
 

NEW SURVEY OF THE SICKEST FINDS U.S. HEALTH CARE EXACERBATING STRUGGLES OF 
AMERICANS WITH SERIOUS ILLNESSES; WITH MANY FACING FINANCIAL RUIN 

   This First Survey from The Commonwealth Fund, The New York Times, and the Harvard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health Finds Health System Problems Leave Many of the Sickest Feeling Helpless, Confused, Isolated, and 

Struggling to Make Ends Meet  

 

October 17, 2018, New York, NY—Americans who become seriously ill don’t just struggle with their disease. Often, 
they feel confused and helpless (62%), face the risk of financial ruin (53%), and experience serious problems with their 
care (61%). Those are among the key findings of a new survey released today by the Commonwealth Fund, the 
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, and the New York Times.  

The survey is unique in that it focuses on a large nationally representative sample of people with serious illness in the 
United States and explores how the health care system is working for them. Most of the people interviewed had such 
serious illnesses as heart disease, cancer, diabetes, or stroke, and were hospitalized multiple times. The survey asks 
respondents, all of whom either have a serious illness or are caring for a sick friend or family member, to answer 
questions about their hospital stays, their interactions with health professionals involved in their care, their dealings 
with health insurance companies, and their experiences paying for their care.  

“The goal of this survey partnership is to open a window into what it’s like for our sickest family members, friends, 
and neighbors,” said Commonwealth Fund President David Blumenthal, M.D. “In my years as a practicing physician, I 
walked into many a patient’s room to find that, on top of managing their illness, they were overwhelmed by 
administrative red tape, worried about their health insurance, and fearful of what their treatment would cost. The 
Commonwealth Fund’s mission is to assure that everyone has affordable, high-quality health care, and too often our 
system fails those who need that care most.”    

According to the initial survey findings, also published in today’s New York Times, financial concerns are among the 
biggest challenges the very sick confront. Even people with health insurance often face financial ruin if they became 
seriously ill: 

• Fifty-six percent of very sick people said they have had difficulty paying one or more of their health care bills, 
and 27 percent said their illness was a major financial strain on their family. 

• Among very sick people with health insurance, 31 percent have trouble paying hospital bills and 27 percent 
have trouble affording their medicine.  

• Thirty-seven percent of very sick people used up most or all their savings, and 23 percent couldn’t pay for 
necessities such as food, heat, or housing.  

The health care system and its complexities are also a substantial source of stress. About six in 10 very ill people 
reported a problem with their care, such as a duplicate test or conflicting recommendations from providers. Nearly one 
in four experienced a medical error during their treatment. And 31 percent had difficulty understanding what their 
insurance covered.  

“What is not recognized is that many insured seriously ill people have health insurance that does not protect them from 
large uncovered medical bills,” said Robert J. Blendon, Sc.D., Richard L. Menschel Professor of Health Policy and 
Political Analysis at Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, and co-director of the survey. 

In an overview report, the Commonwealth Fund’s Eric Schneider, M.D., Melinda Abrams, and colleagues discuss key 
findings from the survey and lessons for the U.S. health care system. Serious illness affects more than just physical 

https://cdn1.sph.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/94/2018/10/CMWF-NYT-HSPH-Seriously-Ill-Poll-Report.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/upshot/health-insurance-severely-ill-financial-toxicity-.html?rref=collection%2Fsectioncollection%2Fupshot&action=click&contentCollection=upshot&region=rank&module=package&version=highlights&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=sectionfront
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/fund-reports/2018/oct/health-care-america


health, they say: three of four (73%) very sick people reported one or more disruptions to their lives, including being 
unable to do their job. Nearly half (48%) reported emotional or psychological problems.   

When it comes to helping people cope with all the aspects of illness, American health care often falls far short, the 
authors point out. Schneider and Abrams lay out three recommendations for making the system work better: prioritize 
patients’ and caregivers’ behavioral health and social service needs; make it easier for patients and caregivers to talk to 
their providers; and make health care more affordable.     

“We need a health care system that is there for you when you get sick and that helps you and your family through what 
is likely one of the worst times in your life,” Schneider said. “That means knowing what patients need, designing a 
health care system that gives that to them, and assuring folks can afford it.” 

Methodology 

This survey was conducted for The Commonwealth Fund, The New York Times, and Harvard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health, via telephone (landline and cell phone) by SSRS, an independent research company. Interviews were 
conducted in English and Spanish, July 6 – August 21, 2018, among a nationally representative probability-based 
sample of 1,495 adults age 18 or older and represent seriously ill adults nationally. The margin of error for the total 
respondents is +/-3.2 percentage points at the 95% confidence level. 

Seriously ill U.S. adults are defined in two ways: (1) those who themselves in the past three years have had a serious 
illness or medical condition that required multiple hospital visits and visits to multiple physicians, or (2) if the 
respondent has not had such an experience themselves, those who have a close family member not available to be 
interviewed who have had such an experience in the past three years. 

Throughout this report, the responses of the “seriously ill” include those who are responding about their own 
experiences and those who are reporting about the experiences of the close family member. The data combined so as to 
get an overall picture of the experiences of the seriously ill.  

Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health brings together dedicated experts from many disciplines to educate new 
generations of global health leaders and produce powerful ideas that improve the lives and health of people 
everywhere. As a community of leading scientists, educators, and students, we work together to take innovative ideas 
from the laboratory to people’s lives—not only making scientific breakthroughs, but also working to change individual 
behaviors, public policies, and health care practices. Each year, more than 400 faculty members at Harvard Chan 
teach 1,000-plus full-time students from around the world and train thousands more through online and executive 
education courses. Founded in 1913 as the Harvard-MIT School of Health Officers, the School is recognized as 
America’s oldest professional training program in public health. 

 

The Commonwealth Fund is a private, nonprofit foundation supporting independent research on health policy 
reform and a high performance health system. 
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