
 

 

8 Demographic profile for admitted 
patients 

Introduction 
This chapter presents a demographic profile of admitted patients who separated from 
hospital during 2005–06. Included is information on patients’ sex, age, Indigenous status and 
country of birth, together with information on the state, remoteness and socioeconomic 
advantage/disadvantage of their area of usual residence. 

The age-standardised rates in this chapter were derived using 30 June 2005 population 
estimates for Indigenous peoples and other Australians (Tables 8.7 and 8.8),  Remoteness 
Areas (Table 8.12) and quintiles of socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage (Table 8.13) 
because 31 December (mid-year) population estimates were not available for these 
population groups. Country of birth groups (Table 8.10) used 30 June 2004 population 
estimates. There will thus be small discrepancies between the age-standardised rates 
reported in these tables and the rates reported for state or territory of usual residence  
(Table 8.11) and those reported in Chapters 2, 4 and 7 which were based on 31 December 
2005 estimates (see Appendix 1). 

Age group and sex 
Data on the sex of each patient were reported to the National Hospital Morbidity Database  
as male, female, indeterminate or not stated/inadequately described. The AIHW calculated 
the age of the patient by subtracting the date of birth from the date of admission. The 90 
separations for patients who were not reported as male or female and the 52 separations for    
which age was not reported are included in the totals of tables in this chapter. 

Changes between 2001–02 and 2005–06 
The increases in separations (17.0%) and patient days (5.4%) in private hospitals between 
2001–02 and 2005–06 were attributable more to males (18.1%) than to females (16.1%) and 
were spread unevenly among age groups (Tables 8.1 and 8.4). 

Private hospital separations increased for all age groups above 0–14 years. The increases in 
separations were most pronounced for patients aged 55 years and over, particularly for those 
aged 55–64 years (an increase of 35.1%) and the 85 and over group (40.6%). The increase for 
the 85 and over group was strongly driven by a 63.0% increase in male hospital separations 
for this age group. The increases in private hospital patient days were also most pronounced 
for patients aged 55–64 years (22.7%) and 85 and over (20.8%). 

The smaller increase in public hospital separations (12.6%) over this period was more 
attributable to males (14.2%) than to females (11.2%) and to older patients, particularly those 
aged 55 years and over. Patient days increased by 2.7% for females and by 6.8% for males. 
Separations increased by 27.4% for patients aged 75–84 years and by 24.5% for those aged  
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85 years and over, but decreased for children aged 1 to 4 years. Patient days decreased for 
patients aged 1 to 4 years and those aged 15–34 years. 

Sex and age profiles in 2005–06 
Nationally, separations per 1,000 population were higher for females than for males in all age 
groups from 15 to 54 years in 2005–06 (Figure 6 in ‘Hospitals at a glance’).  

Females outnumbered males in separations from public hospitals (2,307,093 separations, 
51.7% of total) and from private hospitals (1,566,552 separations, 55.0% of total) in 2005–06 
(Tables 8.2 and 8.3). There were more females than males in all age groups in the 15 to 44 
years range in separations from public hospitals and in all age groups from 15–54 years 
range in separations from private hospitals. These age groups include the child-bearing ages 
for women. Females aged 85 years and over also outnumbered males of that age group in 
separations from both public and private hospitals. 

Females also accounted for more patient days than did males (Tables 8.5 and 8.6). In public 
hospitals, they accounted for 51.8% (8,797,689) of patient days, and for more patient days 
than males in the age range from 15 to 44 years and 75 years and over. In private hospitals, 
females accounted for 57.8% (4,241,287) of patient days, and for more patient days than 
males in age groups in the 15 to 64 years range and 75 years and over.  

Persons aged 55 years and over accounted for a large proportion of admitted patient activity 
across the combined sectors in 2005–06. They accounted for 23.9% of the estimated resident 
population at 30 June 2005 and contributed 50.9% of separations (over 3.7 million) and 60.5% 
of patient days (over 14.7 million) (Tables 8.2, 8.3, 8.5 and 8.6). Persons of this age also had 
more separations per 1,000 population than any other age. Persons aged 75 years and over 
had higher average lengths of stay than any age group other than children under 1 year old 
(Figures 6 and 8 in ‘Hospitals at a glance’). 

