 adults. March 2018.
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Voters are highly concerned about prescription drug prices, and wide majorities
agree that no part of government is doing enough to bring them down.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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This dissatisfaction holds across party, with a majority of Republicans saying
that Republicans in Congress are not doing enough and a majority of Democrats
saying that Democrats in Congress are not doing enough.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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Most voters do not believe that Congress will take action to lower prescription
drug prices in the next year, making this issue one that will likely carry
significant weight in the 2020 election.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).



Policies
Most policies that expand health care coverage are popular with voters; however, there is 

widespread confusion over what they would do, making communication critical.
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About half of adults are in favor of Medicare for All when given a brief
description, a number that has held fairly steady over the past several months.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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LRP polling in Spring of 2019 found Medicare for All was even slightly
more popular in swing congressional districts than in the country as a
whole.

Do you support or oppose an expanded and improved Medicare for All health care plan?
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However, data suggests that most voters are confused about what Medicare for
All actually is. Six in ten believe that under the system they would be able to
keep their private insurance if they want to – frequently called a “public option.”
This perception is particularly widespread among Democrats.

Source: Navigator (Registered Voters. May 31-June 1, 2019.) 
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Indeed, more voters are in support of a public option when both plans are
described to them. However, the level of support for each is highly dependent
on how it is described.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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Many of Medicare for All’s more popular features are not understood. While a
strong majority of Americans believes taxes would increase under Medicare for
All, only just over half understand that private health insurance companies would
no longer be the primary providers of health insurance, and far fewer are aware
that they would no longer have to pay deductibles, copays, or premiums.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (May 30-June 4, 2019.) 
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Support for Medicare for All shifts depending on how the plan is described. As
we have consistently seen in other research, though costs are Americans’ top
concern when it comes to health care, voters are more interested in what they
will get from Medicare for All than what it will eliminate.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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Even with the financial burden of health care costs weighing heavily on many
Americans, most have difficultly believing that Medicare for All would
effectively eliminate costs, or would help them personally.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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Democratic-leaning voters most want to know how proposed changes to the
health care system will affect older adults on Medicare (50%), how they will be
paid for (47%), whether they will require higher taxes on the middle class (45%),
and how Democratic candidates plan to pass them in Congress (45%).

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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These voters also want to hear more about women’s health care and access to
reproductive health services. This trumps even discussion of how to lower costs.
Surprise medical bills are also a growing concern.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (October 3-8, 2019).
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A strong majority of Americans across party believe the federal government
should take action to prevent surprise billing.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (April 11-16, 2019).
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Democratic-leaning voters trust Bernie Sanders (29%) most on health care,
followed by Joe Biden (21%), and Elizabeth Warren (19%).

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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However, Sanders’ support is largely driven by Democratic-leaning
independents, while pure Democrats are more divided but favor Elizabeth
Warren.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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There is also a notable age divide. Nearly half (47%) of younger Democratic
leaning voters, ages 18 to 34, say they have the most trust in Bernie Sanders
when it comes to handling health care. However, among adults ages 65 and
older, Joe Biden is the most trusted candidate (33%). Elizabeth Warren wins the
trust of a wider age range, though not as large a proportion of any one group.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (November 7-12, 2019).
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Americans are unified in their desire to see any action taken to reduce
prescription drug prices. Majorities support a number of policy options, the
most popular being allowing the government to negotiate with companies for
lower prices.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (October 3-8, 2019).
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However, as with other health policy options, support is soft and changes
drastically based on the framing and information provided about the proposal.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (October 3-8, 2019).
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