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S tudies of hospital utilization have found an expo-

nential negative relationship between distance

and utilization across a wide range of medical diag-

noses; the greater the distance from treatment, the

lower the utilization (1). In this column, we show the

nature of this relationship using patient records from

the billing system of Western Psychiatric Institute

and Clinic (WPIC) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, dur-

ing calendar year 1994.

Figure 1 shows a map of the Pittsburgh region with

each census tract shaded according to the rate of

WPIC-treated outpatient depression. The rate is cal-

culated as the number of treated patients in the tract

divided by the tract’s total population. Darker colors

represent higher rates. The rate of WPIC-treated pa-

tients clearly decreases as the distance from WPIC in-

creases.

Figure 2 shows the rate ofWPIC-treated outpatient

depression in each census tract plotted as a function of

the tract’s distance from WPIC. The exponential rela-

tionship between treatment rate and distance is strik-

ing. Of the 4,115 outpatients with depression living

within 60 miles of WPIC, 75 percent travel less than

9.5 miles to receive treatment. The average travel dis-

tance is 8.3 miles.

This rate-distance relationship illustrates the sharp

demarcation in the distance patients are willing to

travel to receive mental health services and suggests

that mental health clinics must be located relatively

close to those they wish to serve. +
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Figure 1

Rate of WPIC-treated outpatient depression by census tract

Figure 2

Distance traveled to %VPIC by rate of treated outpatient de-
pression within census tract




