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The Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured provides information and analysis on

health care coverage and access for the low-income population, with a special focus on Medicaid's

role and coverage of the uninsured. Begun in 1991 and based in the Kaiser Family Foundation's

Washington, DC office, the Commission is the largest operating program of the Foundation. The

Commission's work is conducted by Foundation staff under the guidance of a bipartisan group of

national leaders and experts in health care and public policy.

Forty-five million Americans were without health insurance in 2003. Since 2000 the number of

uninsured under the age of 65 grew by over five million. The downturn in the economy continued

to affect family incomes and their health insurance coverage—more of the population in 2003 was

from low-income families, who are at the greatest risk of losing their health insurance coverage.

Public insurance programs filled in the gap for children created by declining employer-sponsored

coverage, however, little progress was made in expanding public insurance to more low-income

adults. Consequently, nonelderiy adults accounted for all of the recent growth in the number of

uninsured.

It is the Commission's hope that by updating this primer, the fundamentals of how health insurance

is provided in our country will be understood by more, as well as how important insurance is in

accessing health services, and why the number of uninsured Americans continues to grow.

s R. Tallon Diane Rowland, Sc.D.

Chairman Executive Director



Who Are the Uninsured?

In 2003,45 million Americans under the age of 65 lacked health insurance. National surveys consistently

show that the primary reason people are uninsured is because health coverage is too expensive. Not

being able to afford health insurance is a problem for many working families. The large majority of the

uninsured come from families with at least one member who is working outside the home.

• In 2003, over 8 in 10 uninsured came from working families—70% from families with one or

more full-time workers and 12% from families with part-time workers. Only 19% of the uninsured
are from families that have no connection to the workforce. Even at lower income levels, the majority
of the uninsured have workers in their family. Fifty-four percent of the uninsured who are poor have at

least one worker in the family. (Poor is defined as an income less than 100% of the federal poverty

level - $18,810 for a family of four in 2003).

• Because of the high cost of health insurance, the poor and near-poor have the greatest risk of
being uninsured. The uninsured rate among the nonelderiy poor is twice as high as the national
average (36% vs.18%). Were it not for the Medicaid program, many more of the poor would be
uninsured. The near-poor (those with incomes between 100% and 199% of poverty) also run a high
risk of being uninsured (30%) because they are not likely to be eligible for Medicaid.

• Two-thirds of the uninsured are low-income individuals or from low-income families, making less
than 200% of the poverty level, or $37,620 for a family of four in 2003. Over a third of the uninsured

(36%) are poor and another 30% are near-poor.

Figure 3

Characteristics of the Uninsured, 2003
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