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Keeping the Course



AHRQ’s Role

• Making evidence-based, patient-
centered care a reality for all 
Americans

• While science and research to 
discover cures is needed, science, 
research, and implementation to 
improve care is imperative.
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AHRQ’s Vision, Aim and Core Competencies:
Why, What and How
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Budget Update: FY 2021 Enacted Budget

• The FY 2021 Enacted Budget provides $338 M for AHRQ, 
which is the same level as the FY 2020 level and a $72 M 
increase over the President’s request.  
► Provides an increase of $1.8 M for a sample expansion for the 

Medical Expenditure Panel Survey (MEPS).
► Reduces other research portfolios by 0.915% to provide the additional 

funding for MEPS.

• The bill maintains AHRQ as an independent agency. 
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Reauthorization of the PCOR Trust Fund

• The Further Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2020 (P.L. 116-94) 
reauthorized the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Trust Fund 
(PCORTF) for 10 years 

• AHRQ uses this funding to disseminate and implement PCOR 
research findings; to assist users of digital healthcare technology to 
incorporate PCOR research findings into clinical practice; and to 
provide training and career development for researchers and 
institutions to conduct patient-centered outcomes research 

• It is estimated AHRQ will receive approximately $100 M per year for 
the next 10 years
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PCOR Trust Fund Activities

• Hired Karen Rhodes, M.D., M.S., Chief 
Implementation Officer, in AHRQ’s Office of 
the Director

• Continue to develop a strategic plan to guide 
PCORTF investments, including 
dissemination and implementation, training, 
and clinical decision support

• Committed to stakeholder engagement as 
part of the process
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Recent Accomplishments

8



Research:  Continued Commitment to 
Addressing Substance Abuse

March 3rd Special Emphasis Notice seeking grant applications to 
advance understanding and provide solutions 

Why a new SEN?
• Drug overdose deaths and morbidity from substance use disorder continue to rise 
• Polysubstance and stimulant use increasing

Priorities of SEN:
1. Dissemination and implementation of evidence-based, non-pharmacological and behavioral 

therapies (especially addressing polysubstance use)
2. Broadening the context of treatment to consider social, environmental, psychological and 

economic factors
3. Understanding and addressing how SUD affects other chronic conditions and whole person 

health

Applications encouraged to focus on health equity/disparities
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https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-HS-21-010.html


RFI on Clinical Algorithms with Potential to 
Introduce Racial/Ethnic Bias

• Use of race/ethnicity in clinical 
algorithms may lead to worse 
outcomes for Black patients

• Issued Request for Information 
► In response to request from 

Congress for an evidence review
► Comment period ends May 4
► Will inform follow-on evidence 

review by EPC Program
− Planned start May 2021

https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/products/algorithms-bias-healthcare-delivery/request-info
https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/products/algorithms-bias-healthcare-delivery/request-info


Primary Care Practice Improvement:
EvidenceNOW: Building State Capacity

• 3-year, $18 million grant initiative to help primary 
care practices in States with the highest rates of 
preventable cardiovascular disease events to 
advance equity in heart health.

• 4 State-based teams in AL, MI, OH, and TN will:
► Form cooperatives to expand practices’ ability to use 

evidence to improve care, including linkages to public health 
and community services

► Build State-wide networks of primary care practices
− Provide practices with QI services 
− Implement pilot initiative to improve heart health
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Patient Safety Practice Improvement: 
Improving Antibiotic Use

• Results from the acute care cohort of the 
AHRQ Safety Program for Improving 
Antibiotic Use published in JAMA Network 
Open (2/26/21)
► Antibiotic use reduced in over 400 hospitals by 

30.3 days of therapy per 1,000 patient days over 
the 1-year period (p=0.008).  

► Incidence rate of hospital-onset C. difficile rates 
reduced by 19.5%  (p=0.03).
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Data and Analytics:
New SDOH Database

• AHRQ online resource provides 
researchers first-time access to 
family of data files on social 
determinants of health

• Offers linkable data files from U.S. 
Census Bureau, HRSA, and more 
than a dozen additional data 
sources

• Five SDOH categories: social 
context, economic context, 
education, physical infrastructure, 
and health care context organized 
by county and zip code

13



Aligning with 
Biden-Harris Administration Priorities

• Responding to, and rebuilding from, the COVID-19 
pandemic 

• Addressing equity and structural racism  

• Expanding access to high-quality, affordable healthcare

• Understanding the impact of climate change on health 
and the impact of healthcare on climate change
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Research: Learning from the response to 
COVID-19 

• AHRQ awarded 26 research grants totaling ~$17 million to explore 
essential questions about the delivery of healthcare during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

► Projects focused on:
− increased use of telehealth
− best practices in rural care settings
− emergency management in hospitals 
− addressing critical barriers to effective                                                                              

pandemic response for care for 
vulnerable populations

https://www.ahrq.gov/coronavirus/grants.html


Practice Improvement:  
Responding to COVID-19 in Nursing Homes

• The AHRQ ECHO National Nursing Home COVID-19 
Action Network is providing free training and mentorship to 
nursing homes across the country to increase the 
implementation of evidence-based infection prevention                            
and safety practices to protect residents and staff.

► > 9,000 nursing homes nationwide are                        
voluntarily participating

► Uses ECHO Model of adult learning and practice         
improvement

► Provides nursing homes with practical, useful information, 
skills, and resources 

► Connects staff with both specialists and their peers to                            
ask and answer immediate challenges

https://www.ahrq.gov/news/newsroom/press-releases/covid-action-network.html


Data and Analysis:
HCUP Analysis of Early COVID-19 Hospitalizations

• In early months of pandemic, 
minorities accounted for a largest 
share of COVID-19-related 
hospitalizations
► 48.6 percent of hospitalizations for Black 

and Hispanic patients
► 38.8 percent of hospitalizations for White 

patients
• Death rate declined from 17.5% in 

April to 10.7% in June but varied by 
race/ethnicity and State

• New analysis underway with 
additional states through September

17



Advancing Health Equity 

• AHRQ is committed to addressing health equity and 
structural racism.
► Identifying potential priorities within advancing health 

equity where AHRQ can have significant impact using 
HSR, practice improvement, and data and analytics 

►Revising AHRQ policies and procedures to increase the 
impact of AHRQ’s work on advancing equity internally and 
in the health systems research sphere

►Building an equitable and inclusive workplace



Opportunities for Exploration

• Digital healthcare research and telehealth
• Understanding healthcare innovation during the COVID-19 pandemic

► Safety; Quality; Equity; Digital healthcare and telehealth
• Data and predictive analytics to inform policy making (expanding 

access)
• Diagnostic safety
• Primary care 
• Equity within health systems (racial, ethnic, gender, rural)
• Substance abuse disorder / Behavioral health integration
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Questions and Discussion
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