
The Healthcare Conundrum: The 

Impact of Unexpected Patient Costs 

on Care, a PYMNTS and Experian 

Health collaboration, examines the 

effects of rising healthcare costs on 

patient care, the need for healthcare 

providers to better serve financially 

struggling patients and how accurate 

and timely cost estimates drive 

patient satisfaction and improve care.

Healthcare 
Conundrum: 
The

July 2022

TH E  I M PAC T  O F  U N E X P E C TE D 
PATI E NT  CO S T S  O N  C A R E



t

Table Of 
Contents

Introduction .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   2

Facing the dilemma: How rising  
costs affect patient care .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6

How high out-of-pocket costs create 
financial distress  . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  12

Why patients switch providers for better 
payment experiences . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   20

Conclusion and Methodology  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 26

About  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 28

ACK NOW L ED G MEN T
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of Unexpected Patient 
Costs on Care was produced in collaboration with Experian 
Health, and PYMNTS is grateful for the company’s support 
and insight. PYMNTS.com retains full editorial control over the 
following findings, methodology and data analysis.

July 2022

Healthcare 
Conundrum: 
The

TH E  I M PAC T  O F  U N E X P E C TE D 
PATI E NT  CO S T S  O N  C A R E

http://pymnts.com


3

© 2022 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

2 The Healthcare Conundrum
Introduction

Introduction
Long before recent inflationary pres-
sures challenged consumers financially, 
healthcare costs were rising, worsening pa-
tients’ ability to access and pay for care. 
Consumers face skyrocketing out-of-pock-
et costs due to copays or high annual 
deductibles, despite relatively accessible 
health insurance options.

PYMNTS’ data finds that nearly half of con-
sumers canceled a healthcare appointment 
without their condition improving because 
of the high cost of the treatment. This was 
especially prevalent among consumers liv-
ing paycheck to paycheck with issues paying 
their bills: Receiving a high cost estimate 
was the reason 60% of these consumers 
had canceled healthcare appointments in 
the past 12 months. 

Another cause of financial distress is pa-
tients’ lack of access to accurate cost 
estimates before a healthcare appointment 
or procedure, which too often results in ei-
ther unexpected bills or unexpectedly large 
bills. In the past 12 months, 43% of patients 
who received inaccurate cost estimates and 

40% of those who received an unexpected 
bill spent more than they could afford. 

Healthcare providers that provide patients 
with timely and accurate estimates for 
out-of-pocket healthcare expenses improve 
the patient experience, retain existing pa-
tients and attract new ones. Our data shows 
that six out of 10 patients who paid out-of-
pocket healthcare costs and received either 
an inaccurate cost estimate or an unex-
pected bill are very or extremely interested 
in switching to healthcare providers offer-
ing a better payments experience. 

The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact 
of Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, a 
PYMNTS and Experian Health collaboration, 
examines the effects of rising healthcare 
costs on patient care and explores the need 
for healthcare providers to better serve pa-
tients who are struggling financially. It also 
offers actionable insights into how accu-
rate and timely cost estimates drive patient 
satisfaction and improve care.

This is what we learned.

Nearly half of consumers have can-
celed a healthcare appointment or 
procedure due to the high cost of 
medical treatment. Three-quarters 
of millennials canceled a health-
care appointment after receiving a 
high cost estimate, as have 60% of 
consumers living paycheck to pay-
check with issues paying their bills.

More than two in five patients who 
received inaccurate cost estimates 
said they spent more on healthcare 
than they could afford. A similar 
share of patients who received un-
expected bills experienced financial 
distress. 

PYMNTS’ data finds that 32% of consum-
ers have scheduled a doctor’s appointment 
and then canceled it in the past 12 months. 
Among consumers who had canceled a 
healthcare appointment for a reason oth-
er than their condition had improved before 
the appointment, 46% reported that re-
ceiving a high cost estimate was their main 
reason for canceling an appointment or pro-
cedure. Millennials were the most likely to 
do so, at 74%, while just 13% of baby boom-
ers and seniors had canceled for the same 
reason. Sixty percent of consumers living 
paycheck to paycheck with issues paying 
their bills canceled due to a high cost esti-
mate, whereas just 25% of those not living 
paycheck to paycheck did the same.

