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CORRESPONDENCE

Head Computed Tomography Utilization for
Concussion Patients: Role of the Aging
Population

To the Editor:

We read with great interest the brief report pub-
lished by Zonfrillo et al.,1 in the July 2015 issue of Aca-
demic Emergency Medicine, which described the
change in emergency department (ED) visits and head
computed tomography (CT) for concussion patients
over a 6-year period. The study demonstrated that ED
visits for concussions had increased with 28.1%, and
while injury severity as defined by the Injury Severity
Score (ISS) declined, the number of head CTs increased.
The authors conclude that adherence to evidence-based
clinical guidelines is of the utmost importance, to pre-
vent rising radiation exposure and health care costs.
While we agree with the authors’ plea to continue
guideline reinforcements for ED management of con-
cussion patients, we would like to add some remarks to
their conclusions.

The observed increase in head CT scanning gives rise
to the question whether this increase is due to a higher
number of cases meeting criteria for CT scan indication
or whether the guideline compliance by physicians has
altered over the years. The decline in injury severity
implies the latter, since most risk factors for deteriora-
tion after head trauma pertain to injury characteristics
that become more frequent with rising severity (e.g.,
anterograde amnesia, vomiting, clinical signs of skull
fracture). Apart from these clinical characteristics, most
national and international guidelines include a cutoff
value for age, above which a CT scan is strongly recom-
mended. For instance, two of the most commonly
applied guidelines for head CT indication, the Canadian
CT Head Rule2 and the New Orleans Criteria,3 recom-
mend a CT scan for all patients above the cutoffs of 65
and 60 years, respectively. Regarding the data provided
by Zonfrillo and colleagues, we calculated that the
strongest increase in concussion-related ED visits was
within the older age groups: 45 to 65 years (from 92,016
to 129,709, an increase of 41%) and 65+ years (from

49,949 to 74,897, an increase of 50%). The authors did
not comment on the guideline regulation in the U.S.
hospitals. However, there is the possibility that the
observed increase in CT scans can be (partly) explained
by the ageing traumatic brain injury population. It
might even be argued that the existing guidelines
should age along with the population, to prevent the
risks of increased radiation exposure and health
care costs, about which Zonfrillo and colleagues are
warning us.
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