
 
 

 

FAQs about the 2013 Health Insurance Coverage Estimates 

This document answers frequently asked questions about the health insurance coverage estimates from 
federal surveys: American Community Survey (ACS), Current Population Survey (CPS), and National 
Health Interview Survey (NHIS). 

Current Population Survey (CPS) 
 

• Why are the standard errors associated with the health insurance estimates larger than usual? 
o The estimates released in September 2014 are based on a partial sample. The Census 

Bureau implemented new income questions using a split sample, with 5/8ths of the 
sample receiving the traditional income questions and 3/8ths of the sample receiving 
the re-designed income questions. The data published in September used the 5/8ths 
sample. The Census Bureau is currently evaluating the re-designed income questions 
and anticipates releasing the public use file from the full sample (5/8ths + 3/8ths) in 
January 2015. 

 
• Why can’t I compare the 2013 CPS estimates with previous years?  

o In the 2014 CPS, which provides coverage estimates for 2013, a re-design of the health 
insurance question series was implemented. This resulted in a break in series, so it is not 
possible to compare 2013 health coverage estimates from the CPS against earlier 
estimates. However, because the ACS did not make any changes, it is possible to use this 
survey to compare 2013 health coverage estimates as far back as 2008. With its large 
sample size, the ACS provides estimates for states, sub-state geographies, and sub-
populations. 
 

• With the re-designed CPS, can we still use 2- and 3-year averages for state estimates? 
o No. The coverage estimates for 2013, based on the re-designed questions, resulted in a 

break in series. Estimates from 2013 should not be compared or combined with earlier 
years of data. Going forward, estimates from 2013 and future years can be compared 
and averaged. 
 

• Why did the Census Bureau make the CPS changes now and break the series during the 
implementation of health reform? 

o The Census Bureau is continually working to improve their surveys. This is not the first 
time the CPS has undergone revisions that have created a break in its time series. In 
2000, the survey added a verification question, asking people who did not report 



 
 

coverage whether they were in fact uninsured.  While this change improved the 
accuracy of the uninsurance estimate by allowing respondents to confirm their coverage 
status, it also caused a break in the comparability of CPS estimates from 1998 and 
earlier versus 1999 and later.  The CPS also has made methodological changes that could 
affect the comparability of its estimates over time, such as changes in weighting of data.  

o The Census Bureau and external researchers have recognized several flaws in the CPS 
health insurance questions that cause it to over-estimate the number of uninsured. To 
address these flaws, the new question series was developed and evaluated over several 
years of pilot-testing that involved qualitative interviews, randomized survey 
experiments, and a content test. While there is never a good time to implement major 
changes, the implementation schedule of the new series will allow a comparison of 
insurance estimates under full implementation of the Affordable Care Act (2014) with 
the year before full implementation (2013), once the estimates from 2014 become 
available. 

o It’s unfortunate to break a series that dates back to 1987, but in addition to providing a 
more accurate estimate of health coverage, the revised questions also are designed to 
provide a wealth of new content.   
 

• What is the new CPS content, and when will the new content in the redesigned CPS be 
available? 

o The redesigned CPS includes a number of new questions related to provisions of the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA), including the purchase of coverage on the ACA’s health 
insurance exchanges; the receipt of subsidies; employer coverage offers; and why 
eligible workers do not take up employer coverage offers. The Census Bureau is 
currently evaluating the new content, so this won’t be available on the public use file 
until summer 2015. For more information on those and other revisions to the CPS, see 
SHADAC’s briefs “Using Recent Revisions to Federal Surveys for Measuring the Effects of 
the Affordable Care Act” and “An Introduction to Redesigned Health Insurance Coverage 
Questions in the 2014 Current Population Survey’s Annual Social and Economic 
Supplement.”  
 

• What will happen with the SHADAC-enhanced CPS series, given the CPS redesign? 
o SHADAC will be evaluating the continuation of the enhanced series with the release of 

the full sample in January 2015.  

 

 

http://www.shadac.org/publications/using-recent-revisions-federal-surveys-measuring-effects-affordable-care-act
http://www.shadac.org/publications/using-recent-revisions-federal-surveys-measuring-effects-affordable-care-act
http://www.shadac.org/publications/cpsbrief
http://www.shadac.org/publications/cpsbrief
http://www.shadac.org/publications/cpsbrief


 
 

American Community Survey (ACS) 
 

• Has the ACS made any changes that affect the 2013 data compared to earlier years? 
o No. The ACS has not made any changes that affect the comparability of estimates of 

health insurance coverage in 2013 with estimates from previous years, dating back to 
2008. With its large sample size, the ACS provides estimates for states, sub-state 
geographies, and sub-populations. 
 

• Are any question changes planned for the ACS to capture exchange participation and 
subsidies? 

o The Census Bureau is evaluating new and modified ACS questions through cognitive 
testing and a content test (pending funding).  Round one of cognitive testing was 
completed in September 2014, with round two scheduled for completion in January 
2015. Pending funding, the content test is planned for March 2016. The results of the 
cognitive testing and content test will inform decisions about question changes for 
implementation in 2019.  

National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) 
 

• Has the NHIS made any changes that affect the 2013 data compared to earlier years? 
o No. The NHIS has not made any changes that affect the comparability of estimates of 

health insurance coverage in 2013 with estimates from previous years, dating back to 
1997. 
 

• Are question changes planned for the NHIS to capture exchange participation and subsidies? 
o Yes, the NHIS added new questions to measure exchange participation and subsidies 

beginning in 2014. For more information on those and other revisions to the NHIS, see 
SHADAC’s brief “Using Recent Revisions to Federal Surveys for Measuring the Effects of 
the Affordable Care Act.”   

All Surveys 
 

• When will estimates for 2014 health coverage be available? 
o The NHIS provides the first look at 2014 estimates. In September 2014, the National 

Center for Health Statistics published estimates from their NHIS early-release program 
for January to March 2014.  

o Additionally, the Census Bureau provided a limited set of CPS point-in-time health 
insurance estimates (a new piece of content implemented with the CPS redesign) for 
February to April 2014 included with the NHIS data release for comparison.  

o For a complete look at the availability of 2014 estimates see SHADAC’s timeline of 
federal survey data releases. 

http://www.shadac.org/publications/using-recent-revisions-federal-surveys-measuring-effects-affordable-care-act
http://www.shadac.org/publications/using-recent-revisions-federal-surveys-measuring-effects-affordable-care-act
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/earlyrelease/insur201409.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/health_insurance/NCHS_CPS_Comparison092014.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/health_insurance/NCHS_CPS_Comparison092014.pdf
http://www.shadac.org/publications/timeline-availability-federal-survey-data-measure-acas-impact-health-insurance-coverage

