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Introduction  
 

Background 

 

Health care expenditures are a function of both 

price and quantity of services purchased. The 
(ÅÁÌÔÈ #ÁÒÅ #ÏÓÔ )ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅȭÓ ɉ(##)Ɋ National 

Chartbook of Health Care Prices ɀ 2015 

provides extensive documentation of 

geographic variation in prices at the health care 

service level for the commercially insured.   

 

Geographic variation in health care spending is 

well documented in health services research 

literature. For decades, The Dartmouth Institute 

for Health Policy and Clinical Practice has found 

significant variation in spending in the Medicare 

program.1 Their research has shown that the 

variation is largely attributable to differences in 

utilization, since Medicare prices are 

administratively determined for the entire 

country with only small local adjustments.  

 

The Institute of Medicine (IOM), in its 2013 

Variation in Health Care Spending: Target 

Decision Making report, concluded that 

ȰÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ 

insurance market is due mainly to differences in 

price markups by providers rather than to 

differences in the utilization of health care 

services.ȱ2 In an initial effort to explain why 

price variation exists, the IOM analysis found 

ÔÈÁÔ Ȱχπ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏn in total commercial 

spending is attributable to price markups, most 

likely reflecting the varying market power of 

providers across hospital referral regions 

ɉ(22ÓɊȢȱ3 
 

The IOM report went on to find that prices are 

negatively correlated with the quantity of 

services used and spending is highly correlated 

with price , but not with quantity. They noted 

ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÉÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

further examining variation in commercial 

prices to understand its relationship to total 

ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇȢȱ4 

 

The Health Care Cost Institute is fortunate to 

hold timely, commercial claims data, with the 

allowed payment amounts (the actual payments 

to providers, which include copayments, 

deductibles, and coinsurance) for three of the 

largest national health insurance companies in 

the United States (Aetna, Humana, and 

UnitedHealthcare). With the need to better 

understand variation in commercial prices and 

the scale and scope of these available data, HCCI 

has produced this report on the state-level 

variation in average prices paid for common 

health care services.   

 
Defining Health Care Services 

 

For the Chartbook, HCCI analyzed average 
prices of 242 standardized groupings of 
diagnostic and procedure codes for health care 
services, or ȰÃÁÒÅ ÂÕÎÄÌÅÓȱȢ The code or codes 
compromising the bundle reflect a typical 
collection of services consumed.5  
 
Structure of the Chartbook 

 

The Chartbook is divided into three sections.  In 

the first section, we generated 242 national 

maps (one for each service in which HCCI was 

able to calculate state average prices and 

nationwide variation existed).  These color-

coded maps show how state average prices for 

services vary across the country.  For example, 

the average tonsil removal in West Virginia 

costs at least 47% more than the same 

procedure in neighboring Maryland (calculation 

based off price level categories on US map, pg. 

110). 

 

In the second section, we summarized how the 

ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ 
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price, across the set of services for which HCCI 

×ÁÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÐÒÉÃÅ 

(242 services at most).  These state-by-state 

ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÂÁÒ ÃÈÁÒÔÓȟ ÓÕÃÃÉÎÃÔÌÙ ÓÈÏ× ÈÏ× Á ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ 

average prices compare to national averages.  

For instance, Florida has relatively average 

cheaper prices, as demonstrated through the 

left skew of the state bar graph (pg. 142). While 

a graph skewed to the right (e.g. Minnesota, pg. 

149) suggests relatively high medical prices 

throughout the state. 
 

Finally, in the third section, the mean and 

standard deviation of all care bundle ratios (the 

ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÐÒÉÃÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

average price across all reportable services) are 

listed for each state.  The mean provides an 

ÕÎ×ÅÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÏÎÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ 

generally compare to other states. 

 

Interpreting the Findings 

 

The Chartbook is intended to serve policy 

makers, health care providers, and the public as 

a reference for information regarding detailed 

health care services price variation. Hopefully, it 

will also serve as the starting point for more 

detailed investigations of the underlying causes 

of price variation. 
 

The Chartbook does not attempt to identify  the 

underlying causes of price variation. Moreover, 

this report  offers no insight into the acceptable 

or unacceptable level of variation in prices.6 

Therefore, the findings should be considered in 

the context of the relevant policy, competitive 

environments, and patient population for a 

given area. 

 

Methodology  
 
Data 

 

Since 2012, ÔÈÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ 

insurers, Aetna, Humana, and United 

Healthcare, have voluntarily provided their data 

to the Health Care Cost Institute for research 

and public reporting. More recently, HCCI has 

also begun using these claims for public price 

transparency reporting on guroo.com. 

 

The membership and claims data include a vast 

number of details including zip codes, 

diagnostic codes, procedure codes, dollar 

amounts paid by the insurer as well as the 

amounts of copayments, deductibles, or 

coinsurance paid by the insured. The Chartbook 

prices were calculated from final, fully 

adjudicated, paid claims data that are de-

identified and held in a HIPAA compliant 

manner by HCCI. Although the Institute holds 

data from 2007 forward, data for the Chartbook 

calculations were taken from over 1.8 billion 

claim lines spanning a two-year period from 

January 1, 2012 to December 31, 2013. The 

dollar amounts were trended forward to 

September 1, 2015 to provide more current 

estimates. (Please note that the March 2016 

update to the Guroo website (version 2.0) 

includes updated prices. The prices in the 

Chartbook are from Guroo version 1.0.) 