PYMNTS’ research finds that 19% of pa-
tients overall experienced financial distress 
due to healthcare costs because they 
spent more than they could afford in the 
past 12 months. Patients who received cost 
estimates, however, were more likely to 
be in financial distress due to healthcare 
costs: 43% of those who received inaccu-
rate cost estimates said they spent more 
on healthcare than they could afford, as 
did 26% of those who received accurate 
estimates. Patients who received unex-
pected bills were also more apt to be in 
financial distress, as 40% said they spent 
more on healthcare than they could afford, 
a far greater share than the 18% of those 
who did not receive a surprise bill who 
did the same.
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The Healthcare Conundrum

Patients living paycheck to pay-
check are most vulnerable to 
experiencing financial distress 
caused by unexpected healthcare 
costs. Close to one-third of pa-
tients living paycheck to paycheck 
with issues paying their bills said 
they spent more on healthcare 
than they could afford, while ap-
proximately one-quarter said they 
did not have enough money to pay 
for their last appointment.

Six out of 10 patients who paid 
out-of-pocket healthcare costs 
and received either an inaccurate 
cost estimate or an unexpected bill 
would switch healthcare providers 
for a better payments experience. 
Patients living paycheck to pay-
check with issues paying monthly 
bills who paid out-of-pocket 
healthcare costs were more like-
ly to switch health providers than 
those of other financial lifestyles.

In the past 12 months, 30% of patients living 
paycheck to paycheck with issues paying 
their bills experienced financial distress be-
cause they spent more on healthcare than 
they could afford. Just 11% of patients not 
living paycheck to paycheck were in finan-
cial distress due to healthcare costs during 
the same period. We also found that 27% 
of patients living paycheck to paycheck 
with issues paying their bills did not have 
enough money to pay for their last appoint-
ment, whereas that share was just 4.6% for 
consumers not living paycheck to paycheck.

Sixty percent of patients who received in-
accurate cost estimates stated they were 
very or extremely likely to switch providers 
for a better payments experience, and 59% 
of those who received unexpected bills said 
the same. Patients living paycheck to pay-
check with issues paying their bills are also 
more likely to switch healthcare providers 
for a better payments experience: 41% are 
likely to switch, far more than the 14% of 
those not living paycheck to paycheck who 
would do the same.
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The Healthcare Conundrum

F A C I N G  T H E  D I L E M M A :

How rising costs 
affect patient care
Patients schedule and cancel appointments 
for myriad reasons, but monetary constraints 
would ideally not factor into such cancellations. 
Unfortunately, PYMNTS’ research finds that in 
the past 12 months, 32% of United States pa-
tients have scheduled a doctor’s appointment 
and then canceled it and that those living pay-
check to paycheck with issues paying their bills 
were the most likely to do so, at 56%. Just 29% 
of consumers not living paycheck to paycheck 
have scheduled an appointment and later can-
celed it in the past 12 months. Baby boomers 
and seniors are the generation who are the 
least likely to have canceled appointments, at 
20%, whereas bridge millennials, at 45%, and 
millennials, at 44%, were the most likely to 
have done the same.
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Patients may also cancel when faced with 
out-of-pocket healthcare payments. Our 
data finds that 45% of patients had to make 
an out-of-pocket payment during their most 
recent doctor visit, with more than half of 
them required to pay a copay by their in-
surance provider. Insurance providers also 
required that 24% pay a deductible. 

Among those who paid out-of-pocket ex-
penses for their most recent visit with a 
healthcare provider, Generation Z patients 
were the least aware that they would be 
required to make a payment. Although 32% 
of Gen Z patients did not know they would 
have to make copayments at their most re-
cent healthcare appointment, just 20% of 
Generation X consumers and 10% of baby 
boomer and senior patients were unaware. 
The average out-of-pocket bill was $363, 
though millennials paid the most on aver-
age — $619.

