Mental Illness A Major Factor in VHA Home Care

VISN 1 MIRECC researchers have found mental illness diagnoses in 2 out of every 5 new admissions to the VA’s home-based primary care (HBPC) program. The HBPC program has expanded steadily since 1999 in reaction to a congressional mandate to provide home based alternatives to nursing home care for individuals requiring intensive medical assistance. Referral to HPBC is made by primary care providers who judge that the veteran has health problems severe enough to require nursing attention but not severe enough to require residential care. Mental illness is neither a requirement nor an exclusion factor for the program. To understand the impact of mental illness on referral to HBPC, MIRECC researchers reviewed health care utilization records over a three year period for 4.4 million VA patients with no prior HBPC use. Mentally ill veterans accounted for 40% of new HBPC admissions even though they represented only 24% of the total population of VA patients. Hence, having a mental illness diagnosis was a strong factor for referral to the HBPC program. Among the different mental disorders, Dementia, schizophrenia, Depression and Psychosis were more likely to be diagnosed in HBPC patients while Substance Abuse and Posttraumatic Stress Disorders were underrepresented. Home care for patients with psychosis and dementia may present special challenges for HBPC service providers, whose training is usually concentrated on care for patients with chronic physical disabilities associated with conditions such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer. Given the high rates of mental illness in HBPC program, the researchers suggest coordination with MHICM teams that specialize in care for individuals with severe mental illness. MIRECC researcher Robert Rosenheck collaborated with Brown University researcher Edward Alan Miller on this study. 

