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This report presents the findings of a baseline survey of California’s uninsured adult population just before the 

start of the first open enrollment period under the Affordable Care Act (ACA). It will be followed by three other 

surveys over the course of the next two years that will capture the changing experiences and attitudes of this 

same group of 2,000 people over time, whether they obtain coverage or remain uninsured.  

The report analyzes the uninsured population in terms of four basic groups: those whose incomes would put 

them in the ‘Medi-Cal target group’ (138 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) or less), possibly qualifying 

them to be covered by California’s Medicaid program; those whose incomes would put them in the ‘exchange 

subsidy target group’ (greater than 138 percent and up to 400 percent FPL), giving them access to subsidies to 

purchase insurance through the state’s new health insurance marketplace, Covered California; those who will 

be able to shop on the exchange but will not be eligible for tax credits based on their relatively higher incomes 

(greater than 400 percent FPL); and finally those uninsured who will not be able to access health insurance via 

either option due to their immigration status. The first three groups together comprise a population we are 

terming the ‘eligible uninsured’.  

 According to the survey, a large majority of California’s eligible uninsured1 – eight in ten – do feel they need 

health insurance coverage. Even seven in ten (72 percent) of the youngest uninsured Californians – those 

ages 19 to 25 – say they need health insurance.  

 Many have not had coverage for some time, though. About two-thirds have been without health insurance for 

at least two years. One in five say they’ve never had health insurance. Cost remains the primary reason for 

not having health insurance, followed by job loss. 

 A majority of the uninsured (57 percent) do believe that health insurance is worth the money it costs, while 

just over a third disagree. These views are obviously based on perceptions of the cost of coverage before the 

opening of exchange enrollment in October. 

 

 California’s eligible uninsured tilt more optimistic than pessimistic on the ACA’s expected impact in their 

own lives: Four in ten believe the law will enhance their ability to get health care and health insurance, 

compared to about two in ten who expect the law to make this more difficult. About a third don’t expect it to 

make any difference.  

 Yet at the same time, the large majority of California’s eligible uninsured –seven in ten (70 percent) –say that 

as of late August, before the start of the most intensive phase of outreach, they don’t yet have enough 

information about the ACA to understand how it will impact them in concrete terms. 

 At this early stage, then, among those whose incomes put them in the Medi-Cal target group, three-quarters 

(77 percent) say they have heard little or nothing about the program’s upcoming expansion.  And among 

                                                        



those in the exchange subsidy target group, more than eight in ten say they have heard little or nothing about 

the state’s newly minted health insurance marketplace. 

 

 As of late August, there is widespread confusion among the state’s uninsured as to whether they are eligible 

for any of the newly expanded benefits: three-quarters in the income group targeted to get subsidies in the 

marketplace are either not sure or presume they will not be eligible for such financial assistance. Only half of 

those in the Medi-Cal income group presume they will be qualified for the program. 

 But there is a good deal of interest in signing up for Medi-Cal if those eligibility uncertainties could be put to 

rest. Nine in ten (89 percent) in the Medi-Cal eligible income group say that if told they qualified for the state 

health insurance program, they would want to enroll. 

 Medi-Cal is viewed quite positively by the uninsured (62 percent favorable), a group that has widespread ties 

to the program: over four in ten of those with incomes 138 percent of the poverty level or less say they have 

been on Medi-Cal at some point, and another three in ten know someone who has participated in the 

program. 

 The survey suggests that, as of late August, when told of the existence of the individual mandate, the 

preliminary impression of about half the population is that they would plan to get health coverage, with the 

other half either thinking they won’t get coverage (32 percent) or not sure what they will do (15 percent) . 

 

 The survey suggests that the new coverage options will be presented to a population that is in real need of 

help on this front, with many skipping care they need because of cost and most feeling anxiety over their 

inability to pay for a major health crisis. At the same time, the rollout will meet a population already quite 

financially overstretched, both leery of new costs and anxious for financial relief. 

 A majority of California’s eligible uninsured population (57 percent) describe themselves as financially 

insecure, with over eight in ten (84 percent) reporting their family finds it difficult to pay for health care. 

 As a result, more than six in ten (64 percent) say that they’ve gone without needed health care because of the 

cost during the time they’ve been uninsured. Four in ten say they have had trouble paying the medical bills 

they did incur. 

 There is widespread worry about what would happen if a family member was struck by a serious illness or 

involved in an accident. Three in four say they are “very worried” about not being able to pay the resulting 

medical bills.  

 This group also stands out for more attenuated links to the financial system. More than half report they do 

not have a credit card, three in ten do not have a bank savings or checking account, and one in four does not 

have Internet access at home.  Over half say they ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ shop online. 

 
  



 The survey suggests that about a fifth of the state’s uninsured are undocumented immigrants2, a group that is 

not eligible to buy coverage through Covered California or to join Medi-Cal. 

 This group may have misplaced expectations of getting help that in actuality will not be forthcoming: about 

half (49 percent) say they think they may be eligible to get insurance through Medi-Cal as a result of the 

ACA. Forty-three percent expect they will be eligible to shop for health insurance on the exchange.  

 As is true for the rest of the state’s uninsured population, currently eight in ten undocumented uninsured 

report finding it difficult to pay for health care, and 46 percent say they have gone without needed health 

care because they couldn’t afford it. 

 This group stands out as particularly concerned about being able to find a doctor that would treat them if 

they needed one: 68 percent say they are “very worried”, nearly 30 percentage points higher than among 

other uninsured Californians. 

  

                                                        



The nearly six million people that make up California’s adult uninsured population are, as a group, financially 

stressed, medically underserved, and on the brink of what could well be a once-in-a-lifetime policy shift that 

will put health insurance within many of their grasps. The large majority report they do feel the need for health 

insurance, but based on past experience in an increasingly high-priced insurance market, some wonder 

whether coverage is worth the cost. They also, as a group, feel woefully under-informed about the practical 

mechanics of this upcoming change, and as of late August most report having heard little about the coverage 

expansion opportunities ahead. Though many are cautiously optimistic, they remain divided in their 

expectations of whether the Affordable Care Act (ACA) will, in their own lives, represent a change for the good, 

the bad, or no change at all. The survey suggests this may in part be due to confusion, and perhaps even 

misplaced pessimism, about their potential eligibility for the widespread benefits.  

These are the results of a baseline survey of California’s uninsured population by the Kaiser Family Foundation 

(KFF), the first in what is expected to be a series of four surveys that will track the views and experiences of the 

same group of people over the next two years and will be complemented by a series of profiles and stories 

intended to put a face on these numbers. The project hopes to provide a unique contribution by beginning with 

a representative, random sample survey of 2,000 uninsured Californians that mirror and represent the state’s 

large uninsured population, and then returning to those same 2,000 residents at three future points in time – 

including at the end of the first enrollment period next spring – to learn how they are, or are not, interacting 

with the nascent coverage expansion.   

With its ‘largest in the nation’ status that includes having the largest number of uninsured, its racial and ethnic 

diversity, and the state government’s full and early commitment to a smooth rollout of the ACA, California 

stands out as a laboratory of how the three year old law – up until now a remote political football for many 

Americans – will translate into real world, person-to-person changes. In all, 15 percent of the nation’s 

uninsured reside there, and will see the ACA through the window of the Golden State.  

