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Medical Debt in Dollars
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

$88 billion 
Total amount Americans borrowed to pay for health 
care, 2018 1 

$98 billion 
Profits of just 13 American pharmaceutical 
companies, 2018 2 

$81 billion 
Hospital industry profits, 2018 3 

$26 billion 
Health insurance industry profits just through the 
first three quarters of 2018 4 

$1.9 trillion 
Pharmaceutical industry profits, 2000-2018 5 
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$21 billion 
Total amount of medical debt seized from patients 
through debt collection, 2012 6 

$579 
Average reported medical debt in collection in 
2014. 61% of unpaid medical debts in collection are 
unpaid because people can’t afford them, and the 
rest because of the bureaucratic complexity of 
private health care financing: 24% don’t know they 
owe money and 21% lost track of their bill. 7 

13% 
Percent of people with medical bill problems whose 
bill exceeded $10,000 in 2015 8 

62% 
Percent of people with medical bill problems whose 
medical debt makes it hard to pay other bills 9 

23 million 
Number of adults (19-64) who have more than 
$10,000 in medical debt 10 

2.7 million 
Number of Americans who borrowed at least 
$10,000 for healthcare services in 2018 11 
 

The Prevalence of Medical Debt 
No one tracks medical debt comprehensively, but credit reports, debt collections and surveys all 
reveal that a huge portion of the country has been forced to go into debt in order to get health 
care, transferring enormous wealth from households to health care companies. 

137 million 
Number of U.S. adults experiencing medical 
financial hardship every year (56%), defined as 
medical debt, delaying care because of costs or 
worrying about medical bills. 79% of these people 
are insured. 12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

70-78% 
Percent of people with medical debt who landed in 
debt despite having health insurance 13 
 
 
 

59 million 
Number of U.S. adults (26%) experiencing “serious 
financial problems” due to health care costs over a 
two-year period (2013 to 2015) 14 

51 million 
No. of American adults (1 in 5) contacted each year 
by a debt collection agency about medical bills 15 

45 million 
Number of adults (1 in 4) paying off medical bills 
over time 16 

43 million 
Number of Americans with overdue medical debt 
on their credit reports (1 in 5) 17 
 

28 million 
Number of U.S. adults every two years (11%) who 
lose all or most of their savings to medical bills 18 

56% 

 Financial 
hardship 

OK this 
   year 
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1 in 2 
Portion of households carrying credit card debt who 
cite medical expenses as a factor 19 

52% 
Percent of total debt collections that come from 
medical expenses 20 

47% 
Percent of U.S. household debt created by health 
care expenses 21 

3x 
Amount Americans pay for medical debt compared 
to bank and credit card debt combined 22 

2x 
Food insecurity rate among kids in households with 
medical debt compared to houses without debt 23 

1 in 2 
Portion of low- and middle-income households with 
medical debt who pay for basic expenses like rent 
or groceries using credit (borrowing at an average 
annual rate of 16.75%) 24 

57% 
Reduction in medical debt among Michigan 
residents who gained coverage through Medicaid 
expansion 25 

23.8% 
Adults (18-64) still reporting past-due medical debt 
in 2015 despite the Affordable Care Act 26 

58% 
Lower likelihood of medical debt among low-
income people who gained Medicaid coverage 
through the “Oregon Medicaid experiment.” They 
were also 81% less likely to end up with 
“catastrophic” out-of-pocket health care costs. 27 

-19.5% 
Reduction in adults (18-64) reporting past-due 
medical debt in 2015 after the Affordable Care Act 
expanded Medicaid and insurance subsidies, 
compared to 2012. In other words, 80.5% of 
medically indebted families either remained in debt 
or were not protected from new medical debt. 28 

36,000 
Lawsuits filed by the University of Virginia Health 
System against patient for $106 million in unpaid 
medical bills, including its own employees. The 
hospital company also won the ability to garnish 
thousands of low-wage workers’ wages and put 
liens on thousands of patients’ properties. 29 

$12 million 
Medical debt erased by Methodist Le Bonheur 
hospital system for 5,300 low-income patients after 
an investigation by MLK50 and ProPublica  30

Bankruptcy 
#1 
Medical bills are the single biggest factor forcing 
Americans to file for personal bankruptcy 31 

