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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Alzheimer’s disease and related disorders (ADRD) affected approximately 4.7 
million Americans age 65 or older in 2010. As the United States population ages, the 
number of people with ADRD is projected to increase dramatically in the coming 
decades, placing substantial emotional, physical, and financial burdens on patients, 
families, and society. One significant burden results from frequent, and often potentially 
avoidable, hospitalizations and emergency department (ED) visits, which have 
important implications for the quality of care and quality of life for people with ADRD or 
cognitive impairments. Understanding the patterns of hospital and ED use by people 
with ADRD or cognitive impairments relative to others without these conditions is crucial 
for developing appropriate policies to better address the care needs of this vulnerable 
population. 

 
 
Methods 

 
Using longitudinal, nationally representative data from the Health and Retirement 

Study (HRS) linked with Medicare claims over the 2000-2008 period, this study 
examined the effect of ADRD and cognitive impairment on hospitalizations and ED 
visits, both overall and potentially avoidable, and associated Medicare expenditures 
among fee-for-service (FFS) Medicare beneficiaries age 65 or older. Analyses 
compared utilization patterns across care settings (community vs. nursing home) and at 
different stages of the life course (several years before death vs. last year of life). 
Detailed utilization data are not available on Medicare beneficiaries enrolled in managed 
care organizations; therefore, beneficiaries enrolled in those health plans were excluded 
from the analysis. We developed a measure of severe cognitive impairment consistent 
with dementia by combining ADRD diagnoses from Medicare claims and a validated 
cognitive impairment measure from HRS, which incorporates information on cognitive 
functioning from both self and proxy reports.  

 
We defined three broad categories of outcome variables: (1) hospitalizations, 

overall and whether potentially avoidable; (2) ED visits, overall and whether potentially 
avoidable; and (3) Medicare expenditures for each type of service use. Potentially 
avoidable hospitalizations or ED visits generally refer to hospital admissions or ED visits 
that may have been prevented with better primary care in community settings or 
treatment in a nursing home (for nursing home residents). We defined potentially 
avoidable hospitalizations and ED visits using a conservative set of conditions that 
experts deemed potentially preventable or manageable in community settings. 
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Results 
 

Prevalence of cognitive impairment differs substantially by residential 
setting and proximity to death.  Approximately 11% of community-dwelling Medicare 
beneficiaries age 65 or older were cognitively impaired, in contrast with 62% of those in 
nursing homes. The prevalence of cognitive impairments rose sharply at the time of 
death: 32% among community decedents, and 76% among nursing home decedents.  

 
The impact of cognitive impairment on hospital and ED use varies by 

residential setting.  Specifically, among community-dwelling beneficiaries, individuals 
with cognitive impairment are significantly more likely than those without cognitive 
impairment to be hospitalized and to have ED visits annually, both overall and for 
potentially avoidable conditions, after adjusting for demographic, socioeconomic, and 
health-related risk factors. For example, controlling for various factors, 25.6% of 
Medicare FFS beneficiaries with cognitive impairment had a hospitalization annually, 
compared with 17.5% of Medicare FFS beneficiaries without cognitive impairment. 
Moreover, controlling for various factors, 7.3% of beneficiaries with cognitive impairment 
had a potentially avoidable hospitalization, compared with 4.2% of people without 
cognitive impairment. In terms of ED visits, adjusting for various factors, 34.0% of 
beneficiaries with cognitive impairment had ED visits, compared with 24.4% of 
beneficiaries without cognitive impairment.  

 
In contrast, among nursing home residents, there is no significant difference in 

hospitalization by cognitive impairment status, either overall or potentially avoidable. 
Although people with cognitive impairment in nursing homes do not have higher rates of 
hospitalizations and potentially avoidable hospitalizations than people without cognitive 
impairment, the absolute rates are quite high (nearly 50%). Moreover, more than 40% of 
nursing home residents with hospitalizations (both those with and without cognitive 
impairment) have potentially avoidable hospitalizations.  

 
Hospital and ED use by people with and without cognitive impairment 

converge during the last few years of life.  Among community decedents, there is no 
significant difference by cognitive impairment status in hospitalization in the last year of 
life, either overall (78.3% with cognitive impairment vs. 78.9% without cognitive 
impairment) or potentially avoidable (37.7% with cognitive impairment vs. 36.7% without 
cognitive impairment). Community decedents with cognitive impairments were more 
likely than those with no cognitive impairment to have an outpatient ED visit without 
admission in the last year of life (50.5% vs. 43.9%). A comparison of hospital and ED 
use patterns in the last 5 years of life between community-living beneficiaries with and 
without cognitive impairment showed a convergence in utilization as time to death 
becomes shorter. In addition, during the last year of life, hospital and ED use rose 
sharply relative to previous years, regardless of cognitive impairment status, and the 
utilization gap by cognitive impairment diminished.  

 
Nursing home residents who died with cognitive impairment were 

significantly less likely than those without cognitive impairment to be 
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hospitalized during the last year of life.  Among nursing home decedents, individuals 
with cognitive impairment were significantly less likely than those without cognitive 
impairment to be hospitalized in their last year of life (67.9% vs. 77.9%). Other utilization 
outcomes during the last year of life did not vary by cognitive status.  

 
Medicare expenditures associated with hospital and ED use for people with 

cognitive impairment and people without cognitive impairment differ by 
residential setting and proximity to death. In the overall analysis, average Medicare 
expenditures for people with cognitive impairment are higher than for people without 
cognitive impairment, regardless of setting. In contrast, we found lower average 
expenditures associated with hospitalizations in the last year of life for beneficiaries with 
cognitive impairment than those without cognitive impairment, both in the community 
and in nursing homes.  

 
 
Conclusions 

 
High rates of hospitalization and ED use among community-based people with 

cognitive impairments, both overall and for potentially avoidable conditions, may be 
attributable to multiple factors, such as challenges in providing adequate ambulatory 
care for people with cognitive impairments in community settings. In comparison, most 
nursing homes are equipped to provide medical and nursing care for many conditions 
that would be difficult to manage in community settings. Moreover, given the high 
prevalence of dementia in nursing homes, these facilities may be more used to treating 
people with ADRD than are community-based physicians. Although people with 
cognitive impairment in nursing homes do not have higher rates of hospitalizations and 
potentially avoidable hospitalizations than people without cognitive impairment, the high 
nominal rates for both groups suggests the importance of reducing unnecessary 
hospitalizations of nursing home residents.  

 
In light of recent estimates indicating that the number of people age 65 or older 

with Alzheimer’s disease will nearly triple by 2050, our results of hospital and ED use 
and associated Medicare expenditures underscore the importance of addressing issues 
specific to people with cognitive impairment. From the perspective of people with 
dementia and their caregivers, the high rates of hospitalizations and ED visits, 
especially those that are potentially avoidable, have clear implications for quality of life. 
Similarly, from the perspective of Medicare, the fact that a substantial portion of 
hospitalizations and ED use is potentially avoidable is of great policy significance 
because reducing inappropriate utilization in those settings provides a potential 
opportunity to achieve cost savings while improving quality; however, these savings 
may be offset by the cost of the initiatives to prevent potentially avoidable utilization. 
The findings from this study point to the continued need for planning and developing 
appropriate services and supports for older people with cognitive impairments in both 
community and institutional settings. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Alzheimer’s disease is an irreversible, progressive brain disease affecting an 

estimated 4.7 million Americans age 65 and over in 2010, and this number is projected 
to nearly triple in the next 40 years, to reach 13.8 million in 2050 (Hebert et al. 2013).  
Because of perceived stigmas associated with dementia and limited progress in 
effective screening, diagnosis and treatment, the actual prevalence of Alzheimer’s 
disease and related disorders (ADRD) may be higher than currently estimated.  With 
ADRD increasingly recognized as a major public health issue, the Congress enacted 
the National Alzheimer’s Project Act in 2011 to establish the National Alzheimer’s 
Project, under which a national plan is created and updated to address the disease on 
an ongoing basis (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services 2013). 

 
ADRD, and more broadly, severe cognitive impairments place substantial 

emotional, physical, and financial burdens on individuals suffering the disease and their 
family caregivers as well as on the health and long-term care systems that support and 
care for them.  Potentially avoidable hospitalizations and emergency department (ED) 
visits are one potentially important source of this burden.  These encounters are 
disruptive, costly, and particularly challenging for individuals with ADRD, who are 
vulnerable to a host of adverse health outcomes, including delirium (Inouye 2006), falls 
(Mecocci et al. 2005), functional decline (Pedone et al. 2005), physical restraints 
Sullivan-Marx 2001), and agitation and related behavioral symptoms (Kovach & Wells 
2002; McCloskey 2004).  These problems are aggravated by poor communication due 
to cognitive impairments and multiple co-existing medical conditions (Boustani et al. 
2010; Cohen & Pushkar 1999; Hastings et al. 2008; Naylor et al. 2012; Ouslander & 
Maslow 2012; Reuben et al. 2010).  Older adults with dementia not only tend to use 
more Medicare and Medicaid nursing facility, hospital, and home health care than their 
counterparts without dementia, but they also have more burdensome transitions across 
care settings (Callahan et al. 2012; Cohen & Pushkar 1999; Gozalo et al. 2011).  
Hence, unnecessary or potentially avoidable hospitalizations and ED visits have 
important implications for the quality of care and quality of life for older people with 
ADRD (Maslow & Heck 2005; Nikmat, Hawthorne, & Al-Mashoor 2011), especially 
during their last years of life (Gozalo et al. 2011; Teno et al. 2013). 

 
In addition, since most people with ADRD and cognitive impairments are Medicare 

beneficiaries because they are age 65 or older and many are Medicaid beneficiaries, 
the public payer cost implications of hospital and ED use by these people are 
substantial.  Due to their complex medical and long-term care needs, older people with 
ADRD generally use health care and cost Medicare and Medicaid programs significantly 
more than those without the condition (Bynum et al. 2004; Kaiser Commission on 
Medicaid & the Uninsured 2010).  Yet, current understanding of the patterns of hospital 
and ED use by people with ADRD relative to people without the condition remains 
limited, and results from existing studies are mixed.  Potentially avoidable 
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hospitalizations and ED visits, in particular, are not well documented for older people 
with ADRD and cognitive impairments.  Further, there is a paucity of comprehensive 
analysis of the impact of ADRD and cognitive impairments on hospital and ED use in 
both community and institutionalized settings.  Much less is known about whether 
hospital and ED use patterns might vary at different stages of ADRD progression, 
especially during the last years of life. 

 
This study addresses the knowledge gap regarding the patterns of hospital and ED 

use by Medicare beneficiaries with ADRD and cognitive impairments.  Using 
longitudinal and nationally representative data from the Health and Retirement Study 
(HRS) linked with Medicare claims over the period 2000-2008, we examined the effect 
of ADRD and cognitive impairments on hospitalizations and ED visits and associated 
Medicare expenditures--both overall and potentially avoidable--among fee-for-service 
(FFS) Medicare beneficiaries age 65 and older.  The analyses portray a more complete 
picture than available in previous studies of hospital and ED use patterns among 
Medicare beneficiaries with ADRD and cognitive impairment by comparing utilization 
patterns across care settings (community vs. nursing home) and at different stages of 
the life course (years long before death vs. last years of life). 

