6 Waiting times for elective surgery

Introduction

This chapter presents national statistics for elective surgery waiting times for the years
2000-01 to 2004-05, and a state and territory overview of elective surgery waiting times for
2004-05. Information on the number of days waited at the 50th and 90th percentiles by
patients admitted from waiting lists for elective surgery, the proportion of patients waiting
greater than 365 days, and the number of patients admitted is presented by public hospital
peer group. Information is also included by the specialty of the surgeon who was to perform
the elective surgery and by indicator procedure.

The 50th percentile (the median or the middle value in a group of data arranged from lowest
to highest) represents the number of days within which 50% of patients were admitted; half
the waiting times will have been shorter, and half the waiting times longer, than the median.
The 90th percentile data represent the number of days within which 90% of patients were
admitted. The 50th and 90th percentiles have been rounded to the nearest number of days.

The data cover public hospitals only, except as noted below in the description of the
coverage of the data collection.

The waiting times data presented here for patients who complete their wait and are admitted
for their surgery on an elective basis are generally used as the main summary measure of
elective surgery waiting times. Most patients are admitted after waiting; however, some
patients are removed from waiting lists for other reasons, such as, they were admitted as an
emergency patient for the awaited procedure; or they could not be contacted, had died, had
been treated elsewhere, had been transferred to another hospital’s waiting list or had
declined the surgery. Information on time spent on waiting lists is therefore also presented
for those reasons for removals.

The number of patients added to waiting lists and the number of patients removed from
waiting lists for admission or other reasons are also presented in this chapter. This provides
information about the movement of patients onto and off waiting lists.

National health data dictionary definitions (NHDC 2003) are the basis of the National Elective
Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection (see Chapter 1) and are summarised in the glossary.
However, some of the definitions used varied slightly among the states and territories in
2004-05 and in comparison with previous reporting periods. Comparisons between
jurisdictions and between 2004-05 and previous reporting periods should therefore be made
with reference to the notes on the definitions used and to previous reports (AIHW 2002,
2003, 2004a, 2005a).

Variation in methods to calculate waiting times

Waiting times were generally calculated by comparing the date on which a patient was
added to a waiting list with the date that a patient was admitted. Days on which the patient
was ‘not ready for care” were excluded.
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For previous reporting periods two methods were used to calculate waiting times for
patients who changed clinical urgency category, one by South Australia and the other by all
other states/territories. However, for the current reporting period, South Australia was able
to report waiting times as per the agreed national standard for calculating waiting times, that
is:

Counting the time waited in the most recent urgency category plus any time waited
in more urgent categories, e.g. time waiting in category 2, plus time spent previously
in category 1.

This would have the effect of decreasing the apparent waiting time for South Australian
admissions in 2004-05 compared with previous reporting periods. In previous periods South
Australia counted the waiting time in all urgency categories.

Transfers between waiting lists

For patients who were transferred from a waiting list managed by one hospital to that
managed by another, the time waited on the first list is not included in the waiting time
reported to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection for some states and
territories. Therefore, the number of days waited in those jurisdictions reflects the waiting
time on the list managed by the reporting hospital only. This has the effect of shortening the
reported waiting time compared with the time actually waited by these patients.

New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia and the Australian Capital
Territory were able to report the total time waited on all waiting lists. This could have the
effect of increasing the reported waiting time for admissions in these states and territories
compared with other jurisdictions. South Australia and Queensland have indicated that it is
uncommon for patients to be transferred from a waiting list managed by one public hospital
to that managed by another in those jurisdictions.

Waiting times and other data elements reported for
elective surgery

Figure 6.1 presents data on patients admitted to hospital from elective surgery waiting lists
for orthopaedic surgery. The information presented by indicator procedure and public
hospital peer groups is for all jurisdictions. The other information provided in Figure 6.1 was
available only for those jurisdictions that also included data for elective surgery waiting
times for the National Hospital Morbidity Database, thus allowing waiting times information
for patients to be related to other information concerning their admission for elective
surgery. For the 2004-05 collection year, Queensland, South Australia, the Australian Capital
Territory and the Northern Territory provided elective surgery waiting times data to the
National Hospital Morbidity Database. Queensland provided 100.0% of elective surgery
records linked, with South Australia providing 98.7%, the Australian Capital Territory
providing 83.0% and the Northern Territory providing 66.2%.

