
  

 
 

January 2013 
 

Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health 

The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress 

Findings 



 
Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the  

 113th Congress (conducted January 3-9, 2013)           1 

 
Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health 

THE PUBLIC’S HEALTH CARE AGENDA FOR THE 113TH CONGRESS 
 
 
As the 113th Congress is sworn in, and President Barack Obama begins his second term of office, a comprehensive new Kaiser Family 
Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health survey queried the public about their priorities for, 
and views on, a wide range of health and health policy issues. These include issues that will preoccupy federal lawmakers, such as 
the role of Medicare in the deficit reduction debate, as well as issues currently being debated in the states surrounding the 
implementation of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), such as establishing insurance exchanges and expanding state Medicaid programs. 
 
 
STATE LEVEL HEALTH POLICY PRIORITIES IN THE ERA OF ACA IMPLEMENTATION 
 
With the implementation of the Affordable Care Act now unfolding at the state level, some of the survey’s most interesting new 
findings concerned issues being debated in the states. Asked about health policy priorities for their state leadership, Americans put 
the creation of health insurance exchanges – a 
key piece of the ACA and one whose 
implementation has divided states along 
political lines over the course of the past year 
– at the top of their priority list. Asked how 
high a priority it was for their state to create 
“a health insurance exchange or marketplace 
where small businesses and people who don’t 
get coverage through their jobs can shop for 
insurance and compare prices and benefits,” 
55 percent name this as a top priority 
(including majorities of Democrats and 
Republicans, 60 and 55 percent respectively, 
and 49 percent of independents) – the only 
one of the seven possibilities listed where a 
majority called it a top priority. The survey did 
not make a distinction as to whether the 
exchange was run by the state or the federal 
government.  
  

Creating Health Insurance Exchanges Tops The Priority List For States

Now I’d like to ask you about possible priorities for your state’s governor and legislature when it comes to health 
policy this year. Should each of the following be a top priority, important but a lower priority, not too important 
or should it not be done?

55%

39%

37%

33%

30%

30%

20%

31%

36%

30%

33%

35%

35%

26%

6%

11%

10%

10%

12%

16%

14%

5%

12%

20%

22%

21%

17%

39%

Increasing state regulation of charges by doctors and hospitals

Creating a health insurance exchange or marketplace

Supporting women’s access to family planning and other 
reproductive health services

Expanding Medicaid

Note: Some items asked of half sample. Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

Top priority Important but a lower priority Should not be doneNot too important

Increasing state regulation of health insurance premiums 

Creating or supporting programs to fight obesity

Limiting women’s access to family planning and other 
reproductive health services

50%
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Should States Implement Medicaid 
Expansion? When it comes to another key 
state decision regarding the implementation 
of the ACA – whether to adopt the Medicaid 
expansion built into the ACA – the January 
survey finds more Americans think their state 
should undertake the expansion (52 percent) 
than oppose it (42 percent). Unlike 
exchanges, which enjoy bipartisan support, 
these views differ sharply by party 
identification, with most Republicans saying 
they prefer to keep their Medicaid program as 
is (66 percent) and most Democrats (75 
percent) supporting their state’s expansion. 
Independents are evenly divided. In terms of 
overall state-level priorities, three in ten call 
the Medicaid expansion a “top priority,” and 
another 35 percent say it is important but a 
lower priority.  
 
Arguments suggesting that states would be 
giving up federal dollars and leaving many 

low-income people without insurance, or that there would be less money available for state providers, shift about ten percent of the 
public to be more interested in expanding the federal-state health insurance program. Arguments suggesting that the expansion 
may require states to spend some more money on Medicaid in the future, even though the federal government would be picking up 
most of the costs, shift 14 percent of the public toward keeping the Medicaid status quo in their state.  
 

Some Malleability In Views On Medicaid Expansion 
As you may know, the health care law expands Medicaid to provide 
health insurance to more low-income uninsured adults. The federal 
government will initially pay the entire cost of this expansion, and after 
several years, states will pay 10 percent and the federal government 
will pay 90 percent. The Supreme Court ruled that states may choose 
whether or not to participate in this expansion. What do you think your 
state should do?  Keep Medicaid as it is today Expand Medicaid 
 42% 52% 

After those who said they want to KEEP MEDICAID AS IT IS TODAY heard 
that…. 

