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u  Among firms offering health benefits, 62% percent 
of workers are covered by health benefits through 
their own employer (Exhibit 3.2). 

u  When considering both firms that offer health 
benefits and those that don’t, 55% of workers are 
covered under their employer’s plan (Exhibit 3.1). 
This coverage rate has slowly decreased over time, 
down from 59% in 2009 and 61% in 2004. 

E L I G I B I L I T Y

u  Not all employees are eligible for the health benefits 
offered by their firm, and not all eligible employees 
“take up” (i.e., elect to participate in) the offer of 
coverage. The share of workers covered in a firm is 
a product of both the percentage of workers who 
are eligible for the firm’s health insurance and the 
percentage who choose to take up the benefit.

•   Seventy-seven percent of workers in firms 
offering health benefits are eligible for the 
coverage offered by their employer (Exhibit 3.2). 

•   Eligibility varies considerably by wage level. 
Employees in firms with a lower proportion of 
lower-wage workers (less than 35% of workers 
earn $23,000 or less annually) are more likely 
to be eligible for health benefits than employees 
in firms with a higher proportion of lower-wage 
workers (79% vs. 63%). We observe a similar 
pattern among firms with many higher-wage 
workers (35% or more of workers earn $57,000 
or more annually) (83% vs. 73%) (Exhibit 3.3).

•   Eligibility also varies by the age of the workforce. 
Those in firms with fewer younger workers (less 
than 35% of workers are age 26 or younger) are 
more likely to be eligible for health benefits than 
those in firms with many younger workers, at 
79% versus 59% (Exhibit 3.3).

TA K E - U P  R AT E

u  Employees who are offered health benefits generally 
elect to take up the coverage. In 2014, 80% of 
eligible workers take up coverage when it was offered 
to them, the same rate as last year (Exhibit 3.2).2

•   The likelihood of a worker accepting a firm’s offer 
of coverage also varies with the workforces’ wage 
level. Eligible employees in firms with a lower 
proportion of lower-wage workers are more likely 
to take up coverage (81%) than eligible employees 
in firms with a higher proportion of lower-wage 
workers (35% or more of workers earn $23,000 
or less annually) (67%) (Exhibit 3.4). Similar 
patterns are seen in firms with a larger proportion 
of higher-wage workers, with workers in these 
firms being more likely to take up coverage than 
those in firms with a smaller share of higher wage 
workers (83% vs. 77%).

•   Ninety-one percent of workers at public 
employers who offer health benefits take up 
coverage. Workers at private-for-profit employers 
are significantly less likely to do so – only 77% of 
these workers take up coverage (Exhibit 3.4). 

EmployErs arE thE principal sourcE of hEalth insurancE in thE unitEd statEs, providing hEalth bEnEfits 

for about 149 million non-EldErly pEoplE in amErica.1 most workErs arE offErEd hEalth covEragE at 

work, and thE majority of workErs who arE offErEd covEragE takE it. workErs may not bE covErEd by 

thEir own EmployEr for sEvEral rEasons: thEir EmployEr may not offEr covEragE, thEy may bE inEligiblE for 

bEnEfits offErEd by thEir firm, thEy may ElEct to rEcEivE covEragE through thEir spousE’s EmployEr, or thEy 

may rEfusE covEragE from thEir firm. in 2015, nEw covEragE rEquirEmEnts will bE implEmEntEd that may 

affEct EmployErs’ dEcisions about offEring hEalth carE covEragE going forward.

E M P L O Y E E  C O V E R A G E ,  E L I G I B I L I T Y ,  A N D  P A R T I C I P A T I O N

1  Kaiser Family Foundation, Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured, The Uninsured: A Primer: Key Facts About 
Americans Without Health Insurance, October 2013. kff.org/uninsured/report/the-uninsured-a-primer-key-facts-about-health-
insurance-on-the-eve-of-coverage-expansions/. 56% of the non-elderly American population receives insurance coverage 
through an employer-sponsored plan.

