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What’s in MCBS?

Who: Nationally representative sample of Medicare beneficiaries (ages 65+ and under 65 with 
disabilities). Oversample beneficiaries who are Hispanic, have disabilities, are ages 85+. 

What: Longitudinal survey on health care use, access to care, charges and payments, insurance 
coverage, and more. Three Limited Data Set files and two Public Use Files released annually.

Where: Administered nationwide with separate Community and Facility components.

When: Conducted continuously since 1991. Respondents interviewed three times per year for four 
years, totalling up to 11 interviews. New panel added each fall.

How: Sponsored by Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS). Approx. 35,000 interviews 
conducted annually by NORC at University of Chicago. In-person and phone interviews using 
Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI).



Why is MCBS important?

● The leading source of data on Medicare beneficiaries.
● Provides insights not available in administrative data.
● Supports CMS in administering, monitoring, and evaluating the Medicare 

program.
● Key domains include coverage, utilization, spending, out-of-pocket costs, 

access, satisfaction, and health status. Public-use files reconcile survey 
responses with claims, enabling comprehensive estimates of service use and 
expenditures.



How Have Researchers Used the MCBS Data

Health Care Access

● Access barriers among beneficiaries with depression

MCBS 2011–2013 showed that those with depression were much more likely to report difficulty 
obtaining care, skipping visits, or lacking a usual source of care (Ewald et al., 2017).

● Nurse practitioner scope-of-practice

2011 MCBS linked with state policy data found that access outcomes varied by state NP 
authority; restrictive states paradoxically reported shorter wait times (Cross and Kelly, 2014).

● Forgone care during COVID-19

MCBS COVID-19 supplements (2020–2021) revealed that 20% of beneficiaries skipped or 
delayed care in summer 2020, dropping below 7% by winter 2021 (Park and Stimpson, 2021).



How Have Researchers Used the MCBS Data

Health Care Costs and Spending

● Out-of-pocket spending
2016 MCBS showed average annual OOP of $5,460, with much higher burdens for the 
oldest-old and those without supplemental insurance (Cubanski et al., 2019).

● Medicare Advantage vs. Traditional Fee-For-Service
2020 MCBS revealed MA enrollees spent ~$2,400 less annually on health costs compared 
to FFS, with fewer facing catastrophic costs (ATI Advisory, 2023).

● Burden relative to income
2022 MCBS showed OOP health costs equaled ~39% of the average Social Security 
benefit; low-income and 85+ groups faced the heaviest burden (Ochieng et al., 2025).



How Have Researchers Used the MCBS Data

Policy Evaluation & Program Impact

● Prescription drug coverage (Medicare Part D)  

MCBS trends showed initial declines in cost-related non-adherence post-2006, but 
improvements eroded for beneficiaries with 4+ chronic conditions (Naci et al., 2014).

● Ongoing monitoring

Agencies like the Medicare Payment Advisory Commission (MedPAC), the Assistant 
Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE), and the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) 
regularly use MCBS to evaluate utilization, access, and spending, shaping policy reforms 
(MedPAC, 2024).



Bodes Well
● Staffing and budget appear to be  

OK for now, down to $18M from 
$20M

● CMS staff are engaged and 
looking to the future
○ Want to make survey more 

flexible and responsive.
○ Interest in developing 

state-level estimates.

● Losing questions on gender and 
experiences of discrimination.

● If data reveal that satisfaction 
rates, health outcomes, or other 
performance metrics are 
declining, the MCBS may 
become a target.

● Budget talks about reducing 
contractor spend through 
“strategic insourcing” and “use of 
AI to improve productivity”

Bodes Less-Well



https://tinyurl.com/FRN-MCBS 

https://tinyurl.com/FRN-MCBS


For Early Warnings on Changes, 
Follow and Subscribe to dataindex.us  

http://dataindex.us


To Keep Up to Date, Join the Federal Data Forum 
federaldataforum.prb.org   

http://federaldataforum.prb.org


Take Action

● dataindex.us  
● EssentialData.US  
● federaldataforum.prb.org 
● https://tinyurl.com/FRN-MCBS 

Respond by 9/12/25

http://dataindex.us
http://essentialdata.us
http://federaldataforum.prb.org
https://tinyurl.com/FRN-MCBS

