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COMPARING FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SURVEYS
THAT COUNT UNINSURED PEOPLE IN AMERICA

As various government surveys reveal different estimates of the
number of Americans without health insurance coverage, analysis
indicates that all data point to tens of millions of uninsured
Americans —and the number is growing

The number of uninsured Americans is large and growing over time, but there is
debate about exactly how many Americans are uninsured. Researchers use data
from several different surveys to estimate the number of uninsured people in
America and discrepancies frequently arise. Why is there so much variance in
federal estimates of the number of uninsured Americans? What are the differences
in how these surveys are conducted? This brief compares estimates from four
national surveys conducted by the federal government used to estimate the size of
the uninsured population, identifies the differences between them, and points out
two common threads - all the surveys report very large numbers of Americans
living without health insurance and all show that these numbers have risen.

Federal Government Surveys Used to Measure the Uninsured

The Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population
Survey (CPS) produces the most visible estimate of the number of uninsured people in the United
States. The CPS estimates of health insurance coverage are the ones to which all other survey esti-
mates are generally compared. They are also used for important policy analysis and the allocation
of federal funds to states for policies, such as the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.

The CPS data tend to produce estimates of health insurance coverage that differ significantly from
other survey estimates of coverage.' The other federal government surveys include the National
Health Interview Survey (NHIS), the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey Household Component
(MEPS), and the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). Detailed descriptions of these
surveys are available elsewhere.”?

The four federal surveys are collected for different reasons. The CPS is a monthly labor force

survey and the health insurance questions are added at the end of a long annual supplement.
Conversely, the NHIS and MEPS are health surveys. Collecting health insurance data is a high
priority in these surveys. The SIPP is an income and federal government program participation
survey. The SIPP’s emphasis is on the collection of federal program data on Medicaid and Medicare.

Comparison of National Estimates from Different Federal Surveys

Table 1 shows the differences among the national-level estimates from the four major federal
surveys that measure health insurance coverage for 2002 (the most recent year available across
all sources). The CPS provides the highest estimate of the number of people without health
insurance coverage for the entire year at 44 million and the SIPP the lowest at 22 million.
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Table 1:

Uninsured at Uninsured at
Uninsured for a Specific Any Point
the Entire Year  Point-in-Time During the Year
CPS 44 N/A N/A
NHIS 26 4] 51
MEPS 34 46 65
SIPP 22 43 67

Source: Peterson, Chris. "Survey Estimates of the Uninsured and of Medicaid/SCHIP
Enrollees." Presented at the American Enterprise Institute's event "9 Million Less Uninsured?"

Washington DC, April 8, 2005.

The range of the pointin-time estimates is much smaller (from 41 to 46 million) relative to the
fullyear estimates. The fact that the CPS full-year uninsured estimate falls within the range of the
other three surveys’ pointintime estimates makes it tempting to interpret the CPS estimate as
actually being a “pointintime” measure.* However, this temptation is complicated by evidence
that misreporting in the CPS, specifically among those with Medicaid, is influenced both by
insurance status at the time of interview and duration of coverage.’

The three surveys that can be used to measure whether someone has ever been uninsured at some
point during the year also produce a wide range of estimates (from 51 to 67 million). The two
panel surveys that ask for monthly information and have more than one interview per year are
fairly close to one another with the MEPS at 65 million and the SIPP at 67 million. The NHIS with
its longer 12 month reference period produces the lowest number with 51 million. In general it
appears as though the longer the reference point for measuring uninsurance, the greater the
variation in estimates across surveys.

Reasons for the Discrepancies

Researchers have developed many explanations for why health insurance estimates differ across
surveys. We explore several of the most important possible explanations below.

Reference Period

The CPS respondents are expected to remember any coverage they had up to 15 months prior
to the interview, whereas all the other national surveys have a pointin-time measure of coverage
that asks respondents what type of coverage they have at the time they are interviewed. As a

result, CPS respondents tend to have more recall error (e.g., they forget about coverage they
may have had).>*”#?

Misreporting by Respondents and the Medicaid Undercount

Misreporting of uninsurance by Medicaid enrollees is a major concern of policy-makers.
Misreporting can impact uninsurance estimates in two ways discussed below: those with insurance
may falsely report they are uninsured and those without insurance may mistakenly report they
have insurance.

