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Abstract 
Objective. The goal of this research is to evaluate preventable hospital utilization among 
Medicaid-insured federally qualified health center (FQHC) patients in North Carolina and to 
determine organizational factors associated with preventable hospital use. 

Methods. Using 2013-2015 Medicaid claims data, we applied instrumental variable analysis 
using two-stage residual inclusion to account for differential patient selection into FQHCs and 
estimated the association of FQHC use on preventable hospital utilization. Because there is no 
“gold standard” in performance classification, we applied three different methodologies to rank 
FQHC organizations according to their relative rates of preventable hospital use and estimated an 
overall performance ranking that incorporated the results of the three statistical approaches. 
Finally, we estimated patient-level regression models with FQHC fixed effects and ran 
organization-level configurational comparative analyses to identify organizational characteristics 
associated with preventable hospital utilization. 

Results. Across all model specifications in this study sample, we found that FQHC patients had a 
significantly higher probability of preventable hospital utilization when compared to patients 
accessing primary care services from non-FQHC providers. We identified variation in the 
absolute rankings of FQHC organizations across performance classification methodologies, but 
the organizations comprising the top- and bottom-performance quartiles remained consistent. We 
demonstrated that the geometric mean could be used to estimate an overall performance ranking 
across methodologies. Finally, we found that patients utilizing FQHCs with a broader scope of 
non-medical services and more of certain non-medical services staff were more likely to 
experience preventable hospital use even after controlling for patient characteristics. However, 
these results were associated with significant limitations. 

Conclusions. The differential effect of FQHC use may be driven by higher emergency 
department utilization among FQHC patients, as this comprised the majority of hospital use 
among pediatric asthma patients in this study. Patients using FQHCs with a broader scope of 
non-medical services and more of certain types of non-medical services staff were more likely to 
have preventable hospital utilization, but these organization-level factors do not reflect patient-
level utilization of services. Children may be accessing non-medical services in FQHCs less 
frequently than adults, for example. Future research should incorporate FQHCs’ electronic health 
record data and qualitative interviews to best identify organization structures and processes 
associated with performance. This research also underscores the need for policymakers and 
payers to incorporate encounter-level data on non-medical services in claims submissions in 



order to better measure the effect of non-medical services on health care costs, utilization and 
outcomes across all provider types. 
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