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DIARRHOEAL DISEASES CONTROL
_ PROGRAMME
Impact of Oral Rehydration Therapy on Hospital Admission
and Case-fatality Rates for Diarrhoeal Disease: Results from
12 Hospitals in Various Countries

Introduction

A number of hospitals known to be using oral rehydration
therapy (ORT) as a routine measure in the management of dehy-
dration associated with diarrhoeal diseases were invited to submit
data on:

— the total number of diarrhoeal disease cases seen at the hos-
pital;

— the number of these cases that were admitted as in-patients;

— the number of diarrhoea-associated deaths; and

— the types of therapy given.

These data were requested for the 2 periods, before and after the
introduction of ORT as a routine measure.

Findings

Fourteen hospitals responded but only 12 were able to provide
data for both pre- and post-ORT periods. Because data were sub-
mitted for different years and different periods of time (between
1971 and 1983), and also to simplify presentation, annual averages
have been calculated and presented unless otherwise indicated
(Table 1). Information supplied on the proportion of persons
treated with oral and intravenous therapy was incomplete, vari-
able in nature and not amenable to compllancm The major change
in therapy between the 2 periods, in every case, was the introduc-
tion of ORT as a routine measure in both oui-patient departments
and in-patient wards. Not surprisingly, there was an accom-
panying decrease in the proportion of patients receiving intra-
venous therapy.

Three indicators were used to measure ORT impact (Table 1)
and are discussed briefly below:

(1) Diarrhoeal disease hospital admission rate

Nine hospitals provided data allowing calculation of admission
rates for both pre- and post-ORT periods. In 8 of these there was a
statistically significant decrease in the admission rate. Decreases
ranged from 19.6% to 80.9% of the pre-ORT rate, with a median of
64.2%. It is not possible to say whether changes in admission
policy and factors external to the hospital contributed to the
decreases in admission rates; however, no such factors were
3pec1ﬁcally reported in the explanatory notes accompanying the

ata

In one case (the Matlab station of the International Centre for
Dlarrhoeal Disease Research in Bangladesh), a significant increase
in admission rate was reported. The increased (and high) post-
ORT rate was explained by improved village-based management

of mild dehydration and a continued policy of admission of some
presenting cases for logistical reasons (primarily the fact that
lengthy travel by boat prevented patients from regaining their
homes on the same day).
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(2) Overall hospital diarrhoeal disease case-fatality rate (overall
CFR)

In 6 of 9 hospitals where a change was calculable, this rate
significantly decreased; no significant increases were reported.
Changes (including non-significant changes) ranged from a reduc-
tion of 93% compared with the pre-ORT rate to an increase of
11%, with the median change being a decrease of 71%. Assuming
no change in the severity of dehydration in presenting patients, a
decrease in overall CFR should provide firm evidence of the
impact of ORT in hospitals. It is likely, however, that deaths
occurring outside the hospital are underreported, a factor which
may clearly complicate interpretation of changes in overall hos-
pital CFR.

(3) In-patient diarrhoeal disease case-fatality rate (in-patient
-CER

In 13 instances (including data for both adults and children at
the Bamrasnadura Infectious Diseases Hospital in Thailand), it
was possible to calculate this rate for both pre- and post-ORT
periods. In only 4 of these were there statistically significant:
decreases, and in 1 a significant increase, in in-patient CFR.
Changes (including non-significant changes) ranged from an 86%
decrease to a more than 5-fold increase; the median was a reduc-
tion of 50%.

Decreases in in-patient CFR may result from generally
improved case management (including improved intravenous
therapy) associated with a better awareness of the problem of
dehydration. Use of ORT for maintenance therapy will also reduce
the length of intravenous therapy and the component risk of fatal
complications such as septicaemia. Increases in in-patient CFR
might be explained by the fact that effective out-patient manage-
ment with ORT results in only the most severe cases being
admitted.

Conclusion

It is apparent from the brief discussion above that interpretation
of changes in the 3 indicators used is difficult in the absence of
more complete data on the circumstances in each hospital and its
surroundings. Nevertheless, in the data reported here, decreases
clearly outnumbered increases in all of the 3 rates calculated.
Careful monitoring of these indicators in individual hospitals,

~ with due consideration given to concomitant policy and other

changes, should allow evaluation of the impact of ORT in the
hospital setting.

Reprinted from Weekly Epidemiological Record
23 November 1984,Vol.59 No.47,P.361-363
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