Keep 
Medicaid as 

it is today 

Now prefer 
to expand 
 Expand Medicaid 

… “this would mean many low-income people in your state would be 
left without health insurance, and your state would be giving up 
additional federal dollars for covering its uninsured residents” 

27% 12% 52% 

… “this would mean that your state would be giving up additional 
revenue for health care providers – such as doctors and hospitals” 

29% 11% 52% 

After those who said they want to EXPAND MEDICAID heard that… Keep Medicaid as it is today 

Now prefer 
to keep as is 

 
Expand 

Medicaid 
… “this expansion may require your state to spend some more money 
on Medicaid in the future, even though the federal government would 
be picking up most of the cost” 

42% 14% 37% 

 
  

More Support Than Oppose Medicaid Expansion

As you may know, the health care law expands Medicaid to provide health insurance to more low-income 
uninsured adults. The federal government will initially pay the entire cost of this expansion, and after several 
years, states will pay 10 percent and the federal government will pay 90 percent.  The Supreme Court ruled that 
states may choose whether or not to participate in this expansion. What do you think your state should do? 

42%

23%

45%

66%

52%

75%

46%

27%

KEEP Medicaid as it is today EXPAND Medicaid to cover more low-income people

Total

Democrats

Republicans

Independents

Note: Other/Neither (vol.) and Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)
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The survey confirmed previous Kaiser findings that the Medicaid program remains important to a majority of Americans on a 
personal level. Six in ten Americans say Medicaid is important to their own family, with 38 percent calling it “very important.” 
Democrats are more than twice as likely as Republicans to say the program is “very important” to them (48 percent versus 22 
percent). Overall, about half of Americans (including equal shares of Democrats and Republicans), and a slightly higher share of 
those living in low-income households, say the Medicaid program is working well for people in their state, with about three in ten 
disagreeing, and two in ten not having enough information to offer an opinion. 
 
Priority Placed on State Regulation of Premiums. With large premium increases making news in recent months, the survey also 
finds that 37 percent overall say that “increasing government regulation of premiums charged by health insurance companies” 
should be a top priority for their state’s lawmakers, and another 30 percent call this “important,” though a lower priority. Again this 
is a topic with a partisan split. Democrats are more likely to call premium regulation a top priority: 47 percent do, compared to 27 
percent of Republicans. 
 
Should Opponents Stop Their Efforts Against the Affordable Care Act? Currently a narrow majority of Americans report they are 
willing to see the law’s opponents continue to try to change or stop it. Overall, 52 percent agree that opponents of the law should 
“continue trying to change or stop it, so it has less impact on taxpayers, employers, and health care providers,” while 40 percent 
agree that “those opposed to the health care law should accept that it is now the law of the land and stop trying to block [its] 
implementation.” Reflecting the long standing partisan division on the ACA, most Democrats (67 percent) want to see opponents 
drop their efforts against the law, while most Republicans (78 percent) support opponents’ continued efforts. By a two to one 
margin, independents would like to see policymakers continue to try to stop or change the law (59 percent say so, compared to 31 
percent that would rather see challenges stop). 
 
ADDRESSING HEALTH POLICY CHALLENGES IN AN ERA OF DEFICIT REDUCTION  
 
At the federal level, lawmakers face a familiar conundrum: the public continues to express a general sense of urgency about 
addressing the nation’s budget deficit, even as most Americans resist changes to the nation’s largest (and most expensive) 
entitlement programs and express an unwillingness to make financial sacrifices themselves. In fact, in an open-ended question the 
public named the following three issues as one of the top priorities for policymakers to address this year: deficit/taxes (named by 45 
percent), health care (32 percent) and the economy/jobs (27 percent). At the same time, the deep partisan divides in Washington as 
to how to address the deficit situation continue to be reflected among Democrats and Republicans across the country.  
 
Sense of Urgency Regarding Deficit. The survey, conducted immediately after the resolution of the early January ‘fiscal cliff’ debate, 
found that the public thinks the president and the new Congress should act quickly to reduce the deficit, rather than waiting for a 
stronger economic recovery. Overall, two in three Americans say they want to see policymakers acting in the shorter term—up 11 
percentage points from a similar survey fielded at the start of the last Congressional session –  and including bipartisan majorities of 
Republicans (74 percent), independents (71 percent) and Democrats (57 percent), as well as seniors and non-seniors (73 percent and 
63 percent, respectively). But when it comes to next steps, bipartisanship is in shorter supply.  
 
