
Times 
Bob had a major 
stroke, and after 2 
weeks in, he was still 
in the hospital’s inten-
sive care unit. His fam-
ily was shocked when 
the hospital social 
worker came in one 
day to tell them that 
Bob had to be 
moved—to another 
hospital! What’s going 
on here ?!? 
This scenario happens 
more often than you 
may think. The reason 
this happens is due to 
Medicare and the way 
Medicare is set up to 
pay hospitals. 
Acute Care Hospitals 
Most hospitals that we 
think of have emer-
gency rooms, surgical 
suites, and rooms for 
people who either 
come in trough the 
emergency room or 
who have scheduled 
surgery. Medicare has 

traditionally considered 
that people in these 
hospitals will only be 
there for only a short 
period of time. The 
way Medicare decides 
what to pay the hospi-
tal is complicated, but 
very simply, Medicare 
pays the hospital a pre-
determined rate based 
on the diagnosis, re-
gardless of the amount 
of time the patient is in 
the hospital. This is 
one reason that the 
length of time people 
stay in the hospital has 
become shorter (see 
sidebar). 
Long Term Acute 
Care 
Now, there are people 
who truly need to be in 
the hospital longer. To 
address this need, there 
are Long Term Acute 
Care Hospitals or 
Acute Specialty Hospi-
tals. Medicare still pays 
a pre-determined 

amount to the hospital, 
but the assumption now 
is that the person will 
require at least three 
weeks in the hospital, 
so the amount paid is 
significantly higher 
than is paid in regular 
acute care hospitals. 
Many of the Long 
Term Acute Care Hos-
pitals are separate, 
smaller hospitals, but in 
some cases they are 
separate units housed 
within a regular acute 
care hospital. These 
hospitals often have 
intensive care units, but 
they do not have emer-
gency rooms or surgi-
cal suites.  
This is a very simple 
explanation of a very 
complex system, but 
hopefully it helps you 
understand that there 
are very real reasons 
that drive our often 
fragmented health care 
delivery system. 
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• In 1993 the average 
length of a hospital stay 
was 5.7 days 

• In 2005 the average 
length of a hospital stay 
was 4.6 days 

—HCUP Facts and Figures: 
Statistics on Hospital Based 
Care in the United States, 
2005 
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