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Altarum Institute Center for Sustainable Health Spending 

Health Sector Trend Report 

November 2016 

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 November 2016 report, spending 
estimates are available through September 2016, while prices and labor are available through October 2016. 

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

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

Preliminary estimates put health spending at 5.5% growth for the third quarter (Q3) of 2016. A more 
precise Q3 estimate will be provided in next month’s report, reflecting QSS data to be released on 
December 8th. In addition, CMS will be releasing their official estimates for 2015 in early December. 

 The preliminary Q3 2016 health spending growth estimate of 5.5% matches the current estimate for 
calendar year 2015. Both of these estimates will be revised next month due to new QSS data and the 
annual update from CMS. 

 The QSS data for Q2 2016 showed a surprisingly high 7% growth rate in the health services component that 
we are currently assuming to be a noisy data point. Thus our expectation is for slower growth in the Q3 
estimate from the December QSS. Time will tell. 

 Also in early December, CMS will be releasing its first official estimate for health spending in 2015 along 
with possible revisions to previous year’s estimates (these revisions can be quite substantial). These new 
data will be incorporated into our December Trend Report.   

Spending on prescription drugs slowed to 4.2% in Q3, 4 percentage points below the 8.2% growth in 
2015. Some of this is due to slower spending on hepatitis C medications (see chart). 

 Company sales of hepatitis C drugs totaled $13.5 billion in 2015 and are on track for $9.0 billion in 2016. 

 This is a decrease of $4.5 billion and accounts for about 1.4 percentage points of the slowdown in spending 
on prescription drugs.  

U.S. Sales of Hepatitis C Drugs from Quarterly Company Reports 
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1 Our monthly tracking of health job growth uses BLS Current Employment Statistics (CES) data, which are timely but do not 
include occupation. We used annual Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) data to examine trends by occupation. 

Health care price growth jumped to 1.9% in Q3 2016 compared to 1.4% during the first half of 2016. This was 
driven primarily by prescription drug price growth of 5.9% in Q3 compared to 3.4% during the first half. 

 The upward trend in health care prices has continued into October (the first month of Q4) with 2.2% 
growth, the highest annual rate since August 2012. 

 In October, prescription drug price growth increased to 7.0% (versus 5.9% in Q3) while hospital price 
growth increased to 1.5% (versus 1.0% in Q3).  

Health job growth dropped to 3.0% in Q3 compared to 3.2% during the first half of 2016. This is still well 
above the 2.7% growth for 2015 and 1.3% for 2014. 

 The downward trend in health job growth has continued into October, at 2.7% growth year over year. 

 As noted in previous reports, we believe much of the acceleration in job growth was due to expanded 
coverage and we believe the current deceleration is due to a leveling off in coverage. 

The fastest growing occupations in the health services sector since 2013 are among those with the greatest 
level of training such as clinicians (physicians, nurse practitioners, and physician assistants) and registered 
nurses (see chart).1 

 Clinicians make up 12% of the health workforce; other practitioners and technical occupations, registered 
nurses, and healthcare support occupations each make up about 21% of jobs; and the remaining 25% are 
nonhealth occupations such as administrative and maintenance jobs. 

 The number of physicians, NPs, and PAs increased by 6.7% over the past two years (3.4% for physicians and 
16.9% for NPs and PAs). 

 The next fastest growth was for registered nurses at 3.6%. The slowest growth was for nonhealth care 
occupations. While some nonhealth jobs, such as computer, sales, and legal jobs, are growing, their growth 
rate has slowed in the past few years, and other administrative and production jobs have plateaued or are 
slightly declining. 

Growth in health services sector jobs by occupation: 2013–2015 

 
Source:  Altarum Center for Sustainable Health Spending analysis of BLS OES data 


