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Healthgrades 2016 Report to the Nation 

Local Differences in Patient Outcomes  
Reinforce the Need for Transparency 

Transparency– The New Standard 
Consumers want and expect brands to be transparent across a range of dimensions, including how 
products are sourced and manufactured. Unfortunately, the healthcare industry still has a long way 
to go toward this degree of transparency. It is more important than ever for consumers to have 
access to cost and quality data as consumers take on more financial responsibility for healthcare 
costs and they continue to become more discriminating with their choices. It is also crucial that 
consumers understand they may potentially be putting their health at risk based on where they 
decide to seek care. The good news for consumers is that information about quality of care is more 
accessible today than many people realize. 

In a recent research study by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, findings showed that rising 
healthcare costs were affecting patients’ healthcare decision making and impacting their purchasing 
behaviors. Rising costs were prompting patients to act more like healthcare consumers—they are 
comparison shopping among providers when possible.1 Participants said they were very interested in 
efforts to share information on both price and quality. 

Additionally, in a 2015 survey of U.S. employers, nearly half (48%) said they will place more 
emphasis on educating their employees about how to select providers based on cost and quality 
information.2 

These studies further validate the need for patients to do their homework prior to making healthcare 
decisions—and the need for transparent cost, quality, safety, and patient experience information to 
help them. As patients take on greater financial responsibility for their healthcare, information about 
where to get the best outcomes is crucial.  

Recommendations from friends, family, and even social media posts are influencing consumer 
behavior when it comes to consumers choosing where to seek care. However, consumers need 
objective information and statistical interpretation of the quality of care as they make vital 
healthcare decisions and exercise their purchasing power.  

Clinical outcomes, including mortality and complication rates, are the most fundamental, relevant 
and objective measures of hospital quality. These measures are central to Healthgrades’ analysis 
and central to our continuing mission, which is helping consumers to make more informed 
healthcare decisions.  

When we compare outcomes across all hospitals, many with high brand name recognition may not 
perform as well clinically across all of the services they provide. Additionally, in metropolitan areas 
with greater numbers of hospitals, it is generally assumed that increased choice provides more 
opportunity for better healthcare. However, this study shows that in many metropolitan areas, while 
hospitals may provide excellent care for a particular procedure or condition, we observed worse-
than-expected quality care in others.  

The 2016 Report to the Nation underscores what Healthgrades has observed for years: Hospital 
quality varies significantly across the country, regionally, and even within local markets. No 
stereotypes can be used as a shortcut to determine hospital performance—in fact, hospitals all 
perform differently and that performance varies by procedures performed or conditions treated. 
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Significant Quality Differences Exist at the Local Level 
Healthgrades analyzes the quality of care patients have received for specific conditions or 
procedures, and finds differences exist even within local service areas.  

In some cities, we see a high percentage of patients being treated at hospitals with 5-star ratings 
(statistically significantly better-than-expected outcomes) for certain procedures and conditions. 

In contrast, we find evidence revealing that patients received poor care within the same local area 
for specific conditions or procedures. This presents a challenge for patients, because they may put 
themselves at higher risk of complications or death depending on how they select a hospital. 

The fact is, from 2012 through 2014, patients treated at hospitals receiving 5 stars had, on average, 
a 71% lower risk of dying and a 65% lower risk of experiencing a complication during their hospital 
stay than if they were treated at a hospital receiving a 1-star rating (statistically significantly worse-
than-expected outcomes). 

Consumers need and want reliable information on the cost and quality of the care that their local 
providers deliver. This year’s report provides guidance to help consumers make the best choices and 
lessen their risk of having a negative outcome. 

ZIP Codes Do Not Dictate Outcomes  
Consumers can’t assume that because they live in a large metropolitan area, they will receive the 
best care. Hospitals just minutes away from each other can have significant differences in mortality 
and complication rates for the same condition or procedure. In Denver, Colorado, for example, we 
found a wide range of complication rates for Hip Replacement procedures across hospitals, where 
the lowest observed complication rate was 3.9% and the highest was 13.6%. That is more than a 
3.5-fold difference. 

Quality Varies in the Same City 

Moreover, a major city may have 30 or more hospitals, but it is possible that only a few of those 
hospitals provide statistically significantly better-than-expected outcomes for specific procedures or 
conditions. As a buyer of healthcare services, consumers deserve to have the information to select 
the highest possible performing hospital for the care they or their loved one needs.  

Three examples of this include: 

 In the Chicago, Illinois region, of 46 hospitals that perform Coronary Artery Bypass Graft
(CABG) Surgery, only two have a 5-star rating for this procedure.