 
The remainder of this report is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a brief 

literature review on issues pertinent to hospital and ED use by older people with ADRD 
and cognitive impairments.  Section 3 describes the methodology used to address the 
question of the effect of ADRD and cognitive impairments on hospitalizations and ED 
visits and associated Medicare expenditures, including data sources, study measures, 
analytic approach, and potential limitations.  Section 4 and Section 5 summarize results 
from both descriptive and multivariate regression analyses on utilization patterns and 
associated Medicare expenditures, respectively.  In Section 6, we highlight principal 
findings, discuss policy implications, note study limitations, and outline potential areas 
for future research.  Finally, a Technical Appendix is included which provides further 
details on inclusion and exclusion criteria for our analytic samples, alternative definitions 
of cognitive impairments based on survey measures in the HRS as well as Medicare 
claims data, characteristics of individuals included in the final analytic samples, and 
complete results from multivariate regression models. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
Dementia, which includes Alzheimer’s disease and a variety of other related 

diseases and disorders, develops when nerve cells in the brain die or no longer function 
normally, affecting an individual’s cognitive and physical functioning and behavior 
(Alzheimer’s Association 2012).  Besides memory loss, these diseases also cause loss 
of executive function, judgment, orientation as well as the ability to understand and 
communicate effectively, to speak or understand spoken or written language, to 
recognize or identify objects, to think abstractly, to make sound judgments, and plan 
and carry out complex tasks (American Psychiatric Association 1994).  Persons with 
dementia can become combative and aggressive or withdrawn and distressed; they can 
also experience agitation and depression and wander away from home unsupervised.  
These symptoms can worsen as the disease progresses, and those with late-stage 
dementia need round-the-clock care and supervision.  Care of a growing number of 
patients with ADRD poses a serious challenge to the existing United States health care 
and long-term services and supports infrastructure (Tilly et al. 2011). 

 
Many people with dementia do not have a formal diagnosis of the condition, so it is 

difficult to develop an accurate figure for the number of people with the condition.  As a 
result, prevalence estimates vary widely (Lin et al. 2010; Taylor, Fillenbaum, & Ezell 
2002; Wilson et al. 2011).  One recent study estimates that 4.7 million (approximately 
one out of every eight) Americans age 65 and over had Alzheimer’s disease in 2010, 
and this number is projected to nearly triple in the next 40 years, to reach 13.8 million in 
2050 (Hebert et al. 2013).  Alzheimer’s disease prevalence rises sharply with advancing 
age and is estimated to double for every 5-year age group beyond age 65 (National 
Institutes on Aging 2005).  As the United States population ages, the number of older 
people with Alzheimer’s disease is projected to increase substantially (Hebert et al. 
2013; Okie 2011). 

 
People with ADRD tend to have multiple co-existing medical conditions, such as 

coronary artery disease, diabetes, congestive heart failure (CHF), and chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) (Bynum et al. 2004).  Thus, they tend to have 
higher rates of health care use than others without the disease.  For example, hospital 
stays are more frequent among Medicare beneficiaries with ADRD than among those 
without the condition, both in the aggregate and by most of the aforementioned 
conditions (Bynum et al. 2004; Phelan et al. 2012; Rudolph et al. 2010).  Other studies 
find that potentially avoidable hospitalizations are more common among Medicare 
beneficiaries with ADRD for diabetes (short-term and long-term complications of 
diabetes) and hypertension, and less common for COPD or asthma and heart failure 
(Lin et al. 2013).  These results suggest that ADRD creates additional challenges in 
managing certain comorbidities, resulting in higher costs. 
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Many of the existing studies did not adequately control for risk factors, so less is 
known about the impact of ADRD on services use net of other factors.  Existing studies 
on this topic mostly relied on cross-sectional designs and did not track individuals with 
ADRD over time to measure the progression of these disorders on health care utilization 
(Bynum et al. 2004; Lin et al. 2013).  Some studies did use a longitudinal design but the 
data analyzed were not nationally representative or had limited sample size (Phelan et 
al. 2012; Rudolph et al. 2010).  A recent study by Clark et al. (2012) used the 
longitudinal HRS data to examine hospital and nursing home use in relation to cognitive 
impairment, but focused only on respondents age 71 years and older with cognitive 
impairment, no dementia.  Another limitation of this study is that it relied on self or proxy 
reported information on hospital use, which tends to be less objective or accurate than 
Medicare claims data. 

 
In addition to hospitalization, ED use is also of particular concern for people with 

ADRD and cognitive impairments, because experiences in the ED are often disorienting 
and traumatic for this vulnerable population (Jones et al. 2009; Naylor et al. 2005; Smith 
et al. 2012).  In 2008, there were a total of 123.8 million ED visits (or 41.4 visits per 100 
persons) in the United States, of which 11.8 million were by people ages 75 and older, 
or 67.9 per 100 persons in that age group, a rate higher than in any other age group 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).  However, few studies exist on ED use by older people 
with ADRD and cognitive impairments, especially from the community.  A high 
proportion of older adults who present to the ED, ranging from 21% to 40%, have 
cognitive impairments (Clevenger et al. 2012).  More than half of Medicare decedents 
visited the ED in the last month of life, and most were hospitalized or died (Smith et al. 
2012).  The prevalence rates of any ED visit and any ambulatory care-sensitive ED visit 
increase significantly with levels of cognitive impairment (Stephens et al. 2012). 

 
Because of the high costs and undesirable impact on quality of life of older people, 

there has been extensive research on so-called “potentially avoidable hospitalizations” 
(Intrator, Zinn, & Mor 2004; Ouslander et al. 2010; Ouslander & Maslow 2012; 
Polniaszek, Walsh, & Wiener 2011; Walsh et al. 2012).  While definitions vary, 
potentially avoidable hospitalizations generally refer to conditions that are preventable 
but require hospitalization once they occur; preventable, but discretionary 
hospitalization once they occur; and futile care.  Almost all studies define potentially 
avoidable hospitalizations based on medical diagnoses.  Several studies used a list of 
“ambulatory care sensitive” (ACS) conditions for which good community primary care 
can potentially prevent the need for hospitalization.  The Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality developed the ACS list for the general population, not necessarily 
for the frail elderly (Agency for Healthcare Research & Quality 2007).  Other studies of 
potentially avoidable hospitalizations identify certain conditions common among nursing 
home residents (Bishop et al. 2010; Carter 2003; Kramer et al. 2007; Spector et al. 
2013; Walsh et al. 2010).  It should be noted, however, that all of these definitions are 
based on expert opinion and are not based on empirical studies of which 
hospitalizations are actually “potentially avoidable” (Polniaszek et al. 2011).   
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Much of the literature on hospital admissions, ED visits, and potentially avoidable 
hospitalizations and ED visits has focused on nursing home residents and the general 
older population (Grabowski et al. 2008; Gruneir et al. 2008; Ouslander et al. 2010; 
Walsh et al. 2012).  Few studies have investigated how service use and potentially 
avoidable use vary by whether people have ADRD or by levels of cognitive impairment 
(Lin et al. 2013).  While some studies found no significant difference in hospital use by 
older people with ADRD or cognitive impairments (Leibson et al. 1999; Walsh et al. 
2003) or lower use (O’Malley, Caudry, & Grabowski 2011) as compared to others, most 
studies document more frequent hospitalizations among people with ADRD or cognitive 
impairments, partly due to the fact that people with these conditions also have multiple 
co-existing medical conditions that complicate their care (Bynum et al. 2004; Fillit, Hill, & 
Futterman 2002; Phelan et al. 2012; Rudolph et al. 2010; Zhao et al. 2008).  For 
example, one study based on a 5% sample of claims data for Medicare beneficiaries in 
1999 reported a difference of more than three and twofold in the adjusted rates of all-
cause and potentially avoidable hospitalizations, respectively, between beneficiaries 
with and without dementia (Bynum et al. 2004). 

 
On average, older people with ADRD cost Medicare and Medicaid programs 

significantly more than those without these conditions.  According to estimates based on 
a sample of enrollees in both Medicare and Medicaid in the 2003 Medicare Current 
Beneficiary Survey, Medicare and Medicaid per-person spending is substantially higher 
for dually eligible beneficiaries with multiple chronic conditions, particularly when 
cognitive or mental conditions are present (Kaiser Commission on Medicaid & the 
Uninsured 2010).  Specifically, in 2003 annual average per-person spending for dually 
eligible persons with more than one cognitive or mental condition (including ADRD and 
intellectual disabilities) was $38,500 ($23,200 by Medicaid and $15,300 by Medicare), 
almost double that for all dually eligible persons at $19,400 ($10,800 by Medicaid and 
$8,600 by Medicare).  Those with more than one cognitive or mental conditions also 
had the highest total annual per-person spending among dually eligible beneficiaries 
who had a hospital stay ($46,300, including $20,200 by Medicaid and $26,100 by 
Medicare), who used institutional long-term care ($56,000, including $41,000 by 
Medicaid and $15,000 by Medicare), or who used home or community-based long-term 
care ($54,400, including $37,300 by Medicaid and $17,100 by Medicare). 

 
Estimating health care costs associated with dementia among the Aging, 

Demographics, and Memory Study (ADAMS) subsample of the HRS, a recent study 
found that the annual costs per-person due to dementia range between $41,689 and 
$56,290 depending on approaches to estimating informal care (Hurd et al. 2013).  This 
study extrapolated these results to estimate that the costs of dementia in 2010 totaled 
between $157 billion and $215 billion, for which Medicare paid approximately $11 billion 
(no Medicaid cost estimates were provided due to the current unavailability of linkages 
between the HRS and Medicaid claims data). 

 
In short, despite the potentially distinct pattern, and disproportionate use, of health 

care resources by people with ADRD and cognitive impairments, research on these 
patterns remains scant.  Potentially avoidable hospitalizations and ED visits, in 
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particular, are important indicators of the quality of care provided to people with ADRD 
and cognitive impairments and have considerable ramifications for their quality of life.  
As noted earlier, much of the prior work on hospital and ED use has focused on nursing 
home residents, and results are mixed regarding the relationship between levels of 
cognitive impairments and hospital use (Grabowski et al. 2008; O’Malley et al. 2011).  
Little is known about whether persons with ADRD and cognitive impairments have 
relatively higher rates of potentially avoidable hospitalizations and ED visits than people 
without those conditions. 

 
Furthermore, most prior studies on these issues relied on cross-sectional data; 

among them, only a few have simultaneously assessed service use for individuals living 
in the community and those residing in nursing homes (Walsh et al. 2012).  The 
evidence base is particularly thin on the risk of hospital and ED use among Medicare 
and Medicaid beneficiaries with ADRD and cognitive impairments over the trajectory of 
ADRD progression, which can be addressed only through analyzing the longitudinal 
experience of a cohort of individuals. 
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3. METHODS 
 
 
This section describes the data sources, study population, creation of analytic files 

and study variables, and statistical methods.  In the course of this study, RTI convened 
a Technical Advisory Group (TAG) consisting of experts in the subject matter, who 
provided input on study design and analytic issues. 