But Partisans Disagree on How Best to Address It. Just over half of Americans believe deficit reduction should come through a fairly 
even combination of spending cuts and tax increases (52 percent say so), compared to 38 percent that believe that most of the 
reduction should mostly come through spending cuts. Sixty-eight percent of Democrats say there is a role for tax increases along 
with spending cuts, while 61 percent of Republicans want most of the action to be on the side of cutting spending. 
 
General Resistance to Widespread Sacrifice. Asked about several possible tax increases, raising taxes on wealthier Americans – the 
plan recently embraced by the president and Congress – topped the list, backed by roughly three in four Americans, including 60 
percent of Republicans. Two in three say they would be willing to see taxes raised on corporations, and slightly fewer but still a 
majority (57 percent) would accept “limiting the dollar amount of deductions some taxpayers can take” (with partisans of different 
stripes taking different views on both these issues as expected). Raising everyone’s income taxes, however, is as unpopular as one 
might expect: 72 percent of Americans oppose this idea, including 69 percent of Democrats. Similarly, a majority (55 percent) 
oppose the idea of increasing the Medicare payroll tax on all Americans. 
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Few Willing to Cut Major Entitlement 
Programs. Pressed to specify which programs 
they would be willing to see impacted by 
spending cuts, few Americans name the large 
entitlement programs that budget experts 
most commonly point to as necessary targets 
for reduction. The three areas where most 
Americans say they would not be willing to see 
any reductions: public education (61 percent), 
Medicare (58 percent) and Social Security (58 
percent), followed by 46 percent that said 
they would not be able to accept any 
reductions to the Medicaid program. All of 
these percentages are roughly unchanged 
from two years ago, suggesting the past year 
of debate over the need to make cuts has not 
greatly altered the general shape of public 
opinion. Instead, the parts of the budget most 
commonly named by the public are foreign aid 
and, up from a similar survey fielded at the 
start of 2011, funding for the conflict in 
Afghanistan. For each of these, just over half 
of Americans say they would support major spending reductions.  
 
When it comes to the ACA’s role in deficit 
reduction, the largest group (40 percent) 
opposes the idea of reducing tax subsidies 
scheduled to help people pay for insurance 
beginning in 2014, with 34 percent supporting 
minor reductions and 24 percent major 
reductions. There are, not surprisingly, 
partisan divisions in these views: Most 
Democrats (55 percent) say they do not want 
to see any cuts to spending on the subsidies, 
whereas eight in ten Republicans (79 percent) 
would be willing to see at least minor cuts. 
 
These partisan differences on where to cut 
spending are fairly widespread, with 
Republicans more likely than Democrats to be 
willing to cut spending in nearly every area, 
with the one prominent exception being 
national defense.  
 
  

Majority Want No Spending Cuts To Education, Medicare, And Social Security

If the president and Congress decide to reduce the deficit by reducing spending on federal programs and services, I’d like to know 
in which programs you would be willing to see spending reduced.  For each program I name, please tell me if you would support
major spending reductions, minor spending reductions or no reductions at all as a way to reduce the federal deficit.

61%

58%

58%

46%

40%

32%

31%

29%

27%

15%

13%

9%

23%

31%

29%

37%

34%

47%

40%

41%

50%

39%

27%

34%

14%

10%

12%

16%

24%

18%

26%

28%

21%

43%

54%

52%

Medicare

Medicaid

Social Security

The conflict in Afghanistan

Foreign aid

National defense

Public education

Health insurance subsidies

Salaries and benefits for federal government workers

Note: Some items asked of separate half samples. Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

NO reductions MINOR reductions MAJOR reductions

Aid to farmers

Unemployment insurance

Food stamps

Majorities Agree: No Cuts To Medicare And Social Security

Percent who say they would support “no reductions” to spending for each of the following programs as a way to 
reduce the federal deficit:

