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Health Care Access 

 
Prehospital emergency medical services (EMS), poison 

control centers (PCCs), and hospital-based emergency de-
partments (EDs) are the most commonly sought sources of 
emergency care. Each year, they provide prompt first-contact 
care for millions of people regardless of their socioeconomic 
status, age, or special need.  

For many severely ill and injured persons, these settings 
are a crucial link in the chain of survival between the onset of 
symptoms and treatment in a hospital. For persons whose 
health problems are less pressing but who believe they need 
urgent medical attention, emergency services are a gateway 
to additional health care. 

Within the current health care delivery system, EDs are 
the only institutional providers required by Federal law to 
evaluate anyone seeking care. They are expected at least to 
stabilize the most severely ill and injured patients, and they 
provide walk-in care for vast numbers of persons who face 
financial or other barriers to receiving care elsewhere. 
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Emergency Room Visits, cont. 

Primary care-related ER visits are estimated from routine billing data obtained from hospital ERs.   
1Begley C, Courtney P, Burau K. Houston hospitals emergency department use study, January 1, 2007 through December 31, 2007. University of 
Texas Health Science Center at Houston, School of Public Health, April 2009. Available at http://www.sph.uth.tmc.edu/uploadedFiles/Centers/
CHSR/HSRC/Final2007ED.pdf 

Geographic Distribution 
Patients with primary care related ER visits have 
come mainly from the same ZIP codes for the 
last three years (e.g. Fifth Ward, Acres Homes, 
Bear Creek, Baytown, Third Ward/South Park/
Sunnyside).  

     A ZIP code level analysis of primary care 
related ER visits by children reveals that  visits 
are more likely to be made by adults in some 
ZIP codes  and by children in other ZIP codes.1  



Healthy People 2010 
Objective 1-1: Increase the proportion of  
persons with health insurance 

2009 PAGE 115 

Economic Impact of Emergency  
Room Visits  
The average cost of an emergency room visit is 
roughly four times the average cost of an outpa-
tient visit. For example, in 2006 the average cost 
of an emergency department visit for children 
was $490, but the average cost of an outpatient 
visit for children was only $130.1 The emer-
gency room must see all individuals in need of 
help: insured and uninsured, in need of urgent 
care and in need of non urgent care. However, 
primary care related use of the emergency room 
is not always a cost effective way to use health 
care resources. 
     The figure below shows the estimated cost of 
primary care related ER visits in Harris County 
in 2007, and what the cost of those visits would 
be if all were seen on an outpatient basis in-
stead. Since 32.7% of all primary care related 
ER visits in 2007 were made by persons who 
were uninsured1, an estimated $57,403,036 
could have been saved by the local health care 
system if all such persons were seen on an out-
patient basis instead. The cost of caring for the 
uninsured is often uncompensated3 and is often  
passed on to those with private insurance or 
local taxpayers. Reducing the number of pri-
mary care related ER visits by the uninsured is 
appropriate and necessary from both a clinical 
standpoint (e.g. triage, appropriate level of care) 
as well as an economic standpoint (less costly 
level of care, more effective use of resources). 

Public Health Actions 
• Expand access to affordable convenient 

outpatient care at alternative locations to 
the ER 

• Educate people about health issues, the 
importance of a medical home, and re-
sources such as the Harris County Hospi-
tal District’s 24-hour nurse advice line to 
assist in determining the need for ER care 

• Establish working relationships between 
individual hospitals and nearby clinics to 
which patients can be referred for appro-
priate care 

______________________________________________________ 

1Machlin, S.R. Trends in health care expenditures: 2006 versus 1996. Statistical Briefs #253-256.  August 2009. Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality, Rockville, MD. Available at http://www.meps.ahrq.gov/mepsweb/data_stats/MEPS_topics.jsp?topicID=5Z-1. Accessed August 2009. 
2Begley C, Courtney P, Burau K. Houston hospitals emergency department use study, January 1, 2007 through December 31, 2007. University of 
Texas Health Science Center at Houston, School of Public Health, April 2009. Available at http://www.sph.uth.tmc.edu/uploadedFiles/Centers/  