2  In 2009, Kaiser/HRET began weighting the percentage of workers that take up coverage by the number of workers eligible for 
coverage. The historical take up estimates have also been updated. See the Survey Design and Methods section for more information. 
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C O V E R A G E

u  There is significant variation by industry in the 
coverage rate among workers in firms offering health 
benefits. For example, only 37% of workers in retail 
firms offering health benefits are covered by the 
health benefits offered by their firm, compared to 
74% of workers in finance, and 80% of workers 
in the transportation/communications/utilities 
industry category (Exhibit 3.2). 

u  Among workers in firms offering health benefits, 
those in firms with relatively few part-time workers 
(less than 35% of workers are part-time) are much 
more likely to be covered by their own firm than 
workers in firms with a greater percentage of part-
time workers (69% vs. 35%) (Exhibit 3.5). 

u  Among workers in firms offering health benefits, 
those in firms with fewer lower-wage workers (less 
than 35% of workers earn $23,000 or less annually) 
are more likely to be covered by their own firm than 
workers in firms with many lower-wage workers 
(64% vs. 42%) (Exhibit 3.5). A comparable pattern 
exists in firms with a larger proportion of higher 
wage workers (35% or more earn $57,000 or more 
annually) offering health benefits (69% vs. 56%). 

u  Among workers in firms offering health benefits, 
those in firms with fewer younger workers (less than 
35% of workers are age 26 or younger) are more 
likely to be covered by their own firm than those in 
firms with many younger workers (64% vs. 45%) 
(Exhibit 3.5).

u  Ninety-eight percent of firms offering health 
benefits reported that they did not change eligibility 
criteria by either increasing or decreasing the share 
of workers eligible for health benefits in the last year 
(Exhibit 3.7). 

W A I T I N G  P E R I O D S

u  Waiting periods are a specified length of time after 
beginning employment before employees are eligible 
to enroll in health benefits. The ACA requires that 
waiting periods cannot exceed 90 days for non-
grandfathered plans for plan years that begin on 
or after January 1, 2014. This survey is conducted 
from January to May annually, at which time many 
firms report information on their current plans. 

In some cases those plan years may have started 
in the previous calendar year (in this case, 2013). 
Some employers may have renewed their plan year 
in 2013 in order to delay implementing provisions 
of the ACA slated to take effect on January 1 
2014. Also, many covered workers are enrolled in 
grandfathered health which are exempt from certain 
provisions of the ACA including the requirement 
to have a waiting period of less than 90 days (for 
more information see Section 13). If an employee is 
eligible to enroll on the 1st of the month, after two 
months this survey "rounds-up" and say the firm's 
waiting period is three months. For these reasons 
some employers still have waiting periods exceed the 
90 day maximum.

u  Seventy-five percent of covered workers face a 
waiting period before coverage is available. Covered 
workers in small firms (3-199 workers) are more 
likely than those in large firms to have a waiting 
period, at 83% versus 72% (Exhibit 3.8). Workers 
in the West are more likely to face a wait for 
coverage than all other regions (82%). 

u  The average waiting period among covered 
workers who face a waiting period is 2.1 months 
(Exhibit 3.8). While 27% of covered workers face a 
waiting period of 3 months or more, only 4% face 
a waiting period of 4 months or more. Workers 
in small firms (3-199 workers) generally have 
longer waiting periods than workers in larger firms 
(Exhibit 3.9).

u  In 2014, 11% of firms offering health benefits 
reported that they reduced the duration of the 
waiting period, significantly higher than the 2% that 
increased it (Exhibit 3.10).

u  Ninety-one percent of covered workers at firms with 
many lower-wage workers (firms where 35% or 
more of the workforce makes $23,000 or less) face a 
waiting period before coverage is available compared 
to 76% at firms with few lower-wage workers.

u  The percentage of covered workers who face a 
waiting period is similar to last year. The average 
length of the waiting period for covered workers 
who face a waiting period decreased, however, from 
2.3 months to 2.1 months (Exhibit 3.11). 
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* Estimates are significantly different from estimate for the previous year shown (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 1999–2014.

