») Executive Summary — The Cost of Health: When
Survival Becomes a Sickness

Every system reaches a breaking point. For many families in Hickory, that point arrives not at
the doctor’s office but in the decision to postpone going at all.

Medical debt now rivals rent and groceries as a defining pressure of household survival, and
health itself has become the ultimate cost of living.

The 2025 Household Comfort Index shows that roughly 40% of Hickory-area households live
below the level of financial security needed to absorb a major medical expense. This mirrors the
ALICE data showing 41% of Catawba County families struggling to meet basic needs. Even
insured workers face crippling out-of-pocket bills, while high deductibles and tiered premiums
turn insurance into a shell game that protects corporations more than people.

At the national level, healthcare inflation has outpaced general inflation by 60% since 2000.
Locally, that translates into rising premiums for teachers, nurses, service workers, and
small-business owners who once relied on employer coverage. In practice, Hickory’s “middle”
now carries both the tax burden of subsidies and the economic fallout of deferred care. When
families skip dental work, postpone diagnostics, or rely on urgent care for chronic iliness,
community health erodes — silently but steadily.

The Catawba County Community Health Assessment (2023) confirms this:

e 19% of residents cite cost as the top barrier to healthy eating.
e Over half report stress, fatigue, or mental health strain tied to finances.

e Food insecurity and medical debt overlap in the same neighborhoods — Long View,
Ridgeview, Southeast Hickory — where chronic disease rates are highest.

The Affordable Care Act promised stability but produced a new hierarchy of insecurity: insured
yet unaffordable, covered yet exposed. Wealthier households protect their wellness with
concierge medicine, middle-class families ration care, and lower-income workers rely on
overburdened clinics. Health outcomes now track less with effort than with disposable income —
or the absence of it.

In the Cost of Comfort framework, health is the final measure of erosion. You can lose comfort
in stages — home, food, energy — but when health fails, the entire system collapses.

The next civic conversation must ask not how to cut healthcare costs, but how to rebuild
community health as a shared infrastructure, much like roads, water, or power. Until Hickory



treats health as a public necessity rather than a private commodity, recovery will remain an
illusion.

{1 Key Points

1. The Hidden Cost Curve
Healthcare inflation now exceeds CPI averages; local premiums and co-pays have risen far
faster than wages.

2. The ALICE Reality
Two out of five Catawba County households cannot cover basic needs — healthcare being one
of the most destabilizing costs.

3. Deferred Care, Declining Health
Chronic conditions worsen when families delay checkups, skip prescriptions, or substitute ER
visits for primary care.

4. The Unequal Health Economy
Wealthy households buy time and prevention; middle-income families absorb risk; working poor
face medical bankruptcy.

5. Systemic Friction
The Affordable Care Act expanded coverage but entrenched complexity — premiums,
subsidies, and deductibles outpaced real affordability.

6. Civic Implications
Health inequity corrodes workforce readiness, public budgets, and long-term demographic
stability — a threat as real as job loss or crime.
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I. System Overview: Health as the Final Measure of Survival

1. Health is no longer a matter of access — it’s a function of affordability.

2. In Catawba County, 41% of households fall below the ALICE threshold — meaning two
in five cannot afford consistent medical care.

3. Hickory’s middle class increasingly resembles a risk pool: one serious illness or
hospitalization can erase savings and push families below comfort thresholds.

4. The Household Comfort Index (HCI 2025) shows health costs as the single most
destabilizing budget category, surpassing utilities and even food inflation in volatility.

Il. Inflation’s Human Toll



1. Healthcare costs have grown 60% faster than CPI since 2000.

2. Medical insurance premiums rose 7-9% annually between 2021-2024, while wages
rose only 4%.

3. National medical debt now exceeds $195 billion, affecting 1 in 5 adults — and most of
that debt originates among the insured.

4. In Hickory and surrounding areas, rising deductibles have created a “pseudo-insured”
population — technically covered, but functionally excluded from care.