This first report seeks to sum up the opinions, concerns and experiences of the state’s uninsured population as 

they are poised on the brink of this change. The first section assesses what California’s uninsured population 

knows and thinks about the ACA changes that are on the horizon, and examines their past experiences and 

current attitudes about health insurance in general.  The second section presents a snapshot of the primary 

characteristics of this group of residents, along with the numerous challenges they currently face in getting, and 

paying for, the health care they need. And the third section examines the group of uninsured that will not be 

eligible to participate in the expansion of coverage: the undocumented uninsured. 

The report analyzes the uninsured population in terms of four basic groups: those whose incomes would put 

them in the ‘Medi-Cal target group’ (138 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) or less), possibly qualifying 

them to be covered by California’s Medicaid program; those whose incomes would put them in the ‘exchange 

subsidy target group’ (greater than 138 percent and up to 400 percent FPL), giving them access to subsidies to 

purchase insurance through the state’s new health insurance exchange marketplace, Covered California; those 

who will be able to shop on the exchange but will not be eligible for tax credits based on their relatively higher 
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incomes (greater than 400 percent FPL); and finally those uninsured who will not be able to access health 

insurance via either option due to their immigration status. The first three groups together comprise a group 

we are terming the ‘eligible uninsured’. This survey of the adult population ages 19-64 somewhat 

underrepresents the full eligible insured group that also includes children. 

Nearly 7 million people in California were without health insurance in 2012, including just under 6 million 

adults ages 19-64.  Estimates of the exact number who will be eligible for new coverage under the ACA vary, 

but according to data from the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS), roughly 5.5 million uninsured 

Californians (including roughly 4.8 million adults ages 19-64) may be eligible to participate in some way based 

on their income and immigration status. This includes about 3 million in the Medi-Cal eligible income range 

(138 percent FPL or less), about 2 million who may be eligible for subsidies to purchase insurance through 

Covered California (incomes greater than 138 percent and up to 400 percent FPL), and just under 500,000 

who will be eligible to purchase unsubsidized coverage through the new marketplace (incomes greater than 

400 percent FPL).  According to estimates by researchers at the University of California, roughly one million 

uninsured Californians will be ineligible for new coverage under the ACA due to their immigration status.  
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SUMMARY: Positive views of the ACA outnumber negative 

among California’s eligible uninsured, even as the large majority 

say they don’t yet understand how the law will impact their own 

families and few have heard much about either the expansion of 

the Medi-Cal program or the creation of the state’s Covered 

California insurance marketplace. 

California’s eligible uninsured tilt more positive than negative on 

the 2010 health care law, particularly in comparison to the 

nation as a whole, but no one view is shared by a majority. 

Overall, 48 percent of California’s eligible uninsured view the 

ACA favorably, while 30 percent view it unfavorably and one in 

five (22 percent) were not able to provide an opinion. Nationally, 

Americans in the same age range are more divided, 38 percent 

favorable versus 42 percent unfavorable in KFF’s August Health 

Tracking Poll, and the uninsured nationally are evenly divided at 

36 percent favorable versus 38 percent unfavorable. 

 

  

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY: 

The ‘Eligible Uninsured’: For purposes of 

this report, the eligible uninsured are defined 

as those Californians ages 19-64 who have 

been without coverage for at least two 

months. Because the coverage expansions 

under the ACA do not extend to undocumented 

immigrants, most analysis is based on the 78 

percent of the uninsured group who report 

being U.S. citizens or permanent residents, 

described for the purposes of easy 

understanding as the ‘eligible uninsured’.  

Income categories: Because eligibility for 

two of the law’s main components – the Medi-

Cal expansion and the tax credits to help 

purchase insurance on the new exchanges – is 

based on an individual’s family income 

relative to the federal poverty level (FPL), in 

many cases we report survey results among 

the eligible uninsured by FPL categories. 

Those with incomes 138% FPL or less (roughly 

$32,000 a year for a family of 4) will be 

eligible for Medi-Cal coverage, while those 

with incomes greater than 138% and up to 

400% FPL (roughly $32,000-$94,000 for a 

family of 4), will be eligible for subsidies to 

purchase insurance through Covered 

California, the state’s new marketplace. Those 

with incomes above 400% FPL will be allowed 

to buy insurance through Covered California, 

but will not be eligible for subsidy assistance. 

For convenience, we will sometimes refer to 

the group with incomes 138% FPL or less as 

the “Medi-Cal target group”, and those 

greater than 138% and up to 400% FPL as the 

“exchange subsidy target group”. These 

obviously are approximations that do not 

allow for every real world exception to be 

taken into account. For example, lawfully 

present immigrants may remain subject to a 

five year wait before they may enroll in Medi-

Cal, but for the purposes of this analysis they 

are included in the Medi-Cal target group if 

they meet the income criteria. Similarly, some 

of those in the exchange subsidy target group 

may not be eligible for marketplace subsidies 

if they have access to affordable employer 

coverage, a situation difficult to ascertain in a 

phone survey.  

California Eligible Uninsured Tilt Favorable On ACA; 
Uninsured Nationally Are More Divided

Favorable
38%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
19%

Unfavorable
42%

National All Adults ages 19-64

Favorable
36%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
26%

Unfavorable
38%

National Uninsured ages 19-64

Favorable
48%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
22%

Unfavorable
30%

California Eligible Uninsured

NOTES: Question wording for the national survey slightly different. The national survey numbers include the opinions of undocumented 
immigrants, as immigration status was not identified in that survey. 
SOURCES: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013); 
Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll (August 13-19, 2013)

As you may know, a health reform bill – sometimes called Obamacare – was signed into law in 2010. Given what you 
know about the health reform law, do you have a generally favorable or generally unfavorable opinion of it?



As of late August, the large majority of California’s eligible uninsured – seven in ten (70 percent) – say they 

don’t feel they have enough information about the law to understand how it will impact them. In no 

demographic subgroup we examined does a majority say they know enough about the law at this point to 

understand its personal ramifications.  

 

As the summer of 2013 comes to a close, and the season of intensive outreach begins, three-quarters say that 

they have heard “only a little” or “nothing” (32 percent and 43 percent respectively) about the expansion of 

Medi-Cal, including 77 percent of those in the Medi-Cal target group.  

And more than eight in ten (84 percent) of those in the exchange subsidy target group say they have heard little 

or nothing about the state’s new marketplace, Covered California.  

 

70%

74%

69%

58%

Total Eligible Uninsured

Income ≤ 138% FPL
(Medi-Cal target group)

Income >138-400% FPL
(Exchange subsidy target

group)

Income > 400% FPL

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Large Majorities Say They Lack Information, Have Heard 
Little About Medi-Cal Expansion Or Covered California
Among California eligible uninsured, percent who…

75%

77%

75%

71%

87%

89%

84%

85%

…feel they don’t have enough 
information about the health 
care law to understand how it 
will impact their family

…have heard only a little or 
nothing at all about the 
expansion of Medi-Cal

…have heard only a little or 
nothing at all about Covered 
California



The state’s marketplace and other 

interested parties began an 

ongoing process of outreach 

toward the uninsured population 

earlier this summer, one that is 

still in the process of ramping up 

(for example, Covered California 

itself unveiled its first television 

ad in late August.) At this early 

point in the ad campaign, about 

one in five of California’s eligible 

uninsured report having seen or 

heard an ad having to do with the 

health care law, Covered 

California or Medi-Cal. Most of 

these reported having seen 

multiple ads on the topic, with TV 

by far the most frequently named 

delivery vehicle, followed by 

radio. 

