
Kentucky Residents Struggle to Afford High Healthcare Costs; 
Express Bipartisan Support for a Range of Government Solutions

Nationally, consumer worry about healthcare affordability is well documented but now—for the first 
time—a new survey reveals how affordability concerns and ideas for action play out in Kentucky. A 
survey of more than 900 Kentucky adults conducted from Feb. 7-Feb. 23, 2018, found that: 

• 72% experienced healthcare affordability burdens in the past year,
• even more are worried about affording healthcare in the future; and 
• many express strong bipartisan support for policymakers to address these problems. 

AffordAbility burdens tAke MAny forMs

All told, a shocking 72% of adults in Kentucky experienced one or more of the following healthcare 
affordability problems.

Being UninsUred dUe to HigH PremiUm Costs

• 5% of Kentucky adults were uninsured for the prior 12 months
• 67% of them cite “too expensive” as the major reason for not having coverage. 

delaying or Foregoing HealtHCare dUe to Cost

More than half (55%) of Kentucky adults who needed healthcare during the year encountered one or 
more cost related barriers to getting that care. In descending order of frequency, they report:

• 40%—Delayed going to the doctor or having a procedure done
• 33%—Avoiding going altogether to the doctor or having a procedure done
• 31%—Skipped a recommended medical test or treatment
• 30%—Did not fill a prescription
• 23%—Cut pills in half or skipped doses of medicine
• 12%—Had problems getting mental healthcare

Moreover, cost was far and away the most frequently cited reason for not getting medical care, 
exceeding other barriers, like transportation, difficulty getting an appointment, or lack of childcare.

Of the various types of medical bills, the ones most frequently associated with an affordability barrier 
were dental care, doctor bills and prescription drugs, likely reflecting the frequency with which Kentucky 
adults seek these services—or, in the case of dental, lower rates of coverage for these services. 

 Results from Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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Source: 2018 Poll of Connecticut Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey



many WHo reCeived Care strUggle to Pay tHe resUlting mediCal Bills  

More than half (57%) of Kentucky adults experienced one or more of these struggles to pay their 
medical bills: 

• 25%—Contacted by a collection agency
• 20%—Used up all or most of their savings
• 13%—Placed on a long-term payment plan
• 12%—Unable to pay for basic necessities like food, heat, or housing
• 12%—Racked up large amounts of credit card debt
• 9%—Borrowed money or got a loan or another mortgage on their home

HigH levels of Worry About Affording HeAltHcAre in tHe future

Kentucky adults also exhibit high levels of worry about affording healthcare in the future, reporting 
they were "somewhat" or "very" worried about:   

• 71%—Affording medical costs when elderly
• 69%—Affording a serious illness or accident
• 59%—Prescription drug costs

Kentucky adults also exhibited high levels of worry about affording health insurance coverage—except 
for those with military coverage (Figure 1). Affordability concern among Medicaid beneficiaries (with 
low or no premium expenses) may stem from fears of losing their coverage. The survey found that 71% 
of Medicaid enrollees report being "somewhat" or "very" worried about losing coverage.

All told, 82% of adults in Kentucky have one or more of these worries.
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Figure 1
Somewhat or Very Worried About Affording Health Insurance

Source: 2018 Poll of Kentucky Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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region PerCent oF state PoPUlation median inCome PerCent UninsUred

EastErn KEntuCKy 22% $32,397 6%

lExington/BluEgrass 19% $44,232 5%

louisvillE mEtro 24% $51,408 3%

northErn KEntuCKy 11% $44,191 6%

WEstErn KEntuCKy 25% $41,281 6%

Sources: Population and income from U.S. Census Bureau; Uninsurance from 2018 Poll of Kentucky Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, 
Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

regionAl differences in HeAltHcAre AffordAbility burdens

The survey also explored five regions in Kentucky (Figure 2) and revealed differences in how 
Kentuckians experience healthcare affordability burdens. The eastern Kentucky region reported the 
greatest number of healthcare affordability burdens (80% of adults, see Figure 3) with the Louisville 
metro area showing fewest affordability burdens (although still high, affecting 64% of adults). 

Perhaps reflecting these high rates of healthcare affordability burdens, residents of eastern Kentucky 
also report starkly higher levels of worry:

• Worry about affording prescription drugs spiked at 71% for eastern Kentucky, compared to 55% 
for remaining regions.

• Worry about affording the costs of serious illness or accident spiked at 78% for eastern Kentucky, 
compared to 66% for remaining regions.

• Overall worry about healthcare affordability burdens was highest in eastern Kentucky (85%), 
compared to the northern (83%), Louisville (83%), Lexington (82%) and western (79%) regions.

Additional detail and regional reports are available at www.HealthcareValueHub.org/KY-2018-Healthcare-Poll.
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Figure 2
Regional Demographic Characteristics in Kentucky
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dissAtisfAction WitH tHe HeAltH systeM And support for cHAnge

In light of these healthcare affordability concerns, it is not surprising that Kentucky residents are 
extremely dissatisfied with the health system. Statewide:

• just 19% agree or strongly agree with the statement “We have a great healthcare system in the 
U.S.,”

• while 74% agree or strongly agree “the system needs to change.” 