Democrats Independents Republicans

Public education 71% 62% 44%

Medicare 66 56 50

Social Security 66 55 55

Medicaid 59 42 29

Health insurance subsidies 55 36 18

Food stamps 43 24 13

Unemployment insurance 37 20 17

Aid to farmers 34 32 32

Salaries and benefits for federal government workers 23 13 19

National defense 22 30 45

Foreign aid 11 9 2

The conflict in Afghanistan 9 12 14

Note: Some items asked of separate half samples. 
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)



 
Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the  

 113th Congress (conducted January 3-9, 2013)           5 

 
MEDICARE AND THE DEBATE OVER DEFICIT REDUCTION  
 
One important question in the debate over deficit reduction is the appropriate role that should be played by the Medicare program, 
with some policymakers advocating reductions in Medicare spending via a variety of different proposals and others vowing to block 
any cuts. When it comes to public opinion on the topic, the survey suggests that while the public may be open to some specific 
proposals to reduce Medicare spending, overall they are quite reluctant to see the program cut significantly or changed. 
 
Medicare Seen as Important, Successful. Medicare is a program that is woven into the fabric of most Americans’ family lives over 

time, and is seen by most people – and 
particularly its prime constituency, seniors – as 
working well. Overall, three in four Americans 
– including majorities of Democrats, 
independents and Republicans – say Medicare 
is at least somewhat important to their own 
family, with 54 percent overall calling it “very 
important.” Highlighting the economic 
security aspect of the program, the share 
saying the program is “very important” rises to 
over seven in ten among seniors, those in low 
income households, African Americans, and 
those who report not being in good health.  
 
And six in ten Americans – again with 
majorities across the partisan spectrum – say 
that the program is working well. Seniors 
themselves are the most likely to say the 
program is successful, with eight in ten saying 
it serves seniors well, by far the highest 
approval rating across age groups. 
 

 
Most Don’t See the Need for Medicare Cuts. 
Perhaps presenting an even higher public 
opinion hurdle to those who would make 
changes to the program, there is a widespread 
view among the public that cuts to Medicare 
are not really needed—that there are other, 
‘better’ ways to reduce the deficit. According 
to the survey, most Americans (75 percent) 
currently believe that if the president and 
Congress made the “right changes,” they could 
significantly reduce the budget deficit without 
making major reductions in Medicare 
spending.  
 
Over seven in ten Democrats, independents 
and Republicans are of this opinion, one of the 
few areas of bipartisan agreement, and 
younger Americans are as likely to say so as 
seniors. And these views are strongly related 
to willingness to cut the program. Among 
those who believe the deficit can be reduced 
without major cuts to Medicare, about a third 

Seniors Most Likely To Say Medicare Is Working Well

Would you say the current Medicare program is working well for most seniors, or not?

60%

52%

62%

80%

28%

31%

29%

15%

12%

17%

9%

5%

Yes, Medicare is 
working well

No, Medicare is 
not working well

Total

18-49

65+

50-64

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

Don’t know/Refused

Most Believe Deficit Reduction Can Happen Without Cutting Medicare

Which comes closer to your opinion: if the president and Congress made the right changes, they could reduce the 
federal budget deficit without major reductions in Medicare spending, or in order to significantly reduce the 
federal budget deficit, the president and Congress will need to make major cuts in Medicare spending?

75%

81%

73%

76%

19%

13%

20%

21%

Total

Democrats

Republicans

Independents

Note: Asked of half sample. Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

Can reduce deficit without 
reductions in Medicare

Medicare spending needs 
cuts to reduce deficit
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(36 percent) would be willing to support spending cuts, compared to two in three (67 percent) among those that say major deficit 
reduction can’t take place without involving Medicare. 
 
Those Who Believe the President and Congress Can’t Solve Deficit Problem Without Medicare More Willing to See Program Cut 

 Among those who believe… 
Can reduce deficit without 

major cuts in Medicare 
spending  

In order to achieve real deficit reduction, 
need major cuts in Medicare spending  

If the president and 
Congress decide to reduce 

the deficit by reducing 
spending on federal 

programs and services… 

Would support major cuts in 
Medicare spending 6% 23% 

Would support minor cuts 30 44 

Would not support any cuts 63 32 

 
In the big picture, as shown above, this leads to the finding that a majority (58 percent) of Americans say they would not be willing 
to see any reductions to Medicare as part of deficit reduction discussions. About three in ten would accept minor reductions, and 
one in ten say they would support major cuts to spending on the program. 
 
