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ABSTRACT
The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) was passed by a Democratic Congress and signed
into law by a Democratic president in 2010. Republican congressmen, governors, and Republican candidates have consistently opposed the ACA and have vowed to repeal it. Polls have consistently shown that it
is supported by <50% of Americans. The most important goal of the ACA is to improve the health of
Americans by increasing the number covered by health insurance. In the ﬁrst year of its implementation,
more than 10 million citizens gained health insurance. The percentage of Americans without health insurance decreased from 18% in July 2013 to 13.4% in June 2014. In addition, the ACA has eliminated
many of the negative features of private insurance such as the denial of coverage for those with “prior
conditions.” The beneﬁts of Medicare have been enhanced to decrease the cost of prescription drugs and to
eliminate co-pays for preventive services. Despite these positive changes, a near majority of Americans still
oppose the ACA, even though they approve of most of its features. They oppose the mandate that all
Americans must have health insurance (the individual mandate), and they oppose a government role in
health care. Yet Medicare, a mandatory insurance for seniors administered by the federal government since
1965, is overwhelmingly approved by the American public. The opposition to a government role in health
care is based on the fact that that the vast majority of our citizens do not trust their government. Republicans
are much less trusting of the federal government and much less supportive of a government role in health
care than Democrats. The overwhelmingly negative TV ads against the ACA by the Republican candidates
in the elections of 2012 and 2014 have had a major impact on Americans’ views of the ACA. More than
60% of Americans have stated that most of what they know about the ACA came from watching TV.
Opposition to a government role in health care and to mandatory health insurance makes it unlikely that the
US will be able to insure that all of its citizens have ongoing access to health care in the near future.
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After a bitter partisan debate, the Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act (ACA) was passed by the Democratic
majorities in the House and Senate and was signed into law
by the Democratic President on March 23, 2010. No Republicans in the House or Senate voted yes and only 34 of
253 Democrats in the house voted no.
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When asked why Republicans oppose the ACA (dubbed
“Obamacare“ by the Republicans), Republican Majority
Leader John Boehner said: “Because it will destroy the best
health care delivery system in the world.”1 The US health
care system is not the best health care system in the world.
The US is one of the few industrial nations that does not
ensure that all of its citizens have ongoing access to health
care. As a result, our health care outcomes such as infant
mortality, maternal mortality, and life expectancy are worse
than those in other Western nations.2
Eighteen percent of our citizens did not have health insurance in 2013,3 and as a result, they did not have ongoing
access to primary and preventive care. Our uninsured citizens have an annual mortality that is 25%-40% higher than
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individuals with health insurance.4,5 The US certainly does
conditions” can now gain insurance at the same premium
not have the best health care system in the world, even
price as those residents without such conditions.
though we spend about twice as much on health care as
Due to these features of the ACA, the percentage of
other Western countries!6
uninsured Americans decreased from 18% in July 2013 to
When the ACA was passed in 2010, one of the ﬁrst polls
13.4% in June 2014.7
7
found that 45% of Americans were opposed to the law. It is
a very complex document, and
Improvements in Private
many were confused by it. AmerCLINICAL
SIGNIFICANCE
Health Insurance
icans continued to be confused in
Americans with private insurance
2011; many were not certain how
 Many Americans oppose the Patient
found that many of the negative
it would affect them and their
Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA)
features of their insurance policies
family members.8 Sixty percent of
because they do not trust their governhad now been outlawed, as shown
citizens in one poll reported that
ment, and they oppose a government
in Table 2.10
most of what they knew about the
role in health care.
The 54 million seniors covered
ACA came from cable TV.9
by Medicare have seen their benePolls in 2014, after the ACA
 Republicans are less likely to trust their
ﬁts increase. These individuals can
had been implemented, demongovernment than Democrats, and are far
now receive preventive services
strated that 51% of Americans
more likely than Democrats to oppose
without a co-pay or deductible.
were opposed to the law7
the ACA.
These services include: colonos(Table 1).
copy, ultrasound examinations for
 Public opposition to the ACA has been
abdominal aneurysms, bone mass
increased by the ﬂood of negative ACA
HOW HAS THE ACA
measurement, smoking cessation
TV ads during the elections of 2012
and nutrition counseling, hepatitis
AFFECTED THE AMERICAN
and 2014.
B vaccine, and Pap smears.
POPULATION 1 YEAR AFTER
The ACA has decreased the
ITS IMPLEMENTATION?
cost of prescription drugs for seniors. There is a 50% disOne would expect that many Americans would have
count on brand name drugs when patients are in the donut
beneﬁtted from the implementation of the ACA, including
hole, and the donut hole will gradually close and ﬁnally be
41 million individuals who were uninsured in 2013, 200
eliminated by 2020.
million people with private health insurance, and 54 million
Despite these enhanced beneﬁts of Medicare, in one poll
seniors covered by Medicare.10
held during 2012,11 35% of seniors said they expected to be
worse off with ACA.

