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Health Spending 

 As noted in our December Health Sector Trend Report, health care spending through the third 
quarter (Q3) of 2014 grew at an annual rate of 5.0%, up from the 3.6% growth rate in 2013. As 
discussed in more detail below, this increase was driven mainly by a jump in spending on 
prescription drugs. 

 The expected acceleration in spending on health care services (such as hospital and physician care) 
due to expanded coverage failed to appear during the first half of 2014, when the growth rate 
averaged 3.3%. However, there are indications of a jump in Q3, when spending on services 
increased by 5.4% compared with Q3 2013. 

 If the Q3 jump in services spending is repeated in Q4, national health expenditures for the second 
half of 2014 will have grown at about 6.0% annual rate, compared with about 4.7% growth during 
the first half. Growth for the year would then average out at 5.3%, just below the 5.6% annual 
growth rate for 2014 that was projected by the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services Office of 
the Actuary in September 2014. Our next report will incorporate the March 11 QSS Q4 data and 
provide a detailed look at all of 2014. 

 The chart on the next page shows the remarkable surge in the prescription drug spending growth 
rate, from near 0% in 2012 to 2.5% in 2013 and then 10.9% in 2014. About one-third of the increase 
in 2014 is traceable to expensive new breakthrough medications for hepatitis C, most notably 
Sovaldi and Harvoni, which combined for $10.5 billion in U.S. sales in 2014. Other causes of the 
increase include a return to a more normal number of drugs going off patent (in 2012, a particularly 
large number of high-volume drugs went off patent), expanded coverage, and an improving 
economy. 
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This report provides a monthly summary of key trends in health care spending, prices, utilization, and 

employment. These reports build upon Altarum’s Health Sector Economic IndicatorsSM briefs and make direct 

use of the Census Bureau’s Quarterly Services Survey (QSS), the timeliest source of detailed, survey-based 

spending information for health care services, which account for more than 70% of national health spending. 

Each quarter, when new QSS data are released (March, June, September, and December), an expanded version 

of this report will be published with a more detailed analysis of health care services trends. The regular monthly 

reports will supplement the most recent full quarterly analysis with new data on other aspects of health care 

spending, health care prices and utilization, and jobs and early indications of the trends for the next quarter. 

This report was authored by Charles Roehrig, Director of the Center for Sustainable Health Spending, 
charles.roehrig@altarum.org, with assistance from Ani Turner, Paul Hughes-Cromwick, and George Miller. 

 
 

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

http://altarum.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-publication-files/RWJ%20Trend%20Report%20December%2018%202014.pdf
http://altarum.org/health-policy-blog/the-expected-impact-of-expanded-coverage-on-health-care-utilization-and-spending
http://content.healthaffairs.org/content/33/10/1841
http://www.gilead.com/news/press-releases/2015/2/gilead-sciences-announces-fourth-quarter-and-full-year-2014-financial-results
http://altarum.org/our-work/cshs-health-sector-economic-indicators-briefs
https://www.census.gov/services/
mailto:charles.roehrig@altarum.org
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Growth in Spending on Prescription Drugs 

 
Source: Unpublished data from Altarum Health Sector Economic IndicatorsSM. 

 

 

Health Care Prices and Utilization 

 Prices of health care goods and services grew 1.5% in 2014, compared with 1.3% in 2013, according 
to Altarum’s Health Care Price Index computed using Bureau of Labor Statistics data released in 
mid-January 2015 (see Methods on page 4 of our Price Brief). However, prices for health care 
services alone showed the opposite pattern, with growth falling from 1.5% in 2013 to 1.3% in 2014.  

 Prices of hospital services grew by less than 1% in December, the lowest rate in 16 years. In January 
2015, hospital prices were actually lower than in January 2014 by 0.1%. 

Health Services Jobs 

 Health care job growth accelerated in 2014, and the pattern looks to be continuing into 2015. The 
average number of new health jobs per month increased from 12,000 in Q1 2014 to 26,000 in Q2, 
27,000 in Q3, and 39,000 in Q4. January 2015 data show 38,000 new health jobs.  

 The February BLS labor report incorporated annual benchmark revisions that reduced estimates of 
health care jobs in 2013. The data now show that health job growth doubled between 2013 and 
2014, from 13,000 new jobs a month to 26,000 a month. The overall job market showed a similar 
pattern, from 192,000 new jobs a month in 2013 to 258,000 a month in 2014, a 35% increase. 

 Hospitals are a big part of the upturn in health care hiring. Benchmarked figures now show 
hospitals lost 18,000 jobs in 2013, but over the past 6 months, hospitals have added 47,000 jobs. 
Investor reports from for-profit hospital systems are showing an rise in utilization and improved 
payer mix in Q3 and Q4 2014, particularly (though not exclusively) in states expanding Medicaid.  

 In ambulatory services, much of the growth in 2014 was in the “other ambulatory” category, 
including offices of dentists and other nonphysician health care practitioners. This trend will bear 
watching, as preliminary January 2015 estimates show only a modest gain in this category. 
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http://altarum.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-related-files/CSHS-Price-Brief_January_2015_v5.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf

