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Patients paying more for health care as
government tightens belt

September 24 2015, by Nicola Mccaskil And Sasha Petrova

Australians are picking up some of the slack of government belt-
tightening by paying more for health, with experts concerned this could
reduce the equity in Australia's health system, a new report has revealed.

The Commonwealth government's warnings of the health system being
unsustainable have been used to justify it stripping A$2 billion from the
2015 health budget over the next five years, raising the sceptre of
increasing bills for every Australian.

An Australian Institute for Health and Welfare report released today
shows the non-government share of health expenditure grew by more
than double that of both commonwealth and state governments in
2013-14.

Commonwealth spending rose to nearly A$64 billion in 2013-14, up

2.4% from the previous year. While state and territory governments
spent A$41 billion — up by about 2% from 2012-13.

But non-government spending surged by five percentage points, to nearly
AS$50 billion in 2013-14, generally in line with the upward trend for the

funding source over the last decade.

Professor of Health Economics at the University of Technology Sydney,
Rosalie Viney, said the general trend was "concerning".

"Government expenditure has remained steady compared with private
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expenditures and if this translates into out-of-pocket expenses for
consumers, it's likely to increase the inequity in our system."

Spending by individuals accounted for 55%, or $A27.5 billion, of non-
government funding. The report showed some of this was made up of

payments for medications not subsidised by the Pharmaceutical Benefits
Scheme (PBS).

Professor Viney said some of the increase in private spending also
related to government changes in means testing of health insurance and
tax rebates.

Across all funding sources, that include government, insurers and out-of-
pocket expenses, nearly A$155 billion was spent on health in 2013-14.
This was up by 3.1% from the previous year. Around A$6,639 was spent
on health per person on health in 2013-14, A$94 more than the year
before.

Despite this, Senior Research Fellow in Health Economics at Curtin
University, Dr Richard Norman, said the growth in health spending was
relatively slow in the reporting year.

"The rate of increase in expenditure over the year is a little higher than
over the previous year but is below the long term trend. Even if the level
of service stays the same for each type of person, you would expect
some positive increase in total spending because the population ages and
older people on average use more health services," he said.

"So, I think the figures might reasonably be interpreted as suggesting
that the system is achieving a balance between cost containment and
delivery of good care."

But Dr Norman added a focus on expenditure alone showed only half of
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the overall picture.

"Patient-reported outcomes would be really valuable alongside this kind
of data, to identify if the money is being spent in a way that actually
benefits individual patients or not," he said.

The report showed Australia's health expenditure accounted for 9.8% of
GDP in 2013-14, which, despite the slow growth, was up from 9.7% the
year before. This was because health spending grew faster than the
overall economy.

International comparisons however, showed Australia's proportion of
health spending to GDP was half that of the United States. Professor
Viney said this showed universal health care was a more efficient way of
running a system.

"The US is spending way more as a proportion of GDP, almost twice as
much per person. And it's not buying better health outcomes, it's just
paying more for them - and more inequitably, I might add," she said.

"One of the things it shows is that a universal health care system that's
got a high proportion of government funding tends to be a better way of
managing health expenditure."

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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