
 

Spending on Medication Increases with Age 
 

     Dr Paul Redmond – Research Affiliate 
 

Key Point 

 

Public spending per head on medication for the oldest age group is almost 20 times that for 

children aged between 5 and 11. 

Introduction 

Older people typically require a greater amount of healthcare than younger people. 

Therefore countries with older populations are likely to face economic and social challenges 

associated with maintaining an adequate health system. In this regard, Ireland currently has 

favourable age demographics with one of the youngest populations in the OECD. The 

percentage of the population aged over 65 in Ireland is 11.9 percent compared to the OECD 

average of 15.1 percent.  

Background 

The population in Ireland is set to age significantly over the coming years and as it does so 

our health system is likely to face significant pressures. The CSO forecasts that the number 

of people aged 65 and over will increase from 532,000 in 2011 to over 1.4 million by 2046.1  

As part of the free general medical services (GMS), the HSE pays for medicines for people 

who cannot cover the cost themselves. In 2012 the HSE paid €1.3 billion to pharmacies.2 The 

HSE provides a breakdown of average yearly payment by age group which we can use to get 

an indication of the likely budgetary pressures associated with our ageing population. Table 

1 and Figure 1 below show the average yearly cost of medicines per person by age group. It 

is clear that spending on medicines increases dramatically with age. The average yearly 

spending on a person under 65 is €406. Average yearly spending on a person over 65 is 

€1,600.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
 CSO, Population and Labour Force Projections 2016-2046. 

2
 Source: HSE Statistical Analysis of Payments and Claims 2012. 



 

Table 1: Average yearly HSE spending on medication by age group 

Age group 
Number of 

people 

Average 
cost per 

person (€) Total (€) 

Under 5 years 129,813 117.95 15,311,443 

5-11 years  200,355 91.03 18,238,316 

12-15 years 101,914 103.75 10,573,578 

16-24 years 183,656 186.77 34,301,431 

25-34 years 217,698 304.68 66,328,227 

35-44 years 223,912 433.41 97,045,700 

45-54 years 182,382 744.67 135,814,404 

55-64 years 165,643 1,168.90 193,620,103 

65-69 years 93,693 1,377.43 129,055,549 

70-74 years 114,967 1,422.60 163,552,054 

75 years and over 239,844 1,771.88 424,974,787 

    Total  1,853,877 695.2 1,288,815,591 
Source: HSE Statistical Analysis of Payments and Claims 2012

 

We can use the data in Table 1 to gain insights into the potential implications of an ageing 

population for our health system. What if the number of over 65’s in Ireland was to 

immediately jump to the levels forecasted for 2046 (an increase of 263 percent)? Assuming 

the number of over 65’s in need of general medical services increased at the same rate and 

spending on medication in each age group remained the same, this would result in a 90 

percent increase (an extra €1.2 billion) in the yearly cost of payments to pharmacies by the 

HSE. Note we are focusing solely on pharmacy payments which are only one component of 

health spending. It is likely that other areas of health spending would also increase 

significantly. 