According to our data, receiving a high cost 
estimate is the main reason that consum-
ers whose condition did not improve before 
the appointment cited for canceling ap-
pointments in the last 12 months. Among 
patients who canceled an appointment 
for any reason other than their condition 
improving, 46% of cancellations were at-
tributed to a high cost estimate. Millennials 
were the most likely to cancel appoint-
ments because of high cost of treatment, at 
74%, while baby boomers and seniors were 
the least likely, at 13%. Financial health im-
pacted these decisions: 60% of those living 
paycheck to paycheck with issues paying 

their bills had canceled an appointment be-
cause of high cost estimates, whereas 25% 
of those not living paycheck to paycheck 
did the same.

FIGURE 1A: 
Why consumers cancel 
appointments
Share of consumers who scheduled an 
appointment and then canceled in the last 12 
months, by demographic

My condition improved before the 
appointment

14.1%
32.7%

0000000014

0000000033

Generation X

23.2%
44.3%

0000000023

0000000044

Millennials

6.3%
19.7%

0000000006

0000000020

Baby boomers and seniors

22.5%
44.8%

0000000023

0000000045

Bridge millennials

17.8%
33.4%

0000000018

0000000033

Generation Z

Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022 
N = 3,000: Whole sample, fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022
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12.0%
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0000000012

0000000031
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FIGURE 1B: 
Why consumers cancel 
appointments
Share of consumers who canceled a care 
appointment in the last 12 months because 
they received a cost estimate that was too 
high, among those who canceled for any 
reason except their condition improving, by 
demographic

Income

Financial lifestyle

Generation45.7%0000000046
Whole sample

48.3%0000000048
$50K-$100K

46.7%0000000047

Live paycheck to paycheck without issues 
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66.5%0000000067
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56.3%0000000056
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Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022
N = 447: Respondents who canceled an appointment, treatment 

or procedure in the last 12 months for reasons other than because 
their condition improved before the appointment,  

fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022
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How high  
out-of-pocket costs 
create financial 
distress 

PYMNTS’ research finds that 34% of patients 
automatically  received cost estimates before 
their visits, and 14% received cost estimates 
before their visit after requesting them. While 
16% received estimates after their healthcare 
visit, 36% did not receive estimates at any 
point. Patients most frequently received esti-
mates in the office: 16% received them during 
their most recent appointments and 5.5% at a 
previous appointment. 

While just 6.1% of patients did not understand 
or slightly understood the cost estimate they 
received, as many as 19% of consumers sur-
veyed found the estimate provided during 
their most recent appointment was less 
than accurate.
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FIGURE 2: 
Inaccurate estimates
Share of patients who received inaccurate 
estimates prior to their most recent 
appointment

Channel through which it was shared

Income

Financial lifestyle

Generation

18.7% 0000000019

Whole sample

19.9% 0000000020

Mail, phone or text message

21.0% 0000000021

$50K-$100K

20.6% 0000000021

Live paycheck to paycheck without issues 
paying bills

13.8% 0000000014

Generation X

22.3% 0000000022

Millennials

23.2% 0000000023

Digital

15.6% 0000000016

At the practice’s office

14.1% 0000000014

More than $100K

9.7% 0000000010

Do not live paycheck to paycheck 

15.9% 0000000016

Baby boomers and seniors

23.4% 0000000023

Less than $50K

24.9% 0000000025

Live paycheck to paycheck with issues 
paying bills

24.4% 0000000024

Bridge millennials

23.0% 0000000023

Generation Z

Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022 
N = 490: Respondents who received an estimate for how much 
they would be required to pay prior to their most recent visits to 

healthcare providers, fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022

Meanwhile, nearly one-quarter of pa-
tients have received a surprise medical bill. 
Comfort with insurance coverage does not 
seem to help: 31% of patients reporting be-
ing very or extremely familiar with their 
coverage said that they received surprise 
bills, as did just 16% of those not familiar 
with their coverage. The average surprise bill 
was $675, and millennials and high-income 
consumers paid the highest amount.

The average surprise bill 
was $675, and millennials 
and high-income consumers 
paid the highest amount. 
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Our data also finds that 19% of all patients 
surveyed spent more than they could af-
ford on healthcare in the past 12 months, 
putting them in financial distress. Those 
who received inaccurate cost estimates 
and who received unexpected bills were 
more likely to be in financial distress due to 
healthcare costs: 43% of patients who re-
ceived inaccurate cost estimates said they 
spent more on healthcare than they could 
afford, compared to 26% of those who re-
ceived accurate estimates. Among patients 
who received unexpected bills, 40% said 
they spent more on healthcare than they 
could afford, compared to just 18% of those 
who did not receive an unexpected bill.

