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Healthcare Access and 
Affordability: A Pressing Concern 
for Many Americans

Access to medically necessary healthcare is critical for successful patient outcomes, yet access is 

often impeded or blocked entirely by high deductibles, co-pays and coinsurance. Additionally, 

indirect healthcare costs, such as those from travel and lost income, contribute to the out-

of-pocket (OOP) cost burden of managing a serious illness. This Issue Brief explores how the lack of 

affordable healthcare can create insurmountable barriers between economically vulnerable patients and 

necessary healthcare services, medications and procedures.
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Healthcare affordability means different things to different people, but there is little doubt that the 

ability to cover healthcare expenses is among the most pressing concerns in the United States today. A 

2019 Gallup poll showed that 55 percent of American adults worried “a great deal” about being able to 

afford their healthcare, and this was the most commonly reported concern among Americans for the 

fifth consecutive year.1 Healthcare affordability is a concern that is shared not only by patients, but also 

by physicians, policymakers and other stakeholders.2,3,4,5  

Having employer-based health insurance does not mean that people can afford healthcare. OOP 

healthcare costs have increased dramatically over time, even among people who have insurance 

through their employer. Forty-three percent of people with health insurance through their jobs say 

they have problems affording their deductible, about a third report having trouble affording their 

premiums, and 29 percent have problems paying medical bills.6 Low-income people with employer-
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Out-of-pocket costs should not prevent individuals with life-threatening, chronic and  
rare diseases from obtaining their prescribed medications.
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based insurance spend the largest share of their family income on insurance premiums and OOP 

expenses. In addition, people with employer-based insurance who have family members in poor health 

also paid more OOP for their healthcare, with the heaviest OOP cost burden falling on low-income 

working families who also manage health conditions.7  

It is a misconception that Medicare ensures that older adults have access to affordable care.  As a 

percentage of Social Security income, Medicare beneficiaries’ OOP spending on healthcare is expected 

to increase from 41 percent in 2013 to 50 percent in 2030. Increases in Medicare beneficiaries’ OOP 

healthcare expenses hit hardest among those over the age of 85, low-income seniors and among 

beneficiaries with multiple chronic conditions. By 2030, it is projected that Medicare beneficiaries 

over age 85 will spend an additional $4,400 on OOP healthcare expenses, and those aged 65-74 

will spend an additional $2,000. Among beneficiaries with incomes below $10,000, average OOP 

healthcare costs in 2030 will exceed average Social Security income. Securing affordable healthcare is 

especially challenging for older adults with cancer and other health conditions that require specialty 

medications.8

The ability to afford needed healthcare is a major concern for working adults with employer-based 

insurance as well as for older Americans who are covered by Medicare. For them, affordability means 

making difficult decisions about whether they can, or should go to a doctor’s appointment, have a 

procedure their doctor recommends, or go to the pharmacy to fill a prescription. Overall, 30 percent 

of American adults report having to choose between basic necessities and paying medical bills, and 

among people who report having problems paying their medical bills, 70 percent say they have cut back 

on basic household items, food, or clothing.6,9  The urgency of healthcare affordability is underscored 

by 2018 data showing that 28 percent of American adults reported having a medical bill turned over 

to a collection agency.9 There are many ways that the inability to afford healthcare impacts access to 

needed care. 

»	 �ACCESS TO DOCTORS

• In 2018, 44 percent of adults reported not going to the doctor when they were sick or injured, and 40
percent reported skipping routine preventive care.9

• Adults who are uninsured are much more likely to report being “very worried” about paying medical
bills for routine medical care, they have more problems paying these bills, and they are less likely to
use preventive care.10

• As family income decreases, the likelihood of being unable to obtain, or to delay needed medical
care increases, and the likelihood of having a usual source of medical care decreases.11,12,13
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»	 �ACCESS TO PRESCRIPTION MEDICATIONS

• In 2018, 32 percent of U.S. adults said they chose not to fill a prescription or took less of 
their medication because of cost.9

• Patients with serious health conditions who are exposed to high OOP drug costs are less likely to fill
their prescriptions, take longer to start their treatment, and they have more interruptions and gaps
in treatment.14,15

• 24 percent of Americans reported having problems paying for their prescription drugs; this
increases to 33 percent among people with low incomes, and 43 percent among people in poor
health.16

• Patients with as little as $40-$50 in OOP drug costs will choose not to fill their prescriptions
because they can’t afford it.17,18

»	 ACCESS TO MEDICAL TESTS AND SURGICAL PROCEDURES

• In 2018, 40 percent of U.S. adults reported that they skipped a recommended medical test or
treatment in the past 12 months because they could not afford the cost.9

• Large numbers of cancer patients for whom surgery is recommended choose to forgo these
recommended procedures because of cost.19

• Rapid growth in high-deductible health plans creates insurmountable barriers for many patients
who need surgery, especially in facilities where payment is expected before procedures will be
performed.20,21

»	 THE IMPACT OF TRAVEL COSTS ON ACCESS TO CARE

• For many people, purchasing, maintaining and fueling a car is cost prohibitive, even before car
insurance is considered.22 Lack of reliable transportation is a barrier to healthcare, especially among
people with low incomes.23

• In rural areas, vehicular access increases the likelihood of having a regular source of care by 44
percent, and the odds of delaying care increase by 45 percent among people without access to private
transportation.24

• Among low socioeconomic adults in urban areas, lack of private transportation also increases the
odds of delaying care by 45 percent.25
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»	 THE IMPACT OF LOST INCOME DUE TO ILLNESS

	 • Medical bills account for more than half of people declaring bankruptcy. Among these individuals,  
         job loss and lost income due to illness compounded the burden of high OOP healthcare costs that  
         ultimately lead to bankruptcy.26

	 • Among families of surgical patients with a prolonged hospital stay, 44 percent had to quit work and  
         36.7 percent lost their savings.27 

	 • Compared to workers with paid sick leave benefits, workers without paid sick leave are 3 times  
         more likely to forgo medical care for themselves, and 1.6 times more likely to forgo medical care for  
         their families.28 

SOLUTIONS ARE NEEDED

Millions of Americans—including increasing numbers of middle-class families and older adults—are 

unable to afford routine healthcare, prescription medications, needed tests and other medically 

necessary treatments. Lack of affordable care is driven by high OOP costs that are compounded by lost 

income resulting from illness, job loss and family caregiving responsibilities. OOP healthcare costs are 

consuming an increasing portion of family and retirement income, forcing patients and their families 

on a path to medical bankruptcy. PAN therefore advocates that:

	 • Policymakers, insurers and other stakeholders must identify ways to modify the structure of  
        insurance plans so that economically vulnerable patients can access and remain on the treatments  
        they need.

	 • Steps must be taken to mitigate the impact of high deductible health plans that create barriers that  
         prevent access to treatment. 

	 • Capping OOP costs for medications and needed health services will help patients better anticipate,  
         and plan for their expenses throughout the year.

The PAN Foundation advocates for legislative and regulatory system-wide policy solutions to reduce OOP 

healthcare costs for all Americans.



MAY 2019 • ISSUE BRIEF 10:  HEALTHCARE ACCESS AND AFFORDABILITY:
A PRESSING CONCERN FOR MANY AMERICANS

5

The PAN Foundation

The PAN Foundation is an independent, national 501 (c)(3) organization dedicated to helping federally 

and commercially insured people living with life-threatening, chronic and rare diseases with the 

OOP costs for their prescribed medications. PAN provides the underinsured population access to the 

healthcare treatments they need to best manage their conditions and focus on improving their quality 

of life. Since its founding in 2004, PAN has provided more than one million underinsured patients with 

over $3 billion in financial assistance through nearly 70 disease-specific programs.

For more information about this Issue Brief, contact Amy Niles, Vice President of External Relations, at 

aniles@panfoundation.org.



