
 

Emergency room redux for many patients
after hospitalization

January 22 2013

Following a hospitalization, patients face many challenges as they
transition home. A new study of this vulnerable period published by Yale
School of Medicine researchers in JAMA found that a substantial
number of patients return to the emergency department soon after
leaving the hospital, and, while such patients are not usually readmitted,
the study raises concerns that many more patients require acute medical
care after hospital discharge than previously recognized. 

A hospital's readmission rate is a marker of hospital quality of care and
the success of patient transitions to outpatient care. However, hospital
readmission rates may not tell the whole story.

"It's frustrating to see people ending up back in the emergency room so
soon after leaving the hospital," said the study's lead author Anita Vashi,
M.D., a Robert Wood Johnson clinical scholar at Yale. "It makes me
wonder about the cause. Are we not educating them well enough about
how to safely transition home? Or do we not have capacity in the system
for their care team to coordinate follow-up care if they have a
complication? Either way, care that is fragmented in this manner can
lead to conflicting recommendations, medication errors, distress, and
higher costs."

Vashi and her team studied over five million patients who were
discharged from acute care hospitals across three states—California,
Florida, and Nebraska—in 2008-2009. Nearly 18% of hospitalized
patients returned to either the emergency room or were readmitted
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within 30 days following discharge. Medicare beneficiaries had even
higher rates. Visits to the emergency room, which are not currently
measured by hospital readmission rates, accounted for nearly 40% of all
visits back to the hospital within 30 days after discharge.

"The big question is how many of these emergency room visits could
have been avoided by tightening up our healthcare system, and ensuring
close collaboration and communication between patients and their health
providers inside and outside the hospital," said senior author Cary Gross,
M.D., associate professor of internal medicine at Yale School of
Medicine and director of the Cancer Outcomes, Public Policy, and
Effectiveness Research (COPPER) center at Yale. "Future work should
focus on identifying how to decrease the need for patients to seek
emergency room care right after they leave the hospital."

Conditions with the highest emergency room rates were related to mental
health, drug and alcohol abuse, and prostate issues. "High and varying
rates of emergency room utilization suggest there is potential to improve
care coordination and acute care delivery," said Vashi. "If we don't
expand our view of post-acute care from readmissions to include 
emergency room visits, we will severely underestimate patient needs and
system resources required to care tor them." 

  More information: JAMA 2013;309(4):364-371; Jan. 23/30 2013.
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