 
 

3.1.  Data Sources 
 
This study analyzed data from five waves (2000-2008) of the HRS merged with 

Medicare claims.1  At each wave, the survey covers a nationally representative sample 
of older adults age 50 years and older, who are interviewed every 2 years.  The major 
strengths of the HRS data include its longitudinal design, the availability of measures of 
cognitive impairment, and a rich set of socio-demographic, economic, and health 
characteristics as risk adjusters of health services use.  Further, the merged Medicare 
claims provide the most reliable data on hospital stays, ED use, and their associated 
costs.  One limitation, though, is that the claims are available only for FFS beneficiaries, 
not covering Medicare managed care enrollees.  In the HRS, specifically, the claims are 
only available for Medicare-eligible respondents who consented to provide claims.  They 
are not available for the non-Medicare population or for individuals who did not provide 
their consent to have their Medicare claims files used for research purposes. 

 
The initial HRS sample was drawn from community-dwelling individuals and did 

not include people living in institutions, such as nursing homes, but information is 
gathered about subsequent nursing home use.  By the 2000 wave, the HRS has 
cumulated a large enough sample of institutionalized individuals that is fairly 
representative of the nursing home population (Institute for Social Research 2011). 

 
We relied primarily on the RAND HRS public data file to construct study variables 

and merge with Medicare claims.  The RAND HRS data file is a cleaned, easy-to-use, 
and streamlined version of the HRS with derived variables that cover a broad range of 
measures using standardized naming conventions (St. Clair et al. 2011).  HRS core 
data were used as a supplement to obtain additional variables not included in the RAND 
HRS file. 

 
The Medicare claims linked to HRS included data from the Centers for Medicare 

and Medicaid Services’ (CMS’) Beneficiary Annual and Quarterly Summary Files, which 
also contains information on enrollment in Medicare managed care or Health 
Maintenance Organizations (HMOs).  Documented diagnosis codes from the claims 

                                            
1 We initially planned to use six waves of the HRS data covering 2000-2010.  However, the linked Medicare claims 
data for 2009 and 2010 were not available at the time of analyses for this project. 
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data, in conjunction with survey-based cognitive functioning measures from the HRS, 
were used to identify beneficiaries with ADRD and cognitive impairment.  The claims 
data also provide detailed information on hospital stays (from inpatient claims) and ED 
visits (from hospital outpatient claims). 

 
 

3.2.  Study Population 
 
The study population includes respondents who are aged 65 years or older 

because Alzheimer’s disease primarily affects older people and relatively few people 
below age 65 are Medicare eligible.  Nursing home residents were assigned a weight of 
zero; for these individuals, we used their previous weights obtained from the last 
available wave when they still lived in the community.  Our final analytic sample was 
further limited to respondents who were linked to Medicare claims and who were 
enrolled in FFS Medicare for at least 1 month during the year in which the beneficiary’s 
hospital and ED utilization outcomes were measured.  Managed care enrollees were 
excluded because health plans do not report hospital and ED use to CMS; thus, these 
data are not available. 

 
Using the 2008 wave of the HRS as example, we illustrated our sample inclusion 

and exclusion criteria in a flow chart (see Appendix A1).  The total HRS sample in 2008 
included 17,217 respondents.  From this total, a sequential exclusion process was 
carried out to remove respondents who: (1) were not age-eligible for HRS interview, 
mostly spouses younger than 50 (N = 1,127); (2) were below age 65 at the time of 
interview (N = 4,851); (3) were not linked to Medicare data either because the person 
was not yet a beneficiary or did not provide consent (N = 1,774); or (4) were Medicare-
eligible, but enrolled in HMO for all of 2008 (N = 2,497).  This led to the final sample in 
2008 of 6,998 eligible Medicare beneficiaries who made up 62.3% of all HRS 
respondents age 65 and older at the time of interview.  We repeated this process by 
applying the same exclusion criteria to all other waves (2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006) of 
the HRS data to yield the final analytic sample, which consisted of a combined total of 
12,428 unique persons and 39,231 person-observations. 

 
 

3.3.  Definition of Cognitive Impairment 
 
The key independent or explanatory variable in this study is ADRD and cognitive 

impairments.  Defining and measuring these conditions is challenging because ADRD 
may be underdiagnosed, and there is uncertainty in how to use the HRS cognitive 
measures to identify dementia.  This section briefly describes our approach to defining 
severe cognitive impairment that is consistent with dementia and the rationale for using 
this approach.  Further details from our exploratory analyses comparing alternative 
measures that contributed to the final definition are provided in Appendix A2. 

 
We assessed several definitions and combinations of definitions based on HRS 

data as used in a number of published studies (Clark et al. 2012; Crimmins et al. 2011; 
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Langa et al. 2001; Langa, Kabeto, & Weir 2009; Langa et al. 2008).  We also explored a 
Medicare claims-based measure of ADRD from the CMS Chronic Conditions Data 
Warehouse (CCW) and combinations of this measure with HRS-based measures of 
cognitive impairment.  We chose a hybrid definition by combining the CCW ADRD 
indicator and one validated HRS definition which incorporates information on cognitive 
functioning from both self and proxy reports.  The advantage of this combination 
approach is that it cast a wider net to identify possible dementia cases, some of which 
could have been missed using any single data source. 

 
The HRS-based definition was developed and validated by Langa et al. (2009) with 

diagnostic data from ADAMS, a subsample of HRS respondents age 70 and older who 
received a neuropsychological assessment for dementia and cognitive impairment.  
This definition has also been applied in recent studies by Crimmins et al. (2011) and 
Clark et al. (2012).  Cognitive status for self-respondents was based on a modified 
Telephone Interview for Cognitive Status (TICS), a 27-point index based on items for 
short-term memory, working memory, and speed of processing.  Scores on the index of 
12 or above are considered as normal cognitive function, scores of 7-11 are considered 
cognitive impairment, no dementia and scores less than 6 are considered dementia. 

 
This HRS-based definition also classifies respondents with proxy assessments 

based on the memory item, performance in five instrumental activities of daily living 
(IADLs), and an interviewer assessment.  The proxy respondent data is much less 
detailed than is available for self-respondents.  The assessment of cognitive impairment 
based on proxy information is scored from 0-2, with values of 0, 1 and 2 indicating no 
cognitive impairment, possible cognitive impairment, and cognitive impairment, 
respectively.  This score is added to the number of proxy-reported IADLs limitations for 
a total range of 0-11.  Final proxy scores are coded as 0-2 for no cognitive impairment, 
3-5 as cognitive impairment, no dementia, and 6-11 as dementia. 

 
Next, we used the merged Medicare claims data to the HRS to identify 

beneficiaries with ADRD from a CCW variable indicating, on the basis of diagnostic 
codes, whether they ever had ADRD or senile dementia.  Then, a dichotomous, hybrid 
measure of cognitive impairment was created, where individuals who were classified in 
the dementia category according to whether they met the HRS definition above or had 
an ADRD diagnosis based on the CCW indicator.  Beneficiaries meeting either of these 
two measures are considered having severe cognitive impairment consistent with 
dementia. 

 
It should be noted that Medicare claims data may be inadequate for identifying 

ADRD cases due to inaccuracy (Taylor et al. 2002; Taylor et al. 2009) and 
underdiagnosis (Lin et al. 2010).  Given that there is no gold standard and relying on 
any single source would probably underestimate the prevalence of dementia, our 
approach for a hybrid definition with a focus on severe cognitive impairment consistent 
with dementia is preferable, as it incorporates the strengths of the validated HRS-based 
cognitive measure and the advantage of a diagnosis-based indicator of ADRD. 
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3.4.  Dependent Variables 

 
We defined three broad categories of outcome variables: (1) hospitalizations, 

overall and whether potentially avoidable; (2) ED visits, overall and whether potentially 
avoidable; and (3) Medicare expenditures for each type of service use.  As a general 
note, for beneficiaries in the overall HRS sample, service use was defined over a 
calendar-year period during the year of each HRS survey; for decedents, service use 
was captured for the 1-year period prior to the date of death.  Because the unit of 
analysis is the beneficiary, all outcome measures are defined and summarized at the 
beneficiary level. 

 
We measured utilization outcomes in two ways, as dichotomous indicators (e.g., 

whether a person was ever hospitalized) or counts (e.g., total number of 
hospitalizations).  Thus, a person who used a given type of service (e.g., hospitalization) 
multiple times within the outcome measurement period would be counted only once in a 
dichotomous measure, but possibly several times in the count measure.  In this report, 
we focus on the dichotomous utilization measures which are straightforward for both 
descriptive and multivariate regression analyses; using the count measures of utilization 
yielded similar results.2  The operational definition of each dependent variable is 
described below. 

 
3.4.1. Hospitalizations 

 
We identified hospitalizations from the Medicare inpatient claims, and defined two 

dichotomous dependent variables to indicate whether a beneficiary had: (1) any 
hospitalization, and (2) any potentially avoidable hospitalization. 

 
3.4.2. Potentially Avoidable Hospitalizations 

 
We used a method recently developed by RTI to define potentially avoidable 

hospitalizations in a disabled elderly population (Walsh et al. 2010; Walsh et al. 2012).  
This method defines potentially avoidable hospitalizations on the basis of expert input to 
identify a list of conditions and diagnosis-related groups deemed as either preventable 
or manageable outside of the acute care setting.  We favor this approach over other 
alternatives because it builds upon a comprehensive list of ACS conditions as identified 
in previous studies and refines them to be appropriate for severely disabled Medicare 
and Medicaid beneficiaries in the community setting or in nursing facilities.  A detailed 
list of conditions considered for potentially avoidable hospitalizations (from Walsh et al. 
2012) specific to setting (community vs. nursing facilities), along with the clinical 
rationale for each category of condition included in this definition, is provided in 
Appendix A2. 

 

                                            
2 Results from analyses using count measures are not reported but available upon request. 



11 
 

This approach has several advantages.  First, the conditions included in the 
definition are detailed and specific, and for each condition category a specific list of ICD-
9 codes were identified.  Second, this definition was based on detailed review by a 
technical expert panel of lists of conditions frequently considered as potentially 
avoidable or preventable, and the final subset takes into account a lower level of 
services for home and community-based services waiver enrollees than those generally 
available in nursing homes.  Under this definition, five conditions accounted for 75% of 
hospitalizations classified as avoidable, including pneumonia, CHF, urinary tract 
infection (UTI), dehydration, and COPD or asthma (Walsh et al. 2012).  These 
conditions are identified as sensitive to care interventions and are common to several 
definitions of avoidable hospitalizations. 

 
Our definition of potentially avoidable hospitalizations includes only those 

conditions that are deemed potentially preventable or manageable in community 
settings, including: CHF; hyper and hypotension: separate conditions; hyper and 
hypoglycemia: diabetes mellitus with ketoacidosis or hyperosmolar coma; dehydration 
acute renal failure hypokalemia hyponatremia; constipation or fecal impaction 
obstipation; skin ulcers including pressure ulcers; UTI; COPD, asthma, chronic 
bronchitis; weight loss, nutritional deficiencies, adult failure to thrive; and seizures.  
Following expert input from the TAG, we also added “lower respiratory: pneumonia 
bronchitis” to this list of potentially avoidable conditions, consistent with most previous 
studies indicating this condition being among the most frequent ones for potentially 
avoidable hospitalizations. 