Indigenous status  
Tables 8.7, 8.8 and 8.9 contain summary statistics on separations by Indigenous status as 
supplied by states and territories as defined in the National health data dictionary definition 
(NHDC 2003). Information by Indigenous status is also provided in Chapters 5 (Non-admitted 
patient care), 9 (Principal diagnoses for admitted patients) and 10 (Procedures for admitted patients). 

The quality of Indigenous status data in the National Hospital Morbidity Database is 
variable, so the data in this chapter should be used with caution.  

The AIHW report Improving the quality of Indigenous identification in hospital separations data 
(AIHW 2005c) recommends that when using Indigenous status information for analytical 
purposes, the data for only Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia and the 
Northern Territory should be used. Therefore, an additional column has been added to 
Tables 8.7 and 8.8, which includes subtotals and separation rates for the four jurisdictions 
only. Also, Table 8.9 and Figure 8.1 include data from these four jurisdictions only. Data for 
the Northern Territory in these analyses are for public hospitals only. Note that data for the 
four jurisdictions are not necessarily representative of the other states and territories.  

The report also recommends that data for all jurisdictions be shown to provide information 
on the total number of separations for Indigenous patients and for monitoring data quality. 
Hence, they are included for New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania and the Australian 
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Capital Territory in Tables 8.7 and 8.8, although separation rates are not published for those 
jurisdictions.  

In this publication, categories used were Aboriginal but not Torres Strait Islander origin, Torres 
Strait Islander but not Aboriginal origin, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin, Neither 
Aboriginal nor Torres Strait Islander origin, and Not Reported. 

For the four jurisdictions, age-standardised separation rates per 1,000 population are 
presented for the three Indigenous categories in aggregate and for other persons (that is, 
those reported as Neither Aboriginal nor Torres Strait Islander origin or whose status was Not 
reported). Also presented are rate ratios for the separation rates for persons identified as 
Indigenous Australians to other Australians (that is, ratios of the age-standardised rate for 
persons identified as Indigenous Australians to the age-standardised rate for other 
Australians). A rate ratio greater than 1.0 indicates a higher separation rate for Indigenous 
persons than for other persons. These rates are influenced by the quality of the data on 
Indigenous status, which varied among the states and territories, as described below.  

Tables 8.7 and 8.8 contain counts of separations, overnight separations, separation rates per 
1,000 population and rate ratios by Indigenous status, hospital sector and state and territory 
for 2005–06. There were 247,811 separations in 2005–06 for patients reported as Indigenous. 
About three-quarters of these separations were reported by Queensland, Western Australia, 
South Australia and public hospitals in the Northern Territory.  

The four-jurisdiction only data show that 91.7% of separations for Indigenous persons were 
reported as Aboriginal but not Torres Strait Islander origin, 5.5% were reported as Torres Strait 
Islander but not Aboriginal origin and 2.8% were reported as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
origin. Over 92% of separations of Indigenous persons in 2005–06 were from the public sector 
(170,298), whereas only 53.7% of separations for other persons were from the public sector.  

For the four jurisdictions combined, there were 1,038.7 separations per 1,000 population of 
Indigenous persons reported in 2005–06. This was almost three times the separation rate for 
other persons (352.4). About four-fifths of the difference between these rates was attributable 
to higher separation rates for Indigenous persons with a principal diagnosis of Care involving 
dialysis (Z49) or with a procedure of Haemodialysis (Block 1060) (see Tables 9.22 and 10.20). 
The Northern Territory reported the largest number of separations of Indigenous persons per 
1,000 Indigenous population (1,548.0), followed by Western Australia (1,098.9). The Northern 
Territory also reported the largest rate ratio for separations (6.5), indicating that the 
separation rate for Indigenous persons was 6.5 times the rate for other persons. 

