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US CT Scan Utilization: A Comparative Global
Analysis

The United States performs significantly more computed tomography (CT) scans per person
than most other developed countries, with usage rates substantially exceeding global averages.
This comprehensive examination of international CT utilization patterns reveals not only
America's exceptional usage rates but also explores the broader implications of these
differences for healthcare systems, costs, and patient outcomes.

CT Scan Utilization Rates: US vs. Global Counterparts

The United States demonstrates remarkably high CT utilization compared to international
counterparts. According to comparative data, the US conducts approximately 245 CT scans per
1,000 population, substantially exceeding the average of 151 CT scans per 1,000 population
observed across other comparable countriestl. This represents approximately 62% higher
utilization than the international average, positioning the United States as one of the global
leaders in CT scan frequency.

Evidence for this elevated usage comes from multiple sources. A public health official from the
University of California, San Francisco directly stated that the US maintains "higher [per capita in
our use of CT scans] than almost any other industrialized country"2l. This assessment from a
medical expert confirms what the statistical data demonstrates - American patients receive CT
scans at rates that significantly outpace international norms.

The scale of American CT usage is further illustrated by the volume growth over time. While the
US performed only about 3 million CT scans in 1980, this figure had grown to approximately 80
million by 202113l By 2023, estimates suggest this number reached approximately 93 million
CT scans performed on 62 million peoplel2l [81, This extraordinary growth reflects both
technological advancement and changing medical practice patterns that have embraced CT as
a diagnostic tool.

Regional Variations in CT Usage

When examining specific regional comparisons, the disparity becomes even more pronounced
for certain countries. Data indicates that the United States has nearly seven times more CT
capacity per capita than Mexicol®l, While capacity doesn't directly translate to utilization, it
creates the infrastructure that enables higher usage rates.

Even among developed nations, the US stands out. In 2016, a JAMA study comparing
healthcare spending across eleven high-income countries found that the US performed the
second-highest number of imaging exams, with particularly high rates of CT and MRI usagem.
Only Japan exceeded the US in certain imaging metrics.
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CT Scanner Availability and Infrastructure

The high utilization rates in the US are supported by substantial medical infrastructure. As of
2020, the United States ranked fifth globally in CT scanner density with 42.58 scanners per
million people!Z. This places the US behind only Japan (115.7), Australia (67.68), Iceland
(46.39), and Greece (43.74) in scanner availability 2 181,

This robust infrastructure facilitates the high volume of CT examinations. In comparative terms,
the US had the second-highest number of MRI units (38 per million) and the third-highest
number of CT scanners (41 per million) among countries studied in one analysisﬂl. However,
Japan maintains an extraordinary lead in equipment density with 107 CT scanners per million
people, more than double the US ratelll,

What distinguishes the American situation is that despite not having the highest density of
scanners, the US maintains exceptionally high utilization rates. This indicates American CT
scanners are used more intensively than in many other countries, producing more scans per
machine.

Utilization Trends Over Time

Unlike many other countries, the United States has maintained consistently high CT utilization
without significant fluctuation. Between 2011 and 2020, the US was the only country in one
multinational sample that did not experience any significant increase or decrease in CT exams
and scannersl®l. This stability suggests that high CT utilization has become a standard feature
of American healthcare, while other nations continue to experience changing utilization patterns.

Cost Implications of High CT Usage

The financial consequences of America's high CT utilization are substantial. CT scans in the US
cost significantly more than identical procedures in other developed nations. The average cost
of a CT exam in the United States was reported at $896 per scan, dramatically higher than
comparable costs in Canada ($97), the Netherlands ($279), and Australia ($500) 1.

This combination of high utilization and high unit costs contributes significantly to overall
healthcare spending. Researchers have estimated that "If the U.S. did less imaging and fewer of
25 common procedures, and lowered prices and the number of procedures to levels in the
Netherlands, it would translate into a savings of $137 billion" [, This suggests that both the
volume and pricing of imaging studies represent significant opportunities for cost control in
American healthcare.

Health Implications and Radiation Exposure Concerns

The elevated CT usage in the United States raises important public health considerations
regarding radiation exposure. CT scanning involves ionizing radiation, a known carcinogen that
can potentially increase cancer risk. Recent research indicates that the high number of CT scans
performed in the US could potentially cause approximately 103,000 future cancer cases from
scans performed in 2023 alone 81 14l



This places CT-associated cancer risk on par with other significant risk factors like alcohol
consumption and excess body weight according to researchers!Sl. The risk is particularly
concerning for children and adolescents, who are more sensitive to radiation effects but still
receive CT scans at high rates in American medical practice.

Conclusion

The evidence clearly demonstrates that the United States utilizes CT scans at substantially
higher rates than most other countries. This elevated usage is supported by robust scanner
infrastructure, though not the highest globally. The American pattern of high utilization combined
with high unit costs contributes to extraordinary healthcare spending without necessarily
producing proportionately better outcomes.

The potential health implications of this high utilization pattern, particularly regarding radiation
exposure, suggest that more judicious use of CT scanning might be warranted. As one
researcher noted, "It's not clear that patients are having better outcomes, better health, which
suggests that at least some of those tests probably didn't need to be done" 2. This raises
important questions about appropriate utilization and whether the US healthcare system would
benefit from more selective CT usage patterns similar to those seen in other developed nations.
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