Persons Under Age 65 Covered by  
Health Insurance 

Area Percent 

Houston-Baytown-Sugar Land 
MSA 2007 

  76 

State of Texas 2007   71 

United States 2007   85 

National Baseline 1997  83 

Target for 2010 100 

For More Information 
 

Houston Health Services Research Col-
laborative (six years of detailed reports on 
ED utilization): www.sph.uth.tmc.edu/hsrc/
default.aspx?id=2272 

 
Emergency Medical Services:       

www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/emergency 
medicalservices.html 

 
National Center for Health Statistics:  
 Emergency Department Visit Data:  
 www.cdc.gov/nchs/about/major/ahcd/

ercharts.htm 
 
New York University ED Algorithm: 
    http://wagner.nyu.edu//chpsr/ 
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Estimated Cost of Primary Care Related  
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________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1Begley C., Burau K., Courtney P., Hickey S., Rowan P. Emergency Department Visits For Behavioral Health Conditions in Harris County, Texas 
2004-2006. University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston, School of Public Health. September 2008. Available at  
http://www.sph.uth.tmc.edu/uploadedFiles/Centers/CHSR/HSRC/Final_BHED_report_for_HGAC.pdf 
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Behavioral Health Related ER Visits 

Overview 
Persons who have behavioral or mental health 
problems may seek treatment at emergency 
rooms, often because of a lack of access to  
community based resources for behavioral 
health treatment. Furthermore, while ER staff 
are trained to deal with trauma and serious 
medical illnesses, they are often unequipped to 
intervene and treat behavioral health problems. 
     The problems of behavioral health emer-
gency room visits may be a barometer of prob-
lems elsewhere in the behavioral health care 
system. The following information addresses 
combined data from the ERs of 16 local general 

Trends and Demographics:  

The percentage of total ER visits that are behav-
ioral health (BHER) related in the identified 16 
Houston/Harris County hospitals has increased 
every year for three years. As seen in the table, 
BHER visits increased from 5.9% of total ER 
visits in 2004 to 7.6% of total ER visits in 2006. 
The rate of BHER visits per 100 persons in-
creased from 1.6 in 2004 to 2.0 in 2006. More 
than half (52.1%) of BHER visits are by male 
patients. In contrast to primary care related ER 
visits, in which children are 37% of visits, only 
7% of BHER visits are by children age 0 to 17. 
Persons who are white or black each make up 
more than one third of behavioral health visits. 

Other Gov.
0.7%Other Priv.

0.5%

Private
11.9%

M'caid
22.2%

M'care
10.8%

Uninsured
53.1%

Unknown
0.8%

Total Behavioral Health ER Visits By Payer 
Source¹  

Behavioral ER Visits As A Percentage Of Total 
ER Visits in Harris County Hospitals and the 

NPC¹  

hospitals, as well as data from 
the Harris County Hospital 
District Neuropsychiatric Cen-
ter (NPC). 

Public Health Actions 
to Address Behavioral Health 
• Work with community partnerships and 

state legislators to expand access to and 
funding for outpatient mental health ser-
vices, especially for the uninsured 

• Expand access to crisis intervention  
services 

• Support mental health parity for those with 
private insurance 
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Payment for Behavioral/Mental 
Health Related ER Visits 
For those who have commercial or private insur-
ance, coverage for behavioral health related 
problems is often less generous than for medi-
cal problems. Others are uninsured, without any  
coverage. In Houston/Harris County, the unin-
sured make up more than half of all behavioral 
health related ER visits. Even when the medical 
ER visits are examined separately from the NPC 
behavioral health visits, the uninsured make up 
a much higher percentage of behavioral health 
ER visits than primary care related ER visits. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC TABLES 2008 Home Page:  http://factfinder.census.gov   

Annual Estimates of the Population:                                    
April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2008                                                               

