
FOCUS 
AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT ISSUES AFFECTING HEALTH CARE 

Using Big Data to Analyze Health Care Trends 
 

By David Vaamonde and Ian Oommen 

VHHA’S FOCUS — SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 2016         1 

Once considered the province of number crunchers toiling 
out of sight, big data and its practitioners are having a mo-
ment in the sun as a range of industries (from professional 
sports to agriculture and manufacturing) embrace data sci-
ence to enhance operational efficiency. While not a new 
phenomenon, recent years have seen an explosion of data 
availability and integration into business practices. 
 
By one estimate, “a full 90 percent of all the data in the 
world has been generated over the last two years,” report-
ed the Norway-based SINTEF independent research organi-
zation in 2013. We live in an era awash in available data 
that can be mined to learn more about our planet, its peo-
ple, consumer trends, communication behavior, public 
health, and so much more.  
 
Amid this revolution, VHHA is on the cutting edge of devel-
oping user-friendly data tools to enhance understanding 
about health care by the public and policy makers. In sup-
port of hospital and health systems members, VHHA has 
collated reams of provider and consumer data in a proprie-
tary platform that enables users to evaluate a range of 
health care trends to guide improvement, efficiency, and 
best practice efforts. 
 
With the encouragement of VHHA President and CEO Sean 
T. Connaughton, these data-intensive efforts are led by 
VHHA’s Data and Research team overseen by department 
Vice President Barbara S. Brown, PhD, and supported by 
Vice President of Financial Policy James B. Andrews III.  
 
The efficacy of big data and its benefits to health care are 
plain to see. “US health care system is rapidly adopting 
electronic health records, which will dramatically increase 
the quantity of clinical data that are available electronically. 
Simultaneously, rapid progress has been made in clinical 
analytics—techniques for analyzing large quantities of data 
and gleaning new insights from that analysis—which is part 

of what is known as big data,” reads a 2014 Health Affairs 
article titled Big Data In Health Care: Using Analytics To 
Identify And Manage High-Risk And High-Cost Patients. 
 
“As a result, there are unprecedented opportunities to use 
big data to reduce the costs of health care in the United 
States,” the article notes, citing high-cost patients, readmis-
sions, triage, decompensation (when a patient’s condition 
worsens), adverse events, and treatment optimization for 
diseases affecting multiple organ systems among six areas 
where data and clinical analytics could lead to care im-
provements and reduced costs. 
 

In Virginia, VHHA’s available tools are immersive and in-
formative. Take, for instance, the Community Health Legis-
lative Dashboards. This interactive, online tool enables us-
ers to review key population and health statistics by region 
throughout the Commonwealth. Dashboard visitors can 
select a Virginia General Assembly member and the tool 
will populate the page with a slew of demographic data 
and statistical health markers corresponding to communi-
ties overlapping legislative districts. Information available 
through the dashboard includes population figures; educa-
tional attainment and unemployment rates; local hospital 
admissions; the amount of charity care local hospitals pro-
vide; the number of community physicians; data on adult 
obesity, smoking rates, and premature deaths; the percent-

 “There are unprecedented  
opportunities to use big data to  
reduce the costs of health care in the 
United States.”  
 
Health Affairs (July 2014)  [Big Data in Health 
Care: Using Analytics To Identify And Manage 
High-Risk And High-Cost Patients] 

http://www.vhha.com/advocacy/community-health-legislative-dashboards/
http://www.vhha.com/advocacy/community-health-legislative-dashboards/
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age of uninsured area residents; and mortality rates due 
to chronic conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, 
and lower respiratory disease. The dashboard tool is a 
permanent feature on VHHA’s website. It gathers data 
from a host of sources including the U.S. Census Bureau, 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Virginia        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Department of Health, Virginia Health Information, and 
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, among others. 
This tool is both basic and comprehensive – it is simple to 
understand, yet packed with enough data to help edu-
cate the public, policy makers, and others seeking to 
learn more about community health across the Com-
monwealth. 
 