 
We excluded from the potentially avoidable list the following conditions that are 

considered as less amenable to management in community settings (i.e., asterisked 
items in Appendix A2) because there are generally fewer medical resources for 
managing acute changes in such conditions in the community than there are in 
institutional settings: anemia; diarrhea; clostridium difficile; gastroenteritis with nausea 
and vomiting; cellulitis; falls and trauma; altered mental status, acute confusion, or 
delirium; and psychosis, severe agitation, or organic brain syndrome.  Some studies 
have included these conditions as part of the definition of potentially avoidable 
hospitalizations for nursing home residents (Walsh et al. 2010; Walsh et al. 2012).   

 
In short, we used one set of hospital admission diagnoses in our definition of 

potentially avoidable hospitalizations across community and institutional settings.  Since 
the list of potentially avoidable conditions in the community is a subset of the conditions 
that Walsh et al. (2010; 2012) considered potentially avoidable for nursing home 
residents, our prevalence estimates of potentially avoidable hospitalizations for nursing 
home residents are conservative. 
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3.4.3. ED Visits 
 
Analyzing ED visits is more complicated than hospital admissions because there 

are different types of ED visits and because there is less research on potentially 
avoidable ED visits.  We used the Revenue Center Code (045X or 0981) or Healthcare 
Common Procedure Coding System classification code (99281-99285) in hospital 
outpatient claims to identify ED visits that did not result in inpatient admission.  ED visits 
that led to inpatient admissions are identified from hospital inpatient claims.  A patient 
could have both types of ED encounters at different points in time during the year, but 
there is no overlapping in classification for the same encounter.  We defined three 
dichotomous measures of ED use to indicate whether a beneficiary had had: (1) any 
outpatient ED visit, not resulting in inpatient admission; (2) any ED visit, resulting in 
inpatient admission; and (3) any ED visit of either type. 

 
3.4.4. Potentially Avoidable ED Visits 

 
There are relatively few published studies that provide guidance on how to identify 

potentially avoidable ED visits.  Some studies define potentially preventable or 
avoidable ED visits on the basis of a set of commonly used ACS conditions such as 
injuries from falls, pneumonia, fever, mental status changes, UTIs, metabolic 
disturbances, and diseases of the skin (Caffrey 2010; Stephens et al. 2012), in a way 
similar to how potentially avoidable hospitalizations are defined.  Others use alternative 
methods to gauge the acuity of ED visits based on ICD-9 diagnoses from administrative 
claims such as those using the New York University Emergency Department Algorithm 
(Ballard et al. 2010; Wharam et al. 2007), the Current Procedural Terminology codes 
(Wolinsky et al. 2008), or ED triage systems (Liu, Sayre, & Carleton 1999).  All these 
various methods attempt to identify ED visits that have resulted from certain primary 
care sensitive conditions that could have been potentially avoided or prevented had 
adequate ambulatory care been provided to the patient.  However, none of them have 
been rigorously validated. 

 
Given limitations of existing methods to define potentially avoidable ED visits, TAG 

experts on this project did not recommend a specific definition.  Instead, we used the 
same set of principal diagnosis ICD-9 codes to define potentially avoidable ED visits as 
were used to define potentially avoidable hospitalizations.  Furthermore, we defined 
potentially avoidable ED use only among outpatient ED visits that did not lead to 
inpatient admission.  ED visits that resulted in inpatient admissions are, arguably, 
unavoidable, even though the resulting hospitalization may be considered potentially 
avoidable; in each case, a physician made the determination that the patient should be 
admitted to the hospital. 

 
3.4.5. Expenditures 

 
From the merged Medicare claims, we calculated Medicare payments per 

beneficiary per year for hospital services associated with each of the following events: 
(1) all hospitalizations; (2) all potentially avoidable hospitalizations; (3) all ED visits, not 
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resulting in inpatient admission; and (4) all potentially avoidable outpatient ED visits.  
We annualized each of these expenditures measures by adjusting a beneficiary’s time 
at risk for service use during the year, that is, the total number of months in which the 
beneficiary was alive and enrolled in FFS Medicare as a fraction of the year.  Further, all 
expenditures were inflation adjusted to constant 2008 dollars using the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics Consumer Price Index for medical care services.  Note that for ED associated 
expenditures, we calculated amounts only for outpatient ED visits without inpatient 
admission.  For ED visits that led to inpatient admissions, all payments are combined 
with the inpatient claims by CMS, so it was not possible to separate out the portion of 
payment that is for ED services. 

 
 

3.5.  Other Independent and Control Variables 
 
In multivariate regression analyses we controlled for additional variables as risk 

factors or potential confounders.  These included beneficiary age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of insurance coverage (Medicare only; 
dual eligibility in Medicare and Medicaid, based on either self-reported HRS data or the 
state Medicaid buy-in indicator from the linked claims; and supplemental insurance), 
number of activities of daily living (ADLs) limitations, chronic conditions (including a 
count of eight chronic conditions and the following seven individual conditions:3  
diabetes, cancer, lung disease, heart problems, stroke, psychiatric problems, arthritis or 
rheumatism), self-reported health status, household income, urban residence, and 
geographic regions (nine regions as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau).  All of these 
variables are obtained from the ongoing HRS survey, many of which are time-varying.  
We also controlled for the HRS wave to account for time trends. 

 
 

3.6.  Analytic Approach 
 

3.6.1. Sample Stratification 
 
From the final analytic sample identified above, we constructed four separate 

analytic files that are best suited to address the research questions: 
 

• Community residents (N = 11,879 unique persons and 36,357 person-
observations). 

• Nursing home residents (N = 2,009 unique persons and 2,874 person-
observations). 

• Community decedents (N = 2,408 persons). 
• Nursing home decedents (N = 890 persons). 

 

                                            
3 One individual condition, high blood pressure or hypertension, was excluded from multivariate models to avoid the 
problem of multicollinearity. 
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First, we took the overall HRS sample of Medicare beneficiaries who responded to 
the HRS survey at any given wave over 2000-2008, and stratified it into two 
subsamples: beneficiaries who resided in the community and those who resided in 
nursing homes at the time of the interview, respectively.  At each wave, these two 
subsamples provide a cross-sectional snapshot of the FFS Medicare beneficiaries age 
65 and older who are in the community or institutionalized.4  Next, we identified all 
Medicare beneficiaries in the overall HRS sample who subsequently died during 2000-
2008, to analyze hospital and ED use in their last years of life.  Similarly, the decedents 
were stratified into two subsamples: those who resided in the community and those in 
nursing homes prior to death. 

 
The rationale for conducting stratified analyses is that there are significant 

differences in both the case-mix and utilization profiles between beneficiaries living in 
the community and those residing in nursing homes, as well as between surviving 
beneficiaries in the overall HRS and decedents (as reported in study results below). 

 
3.6.2. Descriptive Analyses 

 
The beneficiary was the unit of analysis in both descriptive and multivariate 

analyses.  For each of the dichotomous hospital and ED utilization outcomes, we 
calculated the unadjusted (i.e., observed) percentage of beneficiaries with the outcome, 
by cognitive impairment.  For the count outcomes, we computed the annualized 
average rates of utilization per 1,000 beneficiary-years in each group.  For 
expenditures, we calculated the unadjusted (i.e., observed) average amount per 
beneficiary.  Then, bivariate comparison of the differences in each of these descriptive 
measures between beneficiaries with and without cognitive impairment was conducted 
in each of the four analytic subsamples.  Within each subsample, all descriptive 
analyses were conducted using the pooled HRS data over all waves.  Statistical 
significance in between-group differences was assessed using Chi-square tests (for 
categorical variables) or T-tests (for continuous variables). 

 
3.6.3. Multivariate Regression Analyses of Service Utilization 

 
We employed a cross-sectional time series generalized estimating equation 

(XTGEE) model (Burton, Gurrin, & Sly 1998; Liang & Zeger 1986) that has been widely 
applied in analyses of panel data like the HRS.  This modeling approach accounts for 
correlation between repeated measures within individuals, with the Huber-White robust 
variance estimator applied to adjust for within-panel (i.e., person) clustering.  These 
procedures produce unbiased model results in both the parameter estimates and 
standard errors.  Using hospitalization as an example of the outcome variable, a 
XTGEE model takes the following general form: 

 

 (3-1) 

                                            
4 Given the way the HRS sample is drawn and replenished, cross-sectionally it may not be truly representative of the 
underlying population at a given wave; nevertheless, it is a good approximation. 
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where Pit denotes the probability that individual i was hospitalized at time t; α is the 
intercept; β is the coefficient for individual i with cognitive impairment at t; θ is a vector of 
parameter estimates for Xit, which represents all other covariates in the model as 
potential confounders measured at t, and εit is the error term.  Given a dichotomous 
dependent variable, the binomial distribution and logit link function were specified, with 
parameter estimates reported as adjusted odds ratios.  For count outcomes, the 
negative binomial distribution and log link function were specified, with parameter 
estimates reported as incident rate ratios, which are interpreted in a similar way to odds 
ratios.  We fit separate XTGEE models for the two subsamples of community residents 
and nursing home residents, respectively. 

 
For the two subsamples of community decedents and nursing home decedents, 

we used multivariate logistic regression models to estimate the effect of cognitive 
impairment on hospital and ED use during the last year of life.  In these models, each 
decedent contributed one observation to the data.  For descriptive analyses, however, 
we extended the look-back window up to 5 years before death to assess changes in 
utilization patterns for the same individuals during years substantially before death as 
compared to their last year of life. 

 
3.6.4. Two-Part Multivariate Regression Models of Expenditures 

 
Because Medicare expenditures have a skewed distribution and many 

beneficiaries have no expenditure (if they did not have a hospital stay or ED visit), the 
conventional ordinary least squares regression model would yield biased results.  To 
overcome this problem, we employed a two-part generalized linear model, an 
established, standard approach that has been widely used in studies on health care 
expenditures (Anderson et al. 2011; Frytak et al. 2008; Manning, Basu, & Mullahy 2005; 
Manning & Mullahy 2001). 

 
The two-part model of expenditures adjusts for the same set of covariates as 

included in the multivariate models of service utilization.  In the part-one model, the 
probability of having any positive expenditure (equivalent to the model of a dichotomous 
utilization measure) was estimated using XTGEE logistic regression for the subsamples 
of community and nursing home residents in the overall HRS and regular logistic 
regression for the subsamples of community and nursing home decedents.  The part-
two model (with the log link function and Gamma distribution specified to best fit 
expenditures data) predicts the level of expenditures conditional on having any positive 
expenditure, with model estimates extrapolated to the entire sample included in the first 
stage of the model.  Then, using predicted values from these models, the predicted 
expenditures for each person were calculated by multiplying the probability of having 
any positive expenditure (from the part-one model) by the expected level of 
expenditures (from the part-two model). 

 
Next, we recalculated the predicted expenditures post estimation of the two-part 

models above by recoding the dummy variable for cognitive impairment to zero for all 
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persons while holding constant the observed values of all other covariates, such that 
those with actual cognitive impairment were treated as if they were free of cognitive 
impairment.  This essentially removes the cognitive impairment related effect on 
expenditures in a counterfactual manner.  As a final step, the differential between the 
two sets of predicted expenditures for each person was calculated, which is the 
estimated net or marginal amount of expenditures that is attributable to cognitive 
impairment over and above the effects of all other risk factors included in the models. 

