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In developing a tool to predict early death and unplanned
readmissions to hospital, van Walraven and colleagues
point to the fact that readmissions are expensive, com-

mon and often preventable, as others have stated.1–3 The
rates of hospital readmission can be important indicators of
quality of care.4 They have joined mortality and complica-
tion rates as promising quality outcome measures that do not
require intensive chart review, and can therefore be used to
screen large numbers of records and provide a basis for
comparing measures of hospital performance.5,6

Four strategies can be used to sustain a decrease in pre-
ventable readmissions to hospital:
• Use a tool to identify preventable readmissions to hospital.
• Implement a strategy to improve quality to decrease the

number of readmissions.
• Use payment incentives to encourage the commitment of

hospital staff and primary care physicians to decreasing
the rate of readmission.

• Publicly report any information relevant to hospital read-
missions.
These strategies, promoted by the Institute for Health

Improvement, have been implemented by many countries.7

Industrialized countries, in particular, have used financial
incentives to improve quality and stabilize costs, especially as
a consequence of successful experience with tools such as
Diagnosis Related Groups, first in the United States and sub-
sequently in many other countries, including Canada.8

The LACE Index is one of several tools that can help iden-
tify preventable readmissions to hospital.9–14 Two types of
tools have been developed. The mathematical (typically logis-
tic regression) model uses data to identify factors that may
predict readmission. The categorical model uses clinical logic
to determine the likelihood that readmission is potentially pre-
ventable combined with subsequent validation of the data.

In the US, several tools are being used for public report-
ing, payment incentives and strategies to improve quality (the
Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services tool, the Poten-
tially Preventable Readmissions tool, which I helped develop,
and the United Health Care tool). The Canadian, New
Zealand and Australian governments have used the 30-day
readmission rate as a quality indicator of hospital services.15,16

Countries that use a categorical model can identify variations

in patterns of readmission practice without extensively recali-
brating and validating the tool.

Several issues should be considered when developing a
tool to identify preventable readmission to hospital, particu-
larly when defining what is, in fact, preventable. For example,
a person’s admission to hospital for an appendectomy after a
previous hospital stay for congestive heart failure is clearly
not preventable. As with the United Health Care measure, the
LACE Index uses an all-cause readmission approach — that
is, all readmissions are considered preventable.

The developers of LACE emphasize that hospitals must be
able to replicate the index. However, as is the case with the
Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services measure, hospi-
tals cannot easily replicate the LACE Index because it
requires information that is inaccessible to the hospital (e.g.,
identification of a patient’s past visits to the emergency
department). The developers of the LACE Index found that
severity of illness (as specified by the Charlson Index) is criti-
cal for comparing preventable readmissions. They may want
to consider other variables, such as serious mental health and
substance abuse disorders, that may not be completely repre-
sented in the Charlson Index.

In the development of such tools, one needs to distinguish
clinical variables from those that are, at least partly, under the
control of the health care system. For example, longer length
of hospital stay can certainly correlate with severity of illness,
but it may also reflect hospital inefficiency. In addition, in a
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Key points

• Hospital readmissions are expensive, common and often
preventable.

• The LACE Index can be used with several other existing
tools to identify preventable readmissions.

• A multidisciplinary approach, ranging from strategies to
improve quality to payment incentives, may be needed to
sustain a decrease in the number of readmissions.
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geographic area where primary care, home care and coordina-
tion of health services are less than optimal, the number of vis-
its to an emergency department and subsequent readmission to
hospital will be higher than desirable, but this represents inad-
equate services rather than inherently sicker patients.

Once providers and clinicians have decided on an appro-
priate tool, the other three strategies for reducing the rate of
readmission to hospital can be implemented simultaneously
or sequentially. Researchers and practitioners have developed
several interventions, broadly defined as administrative and
clinical, that will improve quality by decreasing the rate of
readmission; the positive impact of such interventions has
been well documented.17,18 From an administrative perspective
(e.g., discharge planning), the health care community is
increasingly able to understand and improve a patient’s abil-
ity to manage in the home environment.19 From a clinical
point of view, a patient’s worsening condition in hospital may
not be recognized; unfortunately, particularly in this cost-con-
scious era, discharge can be ordered too early.20

An internally focused strategy to improve quality is neces-
sary but insufficient to systematically lower rates of readmis-
sion to hospital. Payment incentives and public release of
information must be combined with information that can
increase confidence of patients, families and consumers in
dealing with the challenges that readmissions pose. In nearly
every country, there is little financial incentive to decrease
rates of readmission to hospital, and without such incentive,
there will be no substantive effort by hospitals and primary
care physicians to do so.

What payment incentive is reasonable? The payer has to
pay for most of the costs incurred in a readmission or risk cre-
ating access problems. In designing a modest payment incen-
tive that will encourage health professionals to become inter-
ested, it is important (in the US context of a payment system
in which hospitals are paid on a per-hospital discharge basis)
to distinguish between a case-specific approach and a rate-
based approach. With a case-based approach, any financial
incentive to decrease the rate of readmission is applied to a
specific patient whose readmission was potentially pre-
ventable. With a rate-based approach, hospitals with a higher
rate of readmission, when compared with best practice pat-
terns (severity and clinically adjusted) in a geographic region,
have a decrement in payment for all readmissions. The sav-
ings generated from a rate-based approach can be used as a
bonus to high performing hospitals, to provide grants to low-
est performing hospitals to improve their readmission
processes, and as additional payment to primary care physi-
cians who can demonstrate successful coordinated care.21

All of us, including consumers and health care profession-
als, deserve publicly available comparative information on
rates of hospital readmission such as that available in the state
of Florida (www.floridahealthfinder.gov/). Such information
should, to be fair to the admitting hospital, include readmis-
sions to any hospital. It is well known that public reporting
can influence decision-making by consumers.22

As we continue to learn about best practices on public
reporting and the other strategies summarized in this com-
mentary, health care professionals and consumers, including
policymakers, must confront the challenge of decreasing rates
of readmission to hospitals.
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