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Health Insurance Premia Payable by Older People 

Colm Farrell 

Key Point  

Legislation before the Oireachtas provides that age-related levies on health insurance 

premia will be paid for ten years only.  

What is Lifetime Community Rating?  

Lifetime Community Rating (LCR) was introduced to the private health insurance market in 

Ireland with effect from 1 May 2015. It introduced a late entry loading on health insurance 

premiums for those aged 35 years or older taking out private health insurance for the first 

time. The loading is 2% of the gross premium for each year of age that a person exceeds 34 

when they first take out private health insurance. The purpose of LCR is to encourage 

people to take out private health insurance by age 35 and to maintain it thereafter. It also 

helps to control the market average claims costs and premium inflation, by encouraging 

younger and healthier persons to enter the market.  

Review 

The Health Insurance Authority (HIA) was requested by the Department of Health to carry 

out a review of LCR in 2017. If younger people delay joining the private health insurance 

market, the average age profile of the market increases resulting in higher average claims 

per insured life. This may result in insurers increasing premium rates resulting in the 

cancellation of policies by younger healthier lives thereby further increasing average claims 

costs.  

Table 1 sets out the change in in-patient insured lives by age group from 1 January 2015 to 1 

January 2017 of the open membership undertakings. New customers were mostly under age 

50, improving the age profile of the market. 
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Table 1  

In-patient Insured Lives by Age Group, January 2015 and 2017* 
 

  
01-Jan-15 

 
01-Jan-17 

 
Change 

 
% Change 

 000s 000s   

0 - 17 441 481 39,800 9.0 

18- 29 203 217 13,400 6.6 

30 - 39 274 292 17,900 6.5 

40 - 49 293 326 32,700 11.1 

50 - 59 262 284 22,200 8.5 

60 - 64 117 124 7,400 6.3 

65 - 69 104 108 4,100 3.9 

70 - 74 76 84 8,200 10.7 

75- 79 53 56 3,300 6.2 

80 - 84 33 36 2,400 7.3 

85 and over 23 24 1,100 5.0 

Total 1,880 2,033 152,400 8.1 

(Source: Health Insurance Authority, 2017 *Note: rounding affects totals)  

Table 1 shows 8.1 per cent growth (152,400) in the number of persons with private health 

insurance between January 2015 and January 2017. The second largest absolute increase in 

the age cohorts shown was among those aged 40 – 49 years, which increased by 32,700 or 

11.1 per cent to over 326,000 persons. These increases are likely to have been impacted by 

the introduction of LCR levies.  

On 1 July 2015, 869 insured persons were paying LCR loadings (0.04 per cent of insured 

persons). On 1 January 2016, 5,389 people (0.3 per cent of insured persons) were paying 

them. One year later, this increased to 15,132 (0.7 per cent of those insured). This 

represents an absolute increase of almost 9,800 or 181 per cent. Between May 2015 - when 

Lifetime Community Ratings were introduced - and December 2016, €3.1 million of loadings 

were paid. In the second half of 2016, 77 per cent of those paying loadings were aged 

between 30 and 49. As a share of the total market, those paying loadings remain less than 

one per cent1.  

The Society of Actuaries in Ireland, in its submission to the review of LCR, proposed reducing 

the lifetime level of LCR to a maximum of twenty years. The Society found, that the scale of 

the net cost appears to be punitive for many age groups affected by LCR – e.g. over 8 times 

the year one premium for all new entrants aged 44 and over. The Health Insurance 

Authority (HIA) has recommended that LRC loadings should be payable for either a 

maximum of ten years, as is currently the case in Australia, or for twenty years as 
                                                           
1
 The maximum loading that can apply is 70% of the gross premium in the event of a person aged 69 or older 

purchasing inpatient private health insurance for the first time. 



 

3 
 

recommended by the Society of Actuaries in Ireland. The current lifetime application of 

loadings is deemed to be overly punitive on affected consumers as it may act as a 

disincentive to private health insurance cover, which then increases premium costs and 

claims. The loading particularly affects older people who come to Ireland after living abroad. 

The Health Insurance (Amendment) Bill, 2017 now before the Oireachtas provides that the 

loading will apply for ten years only2. 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 Health Insurance (Amendment) Bill, 2017  

https://beta.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2017/135/

