APRIL 2022

A Flash Review

AUTHOR:
Sharalynn Missiuna




The UPHN is a national organization established in 2004 which today includes
the Medical Officers of Health in 24 of Canada’s large urban centres. Working
collaboratively and with a collective voice, the network addresses public health
issues that are common to urban populations. Research operations of the
UPHN are conducted in partnership with the University of Saskatchewan.

UPHN flash reviews are for discussion and comment purposes. They have not
been peer reviewed nor been subject to review by the UPHN members or

executive.

Any opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and not those
of the UPHN.

© 2022 Authors. All rights reserved.




Defining Frequent Emergency Room Use in Canada: A Flash
Review'?

Sharalynn Missiuna
Medical Student, University of Saskatchewan

! Correspondence: Dr. Cory Neudorf, Urban Public Health Network Research Group, 107 Wiggins Road
University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, E-mail: cory.neudorf@usask.ca

* Acknowledgements: This paper was reviewed by Charles Plante and Thilina Bandara. This project was funded in
part by the Urban Public Health Network. The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

3 Suggested Citation: Sharalynn Missiuna. 2022. “Defining Frequent Emergency Room Use in Canada: A Flash
Review.” Urban Public Health Network Flash Review Series. Retrieved from
https://research-groups.usask.ca/uphnresearch/publications/uphn-research-publications.php#FlashReviews.

April 2022



Defining Frequent Emergency Room Use in Canada: A Flash
Review

Keywords
emergency medicine, review, analysis, patient admissions

Question

Frequent emergency room(ER) users are a common occurrence throughout Canada and
contribute to crowded and overcapacity hospitals as well as heightened system-wide costs.'
Adapting services or policies to reduce the number of frequent ER users may decrease the
overall number of visits, improve patient care and help to alleviate some of the strain on
Canada’s overburdened healthcare system.*” However, although “frequent user” is a term
understood by providers, “frequent” is not well defined operationally in the literature. A
consistent definition is needed to investigate frequent users effectively. In this flash review, we
answer the question: what defines frequent use in emergency rooms in Canada? Based on prior
literature, it describes the methods that Canadian researchers have previously used and suggests a
definition to use going forward.

Review/search strategy
We used the database PubMed and searched for papers that contained the terms “heavy use*” or

“repeat use*” or “frequent use*” and “emergency” and “Canada” in their title or abstract. At the
time of this writing (early 2022), the search produced 41 articles, which we screened for
relevance. We found 16 articles that described characteristics of frequent ER users in Canada or
included a definition of frequent ER users and were published using Canadian data. We extracted
the study type, location, data source, years studied, method used to calculate frequent use, and an
explanation for why the method was chosen. Finally, we evaluated the methods used and decided
on a preferred definition.

Findings

The 16 articles utilized a variety of ways to define frequent. In general, articles used a cut-off
percentile (the top 1% or 10% of ER users) or a set number of visits (over a certain number of
visits to the ER per year). The most common cut-offs used were 3 visits/ year (3 articles),*’ 4
visits/year (2 articles)'*'? and the top 10% of users (4 articles).">™'® Other articles used 10+
visits/ year,'” 12+ visits/year,'® 15+ visits/year," the top 1% of visits,**' the top 5% of users,*
and a mix of methods.” CIHI defines frequent ER use as the top 10% of users, in line with their
data from the National Ambulatory Care Reporting System.** There is no documentation on why
CIHI chose the 10% cut-off. A few studies offered an explanation beyond prior literature for
their choice of cut-off, these explanations included physician recognizability,'® frequency
distribution,®*? and patient characteristic differences.'** A full listing and summary of how each
paper operationalized frequent ER use is provided in Appendix A .

Conclusions and recommendations
We suggest defining frequent ER users as individuals in the 90th percentile of users. This

terminology aligns with CIHI’s definition of frequent use®* and is the most used cut-off in
Canadian research. Additionally, we agree with Moe et al’s* rationale in that the
distribution-based definition allows for a more accurate comparison between institutions. When
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additional differentiators are required, we suggest defining highly frequent ER users as users in
the 95th percentile and the highest frequency ER users as the 99th percentile of users.
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