Nearly half in the group that have seen an ad report that at least one of the commercials they saw provided 

information about how to get health insurance coverage, while the other half do not remember being provided 

any instruction. Overall, so far six percent of CA’s eligible uninsured report that the advertising has driven 

them to seek out further information about the law. 

About half the eligible insured are aware, however, of the two key coverage expansions being a part of the 2010 

health law, even if they have not heard much about them recently. For example, half of the state’s eligible 

uninsured are aware that the ACA does provide for expansion of Medi-Cal, including similar shares of those in 

the eligible income group. And half report knowing that the law creates health insurance exchanges or 

marketplaces, with knowledge somewhat higher in the exchange subsidy target group (57 percent) than in the 

Medi-Cal target group (45 percent). Roughly the same share are aware that the federal government will 

subsidize the purchase of health insurance on Covered California for many in these income groups. 

  

NOTE: Multiple responses accepted for follow-up question.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

As Of Late August, One In Five Report Seeing ACA-Related 
Ads

During the past 30 days, did you see or hear any ads or 
commercials having to do with either the health care law, 
Covered California, or Medi-Cal, or not?

Yes, saw or 
heard ads

22%

No, did not 
see or 

hear ads
78%

19%

10%

7%

5%

TV

Radio

The Internet

A Newspaper

Asked of those who saw or heard ads: Percent who say 
they saw or heard ads or commercials having to do with 
either the health care law, Covered California, or Medi-
Cal on… (percentages shown based on total eligible 
uninsured)

Among California eligible uninsured:



In each case, however, this does leave roughly half the target populations unaware that these provisions even 

exist as part of the ACA. 

 

Meanwhile, more than half the uninsured (57 percent) are aware of the existence of the individual mandate, a 

provision that will apply to many of them. Finally, over four in ten (45 percent) are aware of the guaranteed 

issue provision that mean that many of the eligible uninsured – including those who say someone in their 

household has a pre-existing condition – will be able to qualify for health insurance that may previously have 

been denied them. 

California’s eligible uninsured 

have mixed expectations as to 

whether the ACA will be of benefit 

to them, but overall roughly two 

times as many expect to be better 

off as to be worse off. Four in ten 

believe the law will enhance their 

ability to get the health care (39 

percent) and health insurance (40 

percent) they need, compared to 

about two in ten who expect the 

law to make life more difficult on 

these fronts. About a third don’t 

expect it to make any difference.  

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Four In Ten Expect To See Improvements In Access To Care 
And Insurance Under ACA

Better
31%

Dk/Ref.
9%

Stay about 
the same

34%

Worse
26%

The cost of health care
for you and your family

Better
39%

Dk/Ref.
6%

Stay about 
the same

33%

Worse
21%

Your ability to get the
health care you need

Better
40%

Dk/Ref.
6%

Stay about 
the same

37%

Worse
17%

Your ability to get
and keep health insurance

Among California eligible uninsured: Under the 2010 health reform law, do you think each of the following will get better, 
worse, or will it stay about the same? 



Views are more closely divided, however, when it comes to the thorny issue of health care costs: About one in 

four (26 percent) think the law will raise health care costs for their own family, while a slightly larger share 

think it will bring costs down (31 percent). 

SUMMARY: On the eve of the start of the six-month open enrollment period, there is widespread confusion 

among the state’s uninsured as to whether they are eligible for any of the new and expanded benefits, with 

three-quarters in the exchange subsidy target group either not sure or presuming they will not be eligible for 

such financial assistance, and only half of those in the Medi-Cal target income group presuming they will be 

qualified. 

But there is a good deal of interest in potentially signing up for the Medi-Cal program if those eligibility 

uncertainties could be put to rest. Nine in ten in the Medi-Cal target group say that, if told they qualified for the 

state health insurance program, they would enroll. Medi-Cal is viewed quite positively as a program by the 

uninsured, a group that has widespread ties to the program: over four in ten of those in the Medi-Cal target 

income range say they have been on Medi-Cal at some point, and another three in ten know someone who has 

participated in the program.  

The survey suggests that, as of late August, when told of the existence of the individual mandate, the 

preliminary impression of about half the population is that they would plan to get health coverage, with the 

other half either thinking they won’t get coverage or not sure what they will do. These impressions obviously 

will shift as the uninsured learn more about the specific ways the law will apply to their own family situation. 

Overall, roughly 2.5 million uninsured state residents may eventually be eligible to shop for coverage using the 

Covered California marketplace.  But as we saw in the previous section, familiarity with the statewide 

marketplace and its benefits is still relatively limited at this point. In this section we examine the uninsured’s 

current thinking about their own potential eligibility and find that three in four in the subsidy target income 

group have doubts about whether they would indeed qualify for subsidy assistance. Half are not sure whether 

they are eligible to shop on the exchanges at all or believe they will not have this option.  
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At summer’s end, half of those 

with household incomes that fall 

in the subsidy-eligible range for 

Covered California say they 

believe they will be eligible to shop 

for insurance on the exchange, 

while three in ten are unsure 

about whether they could 

participate. About one in five say 

they do not believe they will meet 

the requirements for the 

exchange. Views among those 

uninsured making over 400 

percent of the FPL – a group 

eligible to shop in the marketplace 

but not to receive financial 

assistance – are similar. 

Even fewer in the subsidy target 

group – just over a quarter – say they think they will be eligible to get financial help from the federal 

government to help pay for health insurance. The plurality – 43 percent – say they think they will NOT be 

eligible, and a third aren’t sure. At the same time, roughly one in five (19 percent) of those with incomes above 

400 percent of poverty believe 

they will be eligible for such help, 

when in reality they are likely to 

be out of the eligible income 

range. 

By better than three to one, those 

in the exchange subsidy target 

group think that the state 

marketplace will make it easier 

rather than harder for them to 

find and get insurance coverage 

(37 percent versus 11 percent). But 

half either say they don’t expect to 

see any change at all in their 

ability to get health insurance (35 

percent) or they don’t know what 

to expect (17 percent). 

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

At Least Half In Income Ranges Targeted By Exchange 
Unaware They May Qualify To Participate, Receive Subsidies

50%

46%

20%

26%

29%

28%

Income >138-400% FPL
(Exchange subsidy target group)

Income > 400% FPL

Yes, will be eligible No, will not be eligible Don't know/Refused

Among California eligible uninsured: As far as you know, will you personally be eligible to…

…shop for health insurance through Covered California as a result of the health care law, or not?

…get financial assistance from the government to help pay for health insurance as a result of the health care law, or not?

