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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

After years of rising healthcare costs and
increasing pressure on both employers and
their employees, the affordability of employer-
sponsored healthcare has reached a breaking
point. The Imagine3460 Healthcare Cost
Survey was designed to better understand
how these pressures are
affecting insured Americans
and to learn where new
approaches can drive
meaningful change.

Now in its second year, the
Imagine360 2026 Healthcare
Cost Survey was conducted
by Pollfish of 2,500 U.S.
adults ages 18-64 who have
health insurance coverage,
including 80% of whom
receive insurance coverage
through an employer or a spouse. The survey
revealed a deepening affordability crisis that
is reshaping how Americans experience and
evaluate healthcare. Across income levels
and regions of the country, the findings show
that the financial strain associated with rising
healthcare costs is increasingly taking a toll
on insured workers.

The negative impact extends beyond financial
and physical health, influencing broader
aspects of employee well-being, including
stress, peace of mind and confidence in
people’s ability to manage their future
healthcare needs. More than one-third of

+6% Total health
benefit cost per
employee increase

in 2025, with 6.7%
increase projected
for 2026—the highest
in 15 years.

respondents (36%) reported losing sleep over
healthcare affordability within the past year,
which signals that healthcare costs have
become a daily source of anxiety for many.

The findings show that 89% of Americans say
healthcare costs are too expensive with the
survey pinpointing the real-
world consequences of high
costs on people’s health
decision making. Some
44% of respondents say
they skipped or postponed
necessary healthcare or
medications because of
cost, and 45% of those
individuals reported that
their medical condition
worsened as a result.

The increase (+6%) of those
who skipped or postponed care represents
a notable increase from the 2025 results,
when 38% of respondents reported delaying
care due to cost. The results suggest that
affordability challenges are not only limiting
access to care but also may be contributing to
worsening health outcomes for a significant
portion of the population.

At the same time, healthcare affordability

is becoming a decisive factor in workers’
employment decisions. Respondents say
health plan benefits play a major role in their
decision to look for new work or stay with a
current employer.

Healthcare affordability
has become a defining
financial and emotional
stressor among insured
US workers.

Rising healthcare costs
are forcing people to
delay care and make
difficult trade-offs that
can worsen their health
outcomes.

The cost of healthcare
is increasingly shaping
workers’' employment
decisions, making
affordable health
benefits a central
factor in recruiting and
retaining workers.



KEY FINDING:

US workers say healthcare costs are too
expensive, and they worry about affordability.

8 9 O/ of respondents agree that healthcare costs
O in the United States are too expensive

O/ identify the costs of care as their top
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quality of care or access to care

®) of respondents say healthcare affordability
3 é /O has kept them up at night in the past year

The survey results show that worries about healthcare affordability are
both widespread and deeply felt by average Americans. In total, nearly 9
in 10 respondents agree that healthcare costs are too expensive.

For many households, the burden of healthcare costs extends beyond
budgets and into everyday stress and uncertainty. Even families with
health coverage report worrying about whether they can afford care
when they need it, turning routine medical decisions into financial
calculations. More than one-third of respondents (36%) say concerns
about healthcare affordability have kept them up at night within the past
year, highlighting the emotional toll that rising costs are taking on workers.

Cost concerns also shape how people think about the future of the
healthcare system, with more than half (55%) identifying the cost of care as
their top concern—far exceeding worries about quality or access to care.

Takeaways for brokers and employers

When healthcare costs become a persistent financial and emotional
stressor for employees, benefits are no longer viewed simply as
coverage—they become a measure of whether an employer is helping
workers manage one of their largest household expenses.

Evaluate health plan options through a total affordability lens,
including alternatives that use reference-based pricing (RBP) and
other transparent pricing models.

Make affordability visible by clearly communicating how plans
reduce out-of-pocket risk.

Offer employees guidance on expected costs for
common services.

Provide decision-support tools to help employees choose lower-
cost, high-value care.

“The data supports that even people
with health benefits are functionally
uninsured - they may have a card in
their wallet, but they don't feel like
they can use it

- CHRIS CIGARRAN, Chief Commercial
Officer, Imagine360




US workers are making significant trade-offs
and sacrifices to manage the cost of care.
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Rising healthcare costs are changing how Americans access and pay for
care. Some 44% report skipping or postponing necessary healthcare or
medications due to cost, a +6% increase from 2025 with 42% skipping
care from 1-6 times over the last year. The increase indicates that
affordability pressures are worsening as people balance essential care
decisions against everyday financial obligations.

At the same time, respondents are actively seeking lower-cost
healthcare alternatives, with 69% willing to travel further for more
affordable care and 68% open to obtaining coverage outside their
employer if it reduces costs. The data reflects a shift in employee
behaviors-from passively accepting the cost burden to active decision-
making, as individuals take on greater responsibility to manage
healthcare expenses.

