11 External causes for admitted
patients

Introduction

An external cause is defined in the National health data dictionary version 12.0 (NHDC 2003) as
the event, circumstance or condition associated with the occurrence of injury, poisoning or
violence. Whenever a patient has a principal or additional diagnosis of an injury or
poisoning, an external cause code should be recorded. A place of occurrence code is also
usually recorded and, for most records, the activity of the person at the time of the event
should be recorded.

External causes for 2004-05 were classified, coded and reported to the National Hospital
Morbidity Database by all states and territories using the fourth edition of the International
statistical classification of diseases and related health problems, 10th revision, Australian Modification
(ICD-10-AM) (NCCH 2004). Information about the quality of the ICD-10-AM coded data is
presented in Appendix 3.

External causes can be reported for principal diagnoses other than those in the ICD-10-AM
injury and poisoning chapter, and for additional diagnoses in the injury and poisoning
chapter and elsewhere. Hence, data on external causes for this report are presented as the
separations for which there was at least one external cause reported within the group of
external causes being considered. One or more external causes of injury or poisoning may be
reported for each separation and therefore the counts for these data are not additive, so that
the totals in the tables will not necessarily equal the sum of counts in the rows.

The external cause classification (Chapter XX of ICD-10-AM) is hierarchical, consisting of 373
3-character categories. The information in this chapter is presented by categorising the
ICD-10-AM external cause codes into 16 groups to provide an overview of the reported
external causes. The tables and figures in this chapter use the codes and abbreviated
descriptions of the ICD-10-AM external cause classification. Full descriptions of the
categories are available in the ICD-10-AM publication.

The tables in this chapter present national summaries of separation, patient day and average
length of stay statistics for public and private hospitals and for public patients, as well as
summary separation data by state and territory. Also provided are national summaries on
the age group and sex of the patient, place of occurrence, and the activity of the patient when
injured. Information on public patients in Table 11.1 relates to separations for which the
patient election status was reported as public (see Chapter 7).

External cause data and other data elements
reported for separations

The information on external causes reported in this chapter is compiled in the National
Hospital Morbidity Database with a range of other data. Figure 11.1 demonstrates this using

239



the activity when injured code of U50.0x Football. This category includes Australian rules
football, rugby union, rugby league, rugby-unspecified, soccer, touch football, other
specified football (including Gaelic and gridiron) and football-unspecified.

For 2004-05, there were 14,877 separations which reported Football as the activity when
injured, with an average length of stay of 1.8 days. Between 2000-01 and 2004-05, the
number of separations that reported an activity when injured of Football increased by an
average of 5.3% per year from 12,098 separations in 2000-01. The majority of these
separations (93.3%) were for male patients in comparison with 46.9% in hospitals overall
(Table 8.1) and over 44% (6,567) of these separations were for patients aged 15-24 years. The
majority of separations (78.8%) were admitted to a public hospital (11,725) and almost 93 %
had a separation mode of Other, suggesting that these patients went home at the end of their
episode of care. The top 10 principal diagnoses were for injuries, and the most common was
Fracture of forearm (S52, 2,212). The most common Diagnosis Related Group was Injury to
forearm, wrist hand or foot, age <75 years without complications or comorbidities (174C, 2,260), and
the other top 10 AR-DRGs included injuries and procedures for the hands, elbows, forearms
and knees. The most common external cause was Other fall on same level due to collision with,
or pushing by, another person (W03, 3,284) and 67.6% of separations reported that the injury
occurred at a Sports and athletics area, sporting grounds (outdoor) (Y92.30, 10,058), with a further
4.7% injured at School (Y92.21, 697).

Sector

In 2004-05 there were 804,319 separations which reported an external cause and these
separations accounted for 5,637,729 patient days (Table 11.1). This represented 11.5% of all
separations and 23.7% of all patient days. The majority of separations (624,416, 77.6%) and
patient days (4,313,119, 76.5%) were reported for the public sector. Overall, the average
length of stay was similar in the public sector (6.9 days) and the private sector (7.4 days).

The most frequently reported external cause group in both the public sector and the private
sector was Complications of medical and surgical care (Y40-Y84), with a total of 308,817
separations (38.4%), followed by Falls (W00-W19, 195,623). However, there were differences
in the external cause groups reported by the public and private sectors. Transport accidents
(V01-V99) accounted for a further 9.3% of external cause separations for public hospitals
(58,272), but only 3.2% for private hospitals (5,817). Intentional self-harm (X60-X84) and
Assault (X85-Y09) combined accounted for 8.7% of external cause separations from public
hospitals (30,067 and 24,231 respectively), but less than 1.0% (combined) of external cause
separations from private hospitals (1,111 and 631 respectively).

Average length of stay was highest for Other accidental threats to breathing (W75-W84) in both
the public sector (15.1 days) and the private sector (16.3 days).

States and territories

External causes were reported for between 10.3% and 13.2% of all separations for the states
and territories (Table 11.2). Differences in coding and data recording practices and in the
capacity to report external causes among the jurisdictions and between the public and
private sectors may have slightly affected the comparability of these external cause data.
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The distributions of separations among the external cause groups were generally similar
among the states and territories for combined sectors (Table 11.2), with Complications of
medical and surgical care (Y40-Y84), Falls (W00-W19), Exposure to mechanical forces (W20-W64)
and Transport accidents (V01-V99) among the most common in nearly every state. Assault
(X85-Y09) accounted for about 17.7% of all separations with an external cause reported in the
Northern Territory, compared with the national figure of 3.1%.