27%

19%

43%

50%

31%

31%

Income >138-400% FPL
(Exchange subsidy target group)

Income > 400% FPL

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

About A Third In Exchange Target Group Think Covered 
California Will Make Things Easier For Them Personally

37%

34%

35%

39%

11%

15%

17%

12%

Income >138-400% FPL
(Exchange subsidy target group)

Income > 400% FPL

Easier Won't make much difference Harder Don't know/Refused

Among California eligible uninsured: Do you think that Covered California will make it easier or harder for you personally 
to find and get health insurance coverage, or won’t it make much difference?



One of the primary methods – though not the only method – for accessing Covered California is through its 

website, www.CoveredCA.com, which allows for online comparison shopping and purchasing. Most of the 

uninsured in the income group eligible for the tax credits in the marketplace do have Internet access at home 

(83 percent), and another 9 percent have access somewhere other than home. But they are not intensive 

Internet shoppers: 25 percent say they very or somewhat often use the Internet to buy products online, 28 

percent say they do so ‘just occasionally’, and nearly half say they ‘rarely’ (18 percent) or ‘never’ (29 percent) 

buy things online.  And while 18 percent say they often use the Internet to access health information, 56 

percent say they rarely or never do this. 

Those uninsured whose incomes put them in the range of the Medi-Cal expansion are for the most part, no 

strangers to the program. About four in ten (45 percent) say they have already been on Medi-Cal at some point 

themselves. Another 30 percent know someone that receives or has received health coverage through the 

program. And all told 18 percent in this income group say they have unsuccessfully tried to sign up for the 

health insurance program at some point or another, with most of these reporting they could not enroll in Medi-

Cal because they were told they were ineligible. 

 
  

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Most Lower-Income Uninsured Have Personal Ties To 
Medi-Cal 

Have received
Medi-Cal coverage at

some point in the past
45%

Personally know 
someone covered by 

Medi-Cal now or
in the past

30%

Dk/Ref.
1%

No personal
connection to

Medi-Cal
24%

Among California eligible uninsured with income 138% FPL or less (Medi-Cal target group): Have you, yourself, ever 
received health insurance through Medi-Cal, or not? Do you personally know anyone who is currently covered by Medi-
Cal or has received Medi-Cal coverage in the past, or not?

http://www.coveredca.com/


In large part, this group views the 

program quite positively. Overall, 

about two-thirds in the Medi-Cal 

target group have a favorable view 

of the program, while about a 

quarter have an unfavorable view.  

These positive views are driven by 

those who have themselves been on 

Medi-Cal or know someone who 

has: 67 percent and 73 percent, 

respectively, give the program 

positive reviews. Those with no 

connection to the program lean 

more positive than negative (47 

percent versus 25 percent), but a 

quarter say they don’t know 

enough about Medi-Cal to offer an 

opinion. It’s worth noting that 

under the ACA, the process for Medicaid enrollment is being adjusted to remove perceived barriers to sign-up 

and to better coordinate with the state exchanges, a factor that could impact ratings of the program moving 

forward.  

Given their connections to the 

program and their positive 

evaluations, it follows that there 

would be a fair bit of interest in 

enrollment among this group, and 

the survey bears that out: Nine in 

ten (89 percent) in the relevant 

income bracket say that if they 

were told they  were eligible for 

Medi-Cal, they would want to 

enroll. The catch at this point, at 

least, is eligibility confusion.  While 

about half (53 percent) of those in 

the Medi-Cal target group believe 

they will be eligible for the 

program, another 21 percent are 

not sure and a quarter (26 percent) 

believe they will not be eligible. 

Some of this confusion may stem 

from the fact that eligibility standards are changing under the ACA, and public knowledge may not yet have 

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Medi-Cal Target Group Views Program Favorably, 
Particularly Those With Personal Ties

26%

30%

26%

21%
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37%

47%

26%

15%

17%

11%

17%

9%

13%

5%

8%

12%

3%

10%

27%

Total eligible uninsured with
income 138% FPL or less
(Medi-Cal target group)

Personally covered by Medi-Cal
at some point in the past

Never covered by Medi-Cal, but
know someone who is

No personal connection
to Medi-Cal

Very favorable Somewhat favorable Somewhat unfavorable Very unfavorable Dk/Ref.

Among California eligible uninsured with income 138% FPL or less (Medi-Cal target group): Do you have a generally 
favorable or generally unfavorable opinion of the Medi-Cal program?

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

In Medi-Cal Target Group, Half Believe They Are Eligible, 
Nine In Ten Would Want To Enroll

Yes, will 
be 

eligible
53%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
21%

No, will 
not be 
eligible

26% Yes, 
would 

want to 
enroll
89%

Dk/Ref.
3%

No,
would

not
8%

Among California eligible uninsured with income 138% FPL or less (Medi-Cal target group):

As far as you know, will you personally be eligible 
to get insurance through Medi-Cal as a result of 
the health care law, or not?

If you were told you were eligible for Medi-Cal, 
would you want to enroll, or not?



caught up with these changes. For example, adults without dependent children were previously ineligible no 

matter what their household income, a standard that has changed under the law. 

One pathway this population could use to find out about their possible Medi-Cal eligibility is the state’s new 

marketplace website. The survey suggests, however, that the Medi-Cal target group includes a relatively large 

group of people with limited Internet access and experience.  More than a third (37 percent) do not have 

Internet access at home, and fully half have never purchased a product online.  

When told or reminded that “nearly all Americans [will be required] to have health insurance by 2014 or else 

pay a fine,” just over half (54 percent) of the eligible uninsured report they expect to obtain health insurance 

next year, a third (32 percent) plan to remain uninsured, 8 percent say it would depend on the cost and 7 

percent don’t have a sense of how they would react. 

 

The groups most likely to say they expect to get coverage are those that became uninsured only sometime in the 

past year (71 percent of them are ready to sign back up) and those with favorable views of the ACA (68 percent).  

In terms of who is most likely to say they plan to remain uninsured: those with dim views of the health law 

stand out here, with 51 percent saying they do not intend to seek health insurance.  (Even here, however, four 

in ten do say they will likely seek coverage.) Those who feel their financial situation to be “very insecure” are 

also disproportionately more likely to say they expect to remain uninsured (43 percent). 

 

NOTE: Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

About Half Expect to Get Coverage in 2014
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33%
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29%

18%

28%

36%

19%

51%

8%

8%

8%
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8%

4%
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6%

Total eligible uninsured

BY INCOME GROUP

Income ≤ 138% FPL (Medi-Cal target)

Income >138-400% FPL (Exchange subsidy target)

Income > 400% FPL

BY LENGTH OF TIME UNINSURED

2 months to less than 1 year

1-2 years

2 years or more

BY OVERALL VIEW OF ACA

Favorable
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Will obtain health insurance in 2014 Will remain uninsured Depends on cost (vol.)

Among California eligible uninsured: As you may know, the health care law requires nearly all Americans to have health 
insurance by 2014 or else pay a fine. Do you think you will obtain health insurance in 2014, or do you think you will 
remain uninsured? 



Among those who expect to obtain coverage in 2014, most are unsure at this point where that coverage will 

come from. 

 

Most (62 percent) of those who say they don’t plan to get insurance explicitly point to cost as a reason, saying 

they don’t think they will be able to find an affordable plan or that they just don’t have the money to pay for 

insurance. Smaller shares say the reason they won’t seek coverage is that they don’t need it or don’t want it (21 

percent), or that they don’t see how they will qualify for coverage (12 percent). 