Source: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau 

City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

April 1, 2000 Census 100% Count 1,953,631 3,400,578 20,851,820 281,421,906 
April 1, 2000 estimates base 1,974,304 3,400,578 20,851,792 281,424,602 
July 1, 2008 Annual Census Population Estimate 2,242,193 3,984,349 24,326,974 304,059,724 
Percent Change, 2000 to 2008 13.6% 17.1% 16.6% 8.1% 
Percent Change, 2007 to 2008 1.5% 1.2% 1.2% 0.8% 
Factfinder Home Page > Population Estimates Program   

2007 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates                                                       
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

          *All Percentages based on Population in Households* 
   

2007 Household Population Sample Total 2,046,792 3,935,855 23,904,380 301,621,159 
* Although the American Community Survey (ACS) produces population, demographic and housing unit estimates, it is the Census Bureau’s 
Population Estimates Program that produces and disseminates the official estimates of the population.  
Factfinder Home Page > American Community Survey    

Race/Ethnicity: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Hispanic ethnicity (of any race) 41.1% 38.6% 36.0% 15.1% 
Non-Hispanic ethnicity by race:   

White 28.3% 36.4% 47.7% 65.8% 
African American 24.2% 18.3% 11.4% 12.2% 
Asian 5.3% 5.5% 3.3% 4.3% 
American Indian/Alaska Native/ 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.7% 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 
Other/Two or more races 0.5% 0.7% 1.1% 1.6% 

Age Group: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Residents under age 18 26.4% 28.8% 27.7% 24.5% 
Residents age 65 and over 8.7% 7.8% 10.0% 12.5% 

Educational Attainment: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Population 25 years and over 1,296,420 2,432,903 14,836,320 197,892,369 
High-school graduates or higher 73.1% 76.7% 79.1% 84.5% 
Bachelor’s degree or higher 27.6% 27.3% 25.2% 27.5% 

Foreign-born: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Foreign-born Residents 27.8% 24.5% 16.0% 12.6% 
 Place of birth for foreign-born: 569,061 964,541 3,828,904 68,059,694 

Latin America 74.9% 74.0% 75.1% 53.6% 
Asia 15.4% 17.3% 16.1% 26.8% 
Europe 4.0% 3.9% 4.3% 13.1% 
Africa 4.6% 3.7% 3.1% 3.7% 

Language spoken at home: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Population 5 years and over 1,869,875 3,590,106 21,924,924 280,950,438 
Number speaking language other than English 1,040,262 1,463,185 7.437.834 55,444,485 

Language other than English 44.4% 40.8% 33.9% 19.7% 
       Speak English less than “very well” 56.4% 52.7% 43.4% 44.1% 
   Spanish 82.8% 81.9% 86.3% 62.3% 
   Asian and Pacific Islander languages 8.7% 9.6% 6.5% 15.0% 
   Other Indo-European languages 6.0% 6.3% 5.6% 18.6% 
   Other languages 2.4% 2.1% 1.5% 4.1 % 

http://factfinder.census.gov�
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Income & Poverty: 2007 *  INCOME IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Median household income $40,856 $49,936 $47,548 $50,740 
All people below poverty 20.7% 16.4% 16.3% 13.0% 
Individuals age 18 and over below poverty 23.8% 22.7% 25.6% 11.3% 
Children under age 18 below poverty 31.3% 23.6% 23.2% 18.0% 
Adults age 65 and over below poverty 14.9% 12.2% 12.0% 9.5% 
 * Poverty Threshold for 2007: One person (unrelated individual)....$10,210; Four persons….$20,650 
 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Housing & Household Economic Statistics Division 
  http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/thresh07.html 

Households: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Total households: (in 2007 sample) 748,024 1,347,638 8,244,022 112,377,977 

Family households (families) 62.0% 69.0% 70.2% 66.8% 
Percent of families with own children < 18 50.0% 53.1% 50.1% 46.6% 

     Married-couple families 64.7% 70.5% 73.6% 74.4% 
        % of Married-couple families with own children < 18 47.8% 51.7% 47.9% 43.1% 
 Male householder, no wife present 9.3% 8.2% 7.2% 6.9% 
         % of Male-headed families with own children < 18 41.1% 44.8% 48.3% 49.2% 

