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Why Use Area-Level 
SDOH Measures?

• The MVC analytics team just shared a lot 
of area-level social determinants of health 
metrics with you

• Why are these data useful?



Percent of households 
without internet

Post-admission 
readmission rate



Are Area-Level SDOH 
Measures Useful?

• These are area-level measures of SDOH 
associated with area-level measures of health 
utilization/health outcomes

• Do these area-level data accurately reflect 
individual-level associations between SDOH and 
health utilization and outcomes?

Yes, they do.

Let’s briefly see a few examples for the 
data the MVC team just presented…



Home Internet 
Access &
Computing

• 2010 study of 450,000 people enrolled with Kaiser 
Permanente with diabetes, hypertension, or both

• Examined the association between a patient 
having emailed with their PCP and HEDIS quality 
measures

• Controlled for patient demographics and the 
patient’s PCP



• 2013 study from the VA examining the adoption of a 
secure messaging (SM) system between patients 
and doctors

• Examined the changes in patient urgent care use 
before and after introduction of SM for facilities 
with higher and lower levels of SM use, “early 
adopter” facilities vs “later adopter” facilities

Home Internet 
Access &
Computing



Vehicle
Access

• 2022 meta-analysis of interventions that 
provided non-emergency medical 
transportation to patients

• Outcome was rates of missed appointments



Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity

• 2019 study of 336,000 patients with atrial fibrillation
• Examined the association of patient income with 

heart failure and MI, adjusting for demographics 
and other clinical characteristics

Heart failure

Myocardial infarction (aka heart attack)



• 2015 literature review detailing the extensive 
associations between food insecurity and health 
outcomes and chronic conditions across the 
entire population

In children:

↑ Iron deficiency anemia

↑ reported poor health

↓ school performance

↑ maternal depression

↑ asthma

↑ child depression/anxiety

↑ teen suicidality

↑ dental disease

Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity



• 2015 literature review detailing the extensive 
associations between food insecurity and health 
outcomes and chronic conditions across the entire 
population

In non-
elderly 
adults:

↑ maternal depression

↑ iron deficiency in 
pregnancy

↑ dental disease

↑ maternal depression

↑ maternal depression

↑ diabetes

↑ hypertension & high 
cholesterol

Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity



• 2015 literature review detailing the extensive 
associations between food insecurity and 
health outcomes and chronic conditions 
across the entire population

In the 
elderly:

↑ reported poor health

↓ functional status

↓ functional status

Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity



• 2016 survey of 411 patients with diabetes
• Examined associations between food insecurity 

and financial insecurity and health outcomes

Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity



• 2022 survey of 56,000 Medicare Advantage 
enrollees asked about health-related social needs 
(financial strain, housing, food, utility, or 
transportation insecurity, and loneliness) 

Income, 
Financial 
Distress, & 
Food Insecurity



Are Area-Level SDOH 
Measures Useful?

• To summarize: the available literature strongly 
suggests that unmet health-related social 
needs are correlated with worse health 
outcomes and increased health utilization at 
the individual level

• But, individual-level health-related social needs 
are often unavailable

• Instead, we use area-level SDOH measures as a 
proxy for individual needs

• The reason we can do this is that we are 
confident they these area-level proxies reflect 
underlying individual-level associations
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