Of more than 20 options, the options cited most frequently as being a “major reason” for high 
healthcare costs were:

• 81%—Drug companies charging too much money
• 74%—Hospitals charging too much money
• 72%—Insurance companies charging too much money
• 61%—Some well-known or large hospitals or doctor groups using their influence to get higher 

payments from insurance companies

When it comes to tackling costs, respondents endorsed a number of strategies:
• 94%—Make it easy to switch insurers if a health plan drops your doctor
• 93%—Require insurers to provide upfront cost estimates to consumers
• 93%—Show what a fair price would be for specific procedures
• 93%—Authorize the Attorney General to take legal action to prevent price gouging or unfair 

prescription drug price hikes

What is remarkable about the findings is high support for change regardless of the respondent’s 
political affiliation (Table 1)

EastErn KEntuCKy louisvillE mEtrolExington/BluEgrass WEstErn KEntuCKynorthErn KEntuCKy

Figure 3
Percent of Kentucky Adults with Any Healthcare Affordability Burden in Past Year, by Region

Source: 2018 Poll of Kentucky Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey
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While Kentucky residents are united in calling for a role for government in addressing high healthcare 
costs, they also see a role for themselves: 

• 86% would switch from a brand to a generic if given the option
• 69% have tried to find out the cost of a drug beforehand
• 64% reported that taking better care of their personal health is one of the top three actions that 

would be most effective in addressing affordability.
• 48% reported that people not taking care of their health is a major reason for high health care costs 

The high burden of healthcare affordability along with high levels of support for change suggest that 
elected leaders and other stakeholders should make addressing this need a top priority. Annual surveys 
can help assess whether or not progress is being made. 

 seleCted sUrvey QUestions total

gEnErally spEaKing, do you thinK of yoursElf as…

rePUBliCan demoCrat neitHer

do you agrEE WE havE a grEat hEalthCarE systEm in thE u.s.? 19% 25% 16% 17%

do you agrEE thE u.s. hEalthCarE systEm nEEds to ChangE? 74% 75% 78% 69%

maKE it Easy to sWitCh insurErs if a hEalth plan drops your 
doCtor

94% 95% 96% 92%

rEquirE insurErs to providE upfront Cost EstimatEs to 
ConsumErs

93% 94% 95% 90%

shoW What a fair priCE Would BE for spECifiC proCEdurEs 93% 93% 94% 93%

thE govErnmEnt should authorizE thE attornEy gEnEral 
to taKE lEgal aCtion to prEvEnt priCE gouging or unfair 
prEsCription drug priCE hiKEs 

93% 91% 96% 91%

thE govErnmEnt should rEquirE drug CompaniEs to providE 
advanCEd notiCE of priCE inCrEasEs and information to justify 
thosE inCrEasEs 

93% 92% 94% 92%

thE govErnmEnt should sEt standard priCEs for drugs to 
maKE thEm affordaBlE 91% 88% 93% 90%

major rEason for rising hEalthCarE Costs:  drug CompaniEs 
Charging too muCh monEy

81% 79% 84% 79%

major rEason for rising hEalthCarE Costs:  hospitals 
Charging too muCh monEy

74% 73% 75% 74%

Source: 2018 Poll of Kentucky Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

Table 1
Percent Who Agree/Strongly Agree, by Political Affiliation
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Methodology
Altarum’s Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey (CHESS) is designed to elicit respondents’ unbiased views 
on a wide range of health system issues, including confidence using the health system, financial burden and views on 
fixes that might be needed. Regional reports are available at www.HealthcareValueHub.org/KY-2018-Healthcare-Poll. 

The survey used a web panel from SSI Research Now with a demographically balanced sample of approximately 1,000 
respondents who live in Kentucky. The survey was conducted only in English and restricted to adults ages 18 and older. 
Respondents who finished the survey in less than half the median time were excluded from the final sample, leaving 924 
cases for analysis. After those exclusions, the demographic composition of respondents can be found in the table below. 
Additional information on the survey instrument is available upon request by emailing hubinfo@altarum.org.

Demographic Composition of Survey Respondents

demograPHiC CHaraCteristiC FreQUenCy PerCentage

Gender

malE 476 52%
fEmalE 442 48%

HouseHold Income

Under $20K 147 16%
$20K - $29K 119 13%
$30K - $39K 105 11%
$40K - $49K 102 11%
$50K - $59K 83 9%
$60K - $74K 102 11%
$75K - $99K 84 9%
$100K - $149K 29 3%
$150+ 54 6%

Party affIlIatIon

rEpuBliCan 338 37%
dEmoCrat 294 32%
nEithEr 292 32%

demograPHiC CHaraCteristiC FreQUenCy PerCentage

aGe

18-24 83 9%
25-34 219 24%
35-44 185 20%
45-54 146 16%
55-64 160 17%
65+ 125 14%

Insurance status

hEalth insuranCE through EmployEr or 
family mEmBEr’s EmployEr

419 45%

hEalth insuranCE i Buy on my oWn 42 5%
mEdiCarE 165 18%
mEdiCaid 191 21%
triCarE/military hEalth systEm 24 3%

dEpartmEnt of vEtErans affairs (va) 
hEalth CarE

21 2%

no CovEragE of any typE 46 5%
I don’t KnoW 16 2%

Source: 2018 Poll of Kentucky Adults, Ages 18+ - Altarum Healthcare Value Hub, Altarum's Consumer Healthcare Experience State Survey

ABOUT ALTARUM'S HEALTHCARE VALUE HUB
With support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Healthcare Value Hub provides free, timely information about 
the policies and practices that address high healthcare costs and poor quality, bringing better value to consumers. The Hub is 
part of Altarum, a nonprofit organization with the mission of creating a better, more sustainable future for all Americans by 
applying research-based and field-tested solutions that transform our systems of health and healthcare. 

Contact the Hub:  2000 M Street, NW, Suite 400, Washington, DC 20036 
(202) 828-5100  |  www.HealthcareValueHub.org  |  @HealthValueHub