In comparison to administrative data, most surveys undercount the number of people thought to be
enrolled in Medicaid. Researchers speculate that this could be due to a variety of factors such as
underreporting of Medicaid coverage due to social stigma, lack of awareness of enrollment, or
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confusion about the type of coverage they have (e.g., Medicare or Medicaid).”'® However, the
extent to which uninsurance estimates are overestimated varies by the reference period — the
longer the recall period, the more likely a known Medicaid enrollee will erroneously say they are
uninsured. The CPS with its long reference period demonstrates the most significant amount of
recall error with Medicaid enrollees reporting they are uninsured.*'

Second, while some people with coverage may report that they are uninsured, it is also possible
that some uninsured people report having coverage. There are two likely reasons for these false
reports. First is the tendency for respondents to choose a socially acceptable response. Having
health insurance is a socially acceptable answer, and uninsured people may feel pressure to
answer “yes” to having coverage. Second, coding errors favor a report of coverage as it only
takes one positive response to a type of health insurance for a respondent to be considered
insured. It is possible that any errors due to underreporting are offset somewhat by the potential
corresponding tendency to falsely report coverage.

Household-level vs. Person-level Questions

The CPS and NHIS surveys use a household-level screening mechanism for health insurance
coverage asking, for example, if “anyone in the household is covered by Medicaid.” Household-
level screening for health insurance coverage in surveys may increase the risk of not reporting
coverage, especially private health insurance coverage." ' In experiments, the Census Bureau
compared the household-level screen to the person-level approach in which the interviewer asks
about the health insurance coverage of each person in the household. The experiment showed
much higher levels of reporting health insurance coverage in the person-level approach with most
of the gain from reporting private health insurance coverage.'

Differences in Handling Missing Data

Data processing prior to estimation of coverage rates may account for some of the discrepancy
between the CPS and the other surveys. Between 10 and 15 percent of the CPS sample

are missing health insurance data and the Census Bureau imputes these missing values. Recent
research shows that the Census Bureau’s method for imputing health insurance coverage may
lead to an undercount of people with employer-sponsored coverage and result in an overestimate
of the number of people who are uninsured.'® By contrast, the other surveys have very litle
missing health insurance coverage data and, therefore, fewer cases to impute.

Differences in Data Editing

The NHIS is the only survey that collects detailed verbatim responses on health insurance coverage
and analysts use this information to help edit the reported health insurance data. They use verbatim
reports of plan names and descriptions to determine if the reported health insurance is public

or private insurance, or if the coverage reported is not actually comprehensive health insurance
coverage (e.g., Indian Health Service, Veteran’s Administration or single service plan coverage,
serious and dread disease, workers’ compensation, accident and disability policies).' This recod-
ing of health insurance mainly affects estimates of private insurance coverage (which drop) and
uninsurance (which increase), as many people who report private health insurance coverage are
edited to be uninsured. For example, these data edits increased the NHIS uninsurance rate from
15.6 to 16.8 percent in 1998."°

Conclusion

The number of uninsured will never be exactly pinned down. Surveys produce different estimates
because they each handle complex issues in slightly different ways. While research can focus on
improving surveys and estimation methodologies used to produce better estimates, the numbers
themselves are just that: estimates. The bottom line is that there are tens of millions of uninsured
people in this country and the numbers continue to grow. Graph 1 shows estimates from three of
the four federal surveys for the number of people in America who are uninsured for an entire
year.'® The individual estimates vary greatly as we have discussed, but they are increasing
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at similar rates. Focusing on the differences and methods used to produce those numbers is
important, but should not distract policy-makers from the need to address issues of cost and
access for those without health insurance coverage in the United States.
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* Slightly new methods imposed in the NHIS and CPS 2005 uninsured estimates

Source: Cohen, RA, ME Martinez. 2006. Health insurance coverage: Estimates from the
National Health Interview Survey, 2005. Hyattsville MD: National Center for Health
Statistics, Division of Health Interview Statistics; Rhoades, JA. 2006. The uninsured in
America, 1996-2005: Estimates for the U.S. Civilian noninstitutionalized population under
age 65. MEPS Statistical Brief #130. Rockville MD:  Agency for Healthcare Research and
Policy. CPS Estimates were tabulated by the State Health Access Data Assistance Center.

Acknowledgements

Support for this research came from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality, and the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation at the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The views expressed in this paper are those of
the authors, and no official endorsement by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality or
the Department of Health and Human Services is intended or should be inferred.

August 2006

SHA

STATE HEALTH AGCESS
'DATA ASSISTANCE GENTER

£

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation



References

1

15

16

Congressional Budget Office. 2003. How many people lack health insurance and for how long?
Economic and Budget Issue Brief. Washington DC: Congressional Budget Office, May 2003; Fronstin P.
2000. Counting the uninsured: A comparison of national surveys. Issue Brief Employee Benefit Research
Institute 225. Washington DC: The Employee Benefit Research Institute, September 2000; Short PF. 2001.
Counting and characterizing the uninsured. Working Paper Series. Ann Arbor MI: Economic Research
Initiative on the Uninsured, December 2001; Lewis, K, MR Elwood, and J Czajka. 1998. Counting the
uninsured: A review of the literature. Washington DC: The Urban Institute, July 1998.

