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Family Foundation and the Rob-
ert Wood Johnson Foundation, we 
undertook a comprehensive re-
view of findings from 33 indepen-
dent polls conducted before and 
immediately after Congress voted 
on the legislation and the Presi-
dent signed it, in order to exam-
ine the state of public opinion at 
the time it was enacted and to ex-
plore the possible implications for 
public support over the course of 
its implementation phase. Specifi-
cally, we examined the overall 
public support just before enact-
ment; public support at that time 
for particular elements of the leg-
islation, including elements that 
were debated but ultimately ex-
cluded; Americans’ perceptions of 
the law’s anticipated impact on 
the country and their own fami-

lies; public opinion shortly after 
the President signed it into law; 
and possible implications of the 
vote on this legislation for the 
November 2010 congressional 
elections.

Table 1 shows the level of over-
all public support for the legisla-
tion in the weeks immediately 
before enactment. In none of the 
10 polls did a majority favor the 
proposed legislation. However, 
these polls presented three differ-
ent pictures: nearly equal propor-
tions favoring and opposing the 
legislation (ABC, February; KFF, 
March; AP); a plurality expressing 
opposition (Newsweek; Ipsos–
McClatchy, February; Pew, March; 
CBS, March 18 to 21; NBC–WSJ); 
and a majority expressing opposi-
tion (CNN, March 19 to 21; Fox, 

March). These variations may have 
been caused by several factors, 
such as the context in which the 
question was asked and the way 
the legislation was described. The 
variation in results is important 
to recognize, since news organi-
zations, political figures, and ulti-
mately historians may present dif-
ferent pictures of the legislation’s 
popularity depending on which 
poll informs their judgment.

Five of the 10 polling organi-
zations also measured public sup-
port in August 2009, shortly after 
the committees of the House of 
Representatives each agreed to its 
own version of the bill and after a 
series of town hall meetings dur-
ing the summer recess drew wide-
spread media attention to protests 
against them (ABC; Ipsos–Mc-
Clatchy; Pew; NBC; Fox). Although 
several important events occurred 
between August 2009 and March 
2010, the level of support did not 
change significantly. However, 
two of the five polls showed that 
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opposition to the legislation in-
creased (NBC–WSJ; Fox).

What the aggregate numbers 
do not fully reveal, however, is that 
the level of support varied greatly 
among groups of Americans. 
About three fourths of Democrats 
(76%) favored enacting the legis-
lation, whereas more than three 
fourths of Republicans (79%) were 
opposed. In addition, support was 
significantly more likely among 
adults 18 to 29 years of age than 
among seniors (adults 65 years 
of age or older) (64% vs. 40%), 
among nonwhites than whites 
(69% vs. 38%), among people from 
households with incomes under 
$50,000 than those from higher-
income households (55% vs. 36%), 
and among women than men 
(50% vs. 42%) (ABC, February).

Several individual elements of 
the legislation were popular, 
whereas others were not. Differ-
ent polls described the same ele-
ments in various ways, which can 
affect the level of support ex-
pressed. Table 2 shows the pro-
portion of the public that sup-
ported these elements as they 
were described.

More than two thirds favored 
tax breaks for small businesses to 
make coverage for their workers 
more affordable (Time); new health 
insurance exchanges (Newsweek); 
expansion of the Medicare pre-
scription-drug benefit to fill the 
“doughnut hole” in coverage (KFF–
HSPH); and a requirement that 
employers offer health insurance 
to their employees or pay a pen-
alty (KFF, November). Majorities 
also favored allowing federal and 
state governments to review in-
creases in health insurance pre-
miums (KFF, March); increasing 
taxes on families making more 
than $250,000 a year (KFF, July); 
requiring insurers to cover all ap-
plicants, including those with pre-
existing conditions (Newsweek; 
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Table 1. Overall Support for Health Care Reform before Enactment.*

Poll
August  
2009

Latest before Vote  
(Feb.–March 2010)