This shift is not limited to care decisions alone. The data shows that
individuals are rethinking where and how they access care, weighing
trade-offs between convenience and cost. As more Americans consider
leaving employer-sponsored plans in search of lower prices, traditional
models of care access and benefits design are being challenged.

As employees take more aggressive steps to manage healthcare costs,
traditional plan designs risk losing relevance and trust.

Provide employees with plan options that improve access to

lower-cost, high-value care options with transparent £
provider pricing. 8 three people to lose sleep and nearly

half to delay care, many of which
end up sicker as a result, it's clear the

“When healthcare costs cause one in

Evaluate plan competitiveness against options such as RBP, as
more employees consider coverage outside the employer.

'

system isn't working as intended.”
Explore alternative health plan models to reduce total cost and

improve affordability. # — JEFF BAK, CEO and President,
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KEY FINDING:

Healthcare costs consume a growing share
of household income, forcing families to cut
essentials and take on debt to afford care.
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Healthcare costs place sustained pressures on household budgets, forcing
families to treat healthcare as a core living expense. Some 42% report that
they spend up to a quarter of their monthly household budget on healthcare
and 26% say it is difficult or very difficult to cover family healthcare costs.
This level of spending places healthcare alongside housing, food and utilities
as one of the most significant recurring expenses.

When the cost of care goes up, consumers must make difficult financial
trade-offs to maintain the household budget: 49% report cutting back on
essentials such as food, housing and utilities to be able to afford healthcare.
When faced with an unexpected $1,000 medical bill, 41% say they would

go into debt by using a credit card or taking out a loan—while others report
dipping into savings or reallocating funds from other obligations.

These patterns reflect a growing financial strain that extends beyond
routine budgeting into longer-term financial instability. That means more
households will be forced into reactive financial decisions, increasing the
likelihood of debt accumulation and delayed financial recovery.

Takeaways for brokers and employers

Healthcare costs are consuming larger shares of household spending, which
introduces new financial instability and increasing risk for employees.

0 Assess employees’ financial vulnerabilities, including their
exposure to unexpected medical costs.

“Mercer is projecting that 25% of

large employers will see a more than

10% increase in 2026, which means
organizations are once again trying to
balance rising premiums with the impact
those costs have on their workforce.

The challenge is that when affordability
erodes, even people with coverage start to
question whether their healthcare benefits )
are truly protecting them,” says CIGARRAN. 7, P

Q Redesign health plans to reduce volatility that forces
debt decisions.

Incorporate financial protection mechanisms to stabilize
employee budgets.

Align benefits strategy with broader financial well-being
initiatives by recognizing healthcare as a primary driver of
financial stress.

Monitor downstream impact on employee productivity and
absenteeism as indicators of distress.
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Conclusion

The survey findings point to a growing disconnect between how healthcare benefits are designed and how employees need to use them. As costs
rise, employees are taking on more responsibility to manage care and finances, yet many employers continue to offer only limited or rigid plan
options. At the same time, internal pressures on finance leaders and business executives are increasing and driving them to reevaluate healthcare
strategy as a core business decision, not just as a human resources function. The result is a moment of forced reconsideration, in which doing

nothing carries as much risk as making a change.

Action steps for brokers and employers

SHIFT from a single-
plan mindset to a
choice-driven approach,
giving employees more
control over how they

EXPAND the range of
plan options, ensuring

alternatives like RBP and
other lower-cost models
are evaluated regularly.

executive
leadership with a full
view of trade-offs,
including costs, risks,
employee impacts and
long-term financial
exposures.

About the Survey

access and pay for care.

O

BRING finance, human
resources and executive
stakeholders into
decision-making earlier,
reflecting the growing
financial and strategic
impacts of healthcare.

REFRAME the role

of benefits from cost
center to business risk
management, particularly
as affordability pressures
begin to affect retention
and workforce stability.

The survey was commissioned by Imagine360 and conducted by Pollfish among 2,500 American adults ages 18-64 across the U.S. All respondents

had healthcare coverage, with 80% receiving coverage through an employer.

Respondents represented all regions of the country, including 39% from the South, 24% from the Northeast, 24% from the Midwest, and 13% from
the West. Approximately 36% reported a household income at or below the U.S. median of $83,730.
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About Imagine360

Imagine360 is a leading healthcare solutions provider that helps self-funded employers take control of their healthcare costs while delivering
better experiences for members. With more than 18 years of expertise in reference based pricing (RBP) and health plan administration, Imagine360
develops fully integrated solutions that combine deep industry knowledge, data-driven strategies and concierge-level support for employers.

The company partners with employers, brokers and consultants to design and manage customized health plans that lower costs, increase

transparency and improve outcomes — without compromising quality or access.

Backed by dedicated advocacy, legal protection and proven results, Imagine340 is reimagining what smarter healthcare can look like for

organizations and their employees.

Learn more at Imagine360.com or subscribe for more content like this.
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