2/3  
Portion of family bankruptcies (67%) related to 
medical costs 32 
 

530,000 
Households declaring bankruptcy each year because 
of direct medical costs or job/income losses due to a 
medical condition 33 

60% 
Percent of people declaring bankruptcy because of 
medical costs who had private insurance 34 
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65.5% vs. 67.5% 
Percent of household bankruptcies caused at least in 
part by medical debt before and after the Affordable 
Care Act was implemented (in 2013 and in 2014-
2015, respectively). The Affordable Care Act, 
drafted with cooperation from the health care 
industries, did almost nothing to rein in hospital, 
drug, and medical device prices, to streamline the 
administrative costs produced by multiple insurers, 
or to rein in premium, deductibles, and out-of-
network fees for most people who have private 
insurance. 35 

$17,943 
Average out-of-pocket costs among families 
declaring bankruptcy for medical reasons, 2007 36 

-$44,622 
Average net worth of households declaring medical 
bankruptcy in 2007 37 
 
 

 

Who Has Been Indebted
54% 
Portion of people with medical debt who have 
private, employer-sponsored insurance 38 

28% vs. 26% vs. 10% 
Portion of people without insurance, people with 
private and insurance and people with Medicaid, 
respectively, who are carrying medical debt 39 

2.6x 
Higher rate of medical debt among people on 
private insurance compared to people on Medicaid40 

1 in 3 
Workers at firms with over 500 employees have 
outstanding medical debt 41 

62% 
Percent of cancer patients forced into medical debt 
to get treatment 42 
 
 

44% 
Percent of people declaring medical bankruptcy 
who lost or had to quit a job because of a medical 
event 43 

61% 
Percent of households with medical debt who own 
less than $1,000 in liquid assets. These households 
have 164% higher odds of having medical debt than 
wealthier households. 44 
 

53.5% 
Percent of low-income adults reporting debt from 
care that was not covered by a health plan 45 

32.5% 
Percent of middle-income adults who had medical 
debt in 2014 (compared with 25.6% lower income 
and 15.4% higher income) 46 

1 in 3 
Black Americans (age 18-64) with medical debt 47 

5.9 - 37.4% 
Range of nonelderly adults reporting past-due 
medical debt across states, ranging from 5.9% in 
Hawaii to 37.4% in Mississippi 48 

8 out of 10 
Portion of states with the highest rates of past-due 
medical debt that are in the South 49 
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43% 
Portion of seniors who have to pay more for out-of-
pocket medical expenses than they have in non-
housing assets in the last five years they’re alive. 
25% have to pay more than their total assets. 50 

$27,000 
Median out-of-pocket expense seniors living past 
age 95 have to pay after they pass their 70th 
birthday. The 95th percentile has to pay an average 
of $269,000. 51

Health Care Price Hikes
+ 55% 
Percent increase in premiums for employer-
sponsored insurance plans from 2008 to 2018. 
Workers’ average earnings increased during the 
same period by just 26%. 52 

+ 31% 
Projected growth in national health care 
expenditures, 2020-2027, at a 5.5% annual rate 53 

+ 3% 
Median wage growth, 2019 to 2020 54 

+ 4.1% 
Average increase in health care prices for patients 
and employers, 2019 to 2020 55 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

+ 3.4 to 6.9% 
Average annual growth in workers’ premiums for 
employer-sponsored insurance plans from 2015 
through 2018. Employers’ premiums increased by 
between 3.8% and 7.1% each year. 56 

+ 5.8% 
Average increase in drugs prices, 2019 to 2020 57  

+ 15% 
Average increase in the price of hospital 
expenditures, 2017 to 2020 58 

+ 39% 
Projected growth in households’ total out-of-pocket 
health expenses from 2020 to 2028 (growing at an 
annual rate of 4 to 4.3%) 59 

4 in 10 
Portion of adults (39%) who cannot afford an 
unexpected expense of $400. 27% would have to 
borrow money or sell something to afford the bill, 
and 12% wouldn’t be able to afford it at all. 60 

$22,855 
Average annual cost of employer-sponsored 
insurance for a family of four in 2018 (including 
$15,159 in employer-paid premiums, which reduce 
workers’ pay, plus $7,726 paid directly by workers 
for premiums and out-of-pocket costs) 61 

