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

The growth in health spending has yet to exhibit the expected slowdown in response to the leveling off in 
expanded coverage. 

 The expanded coverage provisions of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) helped drive the percentage of the 
non-elderly adult population with health insurance up in 2014, with additional large gains in 2015. By 
the first quarter of 2016, coverage began to level off (see chart). 

 In the years just prior to expanded coverage, health spending growth averaged less than 4% (historically 
low rates). As expected, spending growth rose during the years of expanded coverage, increasing to 
5.3% in 2014 and an estimated 5.5% in 2015 (official data for 2015 will be released in December). 

 With the leveling off in expanded coverage in 2016, the expectation has been for health spending 
growth rates to fall (the government recently projected 4.8% growth in 2016), but our data show 5.6% 
growth during the first half of 2016. 

 Spending growth for prescription drugs has exhibited the expected slowdown, but growth in spending 
on health services (primarily hospital and physician services) has trended up in 2016. 

Coverage gains and growth in spending on prescription drugs and health services 

 
Source: Altarum Center for Sustainable Health Spending. Growth rates are year-over-year and 2016 Q3 is estimated using 
July and August only. Coverage gains are from the Health Reform Monitoring Survey and represent the percentage point 
increase in the percent insured for the non-elderly adult population compared to the same quarter of the previous year.  
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1 It should be noted that the prescription drug CPI does not account for rebates, which could bias the growth rates either up 
or down. If rebates remain the same share of list price from one year to the next, the CPI growth rates should be unbiased.  

Prices do not explain the patterns of spending growth for services and prescription drugs (see chart) 

 The 2016 slowdown in prescription drug spending growth occurs despite higher drug price growth.1 

 The 2016 uptick in health services spending (compared to the second half of 2015) occurs despite flat 
services price growth. 

 The implication is increasing utilization growth for health services and declining utilization growth for 
prescription drugs. 

 Additional data are required to validate these trends. QSS data for Q3 2016 will be released on 
December 8th and will add a new data point to health services spending trends. 

Price Growth for Prescription Drugs and Health Services 

 
Source: Altarum Center for Sustainable Health Spending. Growth rates are year-over-year. 

 

Health job growth has remained strong through the first three quarters of 2016, but shows some signs of 
moderation. 

 Health job growth was only 1.3% in 2014, increasing to 2.7% in 2015 and 3.2% for the first three 
quarters of 2016.   

 Although job growth has been strong in 2016, it has dropped from 3.3% in Q1 and 3.2% in Q2 to 3.0% in 
Q3 2016, possibly signaling the beginning of a decline. 

 The strong growth in health jobs in 2016 was at odds with initial estimates of a slowdown in services 
spending. The revised estimates, showing strong service spending growth in 2016, bring the two series 
into greater alignment and increase the level of confidence in both series. 
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