
 

Race and ethnicity may affect whether and
where hospitals transfer patients

January 26 2024, by Aaron Wagner

  
 

  

Difference in predicted probability of transfer to public hospital, base model,
and controlling for geography. Figure describes the difference in probability of
transfer to public hospitals in percentage points (i.e., marginal effects
representing the average differences in the predicted probability of transfer for
every patient if we changed races/ethnicity but held all else constant [in
percentage points]). Credit: Health Services Research (2024). DOI:
10.1111/1475-6773.14276
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Black patients in Florida are transferred to public hospitals more often
than white patients, even when comparing patients from the same
hospital with similar health conditions and the same insurance, according
to new research led by Charleen Hsuan, assistant professor of health
policy and administration at Penn State.

Before 1986, hospitals would sometimes transfer patients who could not
afford care to public hospitals or other safety net hospitals. These safety
net hospitals often had poorer health outcomes for their patients than
their private counterparts. In 1986, a new federal law curtailed transfers
of patients solely because they could not pay, but concerns remain about
the reasons that patients are transferred from one hospital to another,
Hsuan said.

More than 3 million patients are transferred between hospitals in the
U.S. each year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. While transfers typically occur because the original hospital
cannot provide needed treatment, a variety of factors affect where or if a
patient is transferred.

Hsuan and an interdisciplinary team of researchers studied more than 1.2
million emergency department transfers in Florida to understand
whether individuals from different ethnic and racial groups were treated
equitably. Their results, published recently in Health Services Research,
revealed that Black patients were more likely to be transferred to public
hospitals than white patients.

Public hospitals and other safety net hospitals often do not perform as
well as private hospitals on quality measures, according to the
researchers. Patients in public hospitals and other safety net hospitals are
more likely to be readmitted to the hospital and may be more likely to
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acquire an infection while in the hospital, according to prior research.
Hsuan said the poorer performance is often the result of overcrowding,
which has been linked to worse outcomes for patients throughout a
hospital, as her previous research demonstrated.

"Transfers can be very risky for seriously ill patients—and many
emergency department patients are very unwell—so it is critically
important that transfers are used properly and judiciously," Hsuan said.

The researchers examined the records of 1,265,588 adult patients who
were transferred from 187 emergency departments in Florida hospitals
between 2010 and 2019. Data from 2020 onward were not used because
the COVID-19 pandemic changed how and when hospitals transferred
patients.

Because the data were collected only in Florida, these results may not
generalize to the entire United States, according to researchers. Florida,
however, is the third most populous state in the nation and home to more
than 22 million people, and Hsuan said the results need to be addressed
whether or not they reflect the situation in the entire U.S.

The researchers analyzed six models, each of which explored specific
aspects of how hospital transfers relate to a variety of factors, including
patient race and ethnicity, patient insurance status, patient medical
conditions, referring hospital urbanicity or rurality, and the market of
hospitals around the referring hospital.

According to Hsuan, every model was important because each of these
factors can affect whether and where a hospital transfers a patient. A
rural hospital may be more likely to transfer a patient to a better-
equipped regional hub hospital, public or not. A patient with Medicaid
may be transferred differently than a patient with private insurance, and
both may be transferred differently than a patient with no insurance.
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The researchers compared the hospital transfer rates of non-Hispanic
Black patients, Hispanic patients and non-Hispanic white patients.
Results for Hispanic patients varied based on the specific conditions of
the transfer, but Black patients were consistently transferred to public
hospitals more often than white patients across all six models. The only
times Black patients were not transferred more than white patients were
a few specific medical conditions—like strokes and heart attacks—for
which rigorous transfer protocols exist.

The disparity in the transfer rates varied based on which factors were
being considered. Overall, 16.6% of Black patients were transferred to a
public hospital while only 11.5% of white patients were. Health care
system factors—like hospital market and urbanicity—accounted for
most of the disparity. However, when comparing Black and white
patients from the same hospital with similar health conditions and the
same insurance, there was still an 0.8 percentage point difference in the
rate of transfers to public hospitals resulting in more Black patients
being transferred than white patients.

"No matter how similar the hospitals or patients were that we compared,
a difference between transfer rates to public hospitals for Black and 
white patients persisted," Hsuan said. "Even a small percentage
difference affects many, many people when your system has millions of
transfers."

The researchers described the racial disparity as "concerning" in their
publication. Hsuan said the reason for the disparity needs to be
investigated, but addressing the problem is more important than
immediately understanding the root cause.

"Our data do not allow us to identify why Black people are transferred to
public hospitals more often, but whatever the cause, there is inequality in
the system that should be examined and corrected," Hsuan said. "We
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need to address this inequality so that a person of any background can
enter any emergency department and receive the best possible care to
treat their condition and—if needed—potentially save their life."

  More information: Charleen Hsuan et al, Racial and ethnic disparities
in emergency department transfers to public hospitals, Health Services
Research (2024). DOI: 10.1111/1475-6773.14276
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