 In the Houston, Texas region, of 38 hospitals that treat Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease
(COPD), only one has a 5-star rating for this condition.

 In the Philadelphia, Pennsylvania region, of 34 hospitals that treat Heart Attack, only four have
a 5-star rating for this condition.
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More Choices Does Not Equal Better Outcomes  

Conversely, in smaller markets with only a few hospitals, people may assume that the care available 
is inferior to larger metropolitan areas. However, no matter where you live, similar quality variations 
can be observed. For example, only one of the three hospital choices for Heart Attack treatment in 
Charleston, West Virginia, has better-than-expected outcomes (5 stars).   

Outcomes for some procedures or conditions may be excellent at the hospital closest to you—but 
you shouldn’t assume that is the case. Your local hospitals may very well provide the highest quality 
care. However, in some instances, hospitals in your area may not perform as well for the procedure 
or condition you need, compared to other hospitals further away. Driving a little further may make 
sense for you to improve your chances to experience the best clinical outcome.  

The key to deciding where to seek care is to inform your decision with objective data—but not just 
any data. Risk-adjusted outcomes represent an important source of objective quality measurement 
that consumers can utilize to make informed healthcare decisions. Rather than relying solely on 
recommendations, hospital name recognition, or other subjective information, consumers should 
look to organizations such as Healthgrades to provide access to objective performance measures. 

Consumers normally consider the value they receive when making every other large purchase 
decision—healthcare should be no different. The good news is there are tools to help consumers 
inform their choices and get the best value for their healthcare investment.  

Many Patients Aren’t Receiving the Best Possible Care  
One highlight from this year’s findings is that significant disparity exists within local marketplaces 
when observing outcomes for the same condition and procedure. Many patients aren’t receiving the 
best possible care. In Denver, for example, only 3.6% of patients are receiving care at hospitals that 
are rated 5 stars for COPD. Whereas, across the nation as a whole, 11.8% of patients are being 
treated at hospitals that are rated 5 stars for this condition. This means residents of Denver are one-
third as likely as Americans as a whole to be receiving top-rated COPD care and should seek to 
understand which hospitals are performing better than others to improve their chances of surviving 
their hospital stay.    
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Significant Disparities Exist within Markets - Good News/Bad News 

Seeking Superior Outcomes – Disparity Exists Within Hospitals 
Although all hospitals strive for superior outcomes, few can claim superior performance across the 
many conditions and procedures they provide. Consumers of healthcare need to understand what 
“best hospital” claims mean before using them to inform their hospital choice. For instance, the best 
hospital for your dad’s Valve Surgery might not be the best one for your Total Knee Replacement or 
Bariatric (weight loss) Surgery. When we evaluated hospitals in the Chicago region for Heart Attack, 
14 hospitals received 5-star ratings for their performance in providing care for this condition—
meaning they were statistically significantly outperforming the risk-adjusted mortality expectations 
for the hospital’s patient population.  

When we evaluated those same 14 hospitals for Total Knee Replacement, only three performed 
statistically significantly better than expected. In fact, eight of the hospitals rated 5 stars in Heart 
Attack performed at a 1-star rating for Total Knee Replacement. This illustrates that the best 
hospital for you may vary based upon your specific healthcare needs.  

Best Options for Care Depends on the Healthcare Needs 

Researching the hospitals in your area for the specific procedure or treatment you need and the 
outcomes their patients have experienced, is one way to reduce your risk of a negative outcome.  
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How Consumers Can Make Informed Choices: 

Research the Facts – It’s Vital  
Americans spend an average of 10 hours researching the purchase of a new car, four hours 
shopping for computers, and at least two hours deciding what television to buy.3 

As consumers do more of their own research prior to making retail purchases, they are engaging 
with more content from more sources than ever to support their decision making. One study found 
that the number of information sources consumers are consulting before making a purchase was up 
from five in 2010 to over 12 sources in 2013.4 

Major healthcare decisions clearly warrant at least the same, if not more, upfront planning. Where 
you choose to receive healthcare services can affect your chances of experiencing a complication 
(which may prolong your recovery) or even your chances of surviving your hospital stay. With 
information on health outcomes now more accessible, carve an hour out of your schedule to 
research your local and regional hospital options—your quality of life is at stake.  

One way to research the hospitals in your area is by using Healthgrades.com to compare different 
hospitals by evaluating the star ratings for the procedure you need or condition you are seeking 
treatment for. Hospitals rated at least 3 stars (as expected) or even better…5 stars (statistically 
significantly better than expected) in the condition or procedure you need are good choices. 
However, consumers should seek to avoid 1-star rated hospitals as the risk of complications or 
death is significantly higher.  

