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2  Public hospitals— Beds and
staffing profiles

Introduction
This chapter describes the public hospital sector in terms of the number of hospitals,
availability of public hospital beds, number of staff employed, and specialised services
provided. The main source of data reported in this chapter is the National Public Hospital
Establishments Database.
All data in this chapter relate to public hospitals, except for description of the number of
hospitals and hospital beds by hospital sector and the comparison of hospital accreditation
between the public and private sectors (Tables 2.1 and 2.2). The data for the one remaining
Department of Veterans’ Affairs hospital are included with New South Wales figures.

Hospitals and hospital beds
Information on the number of hospitals and hospital beds available by State and Territory is
provided in Table 2.1. Data in this table are provided for both public hospitals (using 1996–
97 data) and private hospitals (using 1995–96 data). Nationally, there are 1,188 hospitals, of
which 727 are public hospitals. Public hospitals provide 56,836 beds nationally (71% of the
national total), compared to the 23,780 beds provided in private hospitals (29% of beds
nationally).
Any comparison of the number of hospitals between years should be made with caution.
The apparent decrease in the number of hospitals reported by States and Territories for
1996–97 is largely due to changes in reporting arrangements. For example, there are
instances of hospital campuses that were reported as single establishments in previous
years, but have now been subsumed into larger groups or ‘networks’ of hospital campuses
for which a single data record is provided to the Institute by the State central health
authority; each record is then counted as one hospital only. There was a reduced number of
public psychiatric hospitals in some jurisdictions, notably in Victoria, and this has had an
impact on the data also. (See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the impact that the changed
reporting arrangements have had on the financial data for 1996–97.)
It is more useful, therefore, to compare the number of hospital beds available in a single
jurisdiction in different reporting periods as an indicator of changes in the availability of
public hospital services. Nationally, there were 2,914 fewer available beds in public hospitals
between 1996–97 when compared with 1995–96. This represents a decline of 4.8% in
available hospital beds across all States, although there have been small increases in the
Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. The largest decline in available
beds has been reported in Victoria.
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Hospital Accreditation
Table 2.2 presents a comparison of the percentage of hospitals accredited by the Australian
Council on Healthcare Standards (ACHS 1998) between the public and private hospitals.
ACHS accreditation is awarded to those hospitals that demonstrate a continuing adherence
to quality assurance standards, and is regarded as one of the few indicators of hospital
quality that is available nationally. Data for public hospitals are based on 1996–97 reports
and data for private hospitals are based on 1995–96 reports and includes only acute
hospitals. Nationally, 43% (316) of all public hospitals are accredited, which account for 72%
(41,107) of all public hospital beds reported for 1996–97. In the private sector, 64% (208) of
acute hospitals are accredited, which account for 78% (17,661) of acute hospital beds
reported for 1995–96.
Comparison of accreditation rates shown in Table 2.2 among the States and Territories is
limited because of the voluntary nature of a hospital’s participation in the award scheme
and because accreditation at any point in time does not assume a fixed or continuing status
for a hospital. Accreditation of larger hospitals, for example, can substantially increase the
proportion of beds that are accredited in a jurisdiction.
It should be noted that private hospital data presented in this table are for 1995–96. Given
that there have been increases in accreditation rates for public hospitals between 1995–96
and 1996–97, it is likely that the accreditation rates for private hospitals presented in these
tables may underestimate the true number of accredited hospitals.

Hospital size
Table 2.3 presents information on the distribution of hospitals by their size, which has been
determined by the number of available beds. The median bed size of public hospitals
Australia-wide is 28.8 beds. There are more smaller sized hospitals, particularly in those
jurisdictions that cover large geographic areas, even though the availability of beds is
skewed towards larger hospitals.

Regional distribution of beds
Information on the availability of public hospital beds in metropolitan, rural and remote
areas is presented in Table 2.4. For many States, there are more hospitals services in areas
classified as ‘capital cities’ and ‘other rural centres’, although these figures do not take
account of the size of hospitals. To allow easier comparison across geographic areas within a
State/Territory and between States and Territories, the available beds per 1,000 population
is also provided. The availability of beds ranges between 2.8 beds per 1,000 population
nationally in metropolitan areas to 3.7 beds per 1,000 population in rural areas and 4.6 beds
per 1,000 population in remote areas. This table does not, however, provide data on the
distribution and availability of private hospital beds, nor does it take account of the
differences in areas serviced by a hospital or the different types of services provided. Many
of the large hospitals based in central locations may serve the most seriously ill patients who
may have originated from anywhere in the State. Many of the rural and remote hospitals
have a high proportion of nursing home type patients who in metropolitan areas are cared
for in nursing homes or hostels.
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Specialised services
Data relating to the availability of specialised services (such as obstetric/maternity services,
intensive care units, cancer treatment centres and organ transplant services) for all States
except South Australia are presented in Table 2.5. By far, the most common specialised
services offered by hospitals nationally are obstetric/maternity services, domiciliary care
units and nursing home care units. By contrast, acute spinal cord injury units and pancreas,
heart and liver transplant services are provided by only a few hospitals nationally, reflecting
the highly specialised nature of the services and the limited demand.