     Female householder, no husband present 25.9% 21.4% 19.3% 18.7% 
        % of Female-headed families with own children < 18 58.9% 61.1% 61.8% 59.4% 

Non-family households 38.0% 31.0% 29.8% 33.2% 
     Householder living alone 83.2% 82.5% 82.9% 82.2% 
              65 years & older 20.4% 20.7% 28.9% 27.6% 

Grandparents: 2007 City of 
Houston 

Harris 
County 

State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Number of grandparents living with own grandchildren           
under 18 years in households 

56,234 108,647 630,182 6,210,076 

Responsible for grandchildren 43.1% 39.2% 44.7% 40.5% 
VETERAN STATUS: 2007 City of 

Houston 
Harris 

County 
State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Civilian population 18 years and over 1,506,622 2,802,173 17,190,551 226,715,104 

Civilian veterans 5.9% 6.8% 9.4% 10.1% 
DISABILITY STATUS OF THE CIVILIAN NONINSTITU-

TIONALIZED POPULATION: 2007 
City of 

Houston 
Harris 

County 
State of 
Texas 

United 
States 

Population 5 years and over with a disability 219,719 389,175 3,031,098 41,199,423 

Population 5 years and over with a disability 11.9% 10.9% 14.1% 14.9% 
Population 5 to 15 years with a disability 4.9% 4.8% 6.3% 6.2% 
Population 16 to 64 years with a disability 9.7% 9.1% 11.5% 12.2% 
Population 65 years and over with a disability 40.8% 40.2% 45.1% 40.6% 

  

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/thresh07.html�
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Map of Houston/Harris County  

Map developed by HDHHS Community Health Statistics 
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Map of Houston-Baytown-Sugar Land MSA 
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Appendix C—Frequently Used Websites 
 

U.S. Census Bureau: www.census.gov 
 American FactFinder, for local data: http://factfinder.census.gov 
Texas State Data Center (a state level liaison to the U.S. Bureau of the Census) 
 www.txsdc.utsa.edu 
Texas Department of State Health Services 
 Home page: www.dshs.state.tx.us 
 BRFSS survey data: www.dshs.state.tx.us/chs/brfss/ 
 Birth and death certificate data, population, trauma data: http://soupfin.tdh.state.tx.us/ 
Centers for Disease Prevention and Control 
 Home page: www.cdc.gov/ 
 SMART BRFSS local reports: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss-smart/SelMMSAPrevData.asp 
Healthy People 2010: www.healthypeople.gov 
Bexar County Community Health Collaborative, Health Assessment Data Tables: 
 www.healthcollaborative.net/assessment06/assessmentData.php 
 
Appendix D —Healthy People 2010 Sources   

The first two measures on each table, the National Baseline and the Target for 2010 are from the 
Healthy People website, available at www.healthypeople.gov. Most of the following measures, for the 
Houston-Galveston-Sugar Land MSA, Texas and the United States, are from the Texas Department of 
State Health Services, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, available at http://
www.dshs.state.tx.us/chs/brfss/. In some cases, the BRFSS results are taken from the CDC SMART 
BRFSS website.  Results from BRFSS are age adjusted to the 2000 standard population. When other 
sources are used, they are noted below:   

Obesity in Youth: Data from CDC Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System Survey 
Injury Risk: Harris County data from the Bexar County Community Health Collaborative website at 
www.healthcollaborative.net, Texas rate from TDSHS, national rate from CDC 
Child Abuse: Local and Texas Statistics from the CPS in Harris County Annual Report. The U.S. rate 
is from CDC 
Alcohol and Drug Abuse: Local and Texas data from TDSHS Texas Commission on Alcohol and Drug 
Abuse, national data from CDC 
Prenatal Care, Pregnancy/Infant Outcomes, Adolescent Pregnancy: Local and Texas data from 
TDSHS, national data from CDC 
Immunizations: Data from the CDC National Immunization Survey 
Air Quality: Measures from the EPA 
Surface Water: Measures from HDHHS and HCPHES records 
Food Safety, Lead Poisoning: Local measures from HDHHS and HCPHES case files. Texas meas-
ures from TDSHS, Infectious Disease Control Unit. National measures from CDC.  
Mental Health: Harris County and Texas data from TDSHS, national data from CDC 
Heart Disease, Cancer, Diabetes: Harris County and Texas data from TDSHS or Bexar County Com-
munity Health Collaborative websites, national rates from CDC National Vital Statistics System. 
Asthma: Harris County and Texas hospital discharge data from TDSHS Center for Health Statistics 
Texas Health Care Information Collection, Preventable Hospitalizations, 2005 
Communicable Diseases: Local and Texas data are from HDHHS and HCPHES case files and 
TDSHS. National data and some state data are from CDC. 
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Appendix E—Acronyms 
 