Australia-wide there were 79,064 admissions from elective surgery waiting lists for
orthopaedic surgery. The median waiting time for these patients was 48 days and 9.6% of
these patients waited more than 365 days for admission. Total knee replacement was the
indicator procedure with the highest number of admissions from elective surgery waiting
lists for orthopaedic surgery.
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For Queensland, South Australia, the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern
Territory combined, there were 26,898 admissions from elective surgery waiting lists for
orthopaedic surgery and these accounted for 94,143 patient days. The average length of stay
was 3.5 days.

For these states and territories the most common procedure reported to the National
Hospital Morbidity Database was Cerebral anaesthesia (Block 1910), and the most common
principal diagnosis reported was Gonarthrosis (M17), followed by Other orthopaedic follow-up
care (Z47). The most common AR-DRG reported was Other knee procedures (118Z).

The age group with the highest proportion of separations was 55-64 years and more of the
separations involved males than females. A large proportion (93.7%) of these patients had a
separation mode of Other, suggesting that these patients went home after separation from
hospital.

State and territory overview

Coverage

The National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection covers public acute hospitals
only. However, some public patients treated under contract in private hospitals in Victoria
and Tasmania are included.

The data collection covered most public hospitals that undertake elective surgery. Tables 6.1
and 6.2 show that coverage of the collection (as indicated by the proportion of hospitals
included) was highest for the Principal referral and specialist women’s and children’s hospitals
peer group with 75 hospitals reported in this peer group. The collection covered 36 hospitals
in the Large hospitals peer group, and 58 hospitals in the Medium hospitals peer group.
Hospitals that were not included may not actually undertake elective surgery, may not have
had waiting lists, or may have had different waiting list characteristics compared with
reporting hospitals. Some smaller remote hospitals may have different patterns of service
delivery compared with other hospitals because specialists providing elective surgery
services visit these hospitals only periodically.

The methodology for assigning public hospital peer groups was adjusted slightly for

2001-02, 2002-03, 2003-04 and 2004-05 compared with 2000-01, so the data presented in
Table 6.1 should be interpreted with reference to the information on public hospital peer
groups provided in Appendix 4 and in previous Australian hospital statistics publications.

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 also present estimates of the proportions of elective surgery admissions
that were covered by the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection. The
AIHW derived these estimates from data provided by the states and territories for the
National Hospital Morbidity Database as:

the number of separations with “urgency of admission” reported as elective and a surgical
procedure for public hospitals reporting to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times
Data Collection as a proportion of the number of separations with ‘urgency of
admission’ reported as elective and a surgical procedure for all public hospitals.

Separations for cosmetic surgery were excluded from the estimated coverage calculations.
The definition of ‘surgical procedure” used for these estimates is detailed in the glossary and
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based on the procedures used to define ‘surgical’ in Australian refined diagnosis related groups
version 5.0 (DoHA 2002). Information about “urgency of admission’ is detailed in Chapter 7.

Based on this measure, overall coverage of the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data
Collection was about 86% in 2004-05, and ranged from 100% in the Northern Territory and
the Australian Capital Territory to 62% in South Australia (Table 6.2). Coverage was highest
for the Principal referral and specialist women’s and children’s hospitals peer group at about 99%,
and was progressively lower for the Large hospitals and Medium hospitals groups.

For 2000-01 (Table 6.1), estimates of the proportion of elective surgery admissions that were
covered by the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection were based on all
admissions, rather than solely on elective admissions. This is because ‘urgency of admission’
was reported for the first time for 2000-01, and was not used that year in the calculation of
the estimate due to concerns about data quality.

