9 Principal diagnoses for admitted
patients

Introduction

The principal diagnosis is defined as the diagnosis established, after study, to be chiefly
responsible for the patient’s hospitalisation. Data on principal diagnoses provide information
on the diseases and conditions for which hospitalisations occur and can provide an indirect
measure of community morbidity.

The principal diagnosis is usually a disease, injury or poisoning, but can also be the specific
care or service provided for a current condition (for example, dialysis for renal disease), or
other reasons for hospitalisation.

Principal diagnoses for 2005-06 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 1.

The ICD-10-AM disease classification is hierarchical, with a small number of summary
disease chapters that are divided into a large number of more specific disease groupings
(represented by 3-character codes). Most of the 3-character disease groupings can be divided
into an even larger number of very specific disease categories represented by 4- and 5-
character codes. The tables and figures in this chapter use the codes and abbreviated
descriptions of the ICD-10-AM disease classification. Full descriptions of the categories are
available in the ICD-10-AM publication (NCCH 2004).

Most of the information is presented using two methods of grouping records based on the
ICD-10-AM disease classification:

* ICD-10-AM disease chapters —these 20 groups provide information aggregated at the
ICD-10-AM chapter level (Tables 9.1 to 9.4 and Table 9.22)

* 3-character ICD-10-AM groupings — 2,055 categories describe the diseases at a specific
level. Detailed information is presented for the 30 of these groups with the highest
number of separations (Tables 9.5 to 9.11 and Tables 9.13 to 9.18). Summary information
is provided for all the groups (for which separations were reported) on the Internet at
<www.aihw.gov.au> (Tables 59.1 to 59.4).

In addition, Table 9.12 uses a mixture of ICD-10-AM chapters, 3- and 4-character categories
and other groupings to present information on diagnoses reported for public psychiatric
hospitals.

Tables are presented with summary separation, patient day and length of stay statistics for
public and private hospitals, nationally and by state and territory. National information on
age group and sex distributions is also presented, as well as separation statistics by
Indigenous status. Information on public patients in Tables 9.1 to 9.2 and Tables 9.7 to 9.12
relates to separations for which the patient election status was reported as public (see
Chapter 7).
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Principal diagnosis and other data elements
reported for separations

The information on principal diagnosis reported in this chapter is compiled in the National
Hospital Morbidity Database with a range of other data. Figure 9.1 demonstrates this using
the example of the principal diagnosis E11 Type 2 diabetes mellitus. There were 55,259
separations with this principal diagnosis, with an average length of stay of 5.3 days. A total
of 45.9% of separations were for females, compared with the 53.0% in hospitals overall
(Table 8.1). Just over 64% of separations with this principal diagnosis were in the public
sector and nearly all patients (98.5%) had a care type of Acute care. A majority of patients
(88.1%) with this diagnosis had a separation mode of Other, suggesting that these patients
went home after separation from the hospital. A substantial proportion (5.8%) were
discharged/transferred to an(other) acute hospital and 1.8% died. Type 2 diabetes mellitus
(E11) and Essential (primary) hypertension (110) were the most common additional diagnoses.
The most common procedure performed was Cerebral anaesthesia (Block 1910) and the most
commonly reported AR-DRG was Lens Procedures, Sameday (C16B).

ICD-10-AM chapters

Sector

Tables 9.1 and 9.2 provide a summary of the separations and patient days reported for each
of the ICD-10-AM disease chapters.

In the public sector (Table 9.1), Factors influencing health status and contact with health services
(Z200-299) stands out as a high-volume group (1,142,976 separations, 558.8 separations per
10,000 population) and for its high use of beds (1,636.2 patient days per 10,000 population),
although the average length of stay was low (2.9 days). This is attributable to the large
number of same-day separations for Care involving dialysis (Z49) and Other medical care (Z51)
which includes chemotherapy (Table 9.9). Although having relatively small numbers of
separations, Mental and behavioural disorders (FO0-F99) (171,488 separations, 83.8 separations
per 10,000 population) had a high use of beds (934.2 patient days per 10,000 population) and
had a relatively long average length of stay (11.1 days).

