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Gaps in the System: Low-Income Californians 
Struggle with Caring for Their Chronic Conditions

the CAliforniA heAlthCAre foundAtion  

(CHCF), in conjunction with the National 

Council on Aging (NCOA), commissioned Lake 

Research Partners to conduct a survey among 

adults with chronic conditions in California. The 

purpose of the survey was to explore the lives 

of Californians ages 18 and older with chronic 

conditions: their quality of life, factors relating 

to their health needs, their experiences with the 

health care system, and, in particular, the support 

and help they need to better manage their health 

conditions. The survey included a subsample of 

low-income adults (less than $20,000 annual 

household income) who have at least one chronic 

condition, including heart disease, cancer, stroke, 

diabetes, arthritis, asthma, hypertension or high 

blood pressure, emphysema, chronic bronchitis, 

depression, and anxiety, among others. Following 

are key findings from this subgroup:

Half Put Off Health Care Due to Cost 
Half (51 percent) of low-income Californians 

with chronic conditions have put off getting 

prescriptions or health care in the past year due 

to cost. One in three (34 percent) of respondents 

with household incomes ranging from $20,000 to 

$50,000 has put off care, and 21 percent of those 

with household incomes over $50,000 have done 

the same. Additionally, nearly a third (30 percent) 

of the low-income group are uninsured. 

Low-Income Respondents More Likely 
to Have Multiple Chronic Conditions
One in five (22 percent) low-income adults is 

dealing with four or more conditions, compared 

to only seven percent of those from high-income 

households (more than $50,000), as shown in 

Figure 1. 

Additionally, half (53 percent) of the low-income 

group say their health is fair or poor, compared 

to only 15 percent of those earning more than 

$50,000.

Chronic Conditions Significantly 
Decrease Quality of Life for 
Low-Income Californians
Quality of life measurements for individuals 

with chronic conditions from low-income 

households are strikingly worse than their high 

income counterparts. Nearly half (49 percent) of 

low-income individuals are always or frequently 

tired or lacking energy compared to 27 percent 

of those from high-income households. They are 

more likely to be always or frequently in pain 

(46 percent vs. 25 percent, respectively) and 

always or frequently stressed because of their 

health conditions (34 percent vs. 22 percent, 
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Figure 1.  Number of Chronic Conditions,  
by Income
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respectively). Six in ten (62 percent) from the low-income 

group say they feel angry at least occasionally, compared 

to 55 percent from high-income households. Additionally, 

60 percent say their health problems make them feel 

depressed or unhappy at least occasionally, while only 

45 percent of high-income respondents express similar 

feelings.

Support Comes from Providers, Peers, and 
Church, but Is Still Lacking
For ongoing help and support, low-income individuals 

rely in relatively equal proportions on health care 

providers (54 percent a lot or some) and friends/relatives 

(49 percent). High-income respondents, however, rely 

more on health care providers (64 percent) than friends/

relatives (46 percent). Only 31 percent of low-income 

respondents are married, compared to nearly three-

quarters (70 percent) of those from high-income 

households. This disparity leaves low-income individuals 

far less likely to depend on a spouse or partner than those 

from high-income households (37 percent vs. 61 percent, 

respectively). In contrast, low-income individuals 

(34 percent) are nearly twice as likely as those from 

high-income households (19 percent) to rely on their 

church for support.

Figure 2 illustrates how specific frustrations with the 

health care system rise as income levels fall. A majority 

(63 percent) of low-income Californians with chronic 

conditions say they wish their doctor had more time to 

talk with them, and 62 percent are tired of feeling on 

their own when it comes to taking care of their health 

problems. More than half (56 percent) are tired of 

describing their same conditions every time they see a 

doctor. Half (51 percent) say their doctor does not really 

understand what it is like at home to try to manage 

their health. A similar proportion (50 percent) wishes a 

friend or family member could go with them to doctor 

visits. More than four in ten (42 percent) say they leave 

the doctor’s office or hospital at least occasionally feeling 

confused about what to do. 

The survey points to gaps in the health care system 

that, if addressed, could help low-income Californians 

with chronic conditions better manage their health. For 

example, more than half (58 percent) say their health 

care providers rarely or never make plans to contact them 

after a visit. Half (50 percent) say their providers rarely 

or never refer them to support services. Close to half 

(47 percent) say their providers rarely or never ask for 

their own ideas about self-care. Additionally, 57 percent 

of low-income individuals say their health care providers 

have not asked if they have help managing their health 

problems at home.

The health management needs of individuals from 

low-income households are not being met. Despite relying 

on health care providers, friends, and others, 57 percent 

of low-income Californians with chronic conditions say 

they only occasionally, rarely, or never get the support 

they need to improve their health and manage their 
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Figure 2.  Frustrations with Health Care System,  
by Income
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health problems. Nearly one in three (30 percent) says 

they rarely or never get the help they need.