Change between August 2009 
and Latest before Vote

percent
ABC–Washington Post

Support 45 47 +2

Oppose 50 49 −1

No opinion 5 5

Kaiser Family Foundation

Support — 46

Oppose — 42

Don’t know — 12

Associated Press

Favor — 41

Oppose — 43

Neither or don’t know — 16

Ipsos–McClatchy

Favor 40 41 +1

Oppose 45 47 +2

Not sure 15 11

Newsweek

Favor — 40

Oppose — 49

Don’t know — 11

CNN

Favor — 39

Oppose — 59

No opinion — 2

Pew

Favor 39 38 −1

Oppose 46 48 +2

Don’t know 15 13

CBS–New York Times

Favor — 37

Oppose — 48

Don’t know 15

NBC and NBC–Wall Street Journal

Good idea 36 36 —

Bad idea 42  48† +6

No opinion or not sure 22 15

Fox (registered voters)

Favor 34 35 +1

Oppose 49  55† +6

Don’t know 16 10

* Results are rank-ordered according to the percentage responding favorably between February 
and March 2010. Data for 2009 are from the ABC News–Washington Post poll, August 13 to 17; 
the Ipsos–McClatchy poll, August 27 to 31; the Pew Research Center poll, August 20 to 27; the 
NBC News poll, August 15 to 17; and the Fox News poll, August 11 to 12. Data for 2010 are 
from the ABC News–Washington Post poll, February 2 to 4; the Kaiser Family Foundation poll, 
March 10 to 15; the Associated Press poll, March 3 to 8; the Ipsos–McClatchy poll, February 26 
to 28; the Newsweek poll, February 17 to 18; the CNN poll, March 19 to 21; the Pew Research 
Center poll, March 10 to 14; the CBS News–New York Times poll, March 18 to 21; the NBC 
News–Wall Street Journal poll, March 11 to 14; and the Fox News poll, March 16 to 17.

† Proportion is significantly higher than in August 2009; P<0.05.
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CNN, February; ABC, February); 
and preventing insurers from drop-
ping coverage for people who are 
sick (Newsweek; CNN, February).

Public support for requiring 
individuals to have health insur-
ance coverage ranged from 56 to 

59% when the question men-
tioned subsidies for people who 
could not afford insurance (News-
week; ABC, February). However, 
when the question mentioned pen-
alties for not having coverage, sup-
port was 28% (Newsweek).

Some other elements of the 
legislation were unpopular, includ-
ing imposing additional taxes on 
health care companies, such as in-
surers, pharmaceutical companies, 
and medical-device makers (Bloom-
berg); taxing the most expensive 
health plans or the insurers that 
offer them (Ipsos–McClatchy, Jan-
uary; Newsweek); reducing Medi-
care payments to doctors and 
hospitals (Gallup–USA, October); 
and reducing spending for Medi-
care to help pay for reform 
(Bloomberg). Support for using 
Medicare savings rose to 52% 
when the savings were described 
as coming from limiting future 
increases in Medicare payments 
to providers (KFF, September).

Some elements of the propos-
als for health care reform that 
were debated but not included in 
the legislation were favored by 
majorities of the public. These in-
clude changing the law to allow 
Americans to buy prescription 
drugs imported from Canada 
(KFF–HSPH), limiting malprac-
tice awards (CNN, February), and 
expanding Medicare to cover un-
insured people 55 to 64 years of 
age (ABC, December).

Throughout the debate, sup-
port for a public insurance option 
varied widely, depending on how 
it was described.1 At the time of 
the bill’s enactment, the institu-
tion of a public insurance plan to 
compete with private plans was 
favored by about half of Ameri-
cans (Newsweek; CNN, February; 
Ipsos–McClatchy, January).

During the health care debate, 
funding of abortion became an 
issue of considerable controversy. 
In 2009, a majority of Americans 
approved of the Supreme Court’s 
decision in Roe v. Wade, which the 
polling question described as hav-
ing “established a Constitutional 
right for women to obtain legal 
abortions in this country” (62%), 
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Table 2. Support for Elements of Health Care Reform as Actually Described in Polls  
before Enactment.* 

Element of Reform Poll or Polls
Percent  
in Favor

In the law

Tax breaks to small businesses to make cover-
age for their workers more affordable

Time, July 27–28, 2009 90

New health insurance exchange or marketplace Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010 81

Expand Medicare prescription-drug benefit to 
fill “doughnut hole”