 
Unless otherwise noted, all descriptive and multivariate analyses were conducted 

by adjusting for each person’s sampling weight.5  In multivariate regression, we further 
adjusted model estimates by each person’s exposure time, that is, number of months 
survived and enrolled in FFS Medicare during the outcome measurement period.  Also 
of note, we conducted sensitivity analyses by excluding from XTGEE models those in 
the overall HRS sample who subsequently died during the study period, and found that 
the results (not reported) remain consistent and robust. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

                                            
5 We applied sampling weights as they are provided in the HRS, with no modification made on the FFS only 
Medicare population underlying our final analytic sample, although these weights were developed for the entire 
HRS sample including Medicare managed care enrollees. 
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4. RESULTS: HOSPITAL AND ED USE, 
BY COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENT 

 
 
In this section, we first report on the prevalence of cognitive impairment and 

present study results on differences in hospital and ED use patterns by cognitive 
impairment among Medicare beneficiaries included in the four analytic subsamples: 
community vs. nursing home residents (overall HRS sample), and community vs. 
nursing home decedents (last year of life).  We focus on multivariate regression 
adjusted results.  Descriptive analysis results on yearly utilization patterns in the last 5 
years of life and monthly utilization patterns in the last 12 months of life, by cognitive 
impairment, are also summarized. 

 
 

4.1.  Prevalence of Cognitive Impairment 
 
In the final analytic sample of FFS Medicare beneficiaries in the HRS (2000-2008), 

about 11% of community-dwelling residents were cognitively impaired at the time of 
interview, in contrast to 62% of those residing in nursing homes (Figure 4-1).  The 
prevalence of cognitive impairment rose sharply among decedents, regardless of 
residence: 32% of community decedents and 76% of nursing home decedents died with 
cognitive impairment (Figure 4-1). 

 
FIGURE 4-1. Prevalence of Cognitive Impairment among 

Medicare Beneficiaries in the HRS 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported here are weighted percentages pooled over five waves of HRS data. 
HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
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The prevalence of cognitive impairment over the study period remained relatively 

stable in the total HRS sample of Medicare beneficiaries and among those living in the 
community, accompanied by a downward trend among nursing home residents, from 
65% in 2000 to 58% in 2008 (see Appendix Figure A2-1).  Because these are weighted 
numbers and the sampling weights of nursing home residents were much smaller 
relative to that of community residents, the decline in cognitive impairment among 
nursing home residents did not have a noticeable impact on the overall prevalence of 
cognitive impairment in the total sample. 

 
Additional beneficiary characteristics (which were included in multivariate 

regression models for respondents in the overall HRS sample), stratified by residence, 
are provided in Appendix A4.  Relative to their community counterparts, nursing home 
residents were older, and more likely to be female, unmarried, low income, dually 
eligible for Medicare and Medicaid, and less educated.  Compared to beneficiaries in 
the community, residents in nursing homes also had a greater number of ADL 
limitations (2.4 vs. 0.3) and chronic conditions (3.2 vs. 2.3), on average, and poorer self-
reported health (60.9% vs. 30.2%) (Appendix A4). 

 
Detailed characteristics of HRS decedents (as included in multivariate regression 

models for the last year of life analyses) are summarized in Appendix A5.  Overall, 
differences between community decedents and nursing home decedents in 
demographics, socioeconomic characteristics and health conditions persist, following a 
similar pattern to those observed in the overall HRS sample of FFS Medicare 
beneficiaries.  Nursing home decedents died with a greater number of ADL limitations, 
on average, than community decedents (3.2 vs. 1.0), although the number of chronic 
conditions was about the same (3.4 vs. 3.0) in both groups (Appendix A5). 

 
 

4.2.  Hospital and Emergency Department Users, by Cognitive 
Impairment and Residential Setting 

 
Using one cross-section of the HRS sample in 2008, we estimated the total 

numbers of FFS Medicare beneficiaries nationwide who had at least one hospitalization 
or ED visit, for any cause and for a potentially avoidable condition, split further by 
cognitive impairment and residential setting.  The results are shown in Figure 4-2 
(detailed numbers are reported in Appendix A6).  In 2008, about five million people in 
the FFS Medicare population age 65 and older had at least one hospitalization, of 
whom, nearly 1.4 million, or 27%, had at least one potentially avoidable hospitalization.  
Among those with any hospitalization, over 1.4 million, or 28%, are people with 
cognitive impairment (16% in the community and 12% in nursing homes).  Among 
beneficiaries with at least one potentially avoidable hospitalization, more than 538,000 
people, or 40%, are cognitively impaired (21% in the community and 19% in nursing 
homes).  Given the overall prevalence of cognitive impairment among all beneficiaries is 
just under 15% (see Figure 4-1), these findings suggest that people with cognitive 
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impairment are disproportionately represented among all beneficiaries ever 
hospitalized, especially among those with potentially avoidable hospitalizations. 

 
FIGURE 4-2. Medicare Beneficiaries in the HRS with Hospital and ED Use, 2008, 

by CI and Residential Setting 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2008. 
NOTE:  Reported are weighted estimates based on 2008 HRS data. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
In 2008, just under five million beneficiaries had at least one outpatient ED visit 

(without admission), of whom, about 955,000, or 19%, had at least one potentially 
avoidable ED visit (Figure 4-2; also see Appendix A6).  Of those with any outpatient ED 
visit (without admission), more than 1.3 million, or 27%, were people with cognitive 
impairment (17% in the community and 10% in nursing homes).  Of those with at least 
one potentially avoidable ED visits, nearly 309,000 people, or 32%, had cognitive 
impairment (18% in the community and 14% in nursing homes).  Again, people with 
cognitive impairment are overrepresented in all beneficiaries who experienced any ED 
visit or any potentially avoidable ED visit. 

 
A parallel set of estimates are presented for HRS decedents who died in 2008 and 

had a hospitalization or ED visit in the last year of life, as shown in Figure 4-3 (with 
more details provided in Appendix A7).  Among all beneficiaries who died in 2008, more 
than one million were hospitalized at least once in their last year of life, of whom, nearly 
half had at least one potentially avoidable hospitalization.  Of those decedents who 
were ever hospitalized in the last year of life, more than 43% were cognitively impaired 
(27% in the community and 16% in nursing homes).  Of those with at least one 
potentially avoidable hospitalization in the last year of life, almost 47% were cognitively 
impaired (28% in the community and 19% in nursing homes).  Among those who visited 
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the ED (without admission) at least once in the last year of life, 47% had cognitive 
impairment (31% in the community and 16% in nursing homes).  Among those with at 
least one potentially avoidable ED visit in the last year of life, over 44% were cognitively 
impaired (25% in the community and 19% in nursing homes).  Thus, the percentage 
share of individuals with cognitive impairment among all decedents who were 
hospitalized or had an ED visits (all-cause or potentially avoidable) in the last year of life 
is largely comparable to the overall prevalence of cognitive impairment among all 
decedents in the HRS, about 44% (see Figure 4-1). 

 
FIGURE 4-3. Medicare Decedents in the HRS with Hospital and ED Use in the Last 

Year of Life, 2008, by CI and Residential Setting 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2008. 
NOTE:  Reported are weighted estimates based on HRS decedents who died in 2008. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
 

4.3.  Utilization Patterns among Medicare Beneficiaries: Overall 
Health and Retirement Study Sample 

 
Table 4-1 reports odds ratios from the XTGEE multivariate regression models, 

which estimated the effect of cognitive impairment on each utilization outcome.  Full 
model results are provided in Appendix A8 (for community residents) and Appendix A9 
(for nursing home residents).  Among community-living beneficiaries, cognitive 
impairment was associated with significantly greater odds of use across all outcomes, 
after controlling for patient demographic, socioeconomic, and health status factors.  The 
odds of any utilization were 52%-92% higher among beneficiaries with cognitive 
impairment relative to those without cognitive impairment.  Notably, the odds of any 
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potentially avoidable hospitalization and potentially avoidable ED visit were 84% and 
56% higher, respectively, for beneficiaries with cognitive impairment than for those with 
no cognitive impairment.  By way of comparison, there were no significant differences in 
utilization between nursing home residents by cognitive impairment, with only one 
exception: we found significantly increased odds (OR = 1.278, p < 0.05) of having any 
outpatient ED visit (not resulting in inpatient admission) among nursing home residents 
with cognitive impairment relative to residents with no cognitive impairment. 

 
TABLE 4-1. Effects of CI on Hospital and ED Use among Medicare 

Beneficiaries in the HRS, 2000-2008 
(Adjusted OR) 

Utilization Outcome, Annually 
Community 

Adjusted OR 
(CI vs. Non-CI) 

Nursing Home 
Adjusted OR 

(CI vs. Non-CI) 
Any hospitalization 1.680*** 1.040 
Any potentially avoidable hospitalization 1.844*** 1.161 
Any ED visit, outpatient only 1.515*** 1.278* 
Any ED visit, leading to hospitalization 1.923*** 1.066 
Any ED visit, either type 1.656*** 1.138 
Any potentially avoidable ED visit, outpatient only 1.557*** 1.159 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are OR from multivariate XTGEE logistic regression models 
adjusting for CI, age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health 
insurance coverage, activities of daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and 
specific conditions), self-rated health status, income, urban location, census region, and survey 
year. Full model results are reported in Appendix A8 (community residents) and Appendix A9 
(nursing home residents). 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study; 
OR = Odds ratios; XTGEE = Cross-sectional time series generalized estimating equation. 
Statistical significance:  * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
Based on predicted probabilities from the XTGEE models above, we calculated 

adjusted percentages of beneficiaries having each of the utilization outcomes, by 
cognitive impairment, with results summarized in Table 4-2.  Among community-living 
beneficiaries, the adjusted prevalence of hospitalizations is significantly higher among 
those with cognitive impairment, as compared to those without cognitive impairment: 
25.6% vs. 17.5% for overall hospitalization, and 7.3% vs. 4.2% for potentially avoidable 
hospitalization.  A similar pattern of differences in ED utilization was observed, with 
prevalence being significantly higher for beneficiaries with cognitive impairment than 
those without the condition, regardless of the types of ED visit or whether they are 
potentially avoidable.  For example, annually 34.0% of community residents with 
cognitive impairment had an ED visit (with or without subsequent inpatient admission), 
in contrast to 24.4% of those without cognitive impairment; the percentage of having 
any potentially avoidable ED visit is 4.5% vs. 3.0%, respectively.  Among nursing home 
residents, the adjusted percentage difference by cognitive impairment is statistically 
significant (p < 0.05) in only one of the utilization outcomes, with regard to having any 
outpatient ED visit (not resulting in hospitalization): 35.4% vs. 30.0%. 
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TABLE 4-2. Hospital and ED Use among Medicare Beneficiaries in 
the HRS, 2000-2008, by CI 
(Adjusted Percentages) 

Utilization Outcome, 
Annually 

Community 
CI 

Community 
Non-CI 

Nursing Home 
CI 

Nursing Home 
Non-CI 

Any hospitalization 25.6 17.5*** 49.5 48.6 
Any potentially avoidable 
hospitalization 7.3 4.2*** 22.4 20.0 

Any ED visit, outpatient only 23.9 17.5*** 35.4 30.2* 
Any ED visit, leading to 
hospitalization 17.8 10.6*** 39.7 38.3 

Any ED visit, either type 34.0 24.4*** 56.1 53.1 
Any potentially avoidable ED 
visit, outpatient only 4.5 3.0*** 7.4 6.5 

N (Person-observations, 
unweighted) 4,172 31,752 1,776 1,007 

SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are adjusted percentages by multivariate XTGEE logistic regression models 
adjusting for CI, age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health insurance 
coverage, activities of daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and specific conditions), self-
rated health status, income, urban location, census region, and survey year. Full model results are 
reported in Appendix A8 (community residents) and Appendix A9 (nursing home residents). 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study; XTGEE = 
Cross-sectional time series generalized estimating equation. 
Statistical significance:  * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
Results in Table 4-2 also indicate that in general, the prevalence of hospital and 

ED use is substantially higher among nursing home residents than among their 
community counterparts, regardless of cognitive impairment status.  Furthermore, 
among nursing home residents, the adjusted percentage differences in hospital and ED 
use between those with and without cognitive impairment are much smaller than was 
the case among community residents in virtually all the utilization outcomes. 