MAY 2019 • ISSUE BRIEF 10:  HEALTHCARE ACCESS AND AFFORDABILITY:
A PRESSING CONCERN FOR MANY AMERICANS

6

Supporting Literature 

1Norman J. Healthcare Once Again Tops List of Americans’ Worries. Gallup. Available at:  
https://news.gallup.com/poll/248159/healthcare-once-again-tops-list-americans-worries.aspx. Accessed May 7, 2019.
2Jost T. Affordability: The Most Urgent Health Reform Issue For Ordinary Americans. Health Affairs Blog. Available at:  
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20160229.053330/full/. Accessed May 7, 2019.  
3Noel-Miller C. Medicare Beneficiaries’ Out-of-Pocket Spending for Health Care. AARP Public Policy Institute. Available at:  
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2017/11/medicare-beneficiaries-out-of-pocket-spending-for-health-care.pdf. Accessed May 7, 
2019.
4Kendall D, Horwitz G, Kessler J. Cost Caps and Coverage for All: How to Make Health Care Universally Affordable (February 19, 2019). 
Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3356722 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3356722. Accessed May 7, 2019.
5Martin K. The Commonwealth Fund. Administration’s New Budget Proposals May Align with Bipartisan Congressional Action to Lower 
Drug Prices. Available at:  
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/blog/2019/administration-budget-proposals-align-congressional-action-lower-drug-prices. Accessed 
May 13, 2019.
6Di Julio B, Kirzinger A, Wu B, Brodie M. Kaiser Family Foundation. Data Note: Americans’ Challenges with Health Care Costs. Available at: 
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/data-note-americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/. Accessed May 7, 2019.
7Claxon G, Sawyer B, Cox C. How affordability of health care varies by income among people with employer coverage.  Peterson-Kaiser Health 
System Tracker. Available at:  
https://bit.ly/2UMs9zI. Accessed May 7, 2019.
8Cubanski J, Smith KE. Medicare beneficiaries’ out-of-pocket health care spending as a share of income now and projections for the future. 
Available at: https://bit.ly/2Sm50zy. Accessed May 13, 2019. 
9West Health Institute and NORC at the University of Chicago. Americans’ views of healthcare costs, coverage, and policy. Available at: 
https://www.westhealth.org/press-release/survey2018/. Accessed May 7, 2019.
10Claxon G, Sawyer B, Cox C. Peterson-Kaiser Health System Tracker. How does cost affect access to care? Available at:  
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/cost-affect-access-care/#item-start. Accessed May 14, 2019.
11U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Healthy People 2020. Access to health services. Available at:  
https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/Access-to-Health-Services/national-snapshot. Accessed May 14, 2019.
12Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Health, United States, 2017—Data Finder. Available at:  
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2017/fig14.pdf. Accessed May 14, 2017.
13Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Health, United States, 2017—Data Finder. Available at:  
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2017/062.pdf. Accessed May 14, 2019.
14Doshi JA, Hu T, Li P, Pettit AR, Yu X, Blum M. Specialty Tier-Level Cost Sharing and Biologic Agent Use in the Medicare Part D Initial 
Coverage Period Among Beneficiaries With Rheumatoid Arthritis. Arthritis Care Res (Hoboken). 2016 Nov;68(11):1624-1630.  
15Doshi JA, Li P, Huo H, Pettit AR, Kumar R, Weiss BM, Huntington SF. High Cost Sharing and Specialty Drug Initiation Under Medicare 
Part D: A Case Study in Patients with Newly Diagnosed Chronic Myeloid Leukemia. Am J Manag Care. 2016 Mar;22(4 Suppl):s78-86.
16Kaiser Health Tracking Poll: August 2015. Available at:  
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/poll-finding/kaiser-health-tracking-poll-august-2015/ (accessed February 6, 2018).
17IQVIA. Patient Affordability Part Two. Implications for Patient Behavior and Therapy Consumption. Available at:  
https://www.iqvia.com/locations/united-states/patient-affordability-part-two. Accessed May 7, 2019.
18Shrank WH, Choudhry NK, Fischer MA, Avorn J, Powell M, Schneeweiss S, Liberman JN, Dollear T, Brennan TA, Brookhart MA. 
The epidemiology of prescriptions abandoned at the pharmacy. Ann Intern Med. 2010;153(10):633-40.



MAY 2019 • ISSUE BRIEF 10:  HEALTHCARE ACCESS AND AFFORDABILITY:
A PRESSING CONCERN FOR MANY AMERICANS

7

19Alcott N, Dunham L, Levy D, Carr J, Stitzenberg K. Financial burden amongst cancer patients treated with curative intent surgery alone. Am 
J Surg. 2019 Jan 31. pii: S0002-9610(18)31611-8. doi: 10.1016/j.amjsurg.2019.01.033. [Epub ahead of print]. 
20Claxton G, Rae M, Long M, Damico A, Foster G, Whitmore H. Employer Health Benefits 2017 Annual Survey. Available at:  
http://files.kff.org/attachment/Report-Employer-Health-Benefits-Annual-Survey-2017. Accessed May 14, 2019.  
21Andrews M. National Public Radio. Doctors And Hospitals Tell Patients: Show Us The Money Before Treatment. Available at:  
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/12/07/504589131/doctors-and-hospitals-tell-patients-show-us-the-money-before-treatment. 
Accessed May 14, 2019.
22Pendall R, Hayes C, George A, McDade Z, Dawkins C, Jeon JS, Knaap E, Blumberg E, Pierce G, Smart M. The Urban Institute. Driving 
to Opportunity: Understanding the Links among Transportation Access, Residential Outcomes, and Economic Opportunity for Housing 
Voucher Recipients. Available at: https://urbn.is/2WZrCYz. Accessed May 13, 2019.
23Syed ST, Gerber BS, Sharp LK. Traveling Towards Disease: Transportation Barriers to Health Care Access. J Community Health. 2013 
October ; 38(5): 976–993.
24Arcury TA, Preisser JS, Gesler WM, Powers JM. Access to transportation and health care utilization in a rural region. J Rural Health. 2005; 
21(1):31–38.
25Rask KJ, Williams MV, Parker RM, McNagny SE. Obstacles predicting lack of a regular provider and delays in seeking care for patients at an 
urban public hospital. JAMA. 1994; 271(24):1931–1933.
26Himmelstein DU, Warren E, Thorne D, Woolhandler S. Illness And Injury As Contributors To Bankruptcy. Health Affairs. Vol 24, Suppl 1. 
Available at: https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.W5.63. Accessed May 14, 2014.
27Swoboda SM, Lipsett PA. Impact of a Prolonged Surgical Critical Illness on Patients’ Families/ Am J Cric Care. 2002; 11(5)459-466.
28DeRigne L, Stoddard-Dare P, Quinn L. Workers Without Paid Sick Leave Less Likely To Take Time Off For Illness Or Injury Compared To 
Those With Paid Sick Leave. Health Affairs. 2016; 35(3). Available at:  
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.0965. Accessed May 14, 2019.


