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This report provides a monthly summary of key trends in U.S. health care spending, prices, utilization, and employment. The reports build on 
Altarum’s Health Sector Economic IndicatorsSM briefs (HSEI) and make direct use of the U.S. Census Bureau’s Quarterly Services Survey (QSS). 
When new QSS data are released (March, June, September, December) an expanded version of this report is published. Interim reports 
highlight noteworthy health sector trends and early indications of results for the next quarter. In this August 2016 report, spending and prices 
are available through June 2016, while labor estimates are available through July.  

This report was authored by Charles Roehrig of Altarum’s Center for Sustainable Health Spending (CSHS), 
charles.roehrig@altarum.org, with assistance from Corwin Rhyan, Ani Turner, Paul Hughes-Cromwick, and George Miller. 

Support for this report was provided by a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 

Preliminary estimates put health spending growth at 5.3% for the second quarter (Q2) of 2016. A more 
precise Q2 estimate will be provided in next month’s report, reflecting QSS data to be released on 
September 8th.  

 The 5.3% growth rate in health spending estimated for Q2 2016 matches that for Q1 and, thus, for 
the first half of 2016. If the September QSS data confirm these preliminary estimates, then growth in 
the second half must fall to 4.3% in order to hit the 4.8% growth recently projected by CMS for all of 
2016. 

 Spending on the health care services component also grew by an estimated 5.3% during the first half 
of 2016. Thus, the growth rates for the services and non-services components have converged after 
two years of sharp divergence in which non-services growth was much higher. In particular, the 
growth in spending on prescription drugs, which peaked at 12.9% in Q4 2014, has fallen to 5.5% in 
Q2 2016. 

 The 2015 discontinuance of Medicaid enhanced payments for primary care physician services 
resulted in negative growth in overall physician prices in 2015 (next page), creating a noticeable 
decline in the 2015 growth in spending on physician services. 

Monthly HSEI Growth in Spending on Physician and Clinical Services (Year-over-Year) 
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Health care prices grew at an annual rate of 1.5% during the first half of 2016, up from 1.1% growth in 2015, 
a 0.4 percentage point jump driven primarily by physician and clinical services prices. 

 Prices for physician and clinical services actually declined by 1.1% in 2015 and then increased by an 
average of 0.4% during the first half of 2016. This represents 1.5 percentage point acceleration and, 
given that physician and clinical services account for nearly one-fourth of health care spending, is 
sufficient to account for most of the acceleration in overall health care prices. 

 The sharp decline in prices for physician and clinical services coincides with the January 2015 
discontinuation (in most states) of Medicaid enhanced payments for primary care. 

Monthly HSEI Growth in Prices of Physician and Clinical Services (Year-over-Year) 

 
Note:  Medicaid payments for primary care physician services were raised to Medicare levels for 2013 and 2014.  This policy was 
discontinued for most states as of January 2015, causing a steep decline in Medicaid physician prices in 2015 relative to 2014. 

 Health care job growth remains strong as we move into the second half of 2016. 

 Health care job growth began to accelerate in 2014 with the advent of ACA expanded coverage and 
appears to have peaked in the middle of 2015 at over 45,000 new jobs per month. 

 Monthly growth dropped back to 39,000 during the first half of 2016, but this is still more than twice the 
growth in the years leading up to expanded coverage (from 2010 through 2013, the average monthly 
growth was about 19,000). 

 In July 2016, health care jobs grew by 43,000. Thus, the second half of 2016 is showing no signs of 
moderation in health care job growth.   
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