 
The adjusted percentages are generally consistent with the unadjusted 

percentages (shown in Appendix A10), although the magnitudes of the differences or 
utilization gaps between those with and without cognitive impairment were moderated 
after multivariate adjustment.  It is also notable that, among nursing home residents, for 
three utilization outcomes, regarding any potentially avoidable hospitalization, any ED 
visit (resulting in hospitalization) and any ED visit (regardless of admission), the 
unadjusted percentage differences were statistically significant (Appendix A10), but all 
these differences were washed away after multivariate regression adjustment (Table   
4-2).  In addition, in Appendix A11 we reported the unadjusted, annualized rates of 
utilization per 1,000 person-years, which revealed a similar pattern of utilization 
differences by cognitive impairment to that observed in unadjusted percentage 
differences (Appendix A10). 

 
 

4.4.  Utilization Patterns among Health and Retirement Study 
Decedents: Last Year of Life 

 
Odds ratios from multivariate logistic regression models of each of the utilization 

outcomes among decedents in their last year of life are presented in Table 4-3.  Full 
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model results are provided in Appendix A12 (for community decedents) and Appendix 
A13 (for nursing home decedents).  There were no significant differences in the odds of 
hospitalizations associated with cognitive impairment among community decedents 
during their last year of life.  However, there were significantly greater odds of outpatient 
ED visits (OR = 1.32, p < 0.05) among community decedents with cognitive impairment 
compared to those without cognitive impairment.  Among nursing home decedents, in 
contrast, persons with cognitive impairment were about 43% (OR = 0.572, p < 0.05) 
less likely than those without cognitive impairment to be hospitalized during their last 
year of life.  No other difference in utilization outcomes remains by cognitive impairment 
among nursing home decedents. 

 
TABLE 4-3. Effects of CI on Hospital and ED Use in the Last Year of Life 

among HRS Decedents, 2000-2008 
(Adjusted OR) 

Utilization Outcome, Annually 
Community 

Adjusted OR 
(CI vs. Non-CI) 

Nursing Home 
Adjusted OR 

(CI vs. Non-CI) 
Any hospitalization 0.964 0.572* 
Any potentially avoidable hospitalization 1.044 1.087 
Any ED visit, outpatient only 1.318* 1.070 
Any ED visit, leading to hospitalization 1.166 0.780 
Any ED visit, either type 1.090 0.708 
Any potentially avoidable ED visit, outpatient only 1.103 1.574 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are OR from multivariate logistic regression models adjusting for CI, 
age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health insurance coverage, 
activities of daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and specific conditions), self-
rated health status, income, urban location, census region, and survey year. Full model results 
are reported in Appendix A12 (community decedents) and Appendix A13 (nursing home 
decedents). 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study; 
OR = Odds ratios. 
Statistical significance:  * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
In Table 4-4, we report the multivariate adjusted percentages of decedents with 

each utilization outcome, by cognitive impairment.  Several observations stand out.  
First, the overall prevalence of hospital and ED use in the last year of life became much 
similar, or almost equalized, for community decedents and nursing home decedents, 
regardless of cognitive impairment.  Second, within each subsample of community 
decedents or nursing home decedents, there were few differences by cognitive 
impairment across the utilization outcomes.  It is notable that among nursing home 
decedents, fewer residents with cognitive impairment (67.9%) were hospitalized in their 
last year of life than those with no cognitive impairment (77.9%); no significant 
difference was observed in any other outcomes.  Furthermore, comparing the adjusted 
percentages in Table 4-4 (for decedents) with those reported in Table 4-2 (for 
beneficiaries in overall HRS), hospital and ED use increased sharply in the last year of 
life among decedents, regardless of cognitive impairment or where they lived before 
death. 
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TABLE 4-4. Hospital and ED Use in the Last Year of Life among 
HRS Decedents, 2000-2008, by CI 

(Adjusted Percentages) 
Utilization Outcome, 

Annually 
Community 

CI 
Community 

Non-CI 
Nursing Home 

CI 
Nursing Home 

Non-CI 
Any hospitalization 78.3 78.9 67.9 77.9* 
Any potentially avoidable 
hospitalization 37.7 36.7 43.9 42.0 

Any ED visit, outpatient only 50.5 43.9* 43.0 41.5 
Any ED visit, leading to 
hospitalization 69.4 66.1 59.7 64.8 

Any ED visit, either type 81.0 79.7 72.1 77.9 
Any potentially avoidable ED 
visit, outpatient only 13.0 12.0 13.9 9.7 

N (Decedents, unweighted) 790 1,590 669 191 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are adjusted percentages as predicted by multivariate logistic regression 
models adjusting for CI, age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health insurance 
coverage, activities of daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and specific conditions), self-
rated health status, income, urban location, census region, and survey year. Full model results are 
reported in Appendix A12 (community decedents) and Appendix A13 (nursing home decedents). 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
Statistical significance:  * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
Alternatively, we ran multivariate negative binomial regression models with count 

outcomes with the same set of covariates as included in multivariate analyses 
summarized above.  Results with regard to the effect of cognitive impairment on 
utilization counts (not reported but available upon request) were consistent with those 
from models of dichotomous utilization outcomes.  In addition, unadjusted percentages 
of decedents with each utilization outcome are summarized in Appendix A14, and the 
annualized, unadjusted rates of utilization per 1,000 person-years in Appendix A15.  For 
the most part, these two sets of unadjusted measures show a similar pattern of 
differences by cognitive impairment.  After multivariate regression adjustments, 
differences in several of the unadjusted measures by cognitive impairment lost 
statistical significance. 

 
 

4.5.  Utilization Patterns in the Last 5 Years of Life 
 
In this section, descriptive analysis results on hospital and ED use patterns in the 

last 5 years of life among HRS decedents who died during the period 2000-2008 are 
presented.  Within each subsample (community vs. nursing home), we calculated and 
compared the yearly percentage of decedents with any hospitalization or ED visit by 
cognitive impairment status during the last 5 years of life. 

 
As described earlier in this report (see Section 4.2), among community-dwelling 

residents the prevalence of hospital and ED use is significantly higher for individuals 
with cognitive impairment than for those without cognitive impairment.  However, there 
appears to be a convergence in utilization over time such that during the last year of life 
the utilization gap between the two groups diminished.  This pattern is illustrated by the 
percentage of decedents from community who were hospitalized (Figure 4-4) or had 
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any ED visit regardless of hospitalization (Figure 4-5) during each of the 5 years prior to 
death. 

 
FIGURE 4-4. Percent of HRS Decedents from the Community with any Hospitalization 

Each Year in the Last 5 Years of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
 

FIGURE 4-5. Percent of HRS Decedents from the Community with any ED Visit Each 
Year in the Last 5 Years of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
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Results presented earlier (Section 4.2) also indicate that at any given point in time, 

nursing home residents with cognitive impairment generally have similar rates of 
hospitalization and ED use relative to those without cognitive impairment.  However, in 
their last year of life, nursing home decedents with cognitive impairment were 
hospitalized significantly less often than those without cognitive impairment  
(Figure 4-6); the prevalence of any ED use remains similar between the two groups 
(Figure 4-7). 

 
FIGURE 4-6. Percent of HRS Decedents from Nursing Homes with Any Hospitalization 

Each Year in the Last 5 Years of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
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FIGURE 4-7. Percent of HRS Decedents from Nursing Homes with any ED Visit Each 
Year in the Last 5 Years of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
 

4.6.  Utilization Patterns in the Last 12 Months of Life 
 
We also examined monthly utilization patterns in the last 12 months of life to see 

whether they were different between decedents with and without cognitive impairment.  
Among decedents from the community, there was no significant difference in the 
monthly percentage with any hospitalization until the last month of life, in which 
individuals with cognitive impairment were significantly less likely to be hospitalized than 
those without cognitive impairment (Figure 4-8).  The monthly percentage of community 
decedents with any ED visit (regardless of admission) did not differ by cognitive 
impairment throughout the last 12 months of life (Figure 4-9). 

 
Among nursing home decedents, the monthly percentage with any hospitalization 

was significantly lower for those with cognitive impairment in most of the last 12 months 
before death (Figure 4-10).  No significant difference was observed in the monthly 
prevalence of any ED visit (Figure 4-11). 

 
Finally, a common pattern is noted of these descriptive analysis results: regardless 

of cognitive impairment status and residential setting prior to death, hospital and ED use 
rose more rapidly in the last year of life than in previous years and in the last 1-2 
months than in earlier months before death. 
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FIGURE 4-8. Percent of HRS Decedents from the Community with Any Hospitalization 
Each Month in the Last 12 Months of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
 

FIGURE 4-9. Percent of HRS Decedents from the Community with Any ED Visit Each 
Month in the Last 12 Months of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
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FIGURE 4-10. Percent of HRS Decedents from Nursing Homes with Any Hospitalization 
Each Month in the Last 12 Months of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 
 
FIGURE 4-11. Percent of HRS Decedents from Nursing Homes with Any ED Visit Each 

Month in the Last 12 Months of Life, by CI 

 
SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Numbers shown are unadjusted percentages. 
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study. 
 



30 
 

 

5. RESULTS: MEDICARE EXPENDITURES FOR 
HOSPITAL AND EMERGENCY DEPARTMENT USE, 

BY COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENT 
 
 
In this section, we report results on the adjusted (i.e., predicted from multivariate 

two-part models) average annualized expenditures per beneficiary by cognitive 
impairment status in each subsample. 

 
 

5.1.  Expenditures for Medicare Beneficiaries: Overall Health and 
Retirement Study Sample 

 
The two-part model adjusted expenditures by cognitive impairment among 

Medicare beneficiaries in the overall HRS sample are summarized in Table 5-1.  
Detailed results from the two-part models are provided in Appendix A16 (community 
residents) and Appendix A17 (nursing home residents).  Table 5-1 shows that among 
community residents, beneficiaries with cognitive impairment had adjusted expenditures 
that were $1,811 higher, on average, than those without cognitive impairment for all 
hospitalizations ($5,837 vs. $4,027); for potentially avoidable hospitalizations, the 
marginal difference is estimated at $549 ($1,281 vs. $731). 