Admissions from waiting lists for elective surgery

Hospitals in the Principal referral and specialist women’s and children’s hospitals peer group
accounted for 67.7% of admissions from elective surgery waiting lists in 2004-05 compared
with 64.9% in 2003-04. Another 18.4% were reported for hospitals in the Large hospitals peer
group in 2004-05, compared with 20.8% in 2003-04. In 2004-05, 12.7% of admissions were in
the Medium hospitals peer group, compared with 13.0% in 2003-04 (Table 6.1). Overall, for
2004-05, 549,746 admissions from waiting lists were reported compared with 528,949 in
2003-04 (Table 6.1).

There were 27.2 admissions reported for elective surgery per 1,000 population (crude rate)
for Australia overall in 2004-05, compared with 26.5 in 2003-04, 26.2 in 2001-02, 26.0 in
2001-02 and 26.4 in 2000-01 (Table 6.1).

Distribution of days waited

Overall, the median waiting time for patients who were admitted from waiting lists was

29 days in 2004-05, 28 days in 2003-04 and 2002-03 and 27 days in 2001-02 and 2000-01
(Table 6.1). In 2004-05, this ranged from 22 days in Queensland to 45 days in the Australian
Capital Territory (Table 6.2). Ninety per cent of patients were admitted within 217 days in
2004-05, compared with 193 days in 2003-04, 197 days in 2002-03, 203 days in 2001-02 and
202 days in 2000-01. In 2004-05, this ranged from 105 days in Queensland to 368 days in the
Australian Capital Territory.

In 2004-05, the median waiting time for patients admitted from waiting lists for hospitals in
the Principal referral and specialist women’s and children’s hospitals peer group (28 days) was
shorter than for Large hospitals and Medium hospitals peer groups (29 days and 37 days
respectively).

Proportion waiting more than 365 days

Overall, the proportion of patients admitted after waiting more than 365 days was 4.8% in
2004-05 compared with 3.9% in 2003-04, 4.0% in 2002-03, 4.5% in 2001-02 and 4.4% in
2000-01 (Table 6.1). In 2004-05, this proportion ranged from 1.8% in Queensland to 10.1% in
the Australian Capital Territory (Table 6.2).

117



In the Principal referral and specialist women’s and children’s hospitals peer group in 2004-05,
4.6% of patients were admitted after waiting more than 365 days, as were 4.8% of patients in
the Large hospitals peer group, and 6.1% of patients in the Medium hospitals peer group.

Additions to and removals from waiting lists

Table 6.3 shows the movement of patients on and off waiting lists in 2004-05. This includes
data on the total number of patients added to and removed from waiting lists, the
distribution of days waited by patients removed from waiting lists and the proportion of
patients waiting more than 365 days before being removed from waiting lists.

In 2004-05 a total of 621,015 patients were added to elective surgery waiting lists and 645,340
patients were removed from elective surgery waiting lists. Patients are removed from
waiting lists either when they are admitted on an elective basis for the procedure for which
they were waiting or for a range of other reasons such as admission as an emergency patient
for the procedure for which they were waiting; the patient not being able to be contacted by
the hospital (includes patients who have died); the patient having the surgery elsewhere; the
surgery not being required or the patient declining the surgery (see the glossary for a full
description of the categories). In 2004-05, only Victoria, Western Australia and the Australian
Capital Territory reported removals from waiting lists for transfers to another hospital’s
waiting list. This could have an effect of reducing the waiting times reported for overall
removals for those three jurisdictions relative to others.

Elective admissions accounted for the most removals from waiting lists in 2004-05 (85.2%),
ranging from 79.1% in the Australian Capital Territory to 86.8% in Western Australia.
Surgery not required or declined accounted for the next largest number of removals in 2004-05
(7.2%, 46,450 patients) following admissions as elective patients. A further 3.5% of patients
(22,537 patients) were Treated elsewhere, 1.3% (8,488) were Not contactable, and 1.0% (6,757)
were Emergency admissions.

Distribution of waiting times

Overall, the reason for removal category with the shortest median waiting time in 2004-05
was Emergency admission (2 days), and the category with longest median waiting time was
Not contactable/died (226 days).