When thinking about the public’s willingness to accept spending cuts or changes to the Medicare program, it’s worth noting that the 
context of the arguments they hear could be important to their views. Because the discussion in early 2013 is embedded in a high-
profile debate over raising the debt ceiling, sequestration and funding government activities, we have put the questions in that 
context. But our analysis of previous survey research on Medicare suggests that the public may react more favorably to changes in 
the program if they are placed in the context of attempts to save and preserve the program itself, rather than presented as ways to 
reduce the deficit.1 
 
The Specifics of Medicare Spending Reduction Proposals. In addition to asking Americans about overall cuts to Medicare spending, 
a proposal whose non-specific nature might seem more threatening than a more targeted proposal, the survey also queried the 
public about a list of possible changes to Medicare currently being discussed in the framework of deficit reduction. 
 
A number of proposals have been raised as ways to reduce Medicare spending in the context of deficit reduction. Two of the six 
tested on our survey received majority support: first, requiring drug companies to give the federal government a better deal on 
medications for low-income people on 
Medicare, and second, requiring high-income 
seniors to pay higher Medicare premiums, 
backed by 85 percent and 59 percent 
respectively. On the latter proposal, it is 
notable that the survey also shows that 
relatively few Americans (roughly two in ten) 
are aware that wealthier seniors already pay 
higher premiums for their Medicare coverage. 
 
Meanwhile, Americans tilt negative on the 
idea of increasing Medicare payroll taxes (43 
percent versus 55 percent oppose), and are 
strongly against the idea of raising premiums 
for all beneficiaries (85 percent oppose, 
including 61 percent that strongly oppose), at 
least when framed as ways to reduce the 
deficit. 
 

 
  

                                                           
1 See, for example, the Kaiser Family Foundation Data Note “Polling on Medicare Premium Support Systems Over Time,” www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/8370.pdf  

Support For Various Deficit-Reducing Changes To Medicare 

I’m going to read you some changes to the Medicare program that have been discussed as ways to reduce the 
federal budget deficit. Please tell me whether you would generally favor or oppose each one.

68%

32%

26%

23%

16%

3%

17%

27%

22%

23%

27%

10%

6%

17%

12%

21%

22%

24%

7%

21%

39%

30%

33%

61%

Gradually raising the age of eligibility for Medicare from 65 
to 67 for future retirees

Requiring all seniors to pay higher Medicare premiums

Reducing payments to hospitals and other health care 
providers for treating people covered by Medicare

Requiring only high income seniors to pay higher Medicare 
premiums

Note: Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

Strongly favor Somewhat favor Strongly opposeSomewhat oppose

Requiring drug companies to give the federal government a 
better deal on medications for low-income people on 

Medicare

Increasing the payroll taxes workers and employers pay to 
help fund Medicare

50%

http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/8370.pdf
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Raising the Age of Eligibility. Two other proposals currently divide the public nearly in half: raising the age of Medicare eligibility (48 
percent support, 51 percent oppose), and reducing payments to hospitals and other providers (46 percent versus 51 percent). The 
survey suggests that public opinion on changing the age of eligibility – a proposal that has received a fair amount of attention in 
recent months – is still moveable to a degree. When those who favor raising Medicare’s eligibility age were provided a 
counterargument, that the proposal would increase costs for employers and those people not yet eligible for Medicare and might 
leave some uninsured, just over half of them (representing 24 percent of the public overall) said they would be more likely to 
oppose the age change. On the flip side, when those who oppose the idea of increasing the eligibility age were told that the proposal 
would save the federal government money and help preserve the program, 15 percent of the public now felt more favorable to the 
proposal. 
 