“[I’m the] sole caregiver [taking care of my] with Alzheimer’s and head of household, 

therefore it’s financially restrictive.” 

 

“I’d rather [pay] health and dental for my kids instead of myself.” 

 

“The company I’m working for might not be able to help me, and if there’s no money I 

won’t be able to afford insurance.” 

 

“If I get a job and remain employed and if they offer benefits [I will get insurance.] If 

not I will have to feed and take care of my family first before I can buy health 

insurance.” 

 

“The fine will be less than the health insurance and medical bills combined.” 

“I’m healthy, I pay cash when I go to the doctor.” 

 

“I don’t like being told what to do.” 

 

“Because I completely disagree. It is my choice whether or not I want insurance.” 

“[My] employer has less than 50 people and will not provide health insurance.” 

 

“[I’m] falling into a gray area and I don’t fit in any of the categories.” 

“Because there is too much of a fight right now, so I don’t think [the ACA] will be 

implemented.” 

 

“I don’t think I will receive good enough health insurance.” 

  



To understand what will happen to California’s millions of uninsured in upcoming months, it’s helpful to 

understand not just what this population knows and understands about the changes ahead, but how this 

knowledge may interact with their existing views about health insurance: why they don’t have it, whether they 

actually want it and for what purpose, and whether they think that up to this point, the value of insurance has 

been worth its cost.   

Two-thirds of those uninsured Californians who self-identify as either U.S. citizens or lawfully present 

immigrants say they have been uninsured for more than 2 years.  About 17 percent have been uninsured for 

between one and two years, and another 17 percent are more newly uninsured than that. And about one in five 

say that they’ve never had insurance. The higher-income uninsured are somewhat more likely to report losing 

their coverage more recently: 48 percent have become uninsured in the past two years, compared to 31 percent 

in the lowest income bracket. 

 

The main reasons they are without health insurance? Cost tops the list, with 47 percent explicitly saying they 

are uninsured because health coverage is too expensive. One in five refer to job loss or unemployment, and 

about one in eight (12 percent) point to barriers that stop them from qualifying for coverage through their 

employer.  

  



Only 3 percent volunteer they don’t have health insurance because they don’t think they need it. 

“Because we cannot afford; if health insurance would be more affordable we would 

try to buy it.” 

 

“My job offers it but it is too expensive.” 

 

“Because I am self-employed and have insufficient finances to obtain insurance 

coverage at this time.” 

“I’m unemployed, and have no money to purchase.” 

 

“I had insurance through my job but not anymore.” 

“My husband’s job doesn’t offer it.” 

 

“Just started new job, health insurance won’t be in effect for 30 days.” 

“I am a care giver and they don’t give medical insurance and I applied for Medi-Cal 

and got disqualified.” 

“I’m not too sickly in general for the most part, usually if anything just a cold.” 

“I tried to apply to private companies but am turned down every time.” 

 

“I became disabled and my job’s coverage did not cover me. They only covered me for 

30 days because the company that bought us out won’t cover me because I have not 

been with the new company a year and because of my condition.” 

“I don’t have the information needed to apply.” 

 

This group reports having had a range of types of coverage before becoming uninsured, including employer 

sponsored insurance (39 percent), Medi-Cal or Medicaid (18 percent) or coverage under a parent’s plan (13 

percent). One in ten (9 percent) say that at some point they have been denied health insurance coverage due to 

someone in their family having a pre-existing condition. 

Overall, about two-thirds (68 

percent) of California’s eligible 

uninsured say they or their spouse 

are working. Why, if so many are 

employed, are more not insured? 

For the majority of those who are 

employed or have a working 

spouse it’s because they are either 

self-employed or their employer 

doesn’t offer coverage. Nearly 

three in ten (28 percent) of the 

eligible uninsured do, however, 

have ties to an employer that 

offers coverage to at least some of 

its employees. This group gives a 

variety of reasons for not 

participating in such coverage: the 

most frequently mentioned option 

is that the cost is too high, but others say they aren’t enrolled because they aren’t eligible, either because they 

Working for 
an employer 
that offers a 

health plan to 
at least some 

employees
28%

Working for 
an employer 

that does 
NOT offer a 

health 
plan/DK

26%

Self-
employed

14%

Not working
32%

Percent who say they or their spouse are…

NOTE: Don’t know/Refused answers not shown for follow-up.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Majority Of Working Uninsured Are Either Self-Employed 
Or Work For Employers Who Don’t Offer Coverage

What best describes your employment situation today? Are 
you/your spouse self-employed, or do you work for 
someone else? Does your/your spouse’s employer or union 
offer a health plan to at least some of its employees or not? 

Among the 28% whose employer or spouse’s employer offers 
a health plan:  Which of the following is the main reason 
why you personally don’t participate in this health plan?

Percent who mentioned

The amount you would still have to pay is too much 38%

Not eligible because you or your spouse work part-time 24

Not eligible because of waiting period 23

You don’t think you need insurance 3

Your spouse’s employer only offers coverage for 
workers, not family members

2

Coverage is not good (vol.) 2

Not eligible for other reason (vol.) 4

Other 4

Among California eligible uninsured:



don’t work enough hours or haven’t worked at the firm long enough.  It’s worth noting that those that do have 

access to affordable employer coverage will not be eligible for exchange subsidies. 

Though some may presume the 

reason most of the state’s 

uninsured lack coverage is 

because they don’t feel they need 

it, the survey suggests this isn’t 

true. According to the survey, the 

large majority of California’s 

eligible uninsured – eight in ten 

– do feel they need health 

insurance coverage. Even seven 

in ten (72 percent) of the 

youngest uninsured Californians 

– those ages 19 to 25 – say they 

need health insurance. Overall, 

just under two in ten instead say 

they feel healthy enough that they 

don’t need coverage.  

The desire for insurance is even 

more widespread among those with more health problems. Among those in ‘poor’ or ‘fair’ health, nine in ten 

feel they need coverage. But even among those who say they are in good health, a majority—three in four—feel 

they need health coverage. 

The main reason uninsured Californians want health coverage: to protect against the kind of financial 

catastrophe that can accompany a major, unexpected illness or a life-changing accident. Most (seven in ten, 

including majorities in all age groups), say this is their primary reason to want insurance. For one in four, 

however, the main point of insurance is to pay for more routine health care expenses. This rises to 40 percent 

among those who are already grappling with a disability or chronic health problem. 

 

NOTE: Don’t know/Refused responses not shown.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Large Majority—Including Young Adults—Say Health 
Insurance Is Something They Need

80%

72%

75%

84%

85%

19%

26%

25%
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14%

Total eligible uninsured

Ages 19-25

Ages 26-34

Ages 35-49

Ages 50-64

Health insurance is something I need I'm healthy enough that I don't really need health insurance

Among California eligible uninsured: Which of the following comes closer to your view? 



At this point, a majority of the uninsured – 57 percent – do believe that health insurance is worth the money it 

costs, while just over a third disagree. These views are obviously based on perceptions of the cost of coverage 

before the opening of the exchange in October. 