$16,300 
Out-of-pocket maximum allowed by the ACA for a 
family plan in 2020 62

Affordable 
Care Act 

implemented 
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Surprise Medical Bills 
63% 
Percent of American adults who have received 
unexpectedly expensive medical bills 63 

4 in 10 
Insured adults under 65 who receive an unexpected 
medical bill each year 64 

2 in 3 
Portion of insured adults with major medical bills in 
the last two years who had a billing problem like 
higher-than-expected charges, unclear statements, 
and bills arriving months late 65 

1 in 3 
Portion of insured adults with major medical bills in 
the last two years who ended up paying bills they 
weren’t even sure they owed because their coverage 
and bills were too confusing 66 

1 in 5 
Portion of adults under 65 with employer-sponsored 
insurance from a big employer who are billed out-
of-network charges each year 67 

7 in 10 
People with unaffordable out-of-network medical 
bills who had no idea their provider was out-of-
network. The other 3 in 10 knew but had limited 
options. 68 

83% 
Percent of Americans worried about unexpected 
medical bills 69 

1 in 6 
Nationwide portion of in-network admissions that 
led to an out-of-network bill from a surgeon, 
anesthesiologist or other provider 70 

1 in 5 
Portion of in-network hospital admissions billed 
with out-of-network charges in Alabama, 
California, Maryland, Nevada, New Jersey, and 
Texas. In Florida and Kansas, the rate is 1 in 4. In 
Minnesota, it is just 1.7%. 71 

12.0% and 22.1% 
Portion of emergency department and independent 
lab charges, respectively, billed out-of-network to 
patients at in-network hospitals 72 
 

1 out of 10 
Portion of elective inpatient visits for which patients 
receive a surprise medical bill 73 

51% 
Portion of ambulance rides that are out-of-network. 
26% of patients taking ambulances end up being 
billed out-of-network. 74 

42+% 
Portion of inpatient hospital and emergency 
department admissions for which hospitals billed 
patients out-of-network in 2016, up from 27% 
(inpatient) and 32% (E.D.) in 2010 75 

26%  
Likelihood an emergency inpatient admission was 
billed out-of-network, 2017 76 

16% 
Percent of inpatient admissions that resulted in at 
least one out-of-network charge, 2017 77 

9.3% 
Portion of total household out-of-pocket medical 
spending that goes to hospitals. Much larger 
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amounts go to physicians, dental care, nursing care, 
prescription drugs, and medical equipment and 
supplies. 78 

1 in 9 
Portion of mothers billed out-of-network for 
delivering their first baby 79 

1 in 4 
Portion of women on private insurance plans who 
regularly take prescription medicine yet in the last 
12 months either had to pay a higher co-insurance 
or copay or had their insurance company drop 
coverage of their prescription altogether 80 

3 in 4 
Portion of privately insured Pennsylvanians who 
receive a surprise bill and tried to resolve the bill 
before paying it. Only 1 in 4 were able to do so 
satisfactorily. 81 

∞ (infinity) 
Although the Affordable Care Act places on annual 
cap on in-network out-of-pocket costs that patients 

have to pay, there is no legal limit on how much 
providers and insurers can charge through balance 
billing and out-of-network charges. 82 

8 in 10  
Portion of Americans supporting legislation to 
protect patients from surprise medical bills, 2017 83 

$53.8 million 
Amount spent on television ads in 2019 by two 
private equity firms, Blackstone Group Inc. and 
KKR & Co., to block legislation protecting patients 
from surprise medical bills 84 

0 
Bills passed by Congress to protect privately 
insured patients from surprise billing by hospital, 
insurance, lab, and other health care companies. 
Public insurance programs, including Medicare, 
Medicaid, and the VA, protect people from surprise 
billing. 85 
 
 
 
 

 

Crowdfunding to Cover Medical Bills 

1 in 3 
Portion of GoFundMe campaigns for medical bills, 
2018 86 

41% 
Percent of all crowdfunding campaigns for medical 
expenses, 2015 87 

$15,721 
Average goal of medical crowdfunding campaigns, 
2015 88 

11% 
Percent of medical crowdfunding campaigns fully 
funded in 2015 89 

8 million 
Number of Americans who started a medical 
crowdfunding campaign for themselves or someone 
in their household in 2019 90 

50 million 
Number of American adults donating to a medical 
crowdfunding campaign in 2019 91
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