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Synopsis
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The Issue

Families that spend more than 10 percent of their income on health care are considered to have a
high medical cost burden. According to the author’s earlier analysis, from 2001 to 2006 the share of
U.S. families with high medical cost burdens rose from 14.4 percent to 19.2 percent. This
Commonwealth Fund—supported study updates this analysis by examining the percentage of people
under age 65 with high medical costs from 2006 to 2009, a period that includes the 2007-09
recession, when many people lost their jobs and their health coverage.

Key Findings

o The percentage of Americans under age 65 with high medical costs was largely unchanged over the
study period: in 2006, 19.2 percent had high medical costs, compared with 18.8 percent in 2009.


http://www.commonwealthfund.org/Publications/In-the-Literature/2010/Mar/The-Growing-Financial-Burden-of-Health-Care-National-and-State-Trends.aspx

o Over 2006-09, average annual family income decreased, from $65,000 to $61,000, but so too did
average annual out-of-pocket spending, from $1,454 to $1,231.

e Qut-of-pocket spending on health insurance premiums over 2006-09 remained steady, at $1,800
on average. This finding appears to contradict results from other surveys showing employers
shifting medical costs to employees, and may reflect a trend among employees to choose health
plans with lower premiums.

e About 18 percent of people with employer-sponsored insurance had high medical cost burdens
in 2009, as did more than half (52.9%) of people with nongroup private insurance.

e High medical cost burdens among those with public coverage fell from 20 percent in 2006 to 16.7
percent in 2009, perhaps reflecting an increase in public coverage for children, who tend to use
fewer services and are eligible for coverage at higher family income levels than adults are.
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no longer afford private insurance, through Medicaid expansions

and subsidies for purchasing private coverage. But unless incomes begin to rise and health care costs

are controlled, medical care will continue to become less affordable for many American families.

About the Study

This author updated his previous analysis of the financial burden posed by medical care by
examining trends in out-of-pocket costs among those under age 65 between 2006 and 2009. The
study is based on data from the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, taking into account total out-of-
pocket spending on health care relative to total family income.

The Bottom Line

Despite the job losses experienced by U.S. workers during the 2007-09 recession, the proportion of
people under 65 with high medical costs stayed largely unchanged from 2006 to 2009. Lower family
income was offset by decreases in out-of-pocket spending for prescription drugs, largely reflecting a
shift from brand-name drugs to generics.
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