Data tools also enable Virginia’s community hospitals 
and health systems to chart their performance, and to 
identify opportunities for improvement, based on key 
health care metrics. The Quality & Patient Safety Score-
cards are a vehicle for that. The scorecard tool enables 
users to review data showing hospital-specific perfor-
mance on key quality, safety, and patient satisfaction 
measures. The scorecards have been developed at the 
behest of VHHA’s Board of Directors. A report card for 
each local hospital in Virginia is available for review by 
online visitors. Each scorecard provides information 
about health care-associated infections – catheter-
associated urinary tract infections (CAUTI) and central 
line-associated bloodstream infections (CLABSI) – patient 
safety, hospital readmission rates, mortality data, patient 
satisfaction, and efficiency of Medicare spending per 
beneficiary. The latest update to the scorecards in May 
showed statewide hospital improvement across all 13 
hospital-specific quality and patient safety metrics.  
 
While these tools span different VHHA departments – 
the dashboards might be viewed as an advocacy tool, the 
scorecards support patient safety efforts – they can have 
multiple applications. They are health care measuring 
sticks. And they demonstrate Virginia hospitals’ commit-
ment to transparency and efficiency. 

 
Take VHHA Analytics, a subscription-based interactive 
data analysis service that provides users with access to 
an array of customized and detailed hospital- and state-
specific reports. This tool allows users to evaluate data in 
countless ways that can provide hospitals and health sys-
tems with invaluable insight about enhancing operations, 
reducing costs, and serving patients more efficiently and 
effectively. Data that can be assessed through the Ana-
lytics portal include: readmission rates, opioid prescrib-
ing records, emergency department high utilizers, total 
hip and knee replacement information, physician market 
share, and community benefit numbers. Using available 
data sets, hospital staff can determine if certain patients 
are attempting to exploit hospital services and develop 
protocols to respond to such behavior. Comparing zip 
code level economic distress indicators in a hospital’s 
service area to readmission rate studies can provide in-
sight about patient usage of medical services. Also availa-
ble through the portal is a hospital-level summary dash-
board that includes information about full-time equiva-
lent staff numbers. The layered interactivity of this online 
tool enables users to cross-reference, compare, and con-
trast data specific to a particular hospital or health sys-
tem. Hospital members are encouraged to contact 
VHHA’s data team to schedule an educational webinar 
about VHHA Analytics’ functionality and to subscribe to 
the service.  
 

The VHHA Analytics service, patient safety scorecards, 
and legislative dashboards are just a few of the valuable 
online tools accessible to VHHA member hospitals. 
VHHA’s research team also composes bi-weekly Re-
search Corners written analyses. These short, incisive 
pieces provide analysis about timely health care topics 
ranging from health care financing and population 
health, to patient care trends and readmission rates. 
They take a data-driven approach to analyzing health 
care patient and treatment trends. They are published in 
the FYI Weekly newsletter and posted on VHHA’s web-

VHHA’s Community Health Legislative Dashboard 

VHHA’s Quality & Patient Safety Scorecard 

http://www.vhha.com/quality-patient-safety/scorecard/
http://www.vhha.com/quality-patient-safety/scorecard/
mailto:analytics@vhha.com
mailto:analytics@vhha.com
http://www.vhha.com/research/category/research-corner/
http://www.vhha.com/research/category/research-corner/
http://www.vhha.com/research/2016/04/22/population-health-at-the-intersection-of-mortality-and-morbidity/
http://www.vhha.com/research/2016/04/22/population-health-at-the-intersection-of-mortality-and-morbidity/
http://www.vhha.com/research/tag/readmissions/
http://www.vhha.com/advocacy/community-health-legislative-dashboards/
http://www.vhha.com/quality-patient-safety/scorecard/
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site. 
 
By embracing data and developing a range of tools to 
provide Virginia hospitals and health systems with deep-
er insights, VHHA seeks to empower members to mine 
data to identify areas for improvements and to help im-
plement effective strategies. In addition to benefiting 
providers, thoroughly researched hospital and health 
care trend data helps convey important information to 
the public and policy makers in support of VHHA advoca-
cy efforts.  
 