 
Analysis 

 

HCCI, as part of its price transparency work for 

Guroo, used its expansive data set to determine 

pricing information for 297 consumer relevant 

care bundles.  The care bundle cost estimates 
reflect standardized collections of services 

based on common groupings of diagnostic and 

procedure codes. Some care bundles, such as a 

CT Brain Scan (without dye), simply consist of 

one CPT code. Others, such as a hip 

replacement, encompass the entire episode of 

care ɀ from the first evaluation through the 

surgery, physical therapy, and follow-up 

evaluation.5 

The care bundle prices were calculated using 

the relevant allowed payments without 

adjusting for patient characteristics or regional 
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differences. In other words, no adjustments 

(demographic, risk, etc.) or normalizations were 

applied to the data to account for differences in 

local price levels. The resulting average price 

estimates, therefore, can be used to identify the 

upper bound of price variation between 

services. We anticipate future iterations of the 

Chartbook will  incorporate more robust 

analyses, such as risk adjustment and utilization 

measures.    

Fifty-five care bundles were excluded due to 

little to no variation in their prices between 

states. This lack of variation was a result of fixed 

or only marginal differences in nationwide 

prices for procedures such as laboratory tests 

or vaccinations. These 55 excluded procedures 

are listed in the full list of 297 care bundles in 

Appendix Table A1. 

 

Nine states were also excluded from the 

#ÈÁÒÔÂÏÏËȭÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇȢ 3ÏÍÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

omitted due to the lack of sufficient data within 

the state to calculate reliable average prices, 

while other states were omitted in compliance 

×ÉÔÈ (##)ȭÓ ÍÁÓËÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÍÁÓËÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅÓ 

help prevent competitors from determining 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÓÕÒÅÒÓȭ ÐÒÉÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÉÏÎ rates. 

The excluded states are Alabama, Hawaii, Idaho, 

Michigan, Montana, South Dakota, Vermont, and 

7ÙÏÍÉÎÇȢ ! ÎÉÎÔÈ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÄÁÔÁȟ !ÒËÁÎÓÁÓȟ was 

not reported in the Chartbook because the state 

has signaled, by the enactment of the Arkansas 

Healthcare Transparency Initiative Act of 2015, 

that it does not want its state data compared to 

national data.7 

 

After determining the average price for each of 

the 242 care bundles in every state, HCCI 

compared these prices to the national averages 

of the corresponding care bundle; creating a 

ratio of average state price to average national 

price. (##) ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄ χρτ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȰÓÔÁÔÅ-care 

buÎÄÌÅȱ combinations due to insufficient data. 

There was either a lack of data for the specific 

care bundle in a specific state or the care bundle 

price in a specific state was excluded to comply 
with the masking rules.  

 

The resulting Chartbook includes 9,451 state-

care bundle ÐÒÉÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ςτς ȬÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ-care 

bundleȭ prices to compare the differences in 

health care service specific pricing within and 

between 41 states and the District of Columbia.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



13     www.healthcostinstitute.org 

 

Difference in Price Levels across States 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Difference in Price 

Levels across States 
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United States Maps 
The following maps depict the variation in price across the United States for each of the 242 reportable 

care bundles. The maps illustrate the relative price level within a state compared to the national price for a 

given care bundle.  

 

EÁÃÈ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÒÉÃÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ×ÁÓ determined by the state-level average price for the given care bundle, divided 

by the national average price of the same care bundle. The resulting price ratios were placed into five 

mutually exclusive categories.  

 

The five categories are displayed on the map in shades of blue showing the differences in the care bundleȭÓ 

relative pricing between states. The least expensive ratio ÏÆ ȰÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÒ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÔÏ ωπϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÉÃÅȱ 

is shown in the lightest blue. Darker shades imÐÌÙ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÒÁÔÉÏÓȟ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÔÉÏ ÏÆ ȰÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ρσσϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÉÃÅȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÓÈÏ×Î in navy blue. A sixth category, depicting states for which HCCI cannot 

report the care bundle price, is shaded gray.    

 

Maps that appear monotone, with only one or two colors filling in the majority of states, (e.g. Acupuncture, 

pg. 17) are displaying care bundles with minimal price variation. Contrastingly, maps with a wide range of 

colors (e.g. Cataract Removal, pg. 56) illustrate a care bundle with greater price variation from state to 

state.  

 

The maps also show geographic regions within the United States that tend to have similar prices, 

suggesting similar health care markets. For example, North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin tend to have 

similar shading, which could be the result of many factors such as the higher mobility of consumers and 

labor within the smaller region, similar standards of living across the three states, comparable costs of 

business, or provider competition .8 
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Primary Doctor Visit ð Minimal Complexity (New Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

Primary Care Visits 

Primary Doctor Visit ð Low Complexity (New Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Primary Doctor Visit ð Moderate Complexity (New Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

  

Primary Doctor Office Visit ð Moderate to High Complexity (New Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Primary Doctor Office Visit ð High Complexity (New Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

  

Primary Doctor Office Visit ð Minimal Complexity (Established Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Primary Doctor Office Visit ð Low Complexity (Established Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

  

Primary Doctor Office Visit ð Moderate to High Complexity (Est. Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Primary Doctor Office Visit ð High Complexity (Established Patient) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

Specialist Visits   

Acupuncture (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Nutritionist Specialist Visit (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

   

Specialist Office Visit ð Minimal Complexity (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Specialist Office Visit ð Low Complexity (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State 

   

Specialist Office Visit ð Moderate Complexity (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 
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Specialist Office Visit ð High Complexity (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State   

Wellness Visits 

Wellness Visit ð New Patient (Age Less than 1) (42 States) 

Ratio of Average State Price to Average National Price, by State  

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 

 
Source: HCCI analysis of guroo.com care bundle prices, 2015. 








































































































































































































































































































