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How important is healthcare to preserve
the competitiveness of a country?
By Arturo Bris

Moreover, what has been the impact of the financial crisis on the attention that governments have
given to medical care to the population?
Since 2008, the average economy analyzed in the IMD World Competitiveness Yearbook has increased
its total health expenditure per capita by 30%. This compares to an average GDP growth (not
annualized) of 13.5% between 2008 and 2012. Generally speaking, in a period of crisis governments
seem to prioritize healthcare. Of course the data hide significant differences among countries.
Emerging economies such as China, Brazil, and Russia, all have seen increases in expenditure by more
than 50%. In contrast, most European countries (and significantly among them, the U.K., France, and
www.imd.org/wcc

all peripheral countries in the Euroland) have witnessed mild, if not negative, changes in health
expenditure. These are all countries where the starting levels of public expenditure are significantly
higher. In the average economy, total healthcare expenditure was about $2,000 per capita in 2008; in
Europe it was $3,000.
Where do we stand as we begin 2014? Our latest rankings show that countries that spend the most in
healthcare are Switzerland ($9,072 per capita), Luxembourg ($8,900), Norway ($8,795), and the USA
($8,627). It does not necessarily follow that it is in these countries where healthcare is the best.
Belgium ranks number one in the question “Health infrastructure meets the needs of society,” but it
is only 12th in public healthcare expenditure. And while the USA is the fourth country by healthcare
expenditure, it ranks 30th in health infrastructure.
The countries that spend the least in healthcare are: China Mainland, Ukraine, Thailand, Philippines,
Indonesia, and India. What the data show are dramatic differences among countries. The highest
spending economy in our rankings (Switzerland) spends 150 times more in healthcare than the lowestranked country (India). Italy (ranked 20th) spends almost four times as much as Poland (40th).
Countries that spend the least in absolute terms also spend little relative to GDP. So it is not just that
they are poor—they do not prioritize healthcare.
Our conclusion is that differences in health policies are creating a significant gap in competitiveness
between rich and poor economies.
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