 



In this section of the report, we look at a snapshot of the uninsured population in the state, with the goal of 

better understanding their upcoming interactions with the ACA’s coverage expansion by better understanding 

who they are and what challenges they currently face in getting and paying for health care services.  

Perhaps the most striking element 

of California’s uninsured 

population is the extent to which 

they, even more than the average 

American living through an 

economic downturn, are struggling 

to stay financially afloat. Nearly all 

the eligible uninsured –roughly 

nine in ten – have family incomes 

under 400 percent of the FPL 

(about $94,000 a year for a family 

of four), and nearly half are at or 

below 138 percent of FPL, 

representing an annual income of 

roughly $32,000 for a family of 

four.  

And they feel it. A majority (57 

percent) describe themselves as 

financially insecure, including one in four (25 percent) who say they feel “very insecure.” More than eight in ten 

(84 percent) report at least some difficulty affording health care, including half who find it “very difficult”. 

Roughly six in ten find it difficult to pay for gas and other transportation costs, their monthly utilities, and their 

rent or mortgage. More than four in ten have at least some difficulty affording food.  

More than four in ten of the eligible uninsured (44 percent) say they do not have a regular place to go to when 

they are sick or need advice about their health.  For those who do have a usual source of care, most common 

(30 percent overall) is to visit a clinic or health center. Smaller groups use a doctor’s office (11 percent) or even 

an emergency room (7 percent) or urgent care center (4 percent). 

 

NOTE: Don’t know/Refused responses not shown.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Eight In Ten Report At Least Some Difficulty Affording 
Health Care
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Among California eligible uninsured: In general, how easy or difficult is it for you and your family to afford each of the 
following?



Overall, about two-thirds (68 percent) of California’s eligible uninsured say they or their spouse are working. 

The majority (58 percent) are employed themselves, with about one in ten overall (12 percent) working more 

than one job. Overall 20 percent say they are unemployed and looking for work, 7 percent call themselves 

homemakers, and 6 percent are students. 

But most of the state’s uninsured don’t have a bulwark of educational resources to draw on in terms of upward 

employment mobility: half have no education past high school, and just 14 percent have completed a college 

degree. 

Though the majority of the state’s 

uninsured are employed, incomes 

among this population are low and 

financial resources are limited. 

More than half of California’s 

eligible uninsured report they do 

not have a credit card, and three in 

ten do not have a bank savings or 

checking account. In this latter 

group, most say they pay their bills 

in cash, though some used money 

orders or prepaid cards. In late 

August, the Obama Administration 

issued rules requiring that the 

ACA’s health insurance exchanges 

accept prepaid debit cards for 

payment from those that do not 

have a relationship with a bank.  

California’s eligible uninsured are a racial and ethnic melting pot, like the state in which they reside. The two 

largest groups: 45 percent identify as Hispanic, 32 percent are non-Hispanic White. A third say they were born 

outside of the United States. Among Hispanics in the eligible uninsured group, more than four in ten (44 

percent) prefer to communicate in Spanish rather than English, a finding particularly relevant in light of the 

rollout of the coverage expansion effort.  

                                                        
HHS Will Allow ‘Unbanked’ People To Use Prepaid Debit Cards On Exchanges
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SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Many Uninsured Lack Ties To Financial Institutions, Easy 
Access To Internet
Among California eligible uninsured, percent who say they currently…
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http://capsules.kaiserhealthnews.org/index.php/2013/08/hhs-will-allow-unbanked-people-to-use-prepaid-debit-cards-on-exchanges/


In the summer of 2013, as the Covered California marketplace gears up for its October debut and the state 

Medi-Cal offices prepare for an influx of potential new customers, roughly half (49 percent) of the eligible 

uninsured in California say that their health needs are not being well met at the present moment. On the flip 

side, half say that despite their lack of coverage, they have found a way to meet their health needs at least 

“somewhat well”. 

Many of the state’s uninsured 

react to their lack of coverage by 

not seeking out the health care 

they think they need. More than 

six in ten (64 percent) say that 

they’ve gone without needed 

health care because of the cost 

during the time they’ve been 

uninsured. Roughly seven in ten 

have report skipping dental care, 

and a similar share say they have 

put off preventive care they 

thought they needed. Half say 

they have skipped a 

recommended test or treatment. 

Four in ten report cutting 

corners on needed medication.  

  

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Large Shares Report Postponing Or Skipping Care
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Among California eligible uninsured, percent who say that during the time they have been uninsured, they have done 
each of the following because of the cost:



There is a consistent gender gap in these findings: Uninsured women are more likely to report putting off care 

due to cost across a variety of categories. For example, 74 percent of women say they have gone without health 

care they needed, compared to 56 percent of men. Not surprisingly, those with more health needs – for 

example, those who say they are in fair or poor health – are more likely to say health needs have come up that 

they have not been able to fill because of the cost. 

 

Overall, two in three among the eligible 

uninsured currently worry about being able to 

find a doctor to treat them, with 39 percent 

reporting they are “very worried”. Hispanics and 

Blacks are significantly more likely than whites 

to say they worry about finding a practitioner, 

those with lower incomes are more likely to 

worry than those in households making more 

money, and women are more likely to be 

concerned about this than men. 

Meanwhile, a third of the eligible uninsured say 

they are in less than good health, including 

higher shares of those in the lowest income 

groups. And just over four in ten (44 percent) overall say at least one person in their household would be 

considered to have a pre-existing condition of some sort.  

  



Over the course of the past year, four in ten 

(41 percent) uninsured Californians say 

they had trouble paying medical bills, with 

roughly half that group (or 23 percent of 

the eligible uninsured overall) reporting 

that these bills had a ‘major impact’ on 

their family.  

Blacks (59 percent) and those in fair or 

poor health (55 percent) are the most likely 

to report having trouble paying their 

medical bills, and there is a gender gap 

with women 12 percentage points more 

likely than men to report this kind of 

financial trouble. Perhaps surprisingly, 

there is little difference across age groups 

here, with younger people just as likely as 

older to say they’ve had trouble paying for 

care.  

Among the negative impacts of 

incurring these high medical bills: 

21 percent have spent less on food; 

20 percent borrowed money from 

family and friends; 20 percent used 

up all or most of savings; 19 percent 

have been contacted by collection 

agency; 13 percent skipped a utility 

payment; and 9 percent skipped a 

rent or mortgage payment. Overall, 

about one in three of the state’s 

eligible uninsured (36 percent) have 

faced at least one of these serious 

consequences as a result of health 

care expenses. 

 
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Four in Ten Report Problems Paying Medical Bills, Many 
with Serious Consequences

In the past 12 months, did you have any problems paying 
medical bills, or not?

Yes
41%

No
59%

21%

20%

20%

19%

13%

9%

3%

2%

36%

Spent less on food

Borrowed money from family and friends

Used up all or most of savings

Been contacted by a collection agancy

Delayed or skipped a payment for utilities

Delayed or skipped a rent or mortgage
payment

Gotten a loan or another mortgage on
home

Declared bankruptcy

Done any of the above

Asked of the 41% who had problems paying medical bills: 
In the past twelve months, have you done any of the 
following because of medical bills, or not? (percentages 
shown based on total eligible uninsured)

Among California eligible uninsured:



There is a widespread concern among the uninsured about being able to pay medical bills in the event of a 

serious illness. Three in four are “very” worried about this, overall more than nine in ten worry at least a little 

about it.  This concern ranks at the top of a list of six common financial worries.  