Paycheck-to-paycheck consumers with is-
sues paying their monthly bills are the most 
vulnerable to experiencing financial dis-
tress due to unexpected healthcare costs, 
according to PYMNTS’ research. In the past 
12 months, 30% of patients living paycheck 
to paycheck with issues paying their bills 
experienced financial distress because 
they spent more on healthcare than they 
could afford. Just 11% of patients not liv-
ing paycheck to paycheck were in financial 
distress due to healthcare costs during the 
same period. Although 4.6% of consum-
ers not living paycheck to paycheck did not 
have enough money to pay for their last 
appointment, 27% of patients living pay-
check to paycheck with issues paying their 
bills lacked the funds for their most recent 
appointment.

Paycheck-to-paycheck consumers with is-
sues paying their bills also had the highest 
share of inaccurate cost estimates: 25% 
of these patients found that the cost es-
timates they received were less than 
accurate, while 10% of those not living pay-
check to paycheck said the same. Also, 39% 
of consumers living paycheck to paycheck 
with issues paying their bills received un-
expected bills, compared to just 10% of 
those not living paycheck to paycheck. The 
amount financially struggling consumers 
paid in unexpected bills was higher as well: 
Their average unexpected bill was $802, 
compared to $596 for those not living pay-
check to paycheck. 

FIGURE 3: 
Unexpected medical bills
Share of patients who paid out-of-pocket 
expenses and received surprise medical bills 
during their most recent visits 

Familiarity with insurance coverage

Income

Financial lifestyle

Generation

23.5% 0000000024

Whole sample

14.1% 0000000014

Somewhat

24.9% 0000000025
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26.2% 0000000026
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20.7% 0000000021
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37.6% 0000000038
Millennials31.3% 0000000031

Extremely or very

16.4% 0000000016

Not at all or slightly

24.3% 0000000024

More than $100K

10.0% 0000000010
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9.9% 0000000010

Baby boomers and seniors

20.4% 0000000020

Less than $50K

38.9% 0000000039

Live paycheck to paycheck with issues 
paying bills

34.0% 0000000034

Bridge millennials

32.1% 0000000032

Generation Z

Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022 
N = 1,026: Respondents who paid out-of-pocket expenses for their 

most recent visit with healthcare provider, 
 fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022

52.0%0000000052
Spent about the same amount

29.3% 0000000029

Spent less than they could afford

18.7% 0000000019

Spent more than they could afford

FIGURE 4: 
Surprise bills’ impact on 
consumers’ financial lives
Share of patients who received surprise bills in 
the past 12 months citing specific impacts on 
their healthcare spending

Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022 
N = 241: Respondents who received surprise bills related to this 

most recent visit with healthcare provider,  
fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022
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FIGURE 5A: 
Healthcare costs exceeding 
what consumers can afford
Share of patients who spent more than they 
could afford on healthcare cost in the past 12 
months, by relevant factors
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Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022
N = 2,248: Respondents that remember total amount spent;  

remaining N values vary based on factor,  
fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022

Spent more than they could afford

FIGURE 5B: 
Healthcare costs exceeding 
what consumers can afford
Share of patients who spent more on 
healthcare than they can afford, by 
demographic
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Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022 
N = 2,248: Respondents that remember total amount spent,  

fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022
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issues paying their bills who 
spent more than they could afford 
on healthcare costs
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Why patients 
switch providers 
for better payment 
experiences

As many as 26% of patients who paid out-of-
pocket healthcare costs say they would switch 
their healthcare providers for a better pay-
ments experience, according to PYMNTS’ 
research. Millennials are the generation most 
likely to switch providers: 47% would be like-
ly to switch. For comparison, just 7% of baby 
boomers and seniors say they would be likely 
to switch.
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Counterintuitively, patients satisfied with 
their healthcare provider’s payments ex-
perience are more likely to say they would 
switch than those that are not satisfied 
with the payments process. While 22% of 
patients not satisfied with the payments 
experience would switch, 29% of those 
who are satisfied would. Higher-income 
consumers are more likely than those in 
lower income brackets to switch providers, 
despite being more satisfied with the pay-
ments process. These anomalies may be 
explained by the fact that these consumers 
tend to prefer a good payments experience 
and will switch to preserve that if their pro-
vider’s payments process stops meeting 
their expectations. 

