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Background

There is a commonly held view that injury compensation has a negative impact on health
status, and systematic reviews that support this thesis have been used to influence policy
and practice decisions. Such reviews of primary studies are considered the highest level of
evidence. This study evaluates the quality of the evidence of a negative correlation between
injury compensation and health outcomes, based on a review of systematic reviews that
have been conducted on this topic.

Objective

To evaluate the validity of the conclusions of systematic reviews that have examined the
association between compensation and health status following injury.

Methods

A protocol for this meta-review was developed a priori to establish the search strategy,
study selection process, quality assessment method, and method of synthesis.
MEDLINE/PubMED, CINAHL, EMBASE, PEDro, EconLit, Lexis, ABI/INFORM, The Cochrane
Library, and AHRQ EPC databases were searched to identify potentially relevant reviews.
Reviews that examined the impact of compensation on recovery, involved adults, and were
published in English were included. Narrative reviews, and reviews involving medical
negligence or idiopathic/non-specific causes of symptoms were excluded. The
methodological quality of the included reviews was evaluated independently by both
reviewers using the validated Assessment of Multiple Systematic Reviews (AMSTAR) tool.
The 11 criteria in this instrument evaluate, broadly, the design, search strategy, method of
study selection, quality appraisal, and method of synthesis used in a systematic review. In
addition to the quality appraisal, data were extracted on other characteristics, particularly
with respect to compensation scheme design and the way in which outcomes were
measured.

Results

Eleven systematic reviews met the inclusion criteria for this meta-review (Figure 1). They
were comprised of primary studies involving different observational designs, conditions,
compensation systems and processes, populations, and health and non-health outcome
measures. Seven of the reviews qualitatively synthesized the results of their primary
studies, and four conducted a meta-analysis. Nine of the 11 reviews concluded that
compensation is associated with poor health, one found no evidence of such a relationship,
and one failed to reach a conclusion. The quality appraisal revealed that the qualitatively
synthesized reviews took more measures to limit the potential for bias than the meta-
analyses, and met more of the AMSTAR criteria (see Table 1 for information on the
AMSTAR results and other study characteristics). Five of the reviews (including the four
meta-analyses) did not evaluate the quality of the primary studies included in their
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syntheses, and information on the design, subjects, compensation scheme characteristics,
and outcome measures was insufficient or incomplete. These reviews were thus considered
to be at risk of Type I error, and notably, all concluded that compensation was associated
with poor health outcomes. In many reviews, the intervention of interest (i.e,
compensation) was not clearly defined. Some reviews did not distinguish between
compensation per se, schemes, and processes to procure compensation (e.g., litigation),
choosing to combine the results of studies involving a range of compensation-related
concepts. A range of health and non-health (proxy) outcome measures was used — some of
which (e.g., claim duration) have a questionable relationship, if any, to the latent health
state of interest.
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RTW=return to work; RCT=randomized controlled trial; ALBP=acute low back pain; WAD=whiplash associated disorder; MTBI=mild traumatic brain injury; ~=only 1 study included in the
synthesis; *single study was inconclusive; *=subjects not randomized on compensation status; OR=0dds ratio; REM=random effects model; FEM=fixed effects model

Table 1. Study characteristics and summary of quality assessment results

Discussion

Those reviews that performed better in the quality assessment, investigated a single
compensation process or scheme type, and used validated health outcome measures were
considered more likely to provide the best quality of evidence about the impact of
compensation on health outcomes. Six reviews were found to be of higher methodological
quality, five of these focused on a particular compensation “intervention”, and among these,
just one review specifically included studies using validated health outcome measures. The
review by Scholten-Peeters et al (2003) was found to possess all three of the desired
characteristics and was thus considered to be of better quality to answer the question
(notwithstanding the limitations of primary studies in this field). Interestingly, this was the
sole review to find no association between compensation (litigation) and health outcomes.
The finding of this higher quality review challenges the belief that compensation is
negatively associated with poor health outcomes. Thus, moves to alter compensation
scheme design on the basis that compensation is “bad” for health are premature, as
evidence of such an association is unclear.
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