U.S. Census Bureau. 2002. Current Population Survey technical paper #63 revised (TP63RV); Chapters 15
and 16. Washington DC: U.S. Census Bureau, March 2002; Davern M, TJ Beebe, LA Blewett, KT Call.
2003. Recent changes to the Current Population Survey: Sample expansion, health insurance verification
and state health insurance coverage estimates. Public Opinion Quarterly 67(4):603-26; Survey of Income
and Program Participation. Information available at: http://www.sipp.census.gov/sipp/; U.S. Census
Bureau. 2005. Source and accuracy statement for the Wave 1- Wave 9 Public Use Files from the Survey of
the Income and Program Participation 2001 Panel. Washington DC: U.S. Census Bureau, February 14,
2005; Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. Information available at:
http://www.meps.ahrq.gov/PUFFiles/H82/h82doc.pdf; National Center for Health Statistics, Division of
Health Interview Statistics. 2002. National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) public use data release. NHIS
survey description. Hyattsville, MD: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, December 2003. Available

at: fip://fp.cdc.gov/pub/Health_Statistics/NCHS/Dataset_Documentation/NHIS/2002/srvydesc.pdf.

Other surveys also provide national estimates but are not conducted by the federal government such as the
Community Tracking Survey and the National Survey of America’s Families. The Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System is conducted by the federal government and contains health insurance coverage esti-
mates however in many states children are excluded.

For a discussion see Congressional Budget Office 2003; Swartz K. 1986. Interpreting the estimates from
four national surveys of the number of people without health insurance. Journal of Economic and Social
Measurement Oct; 14(3):233-42; Lewis, K, MR Elwood, and J Czajka. 1998. Counting the uninsured: A
review of the literature. Washington DC: The Urban Institute, July 1998.

Klerman JA, JS Ringel, and B Roth. 2005. Under-reporting of Medicaid and welfare in the Current
Population Survey. Working Paper. Santa Monica CA: RAND, March 2005.

Short 2001.
Sudman S, N Bradburn, and S Schwarz. 1996. Thinking about Answers. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bhandari S. 2004. People with health insurance: A comparison of estimates from two surveys. Working
Paper No. 243. Washington DC: U.S. Census Bureau, June 2004. Available at:
http://www.census.gov/dusd/MAB/wp243.pdf

Lewis, Elwood, and Czajka 1998.

Klerman, Ringel, and Roth 2005; Call KT, G Davidson, AS Sommers, R Feldman, P Farseth, and T
Rockwood. 2002. Uncovering the missing Medicaid cases and assessing their bias for estimates of the
uninsured. Inquiry 38 (4):396-408; Davern M, KT Call, J Ziegenfuss, D McAlpine and T Beebe. 2006.
Are low response rates hazardous to your healthe Paper Presented at the Telephone Survey Methodology
Il Conference, Miami FL, January 12, 2006.

Pascale J. 1999. Methodological issues in measuring the uninsured. Paper read at the Seventh Health
Survey Research Methods Conference, at Williamsburg VA, September 24-27, 1999.

Hess J, ] Moore, J Pascale, J Rothgeb, C Keeley. 2002. Person vs. household questionnarie design on
survey estimates and data quality. Washington DC: U.S. Census Bureau, March 2002.

Davern M. 2005 Does imputation bias lead to more uninsured in the Current Population Survey's
estimates? Presented at the AcademyHealth 2005 Annual Research Meeting, Boston MA, June 27, 2005.

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE). 2003. Understanding different
estimates of uninsured children: Putting the differences in context. U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, May 2003. Available at:
http://aspe.hhs.gov/health/reports/uninsur3.htm

Blumberg, S, J Luke, M Cynamon, and M Frankel. 2006. Recent trends in household coverage in the United
States. Presentation at the Telephone Survey Methods Il conference in Miami, Florida, January 2006.

The SIPP is not included because all the relevant data are not available.

DAC £

August 2006 Robert Wood Johnson Foundation




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 15%)
  /CalRGBProfile (ColorMatch RGB)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Uncoated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF0047004d004d0042002000470065006e006500720061006c00200048006900670068002d00520065007300200050004400460020005b00550073006500200047004d004d004200200050004400460058002d00310061004e006500770073007000720069006e007400200066006f00720020006e006500770073007000720069006e00740020007000750062006c00690063006100740069006f006e0073005d>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


