
• “We have an open position, but no one is
applying.”

• “An IP resigned due to the working
conditions.”

• “Our hiring freeze was lifted after the best
candidate was lost.”

• “Pay cuts will result in me looking for other
employment.”

• “Administration and purchasing have
declared that the system is into cost savings,
particularly supply cost savings, so the evi-
dence-based implementations and products
that reduce infections have been eliminated.”

• “I am a new infection preventionist and
was looking forward to attending the APIC
Infection Prevention 101 class. Due to the
economy, I will not be able to attend.”

• “I cannot spend on education or improved
technology.”

• “We cannot obtain funding for data mining
tools.”  ■

IP tech: Surveillance tools 
boost power of prevention 
‘It shows us things we cannot see’

Though many infection preventionists are inun-
dated with data reporting requirements and are
having difficulty maintaining routine surveillance
activities, health care administrators are reluctant
to provide them with “data mining” software, the
Association for Professionals in Infection Control
and Epidemiology (APIC) reports. 

In a recently conducted economic survey,
APIC found that only one in five respondents
had electronic surveillance systems that allow
IPs to quickly identify and investigate clusters
of infections. 

“The reason most often given is budget — even
though institutions that have implemented data
mining have found that these systems pay for
themselves many times over by targeting areas
for interventions that reduce infections and save
money,” APIC president Christine J. Nutty, RN,
MSN, CIC, said at a press conference recently in
Fort Lauderdale at the group’s national meeting.
“They are looking at the costs up front instead of
the entire costs of savings in lives and financials.
But a medium-size facility isn’t going to want to
put that investment into data mining, which could
save so many lives,” she added.

Endorsing the efficacy of data mining soft-
ware was Marsha Patrick, RN, MSN, CIC,
director of infection prevention at the MultiCare
Health System in Tacoma, WA. “We have been
able to show tremendous savings,” she said at
the APIC press conference. “Data mining has
given us actionable data on every single nurs-
ing unit in our four-hospital system. We were
able to look at what we needed to fix and able
to see exactly where our problems were.”

As a result, Patrick was able to target a
reduction in urinary tract infections after the
surveillance system turned up abnormal
lengths of stay for a number of patients. In 16
months, she and colleagues had reduced the
number of UTIs by 187 infections. 

“That translated to 1,300 saved patient days,”
Patrick said. “That is ‘throughput’; it speeds up
the flow through the emergency room because
the beds are opening, and [we saw] a savings of
$1.5 million. That paid for our program — which
runs about $150,000 a year. It’s worth every
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Cost and consequences 
of health care infections

Health care-associated infections cause
direct medical costs as high as $45 billion
annually in U.S. hospitals, the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention reports. The
recent CDC report included the following range
of costs associated with specific infections:

• Surgical-site infections (SSIs): The
cost of an SSI included a low estimate of
$10,443 per infection in 2005 dollars and 
a high estimate of $25,546 per infection in
2002 dollars. 

• Central line-associated bloodstream
infections (CLABSIs): The cost estimates
ranged from $5,734 to $22,939 in 2003 dollars. 

• Ventilator-associated pneumonia
(VAP): The studies used for the estimates 
on VAP cited a low of $11,897 in 1999 dollars
and a high of $25,072 in 2005 dollars. 

• Catheter-associated urinary-tract
infections (CAUTI): The costs associated
with CAUTI ranged from $589 to $758. 

• Clostridium difficile-associated dis-
ease (CDI): The costs associated with CDI
ranged from $5,042 to $7,179. 

(Editor’s note: The full CDC report, “The
Direct Medical Costs of Healthcare-Associated
Infections in U.S. Hospitals and the Benefits of
Prevention,” is available at: www.cdc.gov/
ncidod/dhqp/.) ■
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