As was the case with median waiting times, the reason for removal category with the
shortest waiting time by which 90% of patients were removed was Emergency admission

(84 days) and the category with the longest waiting time was Not contactable/died (798 days).
The length of time by which 90% of patients were removed from waiting lists varied
substantially between states and territories in most reason for removal categories. For
example, waiting times at the 90th percentile in the Emergency admission category ranged
from 12 days in Queensland to 177 days in Western Australia and 1,447 days in the
Australian Capital Territory.

Proportion waiting more than 365 days

In 2004-05 the reason for removal category with the lowest proportion of patients waiting
more than 365 days before removal was Emergency admission (1.6%) and the category with the
highest proportion was Not contactable/died (33.6%). Elective admissions had 4.8% of patients
waiting more than 365 days before removal.

118



The proportion of patients waiting more than 365 days differed substantially between
individual states and territories in 2004-05. Overall, it ranged from 4.0% in Queensland to
14.1% in the Australian Capital Territory. For the removal category Surgery not required or
declined it ranged from 13.1% in Queensland to 42.9% in Tasmania.

Specialty of surgeon

Table 6.4 shows the distribution of days waited by patients admitted from waiting lists, the
proportion who waited more than 365 days and the total number of patients admitted from
waiting lists in 2004-05, by the specialty of the surgeon who was to perform the surgery and
by state and territory.

Distribution of waiting times

Ophthalmology and Orthopaedic surgery were the surgical specialties with the longest median
waiting times in 2004-05 (66 and 48 days respectively). All other surgical specialties except
Ear, nose and throat surgery had median waiting times of less than 30 days; Cardio-thoracic
surgery had the shortest median waiting time (11 days).

There was a marked variation between states and territories in the median waiting time for
Ophthalmology, with 50% of patients being admitted within 28 days in Queensland and
within 209 days in the Australian Capital Territory. There was less variation between states
and territories in the median waiting time for Plastic surgery, with waiting times ranging
from 22 days in Tasmania to 39 days in the Northern Territory.

The length of time by which 90% of patients had been admitted also varied by surgical
specialty in 2004-05, from 62 days for Cardio-thoracic surgery to 364 days for Ophthalmology.

Proportion waiting more than 365 days

Ophthalmology and Orthopaedic surgery were the specialties with the highest proportion of
patients who waited more than 365 days to be admitted (9.8% and 9.6% respectively).
Cardio-thoracic surgery had the lowest proportion of patients who waited more 365 days
(0.1%), followed by Gynaecology (1.5%) and Neurosurgery (1.7%).

There was marked variation among the states and territories in the proportion of patients
who waited more than 365 days to be admitted for some surgical specialties. For example,
1.7% of patients admitted for Ophthalmology in 2004-05 waited more than 365 days in
Victoria, compared with 35.0% of patients in Tasmania.

Admissions from waiting lists

Nationally, admissions from waiting lists were highest for General surgery (141,830) and
lowest for Neurosurgery (10,652). Admissions from waiting lists were also highest for General
surgery across all jurisdictions. Neurosurgery had the lowest number of admissions for most
states and territories where it is undertaken. For Victoria and Western Australia admissions
were lowest for Vascular surgery (2,500 and 855 admissions, respectively).
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Indicator procedures

Indicator procedures are procedures which are of high volume and are often associated with
long waits. Table 6.5 shows state and territory data on the distribution of days waited by
patients admitted from waiting lists, the proportion of patients who waited more than

365 days to be admitted from waiting lists and the total number of patients admitted from
waiting lists for elective surgery in 2004-05, by indicator procedure.

Distribution of days waited

Nationally, the indicator procedure with the lowest median waiting time in 2004-05 was
Coronary artery bypass graft (14 days) and the indicator procedure with the highest median
waiting time was Total knee replacement (152 days).

There was marked variation among the states and territories in the median waiting time for
Varicose veins stripping and ligation, ranging from 29 days in Western Australia to 243 days in
the Northern Territory and 519 days in the Australian Capital Territory.

The length of time by which 90% of patients had been admitted also varied by indicator
procedure, from 89 days for Coronary artery bypass graft to 775 days for Varicose veins stripping
and ligation.

Proportion waiting more than 365 days

The indicator procedure with the highest proportion of patients waiting more than 365 days
was Septoplasty (24.2%), followed by Total knee replacement (23.5%). The lowest proportion of
patients waiting more than 365 days were waiting for a Coronary artery bypass graft (0.2%).