Know Your Options – Not Just for Elective Procedures 
For many conditions and procedures, such as Total Knee or Hip Replacement and other elective 
surgeries, consumers have time to compare providers and make choices based on where they are 
likely to have the best possible outcome. 

However, it also helps to identify your options in advance, in the event you or a family member 
experience something more urgent—like a Heart Attack or Diabetic Emergency. In such situations, 
the nearest emergency room may not be the best-performing hospital in treating that condition. A 
little proactive planning can help you make the right decision if you have a choice when you are in 
an emergent situation.  

Wherever you live or work, it makes sense to research your options in advance, and inform yourself 
and loved ones of your best choices for where to seek care. At Healthgrades, it is our mission to 
provide objective information to consumers to help them make the best decisions for their 
healthcare needs. Healthgrades.com provides comparative hospital quality information based on 
clinical outcomes, safety, and patient experience ensuring that consumers have free and unbiased 
access to hospital quality information. 
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Take Action - Key Points to Remember As You Embark On Your 
Research 

1. All hospitals are not the same.
All hospitals are not the same when it comes to the quality of care they provide. Some offer 
significantly better care than others, and the difference to patients can be dramatic. How dramatic? 
From 2012 through 2014, patients treated for Coronary Artery Bypass Graft (CABG) Surgery in 
hospitals rated 5 stars for CABG have, on average, 87.4% lower risk of dying than if they were 
treated in hospitals rated 1 star. 

2. It’s all about outcomes. Healthgrades ratings
objectively measure quality.

Hospitals are required to report information about complications or mortality associated with the 
treatments they provide. This information can be used to determine if patients at a particular 
hospital are more or less likely to have a successful medical outcome. When it comes to hospital 
care, successful outcomes including survival and absence of complications are key. 

 Mortality—Did patients die in the hospital or within 30 days after their admission?

 Complications—Did patients experience unexpected health issues while in the hospital, such
as an infection or blood clot that required additional medical care?

Reviewing a hospital’s performance based on objective measures of quality can increase your 
chances of a good outcome. 

At Healthgrades, we review more than 4,500 hospitals each year to identify how hospitals are 
performing in each of 33 conditions or procedures using the objective measures of mortality and 
complications rates. First, we calculate the expected rates of mortality or complications for each of 
the common conditions and procedures evaluated taking into account the complexity of procedures 
performed and the age, gender and the comorbidities of the patients involved. Next, we calculate 
the actual (observed) complications or mortality rates at the hospital.  

We then compare the actual and expected rates to determine if the difference between them is 
statistically significant. Hospitals are placed into one of three categories for their performance in 
each procedure or condition: 5 stars (statistically significantly better-than-expected outcomes); 3 
stars (as-expected outcomes); and 1 star (statistically significantly worse-than-expected outcomes). 
Hospitals rated at least 3 stars—or even better…5 stars—are good choices. The key is to seek to 
avoid hospitals that are rated 1 star as this increases a patient’s risk of complications or death. 

3. It’s a team sport. Choose the best team for you.
Doctors have admitting privileges—permission to treat patients—at certain hospitals. You can’t 
choose any doctor you want and expect to be treated at any hospital you want. If your doctor’s 
hospital falls short in quality, this may increase your risk of complications or death when treated in 
that hospital—no matter how great your doctor is! For most conditions and procedures, it is the 
entire care team that determines the quality of the outcomes. Consumers often place too much 
emphasis on the physician; whereas clinical outcomes are more likely to be associated with the 
entire care team’s performance. By choosing a high-performing hospital, you ensure that a high-
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performing care team will be in place for your condition or procedure. Identifying the right care team 
along with the right physician, positions you for the best possible outcomes. 

To help you, Healthgrades provides objective quality ratings for virtually every hospital in the nation. 
Healthgrades hospital quality information is free, publicly available, and easy to understand. Once 
you’ve identified the best hospital for your needs, you then need to find a doctor who can treat you 
there. Healthgrades.com provides valuable information about doctors including hospital affiliations, 
specific experience with the treatment you need, and patient experience information to help guide 
your decision about which doctor is best for you. 

4. Insurance coverage is a practical matter. Do your
research during open enrollment.

When you’re preparing for a hospital stay, your first concern should be getting the best healthcare. 
But you also need to understand what your medical insurance covers and doesn’t cover. To receive 
the most insurance benefits and pay the least out-of-pocket for your care, you may need to choose 
a hospital that participates in your plan. You should still consider hospital quality as you select an in-
network hospital. If you’re selecting a plan at work or buying insurance through the health insurance 
marketplace, you have a great opportunity to choose a plan that covers services at a hospital with 
good quality outcomes. 