 

Arguments Can Sway Public Opinion On Raising the Eligibility Age 
Would you favor or oppose gradually raising the age of eligibility for 
Medicare from 65 to 67 for future retirees as a way to reduce the federal 
deficit? Favor Oppose 
 48% 51% 
After those in FAVOR heard that “this proposal would increase costs for 
employers and people not yet eligible for Medicare, and may leave those 
that can’t afford coverage uninsured” Favor 

More likely 
to oppose 
 Oppose 

 20% 24% 51% 

After those OPPOSED heard that “this proposal would save the federal 
government money and help preserve Medicare for the long term” Favor 

More 
likely to 

favor 
 Oppose 

 48% 15% 35% 
 
 
There is one group of Americans where a clear majority would be willing to see the future Medicare retirement age rise to 67: those 
who have already safely passed the current eligibility age of 65. Among today’s seniors, most say they favor the idea of increasing 
the age for future beneficiaries. At the same time, however, seniors are much less likely to favor the idea of cutting Medicare 
payments to hospitals and other health care providers that are treating them. 
 
 

Most Seniors Favor Increasing the Medicare Eligibility Age 
 18-64 65+ 
 
Gradually raising the age of eligibility for Medicare  

Favor 43% 64% 
Oppose 55 35 

Reducing payments to hospitals/ other providers for treating Medicare 
patients  

Favor 48% 35% 
Oppose 49 59 
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VIEWS ON PUBLIC HEALTH SPENDING PRIORITIES  
 
In addition to questions about the federal government’s insurance programs (Medicare, Medicaid, and the Affordable Care Act), the 
survey also asked people about their priorities for health spending in 15 additional program areas, given the substantial federal 
budget deficit. Five of these areas were cited by a majority of the public as being “one of the top priorities” for federal spending: 
funding for veterans’ health care (60 percent), preparing for and responding to health problems or injuries resulting from natural 
disasters or terrorist attacks (59 percent), increasing research to find new cures and treatments for major disease threats (58 
percent), preventing the spread of infectious diseases, including providing vaccinations (52 percent), and preventing chronic 
illnesses, such as heart disease, cancer, and diabetes (51 percent). When asked if federal spending on improving health and 
preventing illness saves the nation money in the long run, two-thirds of the public (67 percent) says it does. Not surprisingly, those 
who hold this belief are significantly more likely to prioritize spending on things like vaccinations and screening tests, as well as 
providing funds to state public health departments and hospitals that treat the uninsured. 
 
 

Given the national budget deficit, what should be a priority for federal spending this year? One of the Top 
Priorities 

Funding for veterans’ health care 60% 

Preparing for - and responding to - health problems or injuries resulting from natural disasters or 
terrorist attacks  59 

Increasing research to find new cures and treatments for major disease threats  58 

Preventing the spread of infectious diseases, including providing vaccinations 52 

Preventing chronic illnesses, such as heart disease, cancer and diabetes 51 

Ensuring the safety and effectiveness of prescription drugs 47 

Providing screening tests for major health problems 40 

Detecting and preventing foodborne illnesses 36 

Preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS 36 

Funding support to hospitals so they can provide free or subsidized care to people without health 
insurance 34 

Ensuring workplace health and safety 33 

Funding to state public health departments 31 

Reducing smoking and tobacco use 26 

Reducing obesity by promoting healthy lifestyles 26 

Preventing injuries, such as burns, poisoning and falls  17 
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THE GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN HEALTH CARE POLICY: THE BIG PICTURE 
 
Asked to say in their own words what they thought the federal government should focus on to improve the American health care 
system, the public was fairly divided, focusing on three familiar themes in the ongoing public debate: making health care more 
affordable (25 percent), making it more accessible (21 percent), and staying out of the way (19 percent). 
 
 
In Their Own Words: 
“If the federal government could do one thing to improve the nation’s health care system in the next few years, what do you 
think it should be?” 
  
Make health care more affordable, lower costs 25% 
 “Facilitate lower health care costs” 
 “Make it more affordable for people to get health care” 
 “Reduce hospital costs” 
 “Make sure every patient is able to afford their needed medication” 
 “Make insurance more affordable” 
 “Make it affordable for people who don’t have that much” 
 “The cost needs to go down” 
Make health care more accessible, available to more people 21% 
 “I feel that there should be a mandate that everyone participate in national health insurance” 
 “Universal health care” 
 “Health care for everybody regardless of age and preexisting conditions” 
 “That everyone in the United States should have health care” 
 “To get more health care for people” 
 “Having a broader spectrum of health coverage” 
 “More health care for the elderly” 
Less federal government intervention 19% 
 “Get their nose out of health care and just open up competition amongst the health care providers” 
 “Get out of the way and let people who are involved in the industry do their job” 
 “Get out of the health care business” 
 “Let people take care of themselves financially including health insurance. I just don’t think the government 

should be telling people what to do” 
 “Get rid of Obamacare” 
 “The federal government should stay out of it. Leave it up to local government” 
 “Start with repealing the Affordable Care Act” 
 
