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The analysis of level of outpatient visits and healthcare utilization:
a before and after observation of the SARS outbreak

Kwan-I WaNe, SHou-Hsia CHENG

Objectives: For a long time, people’s healthcare utilization, including high frequency of physician
visits and upgrades in seeking outpatient service, are of great concern in Taiwan. This study employed
the National Health Insurance (NHI) claim data to examine the distribution of disease categories among
various hospital/ clinic levels and the changes of outpatient visits during SARS outbreak. Methods: D ata
sources for this study came from the claim files provided by the Taipei Branch of the Bureau of NHI.
Disease categories such as preventive care, chronic disease, common minor illness and common illness
etc. were established via the consensus of a panel of clinical experts. This study assessed the medical care
utilization during the SARS outbreak compared with that in the previous year of a cohort of one hundred
thousand residents in greater Taipei area. Results: The distribution of disease categories among various
levels of hospitals and clinics varied significantly. Medical centers had the highest proportion of chronic
diseases (61%), while the primary care facilities had the majority of common illnesses (around 80%). The
SARS outbreak resulted in an overall 23% decrease in outpatient visits. Higher-level medical facilities
suffer from a bigger magnitude of volume decrease (46% for medical centers and 12% for primary care
facilities). The decrease of service volumes also differed among disease categories. The volume of
common minor illnesses fell more than 60% in large-scaled hospitals, while it was less than 15% in
primary care facilities. The volume of chronic diseases decreased over 30% in large-scaled hospitals,
while it was less than 5% in primary care facilities. Conclusion: The distribution of disease categories
varied among different levels of medical care facilities. People showed a certain level of knowledge in
making a reasonable selection of medical care providers. Different SARS impacts were observed in the
disease categories among the various levels of medical care facilities. The problems of upgrade or
overuse of physician visits is discussed in the study. (Taiwan J Public Health. 2006,25(1):75-82)

Key Words: SARS, healthcare utilization, level of outpatient visit
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