5. The Affordable Care Act (ACA) expanded coverage but entrenched cost tiers that widen
the gap between working poor and upper-middle-income households.

lll. The Local Mirror: Health and Hardship in Catawba County

1. Community Health Assessment 2023 Highlights:
a. 19% of residents identified cost as the top barrier to healthy food access.
b. 53% reported stress, anxiety, or fatigue related to financial pressure.
c. 12% of county residents are food-insecure; 13.8% of children live with chronic food
scarcity.
d. 67% of public-school students qualify as economically disadvantaged.

2. Neighborhood Concentration of Health Stressors:

o Ridgeview, Long View, and Southeast Hickory reflect overlapping burdens:
limited grocery access, low-wage density, and elevated chronic disease.

o Health inequity tracks directly with zip code — and indirectly with rent, transport,
and insurance status.

3. Systemic Patterns:
o Wealthy Culture: protected by cash flow, private networks, concierge care.

o Middle-Class Culture: trapped by deductibles, narrow networks, and
stress-related illness.

o Working-Poor Culture: dependent on urgent care, free clinics, and charity-based
stopgaps.



IV. Economic Arithmetic of lliness

1. The average annual family premium in North Carolina now exceeds $24,000 (KFF,
2024).

2. Asingle ER visit averages $2,200-$3,000 before treatment; an MRI can cost
$1,200-%$2,000.

3. 62% of personal bankruptcies nationally cite medical debt as a leading factor — a rate
mirrored regionally.

4. The Household Comfort Index identifies the following inflection points:
a. Households below $55,000 — cannot self-insure, delay care.
b. $55,000-$80,000 — one major health event jeopardizes comfort tier.
c. Above $90,000 — able to absorb episodic costs but still vulnerable to chronic
conditions.

V. Behavioral and Cultural Dimensions

1. Health choices are constrained by economics, not ignorance.

2. The cheapest calories are the least nutritious — an equation fixed by the food system,
not individual will.

3. Stress-induced illness (hypertension, anxiety, depression) now affects over half of adults
under 50 in Catawba County.

4. “Wellness” culture — gym memberships, organic food, supplements — is financially out
of reach for most working families.

5. When health becomes a commodity, self-blame replaces solidarity — dividing classes
instead of uniting them.

VI. The Cushion Concept and the Collapse Zone



The Cushion: families with savings or employer benefits can trim or absorb costs
without collapse.

The Collapse Zone: families already at the ALICE line cannot trim further — healthcare
shocks cascade into food, housing, and energy insecurity.

Every “Cost of Comfort” domain (Home, Table, Power, Health) functions as a multiplier:
one burden compounds another.

Without systemic recalibration, Hickory’s health system becomes the community’s next
economic failure point.

VII. Civic and Policy Implications

1.

Health as Infrastructure: treat medical access as essential public infrastructure akin to
water, broadband, and power.

Employer Role: incentivize wage and benefit parity for service-sector workers; anchor
health incentives in small-business policy.

Public Health Investment: expand community clinics and preventive outreach in
ALICE-dense zip codes.

Behavioral Reinforcement: integrate food, mental health, and exercise initiatives
across city and county lines.

Local Leadership Test: Hickory must decide whether to plan for health or pay for
illness.

VIIl. Narrative Integration

1.

Series Linkage:
o The Cost of Home — Stability under pressure.
o The Cost of the Table — Nutrition and survival.

o The Cost of Power — Energy and inflation.



o The Cost of Health — The human consequence.

2. Thematic Conclusion:
The household economy is no longer defined by income alone, but by endurance — by
whether families can sustain home, food, power, and health without falling apart.

IX. Reflective Summary

Health is both the barometer and the breaking point of modern life.

In Hickory, as in much of America, comfort no longer guarantees wellness. The system
designed to heal now extracts from those least able to pay, leaving communities not sick by
choice but by structure.

To heal Hickory, we must heal the arithmetic first.
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