For the four jurisdictions, 40.0% of separations for patients reported as Indigenous in 2005–06 
were for overnight stays (73,655) (Table 8.8), and 1.6% of overnight separations of Indigenous 
persons were from the private sector (1,152). There were 338.8 overnight separations of 
Indigenous persons reported per 1,000 Indigenous population. This was almost twice the rate 
for other persons (158.6). Western Australia reported the highest rate of overnight 
separations for Indigenous persons per 1,000 Indigenous population (383.6) and the largest 
separation rate ratio for overnight separations was reported by the Northern Territory (3.0). 

Table 8.9 contains separation data for the four jurisdictions by Indigenous status, age group 
and sex in 2005–06. The proportion of separations for Indigenous females (57.1%) was slightly 
higher than that for Other Australian females (52.5%). A higher proportion of separations 
reported for Indigenous persons in 2005–06 were for those aged 64 years and under compared 
with separations for Other Australians. Only 10.7% of separations for Indigenous persons were 
reported among those aged 65 years and over compared with 35.5% of separations for Other 
Australians. 
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Age-specific separation rates per 1,000 population for Indigenous males and females are 
compared in Figure 8.1 with those for other males and females. The rates for Indigenous 
males and females were higher than those for other males and females across all age groups. 
Separation rates for Indigenous persons in older age groups are subject to variability because 
of the relatively small populations in these age groups. 

Quality of Indigenous status data 
Overall, the quality of the data provided for Indigenous status in 2005–06 is considered to be 
in need of improvement, being considered acceptable by only Queensland, Western 
Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory. Data on Indigenous status in this 
chapter should therefore be interpreted with caution.  

 For 2005–06, the New South Wales Health Department reports that its data were in need of 
improvement. To resolve this issue, the department continues to be active in the 
implementation of initiatives aimed at improving the quality of Indigenous status 
information in hospital separations data. Departmental publications and circulars are used to 
encourage a uniform approach to the identification of Indigenous patients in addition to 
providing a framework for continuous improvement in this data collection. To complement 
these strategies the New South Wales Health Department developed and implemented its 
Collecting Patient Registration Information Training Program. This training program raises 
awareness of data items, including Indigenous status, that may relate to sensitive issues and 
reviews strategies that may assist in the collection of complete and accurate patient 
registration information. This training program has been implemented for public hospitals in 
all New South Wales Area Health Services. 

The Victorian Department of Human Services reports that, despite data quality improvement 
in recent years, Indigenous status data for 2005–06 should still be considered to undercount 
the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients. Since 2004–05 additional 
Aboriginal Hospital Liaison Officers and Policy/Planning Officers have been employed and 
at many hospitals the quality of Indigenous status data has improved. From July 2005 two 
codes were added to the Indigenous status field to assist in identifying hospitals with 
problems recording Aboriginal patients accurately. The new codes record ’Question unable 
to be asked’ for patients who are physically or mentally incapable of responding and ‘Patient 
refused to answer’ to record patients who are capable of responding but refuse to do so. 

Queensland Health notes that for the 2005–06 financial year Indigenous status was not 
reported for 5.7% of admitted patient separations (1.9% for public hospital separations and 
9.7% for private hospital separations). This is a significant improvement in the reporting of 
Indigenous status over earlier years, and is largely due to better reporting by several of the 
larger private hospitals. Nonetheless, available evidence still suggests that the number of 
Indigenous separations is significantly understated in the Queensland hospital morbidity 
data because of non-reporting as well as misreporting of Indigenous status. A report 
detailing the findings of audits of five public hospitals during July to September 2005 to 
assess the accuracy of Indigenous status in hospital records was released in 2006. Around 
80% of Indigenous patients were being identified as Indigenous.  Almost all of those 
correctly identified as Indigenous were also correctly identified as ‘Aboriginal’, ‘Torres Strait 
Islander’, or ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’. 

Queensland Health is committed to improving overall Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
identification in all mainstream data collections.  
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The Western Australian Department of Health regards its Indigenous status data as being of 
an acceptable quality, although data from metropolitan hospitals are still considered to be 
less accurate than data from remote areas. Quality improvement activities, including cross-
referencing between metropolitan and country hospitals, enhanced the accuracy of this data 
element. 

