
 

Racial, ethnic and insurance disparities
revealed in post-hospital care after trauma

December 7 2011

According to the results of a new study published in the Journal of the
American College of Surgeons, African-Americans, Hispanics and
uninsured patients use fewer post-hospitalization services after traumatic
injury, including home health care, skilled nursing care, and
rehabilitation.

Notably, the authors found African-American patients fell short of post-
hospital care in only a few categories, while disparities were highest
among the Hispanic population. The study found Hispanic patients were
far less likely to utilize post-hospitalization facilities and services
regardless of insurance status, and therefore could have more severe long-
term health consequences compared with other populations. This
disparity could be due to a number of factors, including language
barriers, provider or institutional bias, fear of the medical system, or fear
of legal repercussions due to immigration status.

"Population disparities in health care have long been recognized, but this
study is aimed at helping us comprehend the underlying mechanisms that
lead to unequal outcomes among injured patients and demonstrates that
race, ethnicity, and insurance status do indeed have important
associations with post-hospital care after traumatic injury," said Adil
Haider, MD, MPH, FACS, senior author of the study and associate
professor of surgery, anesthesiology and critical care medicine, and co-
director, Center for Surgery Trials and Outcomes Research, Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine, Baltimore.
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The study examined 2007 data in the National Trauma Data Bank
(NTDB) for trauma patients between the ages of 18 and 64. Of the
136,239 patients who met inclusion criteria, more African-American
patients (80.5 percent) and Hispanics (86.2 percent) were discharged to
home than white patients (76.8 percent). Fewer African-American
patients (3.2 percent) and Hispanic patients (3.1 percent) were
discharged to rehabilitation facilities than white patients (6.0 percent),
and Hispanics were less likely to be discharged to home health care and
nursing facilities than whites (African-American patients and white
patients had similar rates for these services).

Researchers also found notable disparities in care based on insurance
status. Hispanic patients were discharged at lower rates to all post-
hospital care facilities regardless of whether they had private insurance,
public insurance or if they were uninsured, compared with privately
insured, non-Hispanic white patients. In addition, privately insured
African-American patients were less likely than privately insured white
patients to be discharged to home health care specifically.

Each year, trauma accounts for 37 million emergency department visits
and more than two million hospital admissions in the U.S.1, and causes
31 percent of all life years lost–more than cancer, heart disease, and HIV
combined.2 Rehabilitation after traumatic injury is a fundamental part of
the U.S. trauma system and essential for patients to regain functionality,
independence, productivity, and an acceptable quality of life. Worse
outcomes have been reported in studies of trauma patients who represent
disadvantaged populations. Hispanic patients with traumatic brain injury
(TBI), for example, are more likely to be severely disabled six months
after injury;3 Hispanic patients with spinal cord injury are more likely to
be unemployed one year after injury;4 and African-American children
have worse functional outcomes after TBI, including speech,
locomotion, and feeding impairments.5 Several studies have also
indicated uninsured patients have higher mortality rates after trauma.6 7
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This study used a retrospective analysis of patient information from
2007 collected by the National Trauma Data Bank (NTDB), which is
operated by the American College of Surgeons and which receives
information from more than 700 trauma centers and other hospitals
around the country. The year 2007 was chosen because it was the first
year that the NTDB used the National Trauma Data Standard, a uniform
set of trauma registry variables and definitions developed by the NTDB
Committee with the U.S. Health Resources and Services Administration
(HRSA). The use of the NTDB Standard has significantly improved the
reliability and fidelity of the NTDB data.

Researchers excluded pediatric patients (age 17 years or less) and
geriatric patients (age 65 years or older) because of the high percentage
of public insurance and low percentage of uninsured among these
populations, and because of their unique responses to traumatic injury.
Burn patients and patients who died in the hospital were also excluded
from the study.
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