Increased Number of Insured
The key goal of the ACA was to increase the number of
Americans having ongoing access to health care by
increasing the number of insured individuals. More than 10
million Americans gained health insurance in 2014 because
of the ACA.3
Those with family incomes <138% of the federal
poverty level were eligible for Medicaid in the 27 states that
agreed to expand Medicaid as of December 2014.
Many residents (exact number uncertain) with incomes
from 138% to 400% of the federal poverty level have acquired subsidized health insurance through the federal or
state health insurance exchanges. Young adults ages 19 to
26 years can now be covered by their parents’ insurance.
Many individuals who had been denied insurance or
were forced to pay an exorbitant premium because of “prior

WHICH ELEMENTS OF THE ACA DO THE PUBLIC
SUPPORT?
The features of the ACA that were considered to be favorable in a Kaiser poll in December 20119 and a NYT-CBS
poll12 are shown in Table 3.
The only element in the ACA that was not approved in
these two polls was the mandate that all Americans must
have health insurance or face a ﬁne. Mandated health insurance is not new to the US; Medicare is mandated health
insurance that has been administered by the federal government since 1965.

Table 2
Table 1

Public Attitudes About the ACA 2010-20147

Approve ACA
Oppose ACA

2010

2012

2014

42%
45%

44%
45%

40%
51%

ACA ¼ Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.

Improvements in Private Health Insurance

1. Retroactive rescission of insurance prohibited
2. No denials or increased premiums for those with “prior
conditions”
3. No annual or lifetime limits on coverage
4. No cost-sharing for preventive services
5. Coverage of dependents until age 26 years

Dalen et al
Table 3

Opposition to the Affordable Care Act
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Which Elements of the ACA Do You Approve?9,12

Requiring coverage for prior conditions
Health insurance exchanges
Premium subsidies for low income families
Medicaid expansion
Parents’ coverage of young adults
Employer mandate
Individual mandate

Table 5
85%
79%
75%
69%
68%
61%
45%

ACA ¼ Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.

Medicare is well accepted by the American public, as
shown in Table 4.13

The Partisan Divide
Democratic and Republican attitudes toward the ACA in a
2014 poll highlight the fact that the ACA continues to be a
highly partisan issue. Eighty-three percent of Republicans
opposed the ACA, and 56% said it should be repealed. In
contrast, only 19% of Democrats were opposed, and only
4% wanted it to be repealed.7
The debate surrounding the introduction of Medicare and
Medicaid in 1965 was also highly partisan, as shown in
Table 5. Medicare was passed by a Democratic Senate, a
Democratic House, and signed by a Democratic President.14

Role of the Federal Government in Health Care
In a 2014 poll,7 only 41% of citizens agreed that “making
sure all Americans have health care coverage is a responsibility of the Federal government.” Only 12% of Republicans agreed, compared with 70% of Democrats.

Americans Do Not Trust the Federal Government
One reason that so many Americans oppose the ACA and a
government role in health care is that they don’t trust the
federal government. As shown in Table 6, the percentage of
Americans who trust the Federal government has decreased
from 78% in 1964 to 24% in 2014.15
Several polls have shown that Republicans are far less
trusting of government compared with Democrats.16,17
In a CNN/ORC poll in 2014,16 only 7% of Republicans
said that they can “trust government to do the right thing
most or all of the time,” compared with 23% of Democrats.

The Vote to Enact Medicare and Medicaid, 196514

Senate
Democrats
Republican
House
Democrats
Republicans

Yes

No

57
13

7
17

237
70

48
68

A poll by Pew Research in 201317 found that 10% of
Republicans “trust the government in Washington always or
most of the time,” compared with 28% of Democrats.
Because so many Americans, especially Republicans,
distrust the federal government, it is not surprising that they
also oppose the ACA. In a Pew poll in 2014,18 80% of those
who opposed the ACA said a major reason was “too much
government involvement in health care.”
Yet as noted, most Americans have a favorable view
about Medicare, which is administered by the federal government.13 Some Americans have suggested that the best
health care delivery system for the US would be “Medicare
for All.”19,20

THE IMPACT OF TELEVISION
As noted, most Americans state that what they know about
the ACA comes from watching television, particularily cable TV.9 Television coverage of the ACA has been almost
overwhelmingly negative from 2010 to the present.
TV coverage of the presidential election in 2012 and the
mid-term election in 2014 was intense and dominated by
negative ads about the ACA. Ninety-four percent of $445
million spent on TV advertising in 2014 went for negative
ad messages about ACA.21 TV ads supporting the ACA
were scarce.
These televised attacks on the ACA would certainly have
an impact on viewers who don’t trust the federal government and who oppose mandatory health insurance. One
would not expect them to embrace the ACA.

Table 6

Pew Research Polls 1964-201415
Do You Trust the U.S. Federal Government?

Table 4

Public Views of Medicare: Six Polls in 201313

Favorable view of Medicare
Medicare is working well
Medicare same quality as private
insurance
Medicare important to your family

All Ages

Age 65þ Years

72%
88%
66%

88%
95%
75%

77%

93%

1964
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010
2014

Yes

No

78%
56%
35%
33%
34%
24%
24%

22%
44%
65%
67%
66%
76%
76%
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The fact that the majority of Americans oppose a federal
role in health care and oppose mandatory health insurance
makes it unlikely that the US will achieve universal access
to health care in the near future.
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