KFF–HSPH, Dec. 4–14, 2008 79

Require employers to offer health insurance to 
employees or pay penalty

KFF, Nov. 5–12, 2009 69

Federal and state government review of insur-
ance premium increases

KFF, March 10–15, 2010 66

Increase taxes on families making more than 
$250,000 a year

KFF, July 7–14, 2009 64

Require insurers to cover all applicants, even  
if they have preexisting conditions

Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010; CNN, 
Feb. 12–15, 2010; ABC–WP,  
Feb. 4–8, 2010

58–80

Prevent insurance companies from dropping 
coverage for people who are sick

Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010; CNN, 
Feb. 12–15, 2010

59–62

Individual mandate with subsidies Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010; ABC–
WP, Feb. 4–8, 2010

56–59

Limit future increases in Medicare payment to 
doctors and hospitals

KFF, Sept. 11–18, 2009 52

Reduce Medicare payments to doctors and 
hospitals

Gallup–USA, Oct. 16–19, 2009 36

Reduce spending for Medicare Bloomberg, Dec. 3–7, 2009 19

Additional taxes on health care industries, 
 including insurers, drug makers, and 
 medical-device manufacturers

Bloomberg, Dec. 3–7, 2009 38

Individual mandate with penalties Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010 28

Tax most expensive health plans or insurers 
that offer them

Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010; Ipsos–
McClatchy, Jan. 28–31, 2010

24–34

Debated but not in the law

Change law to allow Americans to buy pre-
scription drugs imported from Canada

KFF–HSPH, Dec. 4–14, 2009 69

Limits on malpractice awards CNN, Feb. 12–15, 2010 66

Expand Medicare to cover people 55–64 yr old 
who do not have health insurance

ABC–WP, Dec. 10–13, 2009 63

Public option Newsweek, Feb. 17–18, 2010; CNN, 
Feb. 12–15, 2010; Ipsos–
McClatchy, Jan. 28–31, 2010

49–51

* KFF denotes Kaiser Family Foundation, HSPH Harvard School of Public Health, and WP 
Washington Post.
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and did not want the decision 
overturned (64%) (CBS, June). 
However, 61% thought that pri-
vate health insurance bought with 

government assistance should not 
be allowed to include coverage for 
abortions (ABC, November).

When asked before the law’s 

enactment about the impact they 
thought it would have on them-
selves and their families, only a 
minority of those surveyed thought 
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Opinion Polls on Health Care Reform.

ABC News–Washington Post polls
August 13–17, 2009 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postpoll_081909.html)
November 12–15, 2009 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postpoll_111609.html)
December 10–13, 2009 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postpoll_121509.html)
February 4–8, 2010 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postpoll_021010.html)

Associated Press–GfK Roper (AP) poll
March 3–8, 2010 (http://www.ap-gfkpoll.com/pdf/AP-GfK%20Poll%20March%202010%20HC%20Topline%203.9.10.pdf)

Bloomberg poll
December 3–7, 2009 (http://media.bloomberg.com/bb/avfile/rZcGSAfhS0Tk)

CBS News polls
March 18–21, 2010 (http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/poll_health_care_032210.pdf?tag=contentMain;contentBody)
March 21–22, 2010 (http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/poll_health_care_032410_7am.pdf?tag=contentMain;contentBody)

CBS News–New York Times poll
June 12–16, 2009 (http://s3.amazonaws.com/nytdocs/docs/156/156.pdf)

CNN–Opinion Research Corporation polls
February 12–15, 2010 (http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2010/images/02/24/rel4ha.pdf)
March 19–21, 2010 (http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2010/images/03/26/rel5j.pdf)
March 25–28, 2010 (http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2010/images/03/30/rel6c.pdf)

Fox News–Opinion Dynamics polls
August 11–12, 2009 (http://www.foxnews.com/projects/pdf/081309_poll.pdf)
March 16–17, 2010 (http://www.foxnews.com/projects/pdf/031810_Obama_Health_Care_web.pdf)

Gallup poll
March 17, 2010 (http://www.gallup.com/poll/126812/Americans-Expect-Health-Bill-Mainly-Help-Poor-Uninsured.aspx)