s o u r c E :

E X H I B I T  3 .1

Percentage of  Al l  Workers  Covered by Their  Employers’ Health Benef its,  in  Firms Both O ffer ing  
and Not O ffer ing Health Benef its,  by Firm Size,  1999–2014

FIRM SIZE 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

3–24 Workers 50% 50% 49% 45% 44% 43% 41% 45% 42% 43% 39% 44% 38% 36% 36% 33%

25–49 Workers 56 63 62 57 59 56 55 55 51 57 54 59 49 54 53 52

50–199 Workers 61 62 67 64 61 56 59 62 59 60 59 60 59 58 57 55

200–999 Workers 69 69 71 69 68 69 65 66 65 67 63 61 63 61 63 60

1,000–4,999   
  Workers

68 68 69 70 69 68 69 68 69 69 67 66 66 66 67 66

5,000 or More  
   Workers

64 66 69 68 68 67 66 60 63 64 65 63 64 61 58 61

All Small Firms 
   (3–199 Workers)

55% 57% 58% 54% 53% 50% 50% 53% 50% 52% 49% 52% 48%* 47% 46% 44%

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More 
Workers)

66% 67% 69% 69% 68% 68% 66% 63% 65% 66% 65% 63% 64% 62% 61% 62%

ALL FIRMS 62% 63% 65% 63% 62% 61% 60% 59% 59% 60% 59% 59% 58% 56% 56% 55%
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E X H I B I T  3 .2

El igibi l i ty,  Take -Up R ate,  and Coverage in  Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  by Firm Size,  Region,  
and Industr y,  2014

*  Estimate for eligibility, take-up rate, or coverage is statistically different from all other firms not in the indicated size, region, 
or industry category (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :

Percentage  
of Workers Eligible  
For Health Benefits 

Offered By Their 
Employer

Percentage  
of Eligible Workers  
Who Participate in 

Their Employers’ Plan 
(Take-Up Rate)

Percentage  
of Workers Covered  
by Their Employers’ 

Health Benefits

FIRM SIZE
3–24 Workers 82% 75%* 61%
25–49 Workers 82* 77 64
50–199 Workers 76 79 60
200–999 Workers 78 78 61
1,000–4,999 Workers 80 82 66*
5,000 or More Workers 74 82* 61

All Small Firms (3–199 Workers) 79% 77%* 61%
All Large Firms (200 or More Workers) 76% 81%* 62%

REGION
Northeast 79% 81% 64%
Midwest 77 80 61
South 80 79 63
West 72* 82 59

INDUSTRY
Agriculture/Mining/Construction 75% 75% 56%
Manufacturing 92* 83* 77*
Transportation/Communications/Utilities 91* 87* 80*
Wholesale 80 79 63
Retail 52* 71* 37*
Finance 90* 82 74*
Service 75 78 59
State/Local Government 84 90* 76*
Health Care 78 78 61

ALL FIRMS 77% 80% 62%
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E X H I B I T  3 .3

Among Workers  in  Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  Percentage of  Workers  E l igible  for  Health 
Benef its  O ffered by Their  Fi rm,  by Firm Charac ter ist ics,  2014

* Estimates are statistically different from each other within category (p<.05). 

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

FIRM DOES NOT HAVE
ANY UNION WORKERS

FIRM HAS AT LEAST
SOME UNION WORKERS

LESS THAN 35%
EARN $23,000 A YEAR OR LESS

35% OR MORE
EARN $23,000 A YEAR OR LESS

LESS THAN 35%
WORK PART-TIME

35% OR MORE
WORK PART-TIME

LOW WAGE LEVEL*

LESS THAN 35%
EARN $57,000 A YEAR OR MORE

35% OR MORE
EARN $57,000 A YEAR OR MORE

HIGH WAGE LEVEL*

PART-TIME WORKERS*

UNIONS

35% OR MORE WORKERS
 ARE AGE 26 OR YOUNGER
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E X H I B I T  3 .4

Among Workers  in  Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  Percentage of  E l igible  Workers  Who Take Up 
Health Benef its  O ffered by Their  Fi rm,  by Firm Charac ter ist ics,  2014

* Estimates are statistically different from each other within category (p<.05). 