Age group and sex

The number of separations with an external cause varied by age group and sex (Tables 11.3
and 11.4). For females, 10.0% (373,179) of all separations had an external cause of injury or
poisoning compared with 13.1% (431,124) of all separations for males.

The most common external cause group for both males and females was Complications of
medical and surgical care (Y40-Y84), accounting for 35.4% of the total for males (152,581) and
41.9% of the total for females (156,230), followed by Falls (W01-W19) which accounted for
19.5% of the total for males (83,908) and 29.9% of the total for females (111,711). Transport
accidents (V01-V99) were reported for 10.0% of male separations and 5.6% of female
separations that reported an external cause.

For females, the highest number of separations with an external cause of injury or poisoning
was in the 75-84 years age group (19.5%), whereas for males the highest numbers were
reported in the 15-24 years age group (13.5%).

In the age groups under 14 years, Falls (W01-W19) were the most commonly reported
external causes for both males and females, followed by Exposure to mechanical forces
(W20-W64), which was also the most commonly reported external cause for males aged
15-34 years. Intentional self-harm (X60-X84) was relatively common for females, particularly
those aged 15-44 years, and Falls (W01-W19) were most common for females aged 75 years
and over.

Place of occurrence

In ICD-10-AM, the place of occurrence of the external cause is required to be reported for
external cause codes for Transport accidents, Intentional self-harm, Assault, Events of
undetermined intent, Legal intervention and operations of war, Complications of medical and surgical
care and for some external causes within the group Sequelae and supplementary factors (Table
11.5). Of the records with an external cause code reported in the range V01-Y89 (802,971
separations), 99.9% also had a place of occurrence code reported. Place of occurrence was,
however, reported for some separations for which it was not required. In addition to the
records for which the place of occurrence was Not reported (0.1%), the place of occurrence
was Unspecified place for approximately 27.3% of separations that required a place of
occurrence to be reported, which indicates that these data are in need of improvement.

Health service area was the most commonly reported specified place of occurrence (308,043),
with 91.1% of separations with this place of occurrence having an external cause of
Complications of medical and surgical care (Y40-Y84). The next most commonly reported
specified place of occurrence was Home (143,515), and this was the most frequently reported
place of occurrence for Falls (W00-W19, 73,367, 37.5% of total separations for Falls),
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Intentional self-harm (X60-X84, 17,490), and Exposure to mechanical forces (W20-W64, 16,002).
Falls (W00-W19) was the most common external cause group for separations which reported
Residential institution as the place of occurrence (20,250, 82.5% of these separations).

Activity when injured

The activity of the injured person at the time of occurrence of the external cause is required
to be reported for external cause codes for Transport accidents, Intentional self-harm, Assault
and Events of undetermined intent. Of the records with external cause codes V01-Y34 (493,376
separations), 99.8% also had an activity when injured code reported. Activity when injured
was, however, reported for some separations for which it was not required.

ICD-10-AM includes 24 3-character categories of activity when injured codes, including 19
for sports. Table 11.6 presents the sports-related activities as Football (U50.00-U50.09) and
Other sporting activity (U50.10-U71), and the non-sports-related activities as Leisure activity,
Working for income, Other types of work, Resting, sleeping, eating and other vital activities, Other
specified activity and Unspecified activity. The two most commonly reported categories were
Other specified and Unspecified (19.5% and 54.6% of the separations which required an activity
when injured to be reported, respectively) which indicates that there is a need for
improvement in both the specificity of the classification and in the reporting of these data.
Sports-related activities, comprising Football and Other sporting activity, were the most
commonly reported specific activity at the time of injury (5.2%, 41,895 of all external cause
separations) followed by Resting, sleeping, eating and other vital activities (4.2%, 33,881).

Principal diagnosis

Table 11.7 presents data showing the external causes reported for separations with an injury
or poisoning as the principal diagnosis, and for other principal diagnoses. Although data
reported on external causes and data reported on diagnoses cannot generally be
unequivocally linked, it is likely that the reported external cause would be related to the
principal diagnosis when the latter is an injury or poisoning. In contrast, if the principal
diagnosis is not an injury or poisoning, the external cause is more likely to relate to an
additional diagnosis. External causes were reported for 341,083 separations for which the
principal diagnosis was not an injury or poisoning.

Injuries to upper and lower limbs (S40-599) (209,997, 26.1%) and Injuries to head and neck
(S00-519) (77,182, 9.6%) were the most common types of injuries associated with external
causes. The most common causes of these injuries were Falls (W00-W19) and Exposure to
mechanical forces (W20-W64). The most common injuries resulting from Falls (W00-W19)
were Injuries to upper and lower limbs (5S40-S99) (93,177, 66.8%) and Injuries to head and neck
(S00-519) (28,047, 20.1%). These were also the most common injuries associated with
Exposure to mechanical forces (W20-W64) and Transport accidents (V01-V99).
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