 

About half say they are “very worried” about being able to pay for their routine health care expenses, including 

a higher share of women (57 percent) than men (44 percent). 

  

NOTE: Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Vast Majority Of Uninsured Worry About Catastrophic 
Medical Bills
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Among California eligible uninsured: I’m going to read you a list of things that some people worry about and others do 
not. I’d like you to tell me how worried you are about each of the following things.



The fourth group of California’s uninsured – a group that we 

have not considered at any length in the report thus far – is 

the group that, because of their immigration status, will not 

be eligible for Medi-Cal or exchange coverage in 2014. 

Looking at California’s uninsured population as a whole—

that is, including those who will be eligible for the ACA’s 

coverage benefits and those who will not – the survey 

suggests that about a fifth of the uninsured are 

undocumented immigrants and would be in this category. 

Under current law, undocumented immigrants will not be 

eligible to buy coverage through 

Covered California or to be covered 

by the Medi-Cal program.

As a brief portrait: Nine in ten 

among the group currently 

ineligible due to immigration status 

describe themselves as Hispanic, 

six in ten (59 percent) are 

employed and a little over four in 

ten are married. Over half say they 

have been in the U.S. for more than 

ten years. They are more likely than 

the rest of the uninsured 

population to be parents of a 

dependent child and to have lower 

levels of education.  

In their health care needs, however, 

they look much like the rest of the 

state’s uninsured population. 

Overall, the large majority of the 

undocumented uninsured – 

roughly eight in ten – report finding 

it difficult to pay for health care. 

And eight in ten say they feel the 

need for health insurance, most to 

cover the risk of an unforeseen illness or accident.  

                                                        
Immigration Reform 

and Access to Health Coverage: Key Issues to Consider

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY: 

The Undocumented Uninsured For the 

purposes of this report, undocumented immigrants 

are defined as those that reported a) they were not 

born in the United States, and b) they came to this 

country without a green card, and c) they have not 

received a green card or become permanent 

residents since arriving. See Section 5: “About the 

terms used in this report” for more details. 

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Many Uninsured Californians Likely To Be Ineligible For 
ACA Benefits Due To Immigration Status
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(born outside U.S., came 
without green card, and 

currently not a permanent 
resident)

21%

Among California uninsured: Were you born in the United States or in another country? When you moved to the U.S. to 
live, did you have a green card? Has your status been changed to permanent resident, that is, have you received a Green 
Card? Percent of all uninsured California residents who are…

http://www.kff.org/uninsured/issue-brief/immigration-reform-and-access-to-health-coverage-key-issues-to-consider/
http://www.kff.org/uninsured/issue-brief/immigration-reform-and-access-to-health-coverage-key-issues-to-consider/


Without the benefit of insurance, 

many are skipping care they need 

because they can’t afford it. 

Overall, 46 percent of uninsured 

undocumented immigrants say 

they have gone without needed 

health care, a significant share, 

though a smaller proportion than 

among the rest of the uninsured 

population (where 64 percent 

report having skipped needed 

care). 

But worry about the ability to pay 

bills in the case of a severe and 

unexpected illness is high in this 

group, with 86 percent saying they 

are “very worried”. And they stand 

out as particularly concerned 

about being able to find a doctor 

that would treat them if they 

needed one: 68 percent are “very 

worried”, nearly 30 percentage 

points higher than among other 

uninsured Californians. 

  

76%

50%

39%

Not being able to pay
medical bills in the event of
a serious illness or accident

Not being able to pay
medical bills for routine

health care services

Not being able to find a
doctor or health professional

who will treat you

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Worries About Health Care Particularly High Among 
Undocumented Uninsured
Percent who say they are very worried about each of the following:

86%

75%

68%

Among California eligible 
uninsured

Among California undocumented 
uninsured

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Many Undocumented Uninsured Report Difficulty 
Affording Health Care

In general, how easy or difficult is it for you and 
your family to afford health care?

Very difficult
45%

Somewhat 
difficult

36%

NA/
Dk/Ref.

2% Somewhat 
easy
11%

Very easy
5% 59%

46%

42%

37%

28%

27%

21%

74%

Relied on home remedies or over the counter
drugs instead of going to see a doctor

Gone without health care you thought you
needed

Put off or postponed preventive health services,
such as a yearly check-up or routine test

Skipped dental care or check-ups

Not filled a prescription, cut pills in half, or
skipped doses or medicine

Skipped a recommended medical test or
treatment

Had problems getting mental health care

Done any of the above

Percent who say that during the time that they’ve been 
uninsured, they have done each of the following because of the 
cost:

Among California undocumented uninsured:



The undocumented uninsured also 

stand out as a group with very positive 

views of the ACA, despite the fact that 

they are not covered by the law, and 

many have what would seem to be 

misplaced expectations of receiving 

help under the law. Among this group, 

63 percent have a favorable view of the 

ACA, and four in ten say that they 

expect to see improved access to care 

and insurance under the law. On the 

other hand, between four and five in 

ten expect things will stay the same for 

them.  

More specifically in terms of perceived 

benefits, about half (49 percent) of the 

undocumented uninsured think they may be eligible to get insurance through Medi-Cal as a result of the ACA, 

and 43 percent expect they will be eligible to shop for health insurance through Covered California.  These 

findings suggest there is a group in this population that could be left feeling disappointed and potentially 

frustrated come 2014. 

  

SOURCE: California’s Uninsured on the Eve of ACA Open Enrollment: The Kaiser Family Foundation Baseline Survey (July 11-August 29, 2013)

Misplaced Expectations Among Undocumented Uninsured

Yes, will be 
eligible

49%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
18%

No, will 
not be 
eligible

33%

Yes, will be 
eligible

43%

Don't 
know/ 

Refused
20%

No, will 
not be 
eligible

37%

As far as you know, will you personally be eligible to 
get insurance through Medi-Cal as a result of the 
health care law, or not?

As far as you know, will you personally be eligible to 
shop for health insurance through Covered California as 
a result of the health care law, or not?

Among California undocumented uninsured:



Over the course of the next six months, millions of uninsured Californians will likely come into contact with the 

enrollment expansion options being made available to them under the Affordable Care Act. As opposed to 

being an ideological debate, this contact will involve real life choices, possibly real life compromises. It will 

involve real, tangible benefits. For some, it will require a tangible financial investment.  

By using the current survey as a baseline, and returning to the field to talk to this very same group of 

Californians after the six month open-enrollment period ends – whether they have signed up for health 

insurance or remain uninsured – we hope to shed light on what they make of all these changes. What choices 

did they make? Who enrolled in Medi-Cal and why, or why not? Who shopped on the state’s new exchange, and 

how do they evaluate that experience and the coverage they got there? Has expanded access to health insurance 

made a dent in the level of worry people without coverage currently experience in viewing an uncertain future? 

We will follow up over the longer term with a third and fourth wave of interviews to fully capture the views and 

experiences of the state’s uninsured throughout the first two years of the ACA insurance expansion. 

