‘Social triage’:
How patient transfers
help rich hospitals
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This time on Code WACK!

What's the story behind the EMTALA patient protection law of 1986, which
requires hospitals to stabilize or treat patients who are in a health emergency
regardless of their insurance status or ability to pay? What has this law done for
patients and what does it mean for hospitals?

How does the current way hospitals are paid incentivize them to pass the buck on
uninsured patients?

To find out, we spoke to Dr. David Himmelstein, a distinguished professor of
public health at CUNY's Hunter College and a lecturer in medicine at Harvard
Medical School. He also serves as a staff physician at Montefiore Medical Center in
the Bronx and is the co-founder of Physicians for a National Health Program.
This is the first of a two-part series with Dr. Himmelstein.



https://www.cms.gov/regulations-and-guidance/legislation/emtala
https://www.cambridgehealthjusticelab.org/team/david-himmelstein-md/
https://pnhp.org/

SHOW NOTES

WE DISCUSS

You're a co-founder of Physicians for a National Health Program. How
did you come to support single-payer health care?

“I grew up in New York and really intended to be a doctor, taking care of
poor people and contributing to the care of oppressed communities and
found that the healthcare system wouldn't let me.

“There were so many barriers to the adequate care of people in need that it
just became impossible to do my job well under the healthcare system as it
is.

“So | got involved in what we would need to do to fix the healthcare
system.” - David Himmelstein, MD

You collaborated on a major study that contributed to the passage of
the federal “Emergency Medical Treatment and Labor Act,” EMTALA.
How did that come about?

| was a resident at the public hospital in Oakland, California along with
many other residents. We were disgusted at the mistreatment of our
patients by private hospitals that ... routinely shoved patients who were
coming to their emergency rooms - who didn't have insurance - into
ambulances to send them to us at the public hospitals. And many [patients]
were clearly worse off because of often long ambulance rides when they
were gravely ill. - David Himmelstein, MD



Yet the EMTALA law has been controversial in part because of the cost
to hospitals of caring for the uninsured. Why is that?

“...[EMTALA] says to a hospital ... you actually have to take care of someone
if they're in a life-threatening condition, even if you may not be getting paid
for it.

And some hospitals say, ‘well that's a money loser and it's going to put us in
financial straits.” And probably they're right. For some hospitals there are
grave financial problems that they're under and caring for uninsured
patients makes things worse.

So on the one hand, they want to do something terrible and on the other
hand, one can see why they would want to.” - David Himmelstein, MD

Helpful Links

Patient transfers: medical practice as social triage. National Library of

Medicine

Inter-hospital transfer and patient outcomes: a retrospective cohort
study, National Library of Medicine

Emergency Medical Treatment & Labor Act (EMTALA), CMS.gov

Understanding EMTALA, American College of Emergency Physicians

A worrisome trend in American hospitals is hurting poor patients, Vox

Some hospitals rake in high profits while their patients are loaded with
medical debt, NPR


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1651597/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30257883/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30257883/
https://www.cms.gov/regulations-and-guidance/legislation/emtala
https://www.acep.org/life-as-a-physician/ethics--legal/emtala/emtala-fact-sheet/#
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2023/1/13/23550067/us-hospitals-medicaid-patients-health-care-access
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2022/09/28/1125176699/some-hospitals-rake-in-high-profits-while-their-patients-are-loaded-with-medical
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2022/09/28/1125176699/some-hospitals-rake-in-high-profits-while-their-patients-are-loaded-with-medical

Poor Health: Poverty and scarce resources in U.S. cities, Post-Gazette

Episode Transcript

Read the full episode transcript.

David Himmelstein, M.D. - Biography

David U. Himmelstein M.D. is a Distinguished Professor of Public Health at
CUNY's Hunter College and a Lecturer in Medicine at Harvard Medical School,
where he was previously a Professor of Medicine.

He also serves as a staff physician at Montefiore Medical Center in the Bronx.

He graduated from Columbia University's College of Physicians and
Surgeons, completed a medical residency at Highland Hospital in Oakland,
California, a fellowship in General Internal Medicine at Harvard and practiced
primary care internal medicine and served as the Chief of Social and
Community Medicine at the public hospital in Cambridge, MA prior to his
move to CUNY.

He has authored or co-authored three books and more than 150 journal
articles, including widely-cited proposals for single payer health care reform
in the NEJM and JAMA, and studies of patient dumping (which led to the
enactment of EMTALA law that banned that practice), the high

administrative costs of the U.S. health care system, medical bankruptcy
(co-authored with Elizabeth Warren), and the mortal consequences of

uninsurance.



https://newsinteractive.post-gazette.com/longform/stories/poorhealth/1/
https://heal-ca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Transcript-Dr.-David-Himmelstein.pdf
https://heal-ca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Transcript-Venus-Lockett-2-20-23.pdf
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMsa022033
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMsa022033
http://annals.org/aim/article/2635326/relationship-health-insurance-mortality-lack-insurance-deadly
http://annals.org/aim/article/2635326/relationship-health-insurance-mortality-lack-insurance-deadly

Get Involved / Take Action

Join Physicians for a National Health Program (You don’t need to be a
doctor to join, you can join as an ally!)

Subscribe to Code WACK! to catch all our weekly podcast episodes.

Subscribe to HEAL California for health policy news with a California focus

Join Healthy California Now - a coalition working toward a California
single-payer system. Individual and organizational memberships available.

Join the CalCare Campaign to win single-payer in California, sponsored by
National Nurses United/California Nurses Association.



https://pnhp.org/join-or-renew-your-membership-in-pnhp/
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/code-wack/id1481277629
https://heal-ca.org/take-action/
https://healthyca.org/join/
https://www.nationalnursesunited.org/calcare

