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Summary
Background
Health policy makers have long been concerned with protecting people from the
possibility that ill health will lead to catastrophic financial payments and subsequent
impoverishment. Yet catastrophic expenditure is not rare. We investigated the extent of
catastrophic health expenditure as a first step to developing appropriate policy
responses.
Methods
We used a cross-country analysis design. Data from household surveys in 59 countries
were used to explore, by regression analysis, variables associated with catastrophic
health expenditure. We defined expenditure as being catastrophic if a household's

financial contributions to the health system exceed 40% of income remaining after
subsistence needs have been met.
Findings
T he proportion of households facing catastrophic payments from out-of-pocket health
expenses varied widely between countries. Catastrophic spending rates were highest in
some countries in transition, and in certain Latin American countries. T hree key
preconditions for catastrophic payments were identified: the availability of health services
requiring payment, low capacity to pay, and the lack of prepayment or health insurance.
Interpretation
People, particularly in poor households, can be protected from catastrophic health
expenditures by reducing a health system's reliance on out-of-pocket payments and
providing more financial risk protection. Increase in the availability of health services is
critical to improving health in poor countries, but this approach could raise the
proportion of households facing catastrophic expenditure; risk protection policies would
be especially important in this situation.
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