Lack of accuracy in cost estimates received 
and unexpected bills were significantly more 
likely to drive patients to switch healthcare 
providers than other factors. Our data also 
finds that 59% of those who received un-
expected bills and 60% of patients who 
received inaccurate cost estimates were 
very or extremely likely to switch providers 
for a better payments experience. 

Overall satisfaction with the payments pro-
cess is lower among patients who received 
unexpected bills: 65% of those who received 
unexpected bills were very or extremely 
satisfied, compared to 71% of all patients. 
Those under financial distress also show 
less overall satisfaction with the payments 
process. Just 63% of consumers living pay-
check to paycheck with issues paying their 
bills were very or extremely satisfied with 
their healthcare provider’s payments expe-
rience, a far smaller share than the 80% of 
those not living paycheck to paycheck who 
were highly satisfied. Moreover, consum-
ers living paycheck to paycheck with issues 
paying their bills are more likely to switch: 
41% were very or extremely likely to switch 
healthcare providers for a better payments 
experience, compared to 14% of those not 
living paycheck to paycheck.

FIGURE 6A: 
Patients’ bill payments 
satisfaction
Share of patients who paid out of pocket and 
were very or extremely satisfied with the 
payment process

Surprise bill Financial lifestyle

Generation

71.2%0000000071
Whole sample
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68.0%0000000068
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63.3%0000000063
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76.6%0000000077
Not at all or slightly

62.0%0000000062
Less than $50K

Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022
N = 1,026: Respondents who paid out-of-pocket expenses for their 
most recent visit with a healthcare provider; remaining N numbers 

vary based on factor, fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022
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FIGURE 6B: 
Patients’ bill payments 
satisfaction
Share of patients who paid out of pocket and 
were very or extremely likely to switch to a 
healthcare provider offering a better payments 
experience
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Source: PYMNTS.com 
The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact of 

Unexpected Patient Costs on Care, July 2022
N = 1,026: Respondents who paid out-of-pocket expenses in your 
most recent visit with a healthcare provider; remaining N numbers 

vary based on factor, fielded May 26, 2022 - May 30, 2022

Higher-income consumers are more 
likely than those in lower income brackets 
to switch providers, despite being more 
satisfied with the payments process. 
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Rising healthcare costs broadly impact patients’ access to care, 
meaning providers should serve patients with access to time-
ly and accurate cost estimates. Financially struggling consumers, 
in particular, are apt to cancel an appointment or procedure due 
to high treatment costs. Their financial distress is further exacer-
bated when they receive inaccurate cost estimates and unexpected 
medical bills. Such payment experiences also impact patient sat-
isfaction, driving consumers to switch to healthcare providers that 
offer better payment processes and transparency. Healthcare pro-
viders that provide patients with timely and accurate estimates for 
out-of-pocket healthcare expenses will be able to enhance the pa-
tient experience and improve care. Some healthcare providers will 
need to partner with solution providers to enhance their technology 
to provide accurate cost estimates before an appointment or proce-
dure. Doing so is critical, as eliminating surprises can redefine how 
these providers engage with existing and new patients.

For The Healthcare Conundrum: The Impact Of Unexpected Patient 
Costs On Care, a PYMNTS and Experian Health collaboration, we 
surveyed 2,483 consumers from May 26 to May 30 to learn more 
about the effects of rising healthcare costs on patient care and how 
healthcare providers’ ability to provide accurate and timely cost es-
timates drives patient satisfaction and improves care. Respondents 
were 48 years old on average, 54% were female and 36% held college 
degrees. We also collected data from consumers in different income 
brackets: 34% of respondents earned more than $100,000 annual-
ly, 32% earned between $50,000 and $100,000 and 34% earned less 
than $50,000.

Conclusion

Methodology
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