AAFP  American Academy of Family Physicians 
ACIP  Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices 
ACSC  Ambulatory Care Sensitive Conditions 
AIDS  Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome 
AMI  Annual Median Income 
BRFSS  Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 
BMI  Body Mass Index 
CDC  U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
CFRT  Child Fatality Review Team 
CHIP  Children’s Health Insurance Program 
CPS  Harris County Child Protective Service 
CVD  Cardiovascular Disease 
DHHS  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
DOT  Directly Observed Therapy 
E. coli  Escherichia coli   
ED  Hospital-based Emergency Department 
EMS  Pre-hospital Emergency Medical Services 
EMTALA Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act 
EPA  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
ER  Emergency Room 
ETS  Environmental Tobacco Smoke 
FDA  Federal Drug Administration 
FPL  Federal Poverty Level 
HCHA  Harris County Healthcare Alliance 
HCHD  Harris County Hospital District 
HCPHES Harris County Public Health and Environmental Services 
HDHHS  City of Houston Department of Health and Human Services 
HHCCFRT Houston/Harris County Child Fatality Review Team 
HHSC  Health and Human Services Commission 
HISD  Houston Independent School District 
HIV  Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
HSR  Health Service Region 
HUD  Department of Housing and Urban Development 
LBW  Low Birth Weight 
LTBI  Latent TB Infection 
MHMRA Mental Health Mental Retardation Authority of Harris County 
MMR  Measles, Mumps, Rubella 
MSA  Metropolitan Statistical Area 
MSM  Men Who Have Sex With Men 
MUA  Medically Underserved Area 
MUP  Medically Underserved Population 
NAAQS National Ambient Air Quality Standard  
NCHS  National Center for Health Statistics 
NHANES National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey 
NIH  National Institute of Health 
NIS  National Immunization Survey 
PCC  Poison Control Center 
PCP  Primary Care Physician 
PM 2.5  Fine Particulate Matter 
PQI  Patient Quality Indicators 
RIS  Retrospective Immunization Survey 
SIDS  Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 
SPAN  School Physical Activity and Nutrition Project 
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Appendix E—Acronyms, cont. 
 

STD  Sexually Transmitted Disease 
TB  Tuberculosis 
TCADA  Texas Commission on Alcohol and Drug Abuse 
TDADS  Texas Department of Aging and Disability Services 
TDSHS  Texas Department of State Health Services  
U.S.  United States 
USDA  United States Department of Agriculture 
USPSTF U.S. Preventive Services Task Force 
VLBW  Very Low Birth Weight 
YPLL  Years of Potential Life Lost. Premature mortality is measured by the Years of  
   Potential Life Lost statistic, which is simply the sum of the years of life lost  
  annually by persons who suffered early death. Premature death is defined in 
  this document as death occurring before the age of 65. 
YRBS  Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
WIC  Federal Women, Infants and Children Supplemental Nutrition Program 
WNV  West Nile Virus 
 
Appendix F—Additional Information 
 

Map Disclaimer: Many of the maps showing health measures in Houston/Harris County were pre-
pared by the HDHHS Office of Surveillance and Public Health Preparedness, Community Health Sta-
tistics section. These maps represent the best information available to the City. The City does not 
warrant their accuracy or completeness. Field verifications should be done as necessary. 
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Notes 