The South Australian Department of Health regards its 2005–06 Indigenous status data as 
suitable for inclusion in national statistical reports.  It is known that standards for 
identification are better in country hospitals than metropolitan hospitals. A recent review 
commissioned by the Department found that the adoption of the standard for collecting and 
recording data on Indigenous Status as defined in the National health data dictionary was 
variable amongst health care units.  As a result the Department has initiated a project to 
bring systems and data collections into line with the national standard. For a number of 
years a 30% loading has been applied to casemix payments for Indigenous separations in 
public hospitals, which acts as an incentive for improved identification.  
The Tasmanian Department of Health and Human Services reports that the quality of 
Indigenous status data has improved in 2005–06 and the number of separations where 
Indigenous status is not stated has improved in both sectors.  The department is continuing 
to monitor and implement actions to improve the coverage and quality of Indigenous data in 
both the public and private sectors. 
The Australian Capital Territory Health Department has been closely monitoring Indigenous 
status data in its public hospitals, and has noted a significant reduction in the number of 
records where Indigenous status was not reported. In 2006 ACT Health worked with  the 
Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service (WNAHS), to undertake a project to 
estimate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander under-identification in ACT public hospital 
data sets. The project engaged the services of the AIHW in a data matching process involving 
health records from the WNAHS and health records from The Canberra Hospital and 
Calvary Public Hospital. The data has been processed by the AIHW but the results have not 
been finalised at the time of writing. 

The Northern Territory Department of Health and Community Services reports that the 
quality of its 2005–06 Indigenous status data is considered to be acceptable. The department 
retains historical reporting of Indigenous status and individual client systems receive a 
report of individuals who have reported their Indigenous status as Aboriginal on one 
occasion and as Torres Strait Islander on another. System owners follow up on these clients. 
All management and statistical reporting, however, is based on a person’s most recently 
reported Indigenous status. 

Country of birth  
In 2005–06, all states and territories supplied country of birth details coded to the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics’ Standard Australian Classification of Countries (SACC) as specified in 
the National health data dictionary version 12 supplement (AIHW 2004b).  

Australian-born patients accounted for 73.1% (5,347,657) of total separations, 71.9% in the 
public sector and 75.1% in the private sector (Table 8.10). The age-standardised separation 
rate for the Australian-born population was higher (366.7 per 1,000 population) than that for 
the overseas-born population (299.5 per 1,000). Persons born in North-East Asia had the 
lowest separation rate at 225.4 per 1,000 population.   
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Country of birth groups differed markedly in the proportion of their total separations within 
the public sector. Some 60% of separations of Australian-born patients were in the public 
sector, as were over 75% of separations for patients born in Fiji, Croatia, Greece, Egypt, 
Philippines and Vietnam. Fewer than 50% of separations for patients born in Hong Kong and 
Macau, the United States of America and South Africa were in the public sector. 

Area of usual residence 
The National health data dictionary specifies that data on the usual residence of patients should 
be provided as the state or territory and the statistical local area (SLA) of usual residence. 
Patients’ SLAs have been assigned to Remoteness Areas to enable reporting of hospital 
separations by Remoteness Area of usual residence. Details of the data provided by states 
and territories and the mapping process conducted by the AIHW to assign 2005 SLA codes 
and Remoteness Area categories to separation records can be found in Appendix 1. 

Patients’ SLAs have also been assigned to categories of the Index of Advantage/ 
Disadvantage, one of a set of Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas 2001 (termed ‘SEIFA 2001’) 
constructed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics based on data from the 2001 population 
census (ABS 2004). SEIFA 2001 is discussed in more detail in Appendix 1. 

Tables 8.11, 8.12 and 8.13 present selected separation statistics by hospital sector and same 
day status for each state or territory of usual residence, Remoteness Area of usual residence 
and quintile of socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage. The age-standardised separation 
rates presented in these tables take into account the different age structures of the 
populations of the states and territories, Remoteness Areas and quintiles of socioeconomic 
advantage/disadvantage. 

