Disparities Assessment Tool

April, 2004

Background


Racial and socioeconomic (SES) disparities in the quality of care are well documented and the focus of numerous public and private efforts to reduce disparities. A key strategy advocated by the Department of Health and Human Services, the Institute of Medicine, employer groups, and others is routine tracking of performance measures among different racial/ethnic and SES groups to help target quality improvement efforts and monitor progress in a variety of settings. 

To assist health systems in their efforts to reduce disparities and improve quality, the Agency for Health Care Research and Quality (AHRQ) sponsored several interrelated projects through AHRQ’s Integrated Delivery System Research Network (IDSRN) that led to the development of a tool to enhance capacity to compare and analyze care for different subgroups. The actual development and refinements of the tool was led by a partnership of investigators from RAND and the Center for Health Care Policy and Evaluation, with the cooperation of several large health plans.  

Though the tool is still in a prototype stage, it has already received extremely positive reviews for its utility, ease of use, and potential to help quality improvement staff target groups for interventions and monitor improvements, with minimal additional costs.  Indeed, a few plans have already begun to adapt the tool to assess and track performance measures to improve the quality and reduce disparities in care. 

The brief description of the tool below is intended to provide a preview while it is developed further.  AHRQ intends to ultimately make this tool, or a subsequent version, available on its website for use free of charge.  In the meantime, interested providers should contact Cynthia Palmer at AHRQ for more information (tel: 301-427-1441; email: CPalmer2@ahrq.gov).  

Overview of Tool and Examples of Its Use

Assessing patterns of racial/ethnic or SES disparities among different subgroups and across a variety of measures and health systems can be challenging and time consuming.  The tool we developed makes this process far less cumbersome and more practical to use by individuals with a wide range of analytical experience.  

The “tool” is simply a Microsoft Excel sheet with a series of pull down menus that allows the user to easily view information about performance among different subgroups in tabular or graphical form.  Though this software interface is simple to use, it is based on sophisticated macros that produce a remarkably flexible platform. This platform allows the user to instantly view key information for different business lines, plans, patient subgroups, and performance measures.  Some data input is required prior to using the tool, such as HEDIS data for various racial/ethnic groups.  However, this step is straightforward and can be done by a data programmer or analyst.  Once the data are loaded, the tool (i.e., an Excel file) can be distributed and used by individuals throughout the organization. 

Operating the Tool 

To operate the tool, the user simply needs to click on three tabs at the top of the sheet and make selections from each of the corresponding pull down menus.   
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Figure 1A
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Business Line.  The first tab includes a list of three possible business lines.  In the example that follows we will focus on data from select Medicare (i.e. Medicare + Choice) enrollees but the same features are available for Commercial and Medicaid enrollees.  In addition, the tool can be easily modified to accommodate other categories such as the state or region of residence.


Figure 1B
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Enrollee Characteristics. The second tab lists various enrollee characteristics such as race/ethnicity, primary language, gender, and selected measures of SES.  For the example below, we have selected Black on the menu to examine potential disparities between African Americans and other patients.  Other characteristics can be added or substituted on the current menu.  Information on race/ethnicity or other characteristics may be obtained from patient report and/or administrative data, geo-coding, or surname analyses.  



Figure 1C            
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Performance Measures.  The third tab offers a choice of various performance measures. In the version of the tool shown, we focus on NCQA HEDIS measures of diabetes care.   However, as with other aspects of the tool, the specific measures included in the tool menu can be easily changed.   In the example below, we select the measure of whether individuals with diabetes had an annual lipid profile (i.e., LDL checked) performed. 


Figure 1D
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Different Ways Tool Displays Performance Data

The main version of the tool displays information in four complementary ways with the specific information changing as the user selects items from the menus mentioned.  The example below shows data on rates of health plan performance of lipid profiles for Non-Black and Black enrollees with diabetes.  The corresponding information includes a (1) data table, (2) bar chart of performance rate for selected racial/ethnic subgroups, (3) bar chart of estimated disparity in performance, and (4) chart of estimated disparities with confidence intervals.  We describe each of these displays in the sections below.


Figure 2A
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Data Table.  This table shows the denominator size and performance rate for each plan and racial group.  It also shows the percentage point difference or disparity in rates for the two enrollee groups within each plan.  When this difference is significant (P< .05) the resulting P-value is shaded in gray.   For example in Plan A 78.0% of the Non-Black diabetic enrollees received a lipid profile while only 60.9% of the Black enrollees received this test.  The 17.1 % disparity is statistically significant (P<.001).  In contrast, the disparity in care of 4.2% in plan C is not statistically significant (P=.315).   Scanning down the P-value column one can quickly get a sense that there is a significant disparity within most of the plans (8 out of 9) on this measure.


Figure 2B
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Bar Chart of Performance Rates.  The corresponding bar chart graphically displays the performance rates for each group and plan.  In this case the blue bar represents the rate for Non-Black enrollees while the red bar represents the rate for Black enrollees. Looking across the plans one can see that performance rates vary.  In all cases the rate for Blacks is lower, sometimes substantially, than for 

Non-Blacks, and that disparity size does not correspond to performance level.  For example, Plan A has the highest performance rate for Non-Black but one of the largest disparities.


Figure 2C 
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Bar Chart of Disparities.  The relative size of the disparities within different plans can be seen more clearly in a second chart that displays only the difference in rates for each plan.  (Note the scale is different from the prior chart.) Thus, the racial disparity in rate of lipid profiles is clearly largest in Plan A and B and smallest in Plan C.  It is also apparent that the disparity size tends to be large in the majority of plans with 6 of the 9 plans showing a disparity of  > 10 percentage points. 


Figure 2D


Estimated Disparities with Confidence Intervals.  Simply looking at the size of the estimated disparities (i.e., the height of the bars) may be misleading, however, when the number of enrollees in the denominator for one or both of the racial groups is 
small.  Thus this last figure shows the 95% confidence interval around the estimated disparity.  In this way the user can quickly see the possible range of estimated disparity in each plan.  For example, though the estimated disparities in Plan A and B are both substantial (> 17 percentage points), the confidence interval for Plan A is considerably larger than for Plan B (9 to 26% vs. 18 to 25%).  These differences in confidence interval size reflect the fact that Plan A had many fewer eligible enrollees (approximately 200 in each group) than in Plan B (more than 1300 in both groups).
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Additional Features Planned

Subsequent versions of the tool will include additional features not shown above.  For example, we plan to create a separate sheet in the tool that will allow users to examine performance on multiple measures (e.g., all 6 diabetes measures) for a single plan or set of plans at the same time.  Another sheet will allow the user to view results for multiple racial/ethnic groups at once rather than one group vs. all others eligible enrollees as in the current version of the tool.   We will also develop sheets that allow users to track results on a given measure over time.  

CONCLUSION

The AHRQ Disparities Assessment Tool provides a flexible software platform to facilitate health care organizations and providers’ efforts to monitor and reduce racial/ethnic and SES disparities in the quality of care.  The tool is still in the process of being developed but can be used on a limited basis by interested organizations and providers.  Feedback or questions from potential users should be directed to Cynthia Palmer at AHRQ (tel: 301-427-1441; email  CPalmer2@ahrq.gov).  
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