5. Informed decisions are essential for your best health.
Making an informed decision about your hospital is not as difficult as it may seem and clearly it can 
make an enormous difference to your health. Ideally, focus on hospitals with a 5-star rating in your 
treatment or condition—these are the best choices for lower risk of complications or death. But keep 
in mind that hospitals rated 3 stars are also good choices. Take into consideration all the factors that 
will drive your healthcare needs, such as convenience, doctor affiliation, and insurance coverage. 
Then be sure to select a hospital with ratings of at least 3 stars that aligns with your full suite of 
needs.   

How Healthgrades Measures Hospital Performance  
Every year, Healthgrades analyzes three years of Medicare Provider Analysis and Review (MedPAR) 
data to produce a detailed report on risk-adjusted mortality and complication outcomes in America’s 
hospitals. Healthgrades findings empower consumers to evaluate and compare hospital 
performance. Healthgrades analyzed approximately 45 million Medicare patient records for nearly 
4,500 short-term, acute care hospitals nationwide, assessing hospital performance relative to in-
hospital common conditions and procedures for the Medicare population from 2012 through 2014 
and one condition based on All-payer state data from 2011 through 2013.  

The Healthgrades methodology uses multivariate logistic regression to adjust for patient 
demographic and clinical risk factors that influence patient outcomes in significant and systematic 
ways. Risk factors may include age, gender, specific procedure performed, and co-morbid 
conditions, such as high blood pressure and diabetes. Individual risk models are constructed and 
tailored for each of the 33 conditions or procedures relative to each specific outcome. 
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 Mortality and Complication Cohorts  

Mortality Cohorts   

Bowel Obstruction  

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD)  

Colorectal Surgeries  

Coronary Artery Bypass Graft (CABG) Surgery  

Coronary Interventional Procedures  

Cranial Neurosurgery 

Diabetic Emergencies  

Esophageal/Stomach Surgeries  

Gastrointestinal Bleed 

Heart Attack 

Heart Failure 

Pancreatitis  

Pneumonia 

Pulmonary Embolism 

Respiratory Failure 

Sepsis 

Small Intestine Surgeries 

Stroke 

Valve Surgery 

In‐Hospital Complication Cohorts   

Abdominal Aortic Aneurysm Repair  

Appendectomy 

Back and Neck Surgeries (Without Spinal Fusion) 

Carotid Surgery 

Defibrillator Procedures  

Gallbladder Removal Surgery 

Hip Fracture Treatment 

Hip Replacement  

Pacemaker Procedures 

Peripheral Vascular Bypass  

Prostate Removal Surgery  

Spinal Fusion  

Total Knee Replacement 

Transurethral Prostate Resection Surgery 

 

Clinical outcomes used to evaluate hospital performance include in-hospital complications, or in-
hospital and 30-day post-admission mortality. Detailed information regarding our methodology, data 
sources, inclusion and exclusion criteria, risk-adjustment model design, model statistics, and odds 
ratios may be found at Healthgrades Mortality and Complications Outcomes 2016 Methodology.  

Healthgrades groups hospital quality performance into three categories:   

 5 stars reflect hospital performance that is statistically significantly better than expected in 
treating a condition or performing a procedure.   

 3 stars reflect hospital performance that is as expected in treating a condition or performing a 
procedure.   

 1 star reflects hospital performance that is statistically significantly worse than expected in 
treating a condition or performing a procedure.  

Detailed performance information, such as cohort-specific outcomes data and quality achievements 
for individual hospitals may be found at www.healthgrades.com/find-a-hospital. 

  

http://www.healthgrades.com/quality/methodology-mortality-and-complications-outcomes
http://www.healthgrades.com/find-a-hospital
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About Healthgrades 
More than one million people a day use Healthgrades for objective, comprehensive, consistent, and 
credible consumer healthcare information. Since 1998, Healthgrades has provided consumers critical 
information at the time they need it most: when selecting a physician or hospital to care for 
themselves or family members.  

Healthgrades consumer information includes: 

 Risk-adjusted hospital quality outcomes based upon analysis of the Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services (CMS) MedPAR data. 

 Hospital readmission rates and timely and effective care measures based on CMS Hospital 
Compare methodology. 

 Hospital patient experience metrics based on Hospital Consumer Assessment of Healthcare 
Providers and Systems (HCAHPS) data. 

 Hospital patient safety performance outcomes for 13 indicators of patient safety developed by 
the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. 

 Information on more than 900,000 physicians in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 
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