Many Want More Information and  
Support from Providers, Peers, 
Communities, and Online
The survey asked low-income adults with chronic 

conditions to identify possible sources of support for 

managing their health. A large majority (85 percent) 

are interested in getting information and support from 

health care providers. Three in four (75 percent) would 

be interested in getting help from the people they know 

around them.

Low-income respondents (63 percent) are much more 

likely than those with high incomes (37 percent) to 

express interest in going to events or discussions held in 

the community to receive information and support. 

Nearly half (46 percent) would be interested in going 

online to get information and support from Web sites 

sponsored by health organizations, more than the 

36 percent who are current Internet users. While only 

one in six (16 percent) says they rely a lot or some on the 

Internet for help, 37 percent say they have read about 

someone’s experiences with health problems like theirs 

on an online news group, Web site or blog. One in three 

(32 percent) says they are interested in online courses or 

discussion groups. 

Low-Income Californians Need 
Encouragement and Education  
to Improve Their Health
Figure 3 shows several areas where low-income individuals 

with chronic conditions say they would like more help 

or support. Nearly six in ten (58 percent) say they need 

help learning how to take better care of their health, and 

57 percent say they need help learning what they should 

be doing. They are much more likely than higher-income 

respondents to need this type of information.

Additionally, low-income respondents may need help 

overcoming a lack of confidence in their ability to change. 

Nearly two-thirds (63 percent) agree with the statement 

“I wish I could change and do things that healthier, but I 

just don’t think I can.” Learning how to manage multiple 

chronic conditions may also be key for these individuals. 

Half (52 percent) say all of their different health problems 

make it difficult to take better care of themselves. 

Although high-income respondents are less likely to say 

that certain types of information and support would be 

helpful in managing their conditions, Figure 4 shows 

that individuals from all income categories have a fairly 

strong interest in getting help from various resources. 

Eight in ten (80 percent) of low-income respondents 

say sharing practical tips and advice from others who 

have similar health problems would be helpful. Nearly 

as many (79 percent) say learning how to exercise or eat 

better in realistic ways that work with their limitations 

would also be helpful. About three in four express similar 

interest in setting goals and working together with others 

(76 percent), and learning how to manage work, family, 

and other responsibilities while taking care of their health 

(73 percent).
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Peer support may be particularly helpful for low-income 

Californians with chronic conditions, who tend to be 

single, divorced or widowed, rely on friends and relatives 

for support, and express interest in sharing tips and advice 

with others. Additionally, 79 percent of these individuals 

say they are willing to help others in their community 

who have chronic health problems.

Gaps and Barriers to Care Must Be 
Addressed
Data from the study provide direction on the specific 

types of support low-income Californians with chronic 

conditions need, as well as how to best provide that 

help. However, the survey also identifies a real need to 

address barriers to chronic disease management, including 

many gaps in the health care system, all of which tend to 

disproportionately affect those with lower income levels. 

Ab o u t t h e Me t h o d o lo g y

This survey was conducted via telephone January 14 to 30, 

2009, among 855 adults age 18 and older in California, 

who have at least one chronic condition. A subsample of 

224 respondents were considered low-income, with annual 

households incomes of less than $20,000. The survey included 

an oversample of Latinos (n=364 total). The data were 

weighted by race. Interviewing was conducted using random 

digit dialing (RDD) sample. For the Latino oversample, a 

combination of targeted RDD and listed sample was used. 

Interviews were conducted in both English and Spanish. The 

margin of sampling error for the results is +3.4 percentage 

points. Margin of error is greater when analyzing smaller 

subgroups within the sample. 

Respondents were screened for chronic condition(s) using 

with the following question(s): “Q. Have you ever been told 

by a doctor, nurse or other health professional that you have 

 : [diabetes or high blood sugar, arthritis, asthma, 

chronic bronchitis or emphysema, hypertension or high 

blood pressure, heart disease, cancer, depression or an anxiety 

disorder, had a stroke, any other serious or chronic health 

condition.]” Only respondents who reported “yes” to at least 

one of these items were included in the survey.

Ab o u t t h e Au t h o r

Tresa Undem is vice president of Lake Research Partners, 

a public opinion and policy research firm with offices in 

Washington, D.C., Berkeley, CA, and New York, NY. The 

firm provides research services to foundations, government 

agencies, issue advocacy organizations, and others.

Ab o u t t h e Fo u n d At i o n

The California HealthCare Foundation is an independent 

philanthropy committed to improving the way health care 

is delivered and financed in California. By promoting 

innovations in care and broader access to information, our 

goal is to ensure that all Californians can get the care they 

need, when they need it, at a price they can afford. For more 

information, visit www.chcf.org.
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