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Just What the Doctor Ordered

The Effect of Health Insurance Coverage on Doctor and Hospital Visits

Over the course of 2 years,
most of us see a doctor, usually
several times.

How heavily do Americans use
health care services? The two
chief measures — visits to a doctor
and nights spent as a hospital
patient — give us a good idea.

According to the Survey of Income
and Program Participation (SIPP),
84 percent of Americans aged 16
to 64 visited a doctor at least once
during a 24-month period between
1990 and 1992; 14 percent spent
one or more nights as a patient in a
hospital. All in all, these Americans
made 1.1 billion doctor visits (or

7 per person) and spent 154 million
nights (1 per person) in a hospital
during the 2 years. (Visits to the
dentist and doctor contacts in a
hospital were not considered
doctor visits.)

The lack of health insurance results
in reduced use of health care
services.

As the graph shows, the majority
of Americans aged 16 to 64 were
covered each of the 24 months and
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were covered exclusively by private groups, however, definitely
insurance. Nearly 9 in 10 in this were not:

category (87 percent) made at least ; At gne extreme were persons
one visit to a doctor during that  \yho spent the entire period without
time; slightly over 1in 10 (12 per-  coverage. Only 61 percent saw a
cent) spent at least one night doctor; 8 percent had an overnight
in a hospital. On average, these perstay in a hospital. This group aver-
sons made seven doctor visits and  aged only four doctor visits and half

spent one night in a hospital over  a night as a hospital patient.
the course of the 2 years.

. e At the other extreme were those
As you can see, when it came to the )
. . -~ “who were covered by Medicare or
use of medical care services, this

ro as verv close to the Medicaid for at least part of the
g t_u pV\ll very T h 2-year span. Of those whose 24
nationatnorm. - fwo other months of continuous coverage

Health Insurance Coverage Status Affects Not Only
the Likelihood of Doctor and Hospital Visits ....

Percent of persons 16 to 64 years old who visited the doctor
at least once and percent who spent at least one night as a
hospital patient during a 24-month period, by health insurance
coverage status: 1990-92

(Number of persons who fell into 1 Visited doctor
coverage category is in parenthesis) [ Spent night in hospital

Covered 24 months,
private insurance
only (107 million)

\ 87%

L 12%
32%
30%

75%
10%

| 84%
36%

8%

Covered 24 months, some
government insurance, but not
exclusively Medicaid (5 million)

| 93%

Covered 24 months,
exclusively Medicaid
(4 million)

| 90%

Covered 1-23 months,
private insurance only
(26 million)

Covered 1-23 months,
government insurance all or
part of that time (6 million)

| 61%

No coverage (9 million)
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included at least a period of Medi-  been covered exclusively by private
care or Medicaid, 92 percent saw a insurance for all 24 months, the
doctor and 31 percent had a hospital national totals of doctor visits
stay, with averages of 14 visits to a and nights spent in a hospital
doctor and 4 nights in a hospital. each would have risen a modest

5 percent.

Health and disability status have

an impact too. .... but improving health status

and reducing the prevalence
of disability would have a
large impact.

Why did persons covered by
Medicare or Medicaid use medical
care services more than others?
Largely because many of them had
disabilities or serious medical prob-
lems, conditions which helped

If all persons aged 16 to 64 had
been in “very good” or “excellent”

Visits: 1990 to 1992 urrent
Population Reports, Series P70-44.
Contact Customer Services
(301-457-4100) for ordering
information.
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health both times they were asked, 301-457-1221

make them eligible for government
insurance in the first place. Indeed,
the use of health care services was
strongly related to health and
disability status, as well as to

it is estimated that the aggregate
number of doctor visits would have This Brief is one of a series that presents
been reduced 27 percent, while the information of current policy interest. It

aggregate number of nights spent inmay include data from businesses, house-
a hospital would have been holds, or other sources. All statistics are

subject to sampling variability, as well as

insurance coverage status. 38 percent lower. And, if, in addi-
For example —
disability both times, the corre-

e Adults who rated their health sponding drops would have been

survey design flaws, respondent classifi-

tion, everyone had been without a cation errors, and data processing mis-

takes. The Census Bureau has taken steps
to minimize errors, and analytical state-

“very good” or “excellent” both
times they were asked during the
survey period went to the doctor
an average of five times and spent,
on average, half a night in a hospi-
tal. Meanwhile, those who said
their health was “fair” or “poor”
both times made 21 visits to the
doctor (or about 1 a month) and
spent 6 nights in a hospital.

e Those with no disability either
time had rates similar to persons in
the “very good” or “excellent”
health category. On the other hand,
the rates for persons who reported
both times that they hadsavere
disability were compar-able to
those of persons in the “fair” or
“poor” health category.

Nearly universal health insurance
coverage would have only a modest
effect on the demand for

medical care services ....

A total of 35 million adults were ei-
ther without coverage the entire
2-year period or had coverage for
fewer than 24 months and no
coverage from a government plan.
Based on a simulation model, it is
estimated that if both groups had

ments have been tested and meet statisti-
cal standards. However, because of meth-
odological differences, use caution when
comparing these data with data from
other sources. Persons who died or en-
tered nursing homes during the 2-year
The Effect of Health Insurance Cov- period covered by the Brief werent in-

erage on Doctor and Hospital cluded in the sample.

even greater (36 percent and 52 per
cent, respectively).

More information:

.... It Affects the Frequency as Well.

Mean number of visits to a doctor and nights spent as a hospital
patient during a 24-month period: persons 16 to 64 years old, by
health insurance coverage status, 1990-92

[ Doctor visits

Covered 24 months,
private insurance only 07

Covered 24 months, some
government insurance, but
not exclusively Medicaid

Covered 24 months,

exclusively Medicaid 3.0

Covered 1-23 months,

private insurance only 07

Covered 1-23 months,
government insurance all
or part of that time

I Nights in hospital

No coverage