One example of that is the annual Community Benefit 
report highlighting the vital and substantial contribu-
tions hospitals make in the communities they serve. 
VHHA has also issued reports on Virginia’s Medicaid pro-
gram, and the plight of rural hospitals, among other top-
ics. Data show a recent intensification of financial pres-
sures on Virginia’s community hospitals due to charity 
care, inadequate Medicare and Medicaid reimburse-
ment, and federal funding cuts. In 2014 alone, Virginia’s 
hospitals and health systems provided nearly $2.85 bil-
lion in community benefit and other types of community 
support in the Commonwealth, according the 2016 Com-
munity Benefit Annual Report. VHHA’s research team 
compiles data provided by Association members and 
analyzes year-over-year data to provide the information 
for this report and other VHHA publications. Ultimately, 
such reports help illustrate some of the challenges facing 
health care providers.  
 
Another available data-based tool happens to be one of 
the most frequently visited pages on VHHA’s website – 
an interactive map of VHHA hospital and health system 
members with filter options enabling users to tailor 

searches by different criteria. 
 
The power of research and data tools to help enhance 
and transform our health care delivery system can be 
harnessed to yield positive outcomes for patients and 
providers. This information supports the pursuit of bi-
partisan, common sense health care public policy solu-
tions; quality and patient safety work; and internal 
efforts by hospitals to chart their performance and iden-
tify opportunities for improvement. In each of those are-
as, VHHA’s data and research team is engaged in innova-
tive analysis and tool development to support the critical 
public health work occurring each day in Virginia’s hospi-
tals and health systems. For more information, contact 
Barbara Brown at bbrown@vhha.com or David Vaa-
monde at dvaamonde@vhha.com. 
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VHHA’s Hospital Mapping Tool 

http://www.vhha.com/research/2016/03/23/2016-community-benefit-annual-report/
http://www.vhha.com/research/2016/03/23/2016-community-benefit-annual-report/
http://www.vhha.com/research/category/reports/
http://www.vhha.com
http://www.vhha.com/about/virginia-hospitals/
mailto:bbrown@vhha.com
mailto:dvaamonde@vhha.com
http://www.vhha.com/about/virginia-hospitals/
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HosPAC is VHHA’s political action committee. The mission of HosPAC is to provide  
organized and effective political action, and to support state candidates who will work 
to improve quality health care through policies supported by Virginia’s hospital and 
health systems. As elected officials in Virginia and Washington make critical decisions 
affecting Virginia’s hospitals and health systems, HosPAC supports candidates for 
office whose actions show consideration for Virginia health care providers and the 
communities they serve. To learn more about HosPAC or to contribute, visit 

www.vahospac.com.  

Join the VHHA Hospital Grassroots Network. Register to be an advocate for health care in your  
community. Through our new online member mobilization tool, Muster, VHHA will send updates and  
Action Alerts throughout the year, and periodically ask you to send an e-mail to your state delegate or 
senator to seek their support on important health care issues. The messages are drafted for you, and  
taking action can take less than one minute. Action Alerts are sent to Hospital Grassroots Members on the 
most important legislative issues that our hospitals face. Legislators need to hear from people in their  
districts to understand the local impact of their votes in Richmond. If you previously received VHHA’s 
VoterVOICE e-mail alerts, you are already registered for the Hospital Grassroots Network. Your voice is 
important. Sign up online today at https://app.muster.com/250/supporter-registration/.  

VHHA’S FOCUS — SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 2016         4 

Save the Date for VHHA’s Hospital Lobby Day: January 18, 2017 in Richmond. Hospital Grassroots  
Network (HGN) members and hospital and health system employees are invited to join for a day of  
advocacy on behalf of our hospitals and health care systems. Mark your calendar and be sure to register 
for the HGN using the link below for more information. 

Register Now: VHHA Fall Meeting and Frank Luntz at HosPAC Annual Luncheon (November 
2016). Members of the Virginia hospital, health system, and health care community will gather at The 
Omni Homestead Resort in Hot Springs (Nov. 2-3) for VHHA’s 90th Annual Fall Meeting. In conjunction 
with the Fall Meeting, HosPAC’s annual luncheon will feature a keynote address by world-renowned  
pollster Frank Luntz. Register for the Fall Meeting: http://bit.ly/2cOdgsa. Register for the HosPAC lunch: 
http://bit.ly/2cOdQpU. 

http://www.ISupportVirginiaHospitals.com
http://www.vahospac.com
https://app.muster.com/250/supporter-registration/