Only responses of 5% or more are shown. Other, Don’t know/Refused not shown. 
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What Role Should the Federal and State 
Governments Play in Improving the Health 
Care System? Underlying the partisan 
divisions on specific aspects of health care 
policy and government spending lie real 
differences of opinion about the role of the 
federal and state governments in making the 
American health care system work well. Most 
Democrats say the federal government should 
play a “major role” in this arena (67 percent), 
and only slightly fewer say the same about 
state governments (58 percent). But while 
most Republicans do see some role for the 
federal and state governments in improving 
health care access and quality, the plurality 
see that role as a “minor” one. Independents 
are even more divided when it comes to how 
involved government should be. 

 
 
 
Cancer and Heart Disease of Most Concern to 
Americans. Asked about the diseases or 
health conditions that pose the greatest 
threats to the American public, the public’s 
top concerns are cancer (56 percent) and 
heart disease (35 percent), as was the case 
when the same question was asked in a 2007 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard 
School of Public Health poll. That same six-
year period saw a substantial increase in the 
proportion of the public that saw diabetes (30 
percent in 2013, compared to 14 percent in 
2007) and obesity (26 percent in 2013, 
compared to 6 percent in 2007) as posing one 
of the two greatest threats.  

 
 
 

  

42%

67%

35%

14%

32%

21%

34%

50%

21%

8%

26%

35%

Partisan Differences On Role Of Government In Health Care

When it comes to making the health care system in America work well, do you think each of the following should 
play a major role, a minor role or no role? 

Total

Democrats

Republicans

Independents

The federal government State governments

Major role Minor role No role

43%

58%

38%

27%

39%

32%

41%

48%

14%

8%

17%

22%

Note: Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013)

Threat Of Obesity Up Over Time, HIV/AIDS Down

56%

35%

30%

26%

10%

54%

31%

14%

6%

32%

What two diseases or health conditions do you think pose the greatest health threats to the American public? 
{open-end}

2013 2007

Obesity

Diabetes

HIV/AIDS

Heart disease

Cancer

Note: Asked of half sample in 2013. Only responses of 10% or more shown. Other and Don’t know/Refused answers not shown.
Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health, The Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress
(conducted January 3-9, 2013); Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health (conducted April 11-15, 2007)
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This Kaiser Family Foundation/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health survey, The 
Public’s Health Care Agenda for the 113th Congress, was designed and analyzed by public opinion researchers at 
the Kaiser Family Foundation led by Mollyann Brodie, Ph.D., including Claudia Deane, Bianca DiJulio, Sarah Cho, 
and Theresa Boston, by Debra Perez, Ph.D., Katherine Hempstead, Ph.D., and David Colby, Ph.D. at the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation, and by Professor Robert Blendon, Sc.D., John Benson and Mandy Brulé at the Harvard 
School of Public Health. The survey was conducted January 3 through January 9, 2013, among a nationally 
representative random sample of 1,347 adults ages 18 and older. Computer-assisted telephone interviews 
conducted by landline (807) and cell phone (540, including 253 who had no landline telephone) were carried out 
in English and Spanish by Social Science Research Solutions. The combined landline and cell phone sample was 
weighted to balance the sample demographics to match Census estimates for the national population on sex, 
age, education, race, Hispanic origin, nativity (for Hispanics only), household size, region, population density, and 
telephone usage.  
 
All statistical tests of significance account for the effect of weighting. The margin of sampling error including the 
design effect for the full sample is plus or minus 3 percentage points. Note that sampling error is only one of 
many potential sources of error in this or any other public opinion poll. 
 
The full question wording and methodology of the poll can be viewed online at: 
http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/8405.cfm. 

http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/8405.cfm
http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/8405.cfm
http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/8405.cfm
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The Kaiser Family Foundation, a leader in health policy analysis, health journalism and communication, is dedicated 
to filling the need for trusted, independent information on the major health issues facing our nation and its people.  
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