Gallup–USA Today polls
October 16–19, 2009 (http://www.gallup.com/poll/123782/In-U.S.-39-Say-View-Healthcare-Depends-Details.aspx)
March 26–28, 2010 (http://www.gallup.com/poll/127025/One-Week-Later-Americans-Divided-Healthcare.aspx)

Ipsos–McClatchy polls
August 27–31, 2009 (http://www.ipsos-na.com/download/pr.aspx?id=8851)
January 28–31, 2010 (http://www.ipsos-na.com/download/pr.aspx?id=9275)
February 26–28, 2010 (http://www.ipsos-na.com/download/pr.aspx?id=9359)

Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) polls
July 7–14, 2009 (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/7943.pdf)
September 11–18, 2009 (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/7988.pdf)
November 5–12, 2009 (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/8018.pdf)
March 10–15, 2010 (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/8058-T.pdf)

Kaiser Family Foundation–Harvard School of Public Health (KFF–HSPH) poll
December 4–14, 2008 (http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/upload/7853.pdf)

NBC News poll
August 15–17, 2009 (http://www.pos.org/latestnumbers/nbc_healthcare.pdf)

NBC News–Wall Street Journal poll
March 11–14, 2010 (http://www.pos.org/latestnumbers/wsjmar2010.pdf)

Newsweek–Princeton Survey Research Associates poll
February 17–18, 2010 (http://www.newsweek.com/media/84/1001_ftop_v2.pdf)

Pew Research Center for the People and the Press polls
August 20–27, 2009 (http://people-press.org/reports/questionnaires/539.pdf)
March 10–14, 2010 (http://people-press.org/reports/questionnaires/598.pdf)

Quinnipiac University (QU) poll
March 22–23, 2010 (http://www.quinnipiac.edu/x1295.xml?ReleaseID=1437)
Time–Abt SRBI poll
July 27–28, 2009 (http://www.srbi.com/TimePoll4794_Final_%20Report.pdf)
Washington Post (WP) poll
March 23–26, 2010 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postpoll_032810.html)
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they would be better off overall 
and when it came to the cost and 
quality of their care (KFF, March; 
Gallup; CNN, March 19 to 21; 
CBS, March 18 to 21; Fox, March). 

Three fourths of respondents 
thought that their taxes would in-
crease as a result of the legisla-
tion (Fox, March) (see Table 3).

Overall, about 4 in 10 Ameri-

cans (39 to 45%) believed the 
country would be better off if the 
bill passed, and about an equal 
proportion (34 to 44%) thought 
the country would be worse off 
(KFF, March; Gallup). A majority 
of the public believed that current-
ly uninsured people and lower-
income families would be better 
off (Gallup), but only a minority 
thought that middle-income fami-
lies and seniors would be better 
off (Gallup; CNN, March 19 to 
21). Even though the Congressio-
nal Budget Office said that the 
budget deficit would decrease un-
der the new law, 87% of the pub-
lic did not believe the deficit 
would decrease (CNN, March 19 
to 21). A majority also believed 
that the proposal would create 
too much government involve-
ment in the health care system 
(CNN, March 19 to 21).

It is difficult to predict 7 months 
in advance what issues will be im-
portant in the November 2010 
congressional elections. It seems 
likely that the economy will still 
be a dominant issue, but unfore-
seen events could cause other is-
sues to emerge and eclipse health 
care as a voting issue. Still, the 
available data suggest that health 
care is likely to be an important 
issue for candidates from both 
parties. The fact that most Demo-
cratic members of both houses of 
Congress voted for the bill and 
more than three fourths of Amer-
icans who identify themselves as 
Democrats favored passing the 
legislation suggests that many 
Democratic candidates will want 
to highlight it as a major achieve-
ment of their term in office. In 
addition, the legislation contains 
many popular elements that can-
didates can focus on in their cam-
paigns.

