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Direct Emergency Department Referrals to Primary Care
By Alyssa Morse, MD
Children’s Hospital of Los Angeles

The AAP Bright Futures Initiative recommends every child see a primary care pediatrician
(PCP) regularly for routine well-child checks, developmental screenings, and immunizations.
Families without access -- or with poor access -- to primary care, often utilize the Emergency
Department (ED) for their emergent and non-emergent healthcare needs. We sought to determine
the number of patients without a PCP visiting the Children's Hospital Los Angeles ED. We found
that there were 20-30 patients seen per week who did not have a PCP. However, no system
existed to connect them to primary care. The objectives of this quality improvement project were
to (1) standardize a direct referral process from the ED to a network of Federally Qualified
Health Centers (FQHC) and (2) increase timely access to primary care for families in the ED
seeking a pediatrician. We chose an FQHC network with multiple locations to address potential
transportation barriers. A new bilingual patient navigator role was established at the FQHC to
assist with scheduling the referred patients and to assist with insurance difficulties. We then
created a new referral order in the electronic medical record. ED physicians were educated on
how to screen patients for lack of access to a PCP and how to place the referral order.

From January 2020 to June 2021, 465 referrals were placed and 184 patients were successfully
connected to a PCP. For patients who completed their FQHC appointment, there was a 56%
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decrease in the number of ED visits during the 6-month post-referral period. For patients who did
not complete their appointment, there was no decrease in ED visits (p=0.1). At their first visit,
65% of patients were due for, and received, a vaccination. 13% of the referred patients also
screened positive for food insecurity and were subsequently referred to the clinic’s social work
team.

This project demonstrated that the Emergency Department is an effective place to identify
patients who lack access to primary care. The post-referral analysis showed that many referred
patients were lacking recommended preventive care, and that a coordinated referral process to an
FQHC helped to fill those gaps. Further data will be needed to see if this type of referral process
can result in a significant decrease in Emergency Department utilization.
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