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Overview

Patients are significantly burdened by high medical costs in the US. It is one of the leading 

affordability concern for US adults. Around half of adults say they find it difficulty to afford 

healthcare costs, and many families forgo or postpone medical care due to costs. For those that 

receive medical care, many families make notable financial sacrifices to pay for it, including 

taking on more debt or cutting back on other daily expenses. Although these issues are most 

detrimental to those in historically minoritized communities and those with low income, these 

problems affect patients of all sociodemographic categories, as well as those with and without 

insurance. Studies consistently demonstrate patients are open to discussing their healthcare 

costs with their physicians and other members of the care team, but these conversations rarely 

happen during medical encounters.



https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/



https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/



• Of 484 patients in a general internist clinic, 14% reported a problem paying medical bills, 25% reported a 

subjective burden from their out-of-pocket costs, and 16% reported cost-related medication nonadherence 

during the previous year

• 63% reported a preference to talk to their physician about their costs before receiving a test or treatment

• 85% said they had never discussed their costs with their physician, including 73% of those patients who had 

reported a cost-related medication nonadherence during the previous 12 months

• Only 16% believed their physician was aware of the magnitude of their out-of-pocket spending

• 11% recalled a specific instance when they wanted to discuss costs but did not

• Most common barriers were: discomfort discussing costs (19%), insufficient time (13%), concerns there was not a viable 

solution (11%), concerns of compromising the quality of care (9%)



• Survey of 2220 insured adults

• 81.4% strongly agreed/agreed that their physician should talk with them about their out-of-

pocket costs

• 92% preferred to know their out-of-pocket costs before beginning a treatment regimen

• 21.6% reported current family medical debt and 43.7% reported one or more care-delaying 

behaviors due to cost

• Those who had reported delay in seeking care were more likely to want to talk to their 

physician about out-of-pocket costss



• On average 60% of patients interviewed (range 20%-96%) expressed a positive attitude toward cost 

communication

• Only 27% (range 14%-58%) actually had cost communications with their physicians

• All but one study reported <1/3 of patients had cost conversations with their oncologists

• Of 19% of patients who discussed costs with their physicians, 57% reported lower out-of-pocket costs as 

a result of that discussion



• Of 526 parents of actively hospitalized children, 76% strongly agreed/agreed that knowing the 

costs of their child’s medical care was important and 75% strongly agreed/agreed that a 

hospital employee should talk to them about their child’s medical costs

• Only 49% strongly agreed/agreed that physicians should consider the parent’s costs when 

making medical decisions for their child

• 31% recalled a specific time during their child’s hospitalization they wanted to talk about costs, 

but 7% had ever had a cost conversation during their child’s hospitalization

• The biggest barriers to having these conversations were not knowing who to talk to and worry 

that it would hurt the quality of their child’s care



• In 67 observed encounters at Federally Qualified 

Health Centers, 56% did not contain any discussion of 

costs by any members of the medical team or patient

• In the visits where costs were discussed, physicians 

were the team member who was most frequently 

involved at 12%, followed by front desk staff (6%) and 

administrative staff (6%)

• When costs were discussed, it was a verbal 

conversation only in 39% of visits

• In 677 transcribed outpatient appointments for breast 

cancer management, cost conversations occurred in 

22% of visits

• These “conversations” had a median duration of only 

33 seconds

• Conversations were most often started by oncologists

• Cost-reduction strategies were discussed in 38% of 

cost conversations
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