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :
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E X H I B I T  3 .5

Among Workers  in  Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  Percentage of  Workers  Covered by Health 
Benef its  O ffered by Their  Fi rm,  by Firm Charac ter ist ics,  2014

* Estimates are statistically different from each other within category (p<.05). 

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :
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* Estimate is statistically different from estimate for the previous year shown (p<.05).

NOTE:  In 2009, Kaiser/HRET began weighting the percentage of workers that take up coverage by the number of workers eligible for 
coverage.  The historical take-up estimates have also been updated.  See the Survey Design and Methods section for more information.

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 1999–2014.

s o u r c E :

E X H I B I T  3 .6

El igibi l i ty,  Take -Up R ate,  and Coverage for  Workers  in  Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  by Firm Size, 
1999–2014

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Percentage Eligible
All Small Firms  
    (3–199 Workers)

81% 82% 85% 82%* 84% 80% 81% 83% 80% 81% 81% 82% 83% 78%* 80% 79%

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More Workers)

78 80 82 80 80 81 79 76 78 79 79 77 78 76 76 76

ALL FIRMS 79% 81% 83% 81%* 81% 80% 80% 78% 79% 80% 79% 79% 79% 77% 77% 77%

Percentage of Eligible that Take Up
All Small Firms  
    (3–199 Workers)

83% 83% 83% 82% 81% 80% 81% 81% 80% 80% 79% 77% 78% 78% 77% 77%

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More Workers)

86 84 85 86 85 84 85 84 84 84 82 82 83 82 81 81

ALL FIRMS 85% 84% 84% 85% 84% 83% 83% 83% 82% 82% 81% 80% 81% 81% 80% 80%

Percentage Covered
All Small Firms  
    (3–199 Workers)

67% 68% 71% 67%* 68% 64% 65% 67% 64% 65% 64% 63% 65% 61% 62% 61%

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More Workers)

66 67 69 69 68 68 67 63 65 66 65 63 65 62 62 62

ALL FIRMS 66% 68% 70% 68% 68% 67% 66% 65% 65% 65% 65% 63% 65% 62% 62% 62%
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E X H I B I T  3 .7

Among Firms O ffer ing Health Benef its,  the Percent  of  Fi rms that  Changed Their  E l igibi l i ty  Cr i ter ia 
for  Coverage in  the Last  Year,  by Firm Size,  Region,  and Industr y,  2014

* Estimate is statistically different from estimate for all other firms not in the indicated size, region, or industry category (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :

Yes, More Workers  
Are Eligible

Yes, Fewer Workers  
Are Eligible No

FIRM SIZE
3–24 Workers 1% <1%* 99%*
25–199 Workers 4 1 95
200–999 Workers 6* 3 91*
1,000–4,999 Workers 4* 1 95*
5,000 or More Workers 5* 3* 92*

All Small Firms (3–199 Workers) 1%* <1%* 98%*
All Large Firms (200 or More Workers) 6%* 2%* 92%*

REGION
Northeast 1% <1% 98%
Midwest 1 <1 99
South 3 1 97
West 1 <1 99

INDUSTRY
Agriculture/Mining/Construction 2% <1% 98%
Manufacturing <1* <1* 100*
Transportation/Communications/Utilities 1 1 99
Wholesale <1* 0* 100*
Retail 2 <1 98
Finance 2 4 94
Service <1 <1 99
State/Local Government <1* <1 100*
Health Care 5 1 94

ALL FIRMS 1% <1% 98%
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E X H I B I T  3 .8

Percentage of  Covered Workers  in  Firms with a  Wait ing Per iod for  Coverage and Average Wait ing 
Per iod in  Months,  by Firm Size,  Region,  and Industr y,  2014

* Estimate is statistically different from estimate for all other firms not in the indicated size, region, or industry category (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :

Percentage of Covered Workers  
in Firms with a Waiting Period

Among Covered Workers  
with a Waiting Period, Average 

Waiting Period (Months)

FIRM SIZE
All Small Firms (3–199 Workers) 83%* 2.3*
All Large Firms (200 or More Workers) 72%* 2.0*

REGION
Northeast 72% 2.4*
Midwest 75 1.9*
South 74 2.1
West 82* 2.1

INDUSTRY
Agriculture/Mining/Construction 83% 2.7*
Manufacturing 76 2.0
Transportation/Communications/Utilities 75 2.1
Wholesale 88* 2.0
Retail 92* 2.7*
Finance 74 1.9
Service 69* 2.1
State/Local Government 60 1.7*
Health Care 83* 2.0

ALL FIRMS 75% 2.1
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ALL LARGE FIRMS
(200 OR MORE

WORKERS)*

ALL SMALL FIRMS
(3−199 WORKERS)*

ALL FIRMS

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

6%

3%

4%

22% 25% 29%

25% 24% 20%

24% 24% 23%

17%

28%

25%

NO WAITING PERIOD

1 MONTH

2 MONTHS

3 MONTHS

4 OR MORE MONTHS

E X H I B I T  3 .9

Distr ibution of  Covered Workers  with the Fol lowing Wait ing Per iods for  Coverage,  2014

* Distributions are statistically different between All Large Firms and All Small Firms (p<.05). 

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :
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E X H I B I T  3 .10

Among Firms with a  Wait ing Per iod the Percentage of  Fi rms Who Changed the Length of  Their 
Wait ing Per iod Dur ing the Last  Year,  2014

* Estimate is statistically different from estimate for all other firms not in the indicated size, region, or industry category (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2014.

s o u r c E :

Yes, Increased  
the Length of  
Waiting Times

Yes, Decreased  
the Length of  
Waiting Times

No, Did Not Change 
the Waiting Period

FIRM SIZE
3–24 Workers 2% 7%* 91%*
25–199 Workers 3 19* 78*
200–999 Workers 1 22* 77*
1,000–4,999 Workers 2 24* 75*
5,000 or More Workers 3 23* 73*

All Small Firms (3–199 Workers) 2% 10%* 87%*
All Large Firms (200 or More Workers) 1% 23%* 76%*

REGION
Northeast <1% 13% 87%
Midwest 7 5* 89
South 3 10 87
West <1 15 85

INDUSTRY
Agriculture/Mining/Construction <1% 4%* 96%*
Manufacturing <1 12 88
Transportation/Communications/Utilities 5 42 53
Wholesale 1 16 83
Retail <1 6 94
Finance <1 18 82
Service 5 7 89
State/Local Government <1 4* 96*
Health Care <1 13 87

ALL FIRMS 2% 11% 87%
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* Estimates are significantly different from estimate for the previous year shown (p<.05).

Kaiser/HRET Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Benefits, 2002–2014.

s o u r c E :

E X H I B I T  3 .11

Percentage of  Covered Workers  in  Firms with a  Wait ing Per iod for  Coverage and Average Wait ing 
Per iod in  Months,  by Firm Size,  2002-2014

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Percentage of Covered Workers in Firms with a Waiting Period

All Small Firms  
    (3–199 Workers)

86% 82% 82% 80% 81% 78% 78% 81% 76% 79% 81% 83% 83%

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More Workers)

71 77 65* 72 69 73 73 70 73 68 70 74 72

ALL FIRMS 76% 78% 70%* 75% 73% 75% 75% 74% 74% 72% 74% 77% 75%

Among Covered Workers with a Waiting Period, Average Waiting Period (Months)

All Small Firms  
    (3–199 Workers)

2.6 2.8 2.6 2.5 2.5 2.6 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.7 2.6 2.3*

All Large Firms 
   (200 or More Workers)

2.0 1.9 2.0 2.1 2.0 2.0 1.9 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.1 2.1 2.0

ALL FIRMS 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.1 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.3 2.3 2.1*