 
Community residents with cognitive impairment also had higher adjusted 

expenditures associated with outpatient ED visit, both overall and potentially avoidable, 
than those without cognitive impairment, although both the absolute amounts and 
marginal differences in these expenditures were lower, relative to hospitalization 
associated expenditures. 

 
Differences in adjusted expenditures by cognitive impairment among nursing home 

residents are also reported in Table 5-1, which are considerably higher than among 
community residents.  For example, adjusted total hospitalization associated 
expenditures for nursing home residents with cognitive impairment more than doubled 
that for community residents ($12,437 vs. $5,837); among those with no cognitive 
impairment, this difference nearly tripled ($11,550 vs. $4,027).  This is consistent with 
greater utilization in general among nursing home residents than among community 
residents, regardless of cognitive impairment (see Table 4-2). 

 
Also of note, the marginal difference in adjusted expenditures associated with total 

hospitalizations between nursing home residents with and without cognitive impairment 
($887) was less than half of the marginal difference among community residents 
($1,811).  However, the marginal cost to Medicare for potentially avoidable 
hospitalizations for nursing home residents with cognitive impairment relative to those 
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without cognitive impairment ($737) was higher than that among community-living 
residents ($549). 

 
TABLE 5-1. Medicare Expenditures for Hospital and ED Visits among Medicare 

Beneficiaries in the HRS, 2000-2008, by CI 
(Adjusted) 

Hospitalization/ED Visits CI 
Mean (SD) Non-CIa 

Mean (SD) Marginal 
Differenceb 

Community 
Hospitalizations, total $5,837 (3,823) $4,027 (2,961) $1,811*** 
Hospitalizations, potentially 
avoidable $1,281 (1,458) $731 (922) $549*** 

Outpatient ED visits, total $166 (109) $111 (79) $55*** 
Outpatient ED visits, 
potentially avoidable $28 (29) $17 (19) $10*** 

N (Person-observations, 
unweighted) 4,172 --- 4,172 --- --- 

Nursing Home 
Hospitalizations, total $12,437 (6,836) $11,550 (6,408) $887** 
Hospitalizations, potentially 
avoidable $3,390 (2,923) $2,653 (2,339) $737*** 

Outpatient ED visits, total $264 (136) $193 (106) $71*** 
Outpatient ED visits, 
potentially avoidable $51 (57) $40 (47) $11*** 

N (Person-observations, 
unweighted) 1,207 --- 1,207 --- --- 

SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are adjusted amounts, in constant 2008 dollars, estimated from multivariate two-part models 
adjusting for CI, age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health insurance coverage, activities of 
daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and specific conditions), self-rated health status, income, urban 
location, census region, and survey year. Full model results are reported in Appendix A16 (community residents) and 
Appendix A17 (nursing home residents).   
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study; SD = Standard 
deviation. 
Statistical significance: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
a. Estimated amount of expenditures by removing the CI related effect in a counterfactual manner, that is, treating 

those with actual CI as if they were free of CI while all other observed covariates remain unchanged. 
b. Estimated net amount of expenditures that is attributable to CI, over and above the effects of all other risk factors 

included in the models. 
 
Overall, the pattern of differences by cognitive impairment in the adjusted 

expenditures is consistent with that seen in the unadjusted expenditures, as reported in 
Appendix A18.  To varying degrees the adjusted per beneficiary expenditures turned 
higher, on average, than the unadjusted expenditures for all utilization cost categories 
regardless of cognitive impairment status.  In addition, the marginal difference in 
adjusted expenditures between those with and without cognitive impairment was 
reduced, relative to that in unadjusted expenditures, but remains substantial for 
hospitalization related expenditures.   

 
 

5.2.  Expenditures for Health and Retirement Study Decedents: Last 
Year of Life 

 
The two-part model adjusted Medicare expenditures among HRS decedents 

during their last year of life are reported in Table 5-2, with full model results provided in 
Appendix A19 (community decedents) and Appendix A20 (nursing home decedents). 
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TABLE 5-2. Medicare Expenditures for Hospital and ED Visits in the Last Year of Life 

among HRS Decedents, 2000-2008, by CI 
(Adjusted) 

Hospitalization/ ED Visits CI 
Mean (SD) Non-CIa 

Mean (SD) Marginal 
Differenceb 

Community 
Hospitalizations, total $19,287 (6,984) $22,258 (8,055) -$2,971*** 
Hospitalizations, potentially 
avoidable $5,135 (2,357) $5,436 (2,516) -$301* 

Outpatient ED visits, total $319 (131) $288 (126) $31*** 
Outpatient ED visits, 
potentially avoidable $66 (52) $67 (54) -$0.3 

N (Person-observations, 
unweighted) 790 --- 790 --- --- 

Nursing Home 
Hospitalizations, total $15,208 (7,935) $24,074 (11,616) -$8,866*** 
Hospitalizations, potentially 
avoidable $5,788 (3,788) $7,055 (4,655) -$1,267*** 

Outpatient ED visits, total $284 (209) $268 (197) $16 
Outpatient ED visits, 
potentially avoidable $79 (139) $39 (72) $40*** 

N (Person-observations, 
unweighted) 669 --- 669 --- --- 

SOURCE:  RTI analysis of HRS data linked with Medicare claims, 2000-2008. 
NOTE:  Reported in table are adjusted amounts, in constant 2008 dollars, estimated from multivariate two-part models 
adjusting for CI, age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, marital status, types of health insurance coverage, activities of 
daily living limitations, chronic conditions (total count and specific conditions), self-rated health status, income, urban 
location, census region, and survey year. Full model results are reported in Appendix A19 (community decedents) and 
Appendix A20 (nursing home decedents).   
CI = Cognitive impairment; ED = Emergency department; HRS = Health and Retirement Study; SD = Standard 
deviation. 
Statistical significance: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
 
a. Estimated amount of expenditures by removing the CI related effect in a counterfactual manner, that is, treating 

those with actual CI as if they were free of CI while all other observed covariates remain unchanged. 
b. Estimated net amount of expenditures that is attributable to CI, over and above the effects of all other risk factors 

included in the models. 
 
Results from Table 5-2 show that among community decedents, the marginal or 

adjusted difference in hospitalization associated expenditures in the last year of life 
were $2,971 lower for decedents with cognitive impairment ($19,287) than for those 
without cognitive impairment ($22,258).  Among nursing home decedents, total adjusted 
hospital expenditures were $8,866 lower, on average, for individuals with cognitive 
impairment ($15,208) than for those without cognitive impairment ($24,074).  Similarly, 
the adjusted expenditures for potentially avoidable hospitalizations were lower for 
decedents with cognitive impairment than those without cognitive impairment, by $301 
for community residents and $1,267 for nursing home decedents. 

 
It is also noted that regardless of residential setting or cognitive impairment status, 

average adjusted hospital and ED expenditures were substantially higher among HRS 
decedents during their last year of life (Table 5-2), as compared to beneficiaries in the 
overall HRS (Table 5-1), most of whom are presumably many years away from death. 

 
The unadjusted average expenditures for decedents in their last year of life are 

provided in Appendix A21, which show larger differences in unadjusted expenditures 
associated with hospitalizations by cognitive impairment status, as compared to 
adjusted differences between the two groups. 
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6. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
ADRD places substantial emotional, physical, and financial burdens on individuals 

suffering the disease and their family caregivers as well as on the health and long-term 
care systems that support and care for them.  Potentially avoidable hospitalizations and 
ED visits often reduce the quality of life of the people involved and are costly to 
Medicare.  In order to investigate patterns of hospital and ED use (both overall and 
potentially avoidable) and Medicare expenditures among FFS Medicare beneficiaries 
age 65 and older with ADRD or severe cognitive impairment compared to beneficiaries 
without these conditions, this study analyzed data from the 2000-2008 waves of the 
HRS linked with Medicare claims.  We conducted both longitudinal analyses for 
beneficiaries included in the overall HRS sample as well as analyses of the last years of 
life for those who died during the study period, each stratified by residential setting 
(community vs. nursing home).  These results provide a more comprehensive and up-
to-date picture of hospital and ED utilization by people with ADRD or cognitive 
impairments than previously available.  This final section of the report highlights the 
study’s principal findings, discusses policy implications, notes study limitations and 
outlines potential areas for additional research. 

 
 

6.1.  Findings and Policy Implications 
 
First, the impact of cognitive impairment on hospital and ED use varies by 

residential setting.  Specifically, among community-dwelling beneficiaries, individuals 
with cognitive impairment are significantly more likely than those without cognitive 
impairment to be hospitalized and to have ED visits annually, both overall and for 
potentially avoidable conditions, after adjusting for demographic, socioeconomic and 
health-related risk factors.  In contrast, among nursing home residents, our results 
suggest there is no significant difference in hospitalization by cognitive impairment 
status, either overall or potentially avoidable.  The only difference observed is that 
nursing home residents with cognitive impairment are somewhat more likely to have an 
ED visit without inpatient admission than those without cognitive impairment.  The 
results of previous studies (Bynum et al. 2004; Lin et al. 2013) are not directly 
comparable because they did not analyze community residents separately from nursing 
home residents.  However, their findings of higher overall hospitalization and potentially 
avoidable hospitalization rates among people with cognitive impairment are consistent 
with this study’s findings regarding community residents, who account for a large 
majority of people with cognitive impairment. 

 
High rates of hospitalization and ED use among community-based people with 

cognitive impairments, both overall and for potentially avoidable conditions, may be 
attributable to multiple factors, such as deficiencies in primary care and challenges in 
providing adequate ambulatory care for people with cognitive impairments in community 
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settings.  Furthermore, few programs are specifically designed to reduce 
hospitalizations among community-based people with Alzheimer’s disease or dementia.  
As a result, when the medical conditions of community-based individuals with cognitive 
impairment change, family members and other caregivers may have few options other 
than immediately sending the patients to the hospital.  In comparison, most nursing 
homes are equipped to provide medical and nursing care for many conditions that 
would be difficult to manage in community settings.  Institutional capacity intreating and 
managing complex conditions has grown in nursing homes as part of the shift to post-
acute care over the last decade (Tyler et al. 2013).  Moreover, given the high 
prevalence of dementia in nursing homes, facilities may be more used to treating people 
with ADRD than are community-based physicians.  Notably, in one study the risk of 
hospitalization for nursing home residents with dementia was lower in facilities with a 
specialized dementia care unit or a high prevalence of dementia residents (Gruneir et 
al. 2007).  

 
Although people with cognitive impairment in nursing homes do not have higher 

rates of hospitalizations and potentially avoidable hospitalizations than do people 
without cognitive impairment, the absolute rates are quite high (nearly 50%).  Moreover, 
over 40% of nursing home residents with hospitalizations (both those with and without 
cognitive impairment) have potentially avoidable hospitalizations.  A number of 
initiatives are underway to address the overall issue of potentially avoidable 
hospitalizations, including the CMS’ Initiative to Reduce Avoidable Hospitalizations 
among Nursing Facility Residents and the Nursing Home Value Based Purchasing 
demonstration, but few programs are specifically targeted at people with cognitive 
impairment. 