The proportion of patients admitted from waiting lists who waited more than 365 days
varied substantially in some cases between the states and territories. For example, 4.0% of
patients waited more than 365 days for admission for Total hip replacement in Queensland,
compared with 48.5% in Tasmania. For Septoplasty, the proportion ranged from 13.0% in the
Northern Territory to 50.0% in the Australian Capital Territory

Admissions from waiting lists

Overall, 32.9% of patients admitted for elective surgery had been waiting for one of the
indicator procedures. There was some variation among the states and territories: the
Australian Capital Territory had the highest proportion of admissions for the indicator
procedures (37.8%) and the Northern Territory had the lowest proportion (19.4%).

Cataract extraction was the highest volume indicator procedure for the majority of
jurisdictions, with the exception of Cystoscopy being the highest for South Australia and
Tasmania. Myringoplasty was the lowest volume indicator procedure for all states and
territories except Western Australia and Tasmania, where Varicose veins stripping and ligation
and Septoplasty were the lowest, respectively.
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Table 6.1: Waiting time statistics for patients admitted from waiting lists for elective surgery, by public
hospital peer group®, Australia, 2000-01 to 2004-05

2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05
Principal referral and specialist women’s & children’s hospitals
Number of reporting hospitals® 67 66 69 68 75
Estimated coverage of surgical separations (%) 99 100 99 99 99
Number of admissions® 333,013 317,275 339,370 343,430 372,085
Days waited at 50th percentile 26 24 26 27 28
Days waited at 90th percentile 194 184 182 182 203
% waited more than 365 days 4.2 4.2 3.9 3.9 4.6
Large hospitals
Number of reporting hospitals® 37 40 41 42 36
Estimated coverage of surgical separations (%) 79 84 82 85 82
Number of admissions 98,315 116,882 108,742 110,284 100,916
Days waited at 50th percentile 30 33 31 30 29
Days waited at 90th percentile 207 229 213 206 227
% waited more than 365 days 4.6 5.0 4.2 4.2 4.8
Medium hospitals
Number of reporting hospitals® 60 56 56 58 59
Estimated coverage of surgical separations (%) 56 53 52 59 62
Number of admissions® 68,317 62,430 59,109 68,790 69,830
Days waited at 50th percentile 30 32 34 34 37
Days waited at 90th percentile 221 231 234 215 272
% waited more than 365 days 4.4 4.7 3.6 3.3 6.1
Total®
Number of reporting hospitals® 195 193 199 196 195
Estimated coverage of surgical separations (%)@ 85 84 85 87 87
Number of admissions' 508,290 508,371 517,503 528,949 549,746
Admissions per 1,000 population® 26.4 26.0 26.2 26.5 27.2
Days waited at 50th percentile 27 27 28 28 29
Days waited at 90th percentile 202 203 197 193 217
% waited more than 365 days 4.4 4.5 4.0 3.9 4.8

(a) The methodology used to assign public hospital peer groups was adjusted for 2001-02 and later years compared to 2000-01.

(b)
©

(d)
(€)
®

Number of hospitals reporting to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection. See Appendix 4 for further information.

For 2000-01 this is the number of separations with a surgical procedure for public hospitals reporting to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection as

a proportion of the number of separations with a surgical procedure for all public hospitals. For 2001-02, 2002—03, 2003—04 and 2004-05 this is the number of

separations with urgency of admission reported as ‘elective’ and a surgical procedure for public hospitals reporting to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data
Collection as a proportion of the number of separations with urgency of admission reported as ‘elective’ and a surgical procedure for all public hospitals. Urgency of

admission was reported for the first time in 2000-01. It was not used to calculate the estimated coverage for that year because of concerns about data quality.
Number of admissions for elective surgery reported to the National Elective Surgery Waiting Times Data Collection.

Crude rate based on the Australian estimated resident population as at 31 December of the period in question.

Includes data for hospitals not included in the specified hospital peer groups and some private hospitals contracted to do elective surgery.
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