
 

Study examines impact of Massachusetts
health law on emergency department visits

June 6 2011

While overall emergency department use in Massachusetts continues to
rise, the number of low-severity visits dropped slightly since the
implementation of the state's health care reform law, according to an 
Annals of Emergency Medicine study published online.

"Our study suggests other factors play a role in determining access to
care and use of the ED in addition to one's insurance status," writes Peter
Smulowitz, MD, MPH, the study's lead author and an emergency
physician at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center.

"These likely include availability of primary care, convenience of ED
hours, the ability to obtain a comprehensive evaluation and testing at one
time in the ED," says Smulowitz, adding other factors may also include
cultural views about seeking care through primary care or the ED,
patient perceptions about the severity of illness and other financial
factors, such as co-payments.

The study examined administrative billing data from 11 hospitals
between Jan. 1, 2006 and 2008, during the year before and two years
after implementation of the Massachusetts law providing health care
access. The hospitals included four tertiary academic medical center,
two community hospitals, three safety net/community hospitals and two
safety net/tertiary academic medical centers. The combined ED volume
of approximately 587,000 visits accounts for about 20 percent of all
emergency visits in Massachusetts.
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Smulowitz, who is also an Instructor in Medicine at Harvard Medical
School, says the study focused on three groups most likely to be affected
by the reform law: the uninsured, enrollees in the MassHealth Medicaid
program and those whose costs were covered by the state's
uncompensated care pool. After reform, the target group also included
those covered by the new Commonwealth Care program and the smaller
health safety net group.

Researchers found a 4.1 percent increase in overall ED visits from 2006
to 2008 – 3.4 percent from 2006 to 2007 and 0.7 percent the following
year. In comparison, there was a 4.6 percent increase in ED visits
statewide according to data from the Massachusetts Division of Health
Care Finance and Policy. They found a 1.8 percent decrease in low-
severity visits for the group affected by the reform law versus the
comparison group.

This small decrease in low-severity visits was somewhat contradictory to
expectations prior to the implementation of reform, Smulowitz wrote.

"To the extent that policymakers expected a substantial decrease in
overall and low-severity ED visits, this study does not support those
expectations."

The authors suggest limitations on the availability of primary care in
Massachusetts may be a key reason in the limited effect of health reform
in ED utilization. Low or non-existent co-payments for MassHealth and
Commonwealth Care may also be factors.

"In addition, even with adequate coverage, it might take time and effort
to alter care-seeking patterns that have become ingrained in some
communities," Smulowitz wrote. "Many of these patients had never had
insurance before, so they may have been relying on the ED instead of
other care settings."
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