In the private sector (Table 9.2), Factors influencing health status and contact with health services
(Z200-299) also recorded the highest number of separations (634,185). High numbers of
separations were also reported for Diseases of the digestive system (K00-K93) (437,925) and
Neoplasms (C00-D48) (261,361). The highest numbers of patient days were recorded for
Factors influencing health status and contact with health services (Z00-299) (1,302,885), Neoplasms
(C00-D48) (785,281), and Diseases of the musculoskeletal system and connective tissue (M00-M99)
(716,794).

The chapters with the highest proportions of separations in the public sector were Certain
infectious and parasitic diseases (A00-B99) (86.0%, 82,711) and Injury, poisoning and certain other
consequence of external causes (S00-T98) (81.5%, 394,364). The groups with the highest
proportions of separations in the private sector was Diseases of the eye and adnexa (HO0-H59)
(68.2%, 140,068) and Diseases of the musculoskeletal system and connective tissue (M00-M99)
(59.3%, 233,765) (derived from Tables 9.1 and 9.2).
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The highest proportion of public patients in public hospitals was for Mental and behavioural
disorders (FO0-F99) (93.5%), and the lowest was for Diseases of the eye and adnexa (H00-H59)
(78.3%). The highest proportion of public patients in private hospitals was for Factors
influencing health status and contact with health services (Z00-299) (8.2%).

States and territories

Tables 9.3 and 9.4 contain detail on the pattern of hospital use in the states and territories for
the diagnosis chapters, in both the public and private sectors. These tables enable
comparisons of overall hospital use state by state for the different diagnosis groups, and the
share of separations between the private and public sectors. For example, the proportions of
separations for Diseases of the respiratory system (JO0-J99) in public hospitals (rather than
private hospitals) was higher in New South Wales (82.7%, 90,819) than in Queensland
(66.7%, 41,547).

High-volume diagnoses

Changes from 2001-02 to 2005-06

Table 9.5 presents the 30 principal diagnoses at the 3-character level of the ICD-10-AM
classification with the largest changes in the numbers of separations for public or private
hospitals (or both) between 2001-02 and 2005-06. The principal diagnoses in this table
recorded either increases for both sectors, an increase for one sector and a decrease for the
other sector, or decreases for both sectors.

The number of separations for 24 of the 30 principal diagnoses increased over the 5-year
period, in both the public and private sectors, with increases generally greater in private
hospitals.

There was an increase in the number of separations in the private sector and a decrease in
the number of separations in the public sector for three of the principal diagnoses presented
in Table 9.5. For example, there were 27,195 separations for Medical abortion (O04) in private
hospitals in 2001-02 compared with 37,335 separations in 2005-06, an increase of 10,140. In
2002-03 there were 10,545 more private hospital separation reported for Medical abortion
(O04) than in 2001-02. This apparent increase and also the large increase that occurred
between 2000-01 and 2001-02 (AIHW 2006a) would have been affected by the registration of
relevant facilities as hospitals for the first time in Queensland in 2001 and in Victoria in
2002-03. These facilities had previously been categorised as non-hospital facilities and were
therefore out of scope for the National Hospital Morbidity Database. The number of
separations for this principal diagnosis in public hospitals decreased by 3,008, from 15,672 in
2001-02 to 12,664 in 2005-06.

The number of separations decreased in both public and private hospitals between 2001-02
and 2005-06 for the principal diagnoses of Family history of malignant neoplasm (Z80) and
Angina pectoris (120).

Table 9.6 presents the 30 principal diagnoses at the 3-character level of the ICD-10-AM
classification with the largest changes in the total number of separations for either public or
private patients (or both), for all hospitals between 2001-02 and 2005-06.
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The number of separations increased over the 5-year period, for 28 of the principal diagnoses
for private patients and 24 for public patients, with increases generally greater for private
patients.

There was an increase in the number of separations for private patients and a decrease in the
number of separations for public patients for four of the principal diagnoses presented in
Table 9.6. For example, there were 58,771 separations for Care involving use of rehabilitation
procedures (Z50) for private patients in 2001-02 compared with 98,334 separations in 2005-06,
an increase of 39,563. The number of separations for this principal diagnosis for public
patients decreased by 5,534, from 62,240 in 2001-02 to 56,706 in 2005-06.

