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SOURCE: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2014.

Figure 10.5  �Total health expenditures per capita, United States and selected countries, 
2012 (or nearest year)

The Cost of Health Care
The United States spends about 17% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on 
health care—the largest expenditure in this category among industrialized  
countries. (A per capita spending comparison with other countries is presented in  
Figure 10.5.) In 2012, total health care spending reached $2.8 trillion, with an  
average of $8,915 spent per person in health expenses (Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services 2014a). U.S. national health care spending had grown more 
slowly after 2010, attributed to the Great Recession and to a sluggish economy. 
More Americans delayed visits to their doctors or hospitals, reduced their prescrip-
tion drug purchases (Pear 2012), or lost their insurance coverage along with their 
jobs (Lowrey 2012). Changes in Medicare’s payment policies, growth in patient 
cost-sharing, and state efforts to contain Medicaid costs have also been identified 
as contributing to the decline in health spending (Holahan and McMorrow 2013).

Even though the U.S. health system is the most expensive in the world, “com-
parative analyses consistently show the United States underperforms relative 
to other countries on most dimensions of [health] performance” (Davis et al. 
2007:viii). In their pre–Affordable Care Act analyses of health care systems and 
outcomes in Australia, Canada, Germany, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States, Karen Davis and her colleagues (2007) concluded that the 
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