On the other side, the fact that 
not a single Republican member 
of Congress voted for this legisla-

Table 3. Americans’ Views of the Expected Impact of Health Care Reform before Enactment.*

Variable Response Poll or Polls

Better  
Off

Not Much 
Difference

Worse  
Off

percent

Impact on personal well-being

You and your family 
overall

19–35 28–35 32–47 KFF, March 10–15, 2010; 
Gallup, March 17, 2010; 
CNN, March 19–21, 2010; 
CBS, March 18–21, 2010

Your ability to get  
and keep health 
insurance

35 36 22 KFF, March 10–15, 2010

Cost of health care  
for you and your 
 family

31 29 32 KFF, March 10–15, 2010

Amount you pay for 
medical care

16 21 62 CNN, March 19–21, 2010

Quality of your health 
care

28 36 29 KFF, March 10–15, 2010

Better
No Difference 
(volunteered) Worse

Quality of care for 
your family (reg-
istered voters)

37 14 52 Fox, March 16–17, 2010

Decrease Stay the Same Increase

Your taxes (registered 
voters)

2 20 75 Fox, March 16–17, 2010

Better Off
Not Much 
Difference Worse Off

Impact on the country

Country as a whole 39–45 13–14 34–44 KFF, March 10–15, 2010; 
Gallup, March 17, 2010

Uninsured persons 59 13 22 Gallup, March 17, 2010

Lower-income 
 families

56 11 29 Gallup, March 17, 2010

Middle-income 
 families

34 17 44 Gallup, March 17, 2010

Seniors† 20 34 45 CNN, March 19–21, 2010

Decrease Same Increase

Budget deficit 12 17 70 CNN, March 19–21, 2010

Not Enough About Right Too Much

Government involve-
ment in health 
care system

16 28 56 CNN, March 19–21, 2010

* Responses of “Don’t know” are not shown. KFF denotes Kaiser Family Foundation.
† Seniors are adults 65 years of age or older.
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tion and more than three fourths 
of Americans who consider them-
selves Republicans opposed the 
bill makes it likely that Republi-
can candidates will emphasize 
their support for repealing or 
changing the law. Republican can-
didates can focus on poll results 
indicating that many Americans 
have anxieties about the law’s fu-
ture effects.

In none of the polls conducted 
shortly after enactment did a ma-
jority of the public favor the new 
law. Three polls showed the gen-
eral public to be divided, with 42 
to 47% in favor and 46 to 50% 
opposed. (Gallup–USA, March; 
CBS, March 22 to 23; WP). In one 
other poll, registered voters were 
significantly more likely to op-
pose the law (49%) than to favor 
it (40%) (QU). In two of these four 
polls, more than 1 in 10 respon-
dents (11 to 12%) were unsure.

Another poll showed that pub-
lic opinion about the law was 
more complex. When asked to 
choose which of four statements 
best described their views about 
the law, 15% of respondents said 
they approved of and had no reser-
vations about it; 27% said they ap-
proved of it but thought it did not 
go far enough; 31% said they dis-

approved of it but supported a few 
of its elements; and 25% disap-
proved of it and opposed all its 
elements. When asked what they 
thought Congress should do about 
the health care law in the future, 
23% of respondents said they 
thought legislators should leave it 
as it is, 27% thought Congress 
should make additional changes 
to increase government’s involve-
ment in the nation’s health care 
system, and 47% thought Con-
gress should repeal most of the 
law’s major provisions and replace 
them with a completely different 
set of proposals (CNN, March 25 
to 28)

In the days after enactment, 
two polling organizations asked 
specifically about the electoral im-
pact and found that 35 to 38% of 
registered voters said they were 
more likely to vote against a candi-
date who supported the bill, 25 to 
27% said they were more likely to 
vote for such a candidate, and 34 
to 36% said it would not make any 
difference in their vote (QU; WP).

Now that this historic and con-
troversial reform is law, policy-
makers and health care profes-
sionals are turning their attention 
to implementing its large-scale 
changes in the nation’s health 

care system. But political divi-
sions surrounding this law may 
not disappear. Its provisions are 
to be phased in to actual practice 
over a long period, during which 
there will be three congressional 
elections and one presidential 
election. The state of public opin-
ion, and specifically voters’ atti-
tudes, could play a role in future 
congressional support for imple-
mentation of the law’s various ele-
ments. We are entering a new 
phase, when people will learn 
more concretely about how the 
law will affect the country as a 
whole and their own family in 
particular and will come to a 
more final judgment about this 
major health care reform.

Disclosure forms provided by the au-
thors are available with the full text of this 
article at NEJM.org.
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