The number of separations decreased for both private and public patients between 2001-02
and 2005-06 for the principal diagnoses Family history of malignant neoplasm (Z80) and Angina
pectoris (120).

Sector

Tables 9.7 to 9.11 contain summary separation, patient day and average length of stay
statistics for the 30 principal diagnoses with the most separations in public, private and
private free-standing day hospitals at the 3-character level of the ICD-10-AM classification.
Tables 9.7 and 9.8 also provide information on the top 30 diagnoses for overnight and
same-day separations in the public and private sectors.

In the public sector, the principal diagnoses with the highest number of overnight
separations was Care involving use of rehabilitation procedures (Z50) (53,834), followed by Pain
in throat and chest (R07) (48,605) (Table 9.7). The highest numbers of patient days were
reported for Care involving use of rehabilitation procedures (250) (1,348,289), for which the
average length of stay was 25.0 days.

In the private sector (Table 9.8), the most frequently reported principal diagnosis for
overnight separations was Care involving use of rehabilitation procedures (Z50) (34,265). Sleep
disorders (G47) (32,939) was the next most frequently reported principal diagnosis. The
highest number of patient days and the longest average length of stay were reported for Care
involving use of rehabilitation procedures (250) (558,997 and 16.3 days).

Table 9.9 reports the principal diagnoses with the highest number of same-day separations in
the public sector. It shows that the top principal diagnosis was Care involving dialysis (Z49)
(731,925), followed by Other medical care (Z51) (137,043). Comparing this table with Table 9.7,
it can be seen that the top 30 principal diagnoses for overnight separations and same-day
separations are different, suggesting that there are differences in the types of principal
diagnoses that are most commonly treated on a same-day basis compared with those that are
not. In the private sector (Table 9.10), Other medical care (Z51) (164,270) had the highest
number of same-day separations, followed by Care involving dialysis (Z49) (153,566).

Of the top 30 principal diagnosis in public hospitals, the highest proportion of same-day
separations that were for public patients was for Other maternal diseases classifiable elsewhere
but complicating pregnancy, childbirth and the puerperium (099) (96.8%), and the lowest was for
Other cataract (H26) (77.6%). In private hospitals, the highest proportion of same-day
separations that were for public patients was for Care involving dialysis (Z49) (27.1%).

The most common principal diagnoses groups in private free-standing day hospitals were
Care involving dialysis (Z49) (50,231) and Other medical care (251) (37,378) (Table 9.11). Of the
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30 principal diagnoses in private free-standing day hospital facilities, the proportion for
public patients was highest for Care involving dialysis (Z49) (31.4%).

Table 9.12 presents information on public psychiatric hospitals. About 95.1% of separations
in public psychiatric hospitals were for public patients and most diagnoses were in the
Mental and behavioural disorders chapter (FO0-F99) (88.4%). Schizophrenia (F20) was the most
common diagnosis reported (3,249) and accounted for more patient days than any other
group (219,475). The average length of stay was high for most of the disease groups and only
12.1% of separations (1,883) were same-day separations, compared with 49.6% in public
hospitals overall (Table 9.1).

Separations in public psychiatric hospitals include some with very long lengths of stay, up to
several years. Hence, the average length of stay data should be interpreted with caution,
taking into consideration the inclusion of some very long stay and non-acute separations.

States and territories

There was some variation between the states and territories in the relative number of
separations for the most common diagnoses (Tables 9.13 and 9.14) and in the average length
of stay for separations for the most common diagnoses (Tables 9.15 and 9.16). For example,
in the public sector, the average length of stay for Care involving use of rehabilitation procedures
(Z50) ranged from 7.1 days in the Northern Territory to 27.1 days in Tasmania. The average
length of stay in the private sector for Care involving use of rehabilitation procedures (Z50)
ranged from 5.1 days in New South Wales to 22.2 days in Western Australia.

Age group and sex

In Tables 9.17 and 9.18, information is presented on the number of separations for the 30
most common principal diagnoses at the 3-character level of the ICD-10-AM classification by
age group and sex. These tables show a number of different patterns in the age distributions
of separations for the various groups. For example, patients admitted for Angina pectoris (120)
were mostly in the older age groups. Other groups of diseases peaked in different age
groups, for example Single spontaneous delivery (O80) peaked in the 25-34 years age group for
females, Internal derangement of knee (M23) in the 45-54 years age group for males and
Embedded and impacted teeth (K0O1) in the 15-24 years age group for both females and males.