State or territory of usual residence 
Table 8.11 presents the number of separations, the separation rate per 1,000 population, the 
standardised separation rate ratio (SRR) and the 95% confidence interval of the SRR for each 
state and territory of usual residence. The SRR is the separation rate for the population of 
interest divided by the separation rate for Australia as a whole. An SRR of 1.00 indicates that 
the population of interest (for example, a specific state or territory) had a separation rate 
similar to the national separation rate, and an SRR greater than 1.00 indicates that it had a 
rate larger than the national rate. The statistical significance of a given SRR is described by its 
corresponding 95% confidence interval. Appendix 1 provides more information on the SRR. 

Usual residents of the Northern Territory had the largest separation rate for public hospitals, 
468.1 per 1,000 population. The SRR for usual residents of the Northern Territory in public 
hospitals was 2.20, that is, persons usually resident in the Northern Territory had a total 
separation rate in public hospitals that was 120% higher than the national rate. Among those 
jurisdictions for which information was published, usual residents of Queensland had the 
largest separation rate for private hospitals, 170.3 per 1,000 population, and usual residents 
of South Australia had the highest overnight separation rate, 169.1 per 1,000 population. 

Remoteness Areas 
Table 8.12 presents the number of separations, the separation rate per 1,000, the SRR and the 
95% confidence interval of the SRR for each Remoteness Area. Persons usually resident in 
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Very remote areas had 505.1 separations per 1,000 population, compared with 349.5 
separations per 1,000 population nationwide. The SRR of 1.45 for persons usually resident in 
Very remote areas indicates that their separation rate was 45% higher than the national 
separation rate. The 95% confidence interval applying to this SRR indicates that the 
difference in the separation rates was statistically significant. 

The separation rate for public hospitals was also highest for usual residents of Very remote 
areas (453.8 separations per 1,000 population), and the separation rate for private hospitals 
was highest for usual residents of Major cities (148.6 separations per 1,000 population) and 
lowest for Very remote areas (51.2 separations per 1,000 population). 

Socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage 
The Index of Advantage/Disadvantage (from SEIFA 2001) used in this report is categorised 
into quintiles containing approximately 20% of the total Australian population. Table 8.13 
presents for each quintile the number of separations, the separation rate per 1,000, the SRR 
and the 95% confidence interval of the SRR. 

Each quintile accounted for between 19.1% and 21.2% of total hospital separations. However, 
SRRs were statistically different among the quintiles, ranging from 1.05 for the most 
disadvantaged to 0.94 for the most advantaged. 

Use of the public and private hospital sectors was also not evenly spread across the quintiles. 
The most disadvantaged quintile accounted for 25.2% of separations from public hospitals 
and 14.9% of separations from private hospitals. In contrast, the most advantaged quintile 
accounted for 13.9% of separations from public hospitals and 27.2% of separations from 
private hospitals. Reflecting this, the SRRs for separations from public hospitals decreased 
progressively from 1.26 for the most disadvantaged quintile to 0.69 for the most advantaged 
quintile and the SRRs for separations from private hospitals increased progressively from 
0.73 for the most disadvantaged quintile to 1.35 for the most advantaged quintile. The 95% 
confidence intervals applying to these SRRs indicate that the differences in separation rates 
were statistically significant in all cases. 

These relationships are evident in the proportion of public hospital patients within the 
separations of each quintile. Public hospital patients accounted for 72.7% of separations of 
the most disadvantaged quintile and 44.4% of separations of the most advantaged quintile. 

The SRRs for same-day separations and overnight separations were also unevenly spread 
across the quintiles. In particular, the SRRs for overnight separations ranged between 1.15 for 
the most disadvantaged quintile and 0.86 for the most advantaged quintile. 

Additional data 
Accompanying tables on the Internet at <www.aihw.gov.au> provide information on 
separations and patient days by 5–year age group, sex, hospital sector and state/territory.
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