In the interim, we plan to release additional analyses taking a closer look at key subgroups among the state’s 

uninsured population – such as young adults, Hispanics, and the undocumented uninsured – as well as a series 

of in-depth, follow-up profiles of individual uninsured Californians reflecting, illustrating and further exploring 

the results of the baseline survey. 

  



The Eligible Uninsured: For purposes of this report, the uninsured are defined as those Californians ages 

19-64 who have been without coverage for at least two months. Those who had been uninsured for less than 

two months were excluded from the survey since they may be experiencing a short period of uninsurance (i.e. 

someone who is between jobs), and the goal of the survey was to capture the experiences and views of those 

who have been without insurance for a longer period of time and are poised to experience the new coverage 

provisions of the ACA.  Because the coverage expansions under the ACA do not extend to undocumented 

immigrants, most analysis is based on the 78 percent of this group who report being U.S. citizens or permanent 

residents, described in shorthand as the ‘eligible uninsured’. Those who volunteered they were here on student 

visas are also included in this category. 

The Undocumented Uninsured: For the purposes of this report, undocumented immigrants are defined as 

those who reported a) they were not born in the United States or Puerto Rico, b) they came to this country 

without a green card, and c) they have not received a green card or become a permanent resident since arriving. 

There are several ways that this definition, while workable for the purposes of a broad analysis of this sort, falls 

short of the complexity of real life.  First, it relies on self-reporting, and since respondents have an incentive not 

to reveal unlawful immigration status, it is undoubtedly a somewhat imperfect measure. Second, those that did 

not answer all three in the series of immigration status items (24 respondents) were not able to be categorized. 

Third, by necessity of time and efficiency, the survey did not allow for a full exploration of the many nuances 

inherent in the U.S. immigration system. For example, this category may actually include a small number of 

individuals in California as refugees, asylees or other humanitarian immigrants who might better be placed 

among the ‘eligible uninsured’. The survey, unfortunately, does not allow this level of detailed sorting. 

Income categories: Because eligibility for two of the law’s main components – the Medi-Cal expansion and 

the tax credits being made available to purchase insurance on the new exchanges – is based on an individual’s 

family income relative to the federal poverty level (FPL), in many cases we report survey results among the 

eligible uninsured by FPL categories. Those with incomes 138% FPL or less (roughly $32,000 a year for a 

family of 4) will be eligible for Medi-Cal coverage, while those with incomes greater than 138% and up to 400% 

FPL (roughly $32,000-$94,000 for a family of 4), will be eligible for subsidies to purchase insurance through 

Covered California, the state’s new marketplace. Those with incomes above 400% FPL will be allowed to buy 

insurance through Covered California, but will not be eligible for subsidy assistance. For convenience, we will 

sometimes refer to the group with incomes 138% FPL or less as the “Medi-Cal target group”, and those 

greater than 138% and up to 400% FPL as the “exchange subsidy target group”. These obviously are 

approximations that do not allow for every real world exception to be taken into account. For example, lawfully 

present immigrants may remain subject to a five year wait before they may enroll in Medi-Cal, but for the 

purposes of this analysis they are included in the Medi-Cal target group if they meet the income criteria. 

Similarly, some of those in the exchange subsidy target group may not be eligible for marketplace subsidies if 

they have access to affordable employer coverage, a situation difficult to ascertain in a phone survey. 

 



This report is based on findings from the first of what is expected to be a four-wave panel survey by the Kaiser 

Family Foundation (KFF). KFF plans to conduct the subsequent waves in early 2014, late 2014, and early 2015, 

with those surveys focusing on the coverage choices people make; experiences with enrollment and access to 

care; as well as tracking any changes in knowledge, attitudes, health expenses, and sense of financial security. 

All surveys will be conducted with the original random probability sample panel of respondents, whether they 

obtain coverage or remain uninsured. 

The current survey was designed and analyzed by public opinion researchers at KFF, led by Mollyann Brodie, 

Ph.D., including Claudia Deane, Liz Hamel, and Sarah Cho, with input from Larry Levitt, Gary Claxton, and 

Rachel Garfield.  Social Science Research Solutions (SSRS) collaborated with KFF researchers on sample 

design and weighting, and supervised the fieldwork.  

The survey was conducted by telephone from July 11 through August 29, 2013, among a representative random 

sample of 2,001 adults ages 19-64 living in California, who reported having been without health insurance 

coverage for at least two months at the time of interview10 (note: persons without a telephone could not be 

included in the random selection process). Computer-assisted telephone interviews conducted by landline 

(990) and cell phone (1,011, including 660 who had no landline telephone) were carried out in English and 

Spanish11 by SSRS. Both the random digit dial landline and cell phone samples were generated through 

Marketing Systems Group’s GENESYS sampling system.  

Because the study targeted a low-incidence population, the sample was designed to increase efficiency in 

reaching this group. To do so, both the landline and cell phone sampling frames oversampled areas with a 

lower-income population (since being uninsured is negatively correlated with income). The landline sample 

frame also oversampled households whose phone numbers were matched with directory listings indicating the 

presence of at least one person age 19-64 and a household income of less than $25,000. Additionally, 230 

interviews (130 landline, 100 cell phone) were conducted with respondents who previously completed recent 

national SSRS omnibus surveys of the general public and indicated they were ages 19-64 and uninsured. These 

previous surveys were conducted with nationally representative, random-digit-dial landline and cell phone 

samples. 

Screening for the survey involved verifying that the respondent (or another member of the household for the 

landline sample) met the criteria of: 1) residing in California; 2) being 19-64 years old; and 3) being currently 

                                                        



uninsured. For the landline sample, if two or more household members met the criteria, a respondent was 

randomly selected by asking for the qualified person who had the most recent birthday. Selected respondents 

were further screened to confirm that they had been uninsured for at least two months. 

A multi-stage weighting design was applied to ensure an accurate representation of the California uninsured 

population ages 19-64. The weighting process involved corrections for sample design, as well as sample 

weighting to match known demographics of the target population. The base weight accounted for the 

oversamples used in the sample design, as well as the likelihood of non-response for the re-contact sample, 

number of eligible household members for the landline sample, and a correction to account for the fact that 

respondents with both a landline and cell phone have a higher probability of selection. Demographic weighting 

parameters were based on the 19-64 year old uninsured California population using the Census Bureau’s 2011 

American Community Survey (ACS) for age, education, race/ethnicity, nativity (for Hispanics only), Hispanics 

by gender, presence of own child in the household, marital status, California region, and poverty level12. The 

sample was also weighted to match current patterns of telephone use among the uninsured in California using 

an estimate based on data from the July-December 2012 National Health Interview Survey combined with the 

weighted distribution of phone status among 996 uninsured California residents who completed interviews on 

SSRS omnibus surveys over the past year. All statistical tests of significance account for the effect of weighting.  

The margin of sampling error including the design effect for the sample of eligible uninsured, on which most 

findings in the report are based, is plus or minus 4 percentage points. Numbers of respondents and margin of 

sampling error for key subgroups are shown in the table below. 

 

For results based on other subgroups, the margin of sampling error may be higher. Sample sizes and margin of 

sampling errors for other subgroups are available by request. Note that sampling error is only one of many 

potential sources of error in this or any other public opinion poll.
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