These tables also indicate the relative importance of the disease groups as causes of
hospitalisation for each sex and age group. For example, Care involving dialysis (Z49) and
Other medical care (Z51) were common in most age groups. In males aged over 75 years other
common diagnoses were Other cataract (H26) and Other malignant neoplasms of the skin (C44).
For females in the 1-4 age group, Pneumonia, organism unspecified (J18) and Other disorders of
the urinary system (N39) were relatively common diagnoses.

Renal failure

Data for separations relating to renal failure are presented in Tables 9.19 to 9.21, illustrating
the impact of this condition on hospitals in Australia. These tables present data on Acute renal
failure, Chronic and unspecified renal failure and Care involving dialysis separations for the states
and territories (Table 9.19), Remoteness Area of usual residence of the patient (Table 9.20),
and the quintile of socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage of the area of usual residence
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(see Appendix 1) (Table 9.21). These tables also include the standardised separation rate ratio
(SRR) against the national total as well as the 95% confidence interval of the SRR. The
dialysis separations do not include dialysis occasions of service reported as non-admitted
patient occasions of service (Tables 2.5 and 5.11) or dialysis performed at non-hospital
facilities.

Table 9.19 shows that there were 6,257 separations for Acute renal failure, 8,277 for Chronic and
unspecified renal failure and 887,115 for Care involving dialysis (12.1% of separations overall,
16.4% for public hospitals and 5.4% for private hospitals (Table 9.5)). The highest rates for all
of these in public hospitals were in the Northern Territory.

Table 9.20 highlights that separation rates were higher for the more remote areas for each
category. In the public sector, the Remoteness Area of usual residence with the highest
separation rate for Acute renal failure, Chronic and unspecified renal failure, and Care involving
dialysis was Very remote (0.58, 1.86 and 135.61 separations per 1,000 population respectively).

In the private sector, Major cities and Inner regional areas had the highest separation rates for
Acute renal failure (0.04 each); Inner regional had the highest rate for Chronic and unspecified
renal failure (0.07); Remote had the highest for Care involving dialysis (15.39).

Table 9.21 presents these data by quintile of socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage. The
Most disadvantaged quintile represents the areas containing the 20% of the population with
the least advantage/most disadvantage and the Most advantaged quintile represents the areas
containing the 20% of the population with the least disadvantage/most advantage. The Most
disadvantaged quintile had the highest separation rates for Acute renal failure and Chronic renal
failure. Care involving dialysis had the highest separation rate in the Middle quintile.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people

Table 9.22 reports separation statistics by Indigenous status. These statistics are presented for
Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia and public hospitals in the Northern
Territory (see Chapter 8 for more information). Note that data presented here are not
necessarily representative of the jurisdictions excluded.

The most common principal diagnosis for patients identified as Indigenous was Care
involving dialysis (Z49) (84,668). This represented approximately 46.0% of all separations for
patients identified as Indigenous compared with 10.7% of separations for other patients. The
next most common was Injury, poisoning and certain other consequences of external causes (S00-
T98) (13,819) which represented 7.5% of all separations for patients identified as Indigenous.

The age-standardised separation rates for persons identified as Indigenous were relatively
high for the majority of the principal diagnosis chapters. As indicated in the rate ratios, these
people were more than 15 times as likely to be hospitalised with a principal diagnosis of Care
involving dialysis.

Additional data

The accompanying tables on the Internet at <www.aihw.gov.au> provide national summary
statistics for public and private hospitals for each 3-character ICD-10-AM disease code.

For access to more diagnosis data, the website also contains an Interactive National Hospital
Morbidity Data page which contains links to a number of data cubes containing information
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on the principal diagnoses of patients admitted to Australian hospitals. Data in the form of
counts of separations, patient days and average length of stay are available on all principal
diagnoses of patients by age group, sex and same-day status. Principal diagnosis information
is available at the broader ICD-10-AM chapter level through to the more specific 5-character
level (where applicable). The source of these data is the National Hospital Morbidity
Database.
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