 
Second, hospital and ED use by people with and without cognitive 

impairment converge during the last few years of life.  Specifically, at 1 year before 
death, there were few utilization differences by cognitive impairment status for 
community-living Medicare FFS beneficiaries.  However, when the look-back window 
was extended to 5 years before death, substantial differences in utilization emerged 
whereby people with cognitive impairment had significantly higher rates of 
hospitalization and ED use than those without cognitive impairment (consistent with 
patterns described above in the community-dwelling Medicare population).  Thus, 
cognitively impaired individuals are hospitalized and visit the ED more frequently than 
others several years before death, with these utilization differences diminishing as death 
approaches.  One possible explanation of this pattern is that dying is difficult and 
complex for all community-living people, and that approaching death overwhelms any 
differences in cognitive status, resulting in similar rates of hospitalization and ED visits.  
Thus, dying would appear to be the ultimate “equalizer” for hospital and ED use for 
Medicare FFS beneficiaries living in the community, regardless of cognitive impairment.  
Although the Bynum et al. (2004) study stratified their 1-year sample of Medicare 
beneficiaries by survivors and those who died within the year, their analyses and 
window before death were more limited and not designed to detect these trends.   
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The sharp rise in hospitalizations in the last year of life for beneficiaries in the 
community is particularly striking, with about 80% of people (regardless of cognitive 
impairment) having at least one inpatient admission and as many having at least one 
ED visit (regardless of whether it was associated with an inpatient hospital admission).  
Further, nearly half of those hospitalized in the last year of life had a potentially 
avoidable hospitalization.  Again, these findings point to the challenges in providing 
adequate community-based medical care and long-term services and supports to older 
people that may reduce admissions to the hospital in their last year of life, whether or 
not they have dementia or cognitive impairments. 

 
Third, nursing home residents who died with cognitive impairment were 

significantly less likely than those without cognitive impairment to be 
hospitalized during the last year of life.  This finding may be related to the fact that 
many nursing homes possess the on-site capacity to manage changes in the medical 
conditions of residents.  It may also be that nursing homes, physicians and family are 
inclined to provide less aggressive end-of-life care to cognitively impaired nursing home 
residents than to residents without cognitive impairment (Cadigan et al. 2012; Gessert 
et al. 2006; Li, Zheng, & Temkin-Grenner 2013).  Further, aggressive treatments that 
require hospitalization of nursing home residents with advanced dementia may produce 
little improvement in quality of life (Goldfeld, Hamel, & Mitchell 2013) and may be futile 
care.  Our analyses indicate that nursing home residents with cognitive impairments 
used hospice more frequently than those without cognitive impairments (results not 
reported), which could also have contributed to their lower rates of hospitalization in the 
last year of life.  This finding is consistent with the rising use and duration of Medicare-
covered hospice care for nursing home residents (Miller, Lima, & Mitchell 2010).   

 
Nonetheless, among nursing home residents who were hospitalized in their last 

year of life, a high proportion of them--almost two-thirds of decedents with cognitive 
impairment and more than half of those without cognitive impairment--had at least one 
potentially avoidable hospitalization.  Thus, there is much room for reducing 
unnecessary hospitalizations for nursing home residents toward the end of life--
hospitalizations that are burdensome and often have negative impacts on the quality of 
care and quality of life for individuals affected (Gozalo et al. 2011; Teno et al. 2013). 

 
Fourth, Medicare expenditures associated with hospital and ED use for 

people with cognitive impairment and people without cognitive impairment differs 
by residential setting and proximity to death.  In the overall analysis, average 
Medicare expenditures for people with cognitive impairment are higher than for people 
without cognitive impairment, regardless of setting.  During any given year over the 
study period, community-living people with cognitive impairment incurred greater, 
multivariate adjusted Medicare costs associated with all-cause hospitalizations and with 
potentially avoidable hospitalizations than those without cognitive impairment.  This is 
consistent with the utilization patterns by cognitive impairment in community settings, as 
reported earlier.  In nursing homes, the net difference in average Medicare expenditures 
between residents with and without cognitive impairment is also positive for all-cause 
hospitalizations, and for potentially avoidable hospitalizations, although no significant 
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difference by cognitive impairment was found in the likelihood of having any 
hospitalization or any potentially avoidable hospitalization among nursing home 
residents.  It is possible that among those nursing home residents who were ever 
hospitalized, individuals with cognitive impairment may have longer lengths of stay, are 
admitted with higher cost diagnosis-related groups, or have a greater number of 
hospitalizations, thereby increasing their total hospitalization associated expenditures, 
relative to those without cognitive impairment.  The results indicating higher Medicare 
expenditures among beneficiaries with cognitive impairment is consistent with a study 
by Bynum et al. (2004) that found that the annual adjusted expenditures for 
hospitalizations among Medicare beneficiaries with dementia were substantially higher 
than among beneficiaries without dementia, although the study did not distinguish 
residential settings.  Thus, the rising number of Medicare beneficiaries with Alzheimer’s 
disease is likely to increase hospital expenditures more than if they were not cognitively 
impaired. 

 
In contrast, we found lower average expenditures associated with hospitalizations 

in the last year of life for beneficiaries with cognitive impairment than those without 
cognitive impairment, both in the community and in nursing homes.  This is consistent 
with the finding that nursing home residents with cognitive impairment were about a 
third less likely to be hospitalized than those without cognitive impairment in the last 
year of life.  Among decedents in the community, the lower expenditures for all-cause 
hospitalizations and for potentially avoidable hospitalizations due to cognitive 
impairment are seemingly at odds with our finding that community-based people with 
and without cognitive impairment are just equally as likely to have a hospitalization or a 
potentially avoidable hospitalization in the last year of life.  Again, possible explanations 
are that toward the end of life people with cognitive impairment may have received less 
aggressive care than others without cognitive impairment while in the hospital, may 
have been admitted with lower cost diagnosis-related groups, or may have fewer 
hospitalizations per-person, thereby lowering Medicare costs.  These findings suggest 
that policy makers need to consider analyses at both the beneficiary level and the 
service or expenditure level in order to fully understand the impact of cognitive 
impairment on service use and to develop policies that ensure appropriate access to 
care while controlling program costs. 

 
 

6.2.  Limitations 
 
Like all studies, this research has limitations.  First, our analyses are based on 

data for elderly FFS Medicare beneficiaries in the HRS.  Beneficiaries enrolled in 
managed care organizations are excluded because detailed claims data are not 
available.  Thus, our results are not necessarily generalizable to the general elderly 
population.  The results are representative of the FFS Medicare population only. 

 
Second, although using a hybrid definition of cognitive impairment in our analyses 

is a strength, as it combines Medicare claims-based ADRD diagnosis and HRS survey-
based data to identify severe cognitive impairment that is consistent with dementia, the 
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possibility of under or overdiagnosis or misclassifications remains given data limitations.  
Nevertheless, preliminary sensitivity analyses suggested that our results are robust to 
alternative definitions of cognitive impairment.  However, our dichotomous measure of 
cognitive impairment is somewhat limited in that it is not sensitive to disease severity or 
progression.  Thus, this study is not able to answer questions about how the disease 
trajectory for people with ADRD or cognitive impairment changes over time and relative 
to death, and whether changes in severity such as gradual cognitive decline versus 
more rapid decline have implications on health care utilization.   

 
Third, another potential limitation concerns our definition of potentially avoidable 

hospitalization and ED visits, which, like virtually all other studies of potentially 
avoidable hospitalization, is the product of expert opinion rather than an assessment of 
whether specific hospitalizations actually are avoidable (Ouslander & Maslow 2012; 
Polniaszek et al. 2011; Spector et al. 2013; Walsh et al. 2012).  In addition, much less 
research has been conducted on potentially avoidable ED visits and standard 
definitions, especially for older people and nursing home residents, have not been 
developed and empirically tested.  This study operated on the assumption that 
conditions which were potentially avoidable for hospitalizations are the same conditions 
that are potentially avoidable for ED use, which may not be the case.  It is also unclear 
whether some of the conditions on our potentially avoidable list are appropriate for 
cognitively impaired individuals who may communicate their medical problems poorly. 

 
Fourth, our analytic sample does not include Medicare data on non-respondents to 

a given HRS wave or to people who did not give permission to the HRS to obtain their 
Medicare records.  To the extent that sample attrition is disproportionately among 
cognitively impaired individuals, our prevalence estimate of cognitive impairment and its 
impact would be conservative.  Nevertheless, research suggests that use of proxy 
interviews for impaired respondents in the HRS substantially eliminates attrition bias in 
measured cognition (Weir, Faul, & Langa 2011).   

 
 

6.3.  Future Research 
 
These study results raise several possible venues for further research.  

Hospitalizations, including readmissions and potentially avoidable hospitalizations, are a 
topic with increasing policy attention.  Given high readmission rates among Medicare 
beneficiaries (Jencks, Williams, & Coleman 2009; Mor et al. 2010), several health 
reform initiatives have focused on developing or evaluating initiatives designed to 
reduce readmissions or potentially avoidable hospitalizations.  Assessing the impacts of 
these initiatives on community and nursing home residents with cognitive impairment is 
an important next step in light of the projections indicating that the burden associated 
with Alzheimer’s disease will be much greater in the future.  For example, future 
research could focus on whether integrating acute and long-term services and supports 
of beneficiaries dually eligible in Medicare and Medicaid are effective in improving rates 
of potentially avoidable utilization for this population.  Other research could assess 
whether patient-centered medical homes or home and community-based services are 
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associated with lower hospital and ED use for people with dementia.  With about a 
quarter of elderly Medicare beneficiaries enrolled in managed care organizations 
(Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 2013), a major policy question is how 
Medicare Advantage plans treat people with ADRD or cognitive impairment.  Given the 
high prevalence of ADRD among residential care facility residents (Caffrey et al. 2012), 
additional research could also assess the utilization and expenditure patterns among 
people living in residential care facilities, and how they compare to nursing home and 
community residents.    

 
Another area of potential further investigation relates to the effect of cognitive 

impairment at the end of life.  Although we conducted some analyses of hospice 
utilization, we did not fully address this topic due to data limitations.  Future research 
could address research questions pertaining to the impact of hospice enrollment on 
hospital and ED use among people with cognitive impairment. 

 
 

6.4.  Conclusions 
 
The aging of the population makes it likely that the number of people with ADRD 

will increase dramatically in coming years, even if the underlying prevalence rates 
decline (Matthews et al. 2013).  Given that recent estimates indicate that the number of 
people over 65 with Alzheimer’s disease is projected to nearly triple by 2050 (Hebert et 
al. 2013), our results of hospital and ED use and associated Medicare expenditures 
underscores the importance of addressing issues specific to this population.  From the 
perspective of people with dementia as well as their caregivers, hospitalizations and ED 
visits are disorienting, highly stressful, and often lead to adverse outcomes.  Thus, the 
high rates of hospitalizations and ED visits, especially those that are potentially 
avoidable, have clear implications for quality of life.  Similarly, from the perspective of 
Medicare and other payers, the fact that a substantial portion of hospitalizations and ED 
use is potentially avoidable is of great policy significance since reducing inappropriate 
utilization in those settings provides a potential opportunity to achieve cost savings; 
however, these savings may be offset by the cost of the initiatives to prevent potentially 
avoidable utilization.  The findings in this study point to the continued need for planning 
and developing appropriate services and supports for older people with cognitive 
impairments in both community and institutional settings. 
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