Staffing
Information on the number of staff employed in public hospitals by State is presented in
Table 2.6. Data on full time equivalent staff are reported here as the average available staff
for the year. The collection of data by staffing category is not consistent among States and
Territories— for some jurisdictions, best estimates in some staffing categories only are
reported. New South Wales, Western Australia and Tasmania were unable to provide
information by nurse categories, although total nurses are provided.
Nationally, over 174,000 full time equivalent staff were employed in the public hospital
sector in 1996–97. Over 40% (77,390) of public hospital staff were nurses; registered nurses
were the largest group in those States and Territories that reported a break-down of the
nursing categories.
There were over 14,000 salaried medical officers employed in public hospitals throughout
Australia, representing 8% of the public hospital labour force. Information on numbers of
visiting medical officers (VMOs), who are contracted by hospitals to provide services to
public patients and paid on a sessional or fee-for-service basis in public hospitals, is not
available due to problems in the collection of systematic data on the hours, sessions and/or
services provided by VMOs for many hospitals. (See Chapter 3 for data on payments to
VMOs).
In order to allow comparison of staffing profiles across the jurisdictions, data are also
presented as full time equivalent staff per 1,000 separations and 1,000 patient days. It should
be noted, however, that the rates are based on total separations reported and no adjustment
for the differing casemix treated within States and Territories has been made.
There is some variation across jurisdictions in terms of the number of full time equivalent
staff employed per 1,000 separations. Nationally, nurses are the largest staff group (21.2 per
1,000 separations), compared to smaller numbers of salaried medical staff (3.9 per 1,000
separations).
The number of full time equivalent staff per 1,000 patient days ranges between 9.4 full time
equivalent staff per 1,000 patient days in Tasmania, to 12.3 in the Northern Territory. In
particular, the number of nurses employed per 1,000 patient days treated varies from 5.7 in
the Australian Capital Territory to 4.2 in Tasmania. Nationally, 4.6 nurses were employed
per 1,000 patient days. The difference between the States and Territories in terms of full time
equivalent staff per 1,000 patient days is less pronounced than the differences per 1,000
separations.
This report does not include any detailed indicators of quality of care, nor data for other
health outcomes resulting from hospital care, and the variation in staff numbers per 1,000
separations and patient days requires caution with regard to interpreting the effects of
staffing rates on quality of care and quality of health outcomes. Note also that a State can be
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higher than the national average on staff per 1,000 separations but lower on staff per 1,000
patient days.
Variation in some staffing categories (in particular, ‘other personal care staff’ and ‘domestic
and other staff’ is most likely due to different coding practices within the States.
Queensland, in particular, have noted that there is little difference between these categories,
and that an employee may perform different functions within these two categories on
different days. Variation in the number of salaried medical officers per 1,000 separations and
patient days may also be due to availability of visiting medical officers.
Advice from States and Territories indicates that there has been an increase in the
outsourcing of services with a large labour-related component (eg food services and
domestic services). Increased outsourcing may explain some of the apparent decline in full
time equivalent staff in some staffing categories and also some of the differences between
the States and Territories.

Medical practitioners in public and private hospitals
The data in Table 2.7 includes all practitioners registered with the appropriate board in each
State and Territory and eligible to practice. This table differs in scope and source from data
presented elsewhere in this report because it is based on a survey of medical practitioners
rather than on data provided by hospitals, and provides a count of the people who practised
rather than the number of full time equivalents (AIHW 1998a). Each medical practitioner
must renew practice registration annually and these surveys are conducted in conjunction
with the renewals. Coverage may exclude practitioners with a conditional registration for
fixed periods and who do not receive a renewal notice or practitioners with a recent initial
registration.
The data presented in Table 2.7 shows that the majority of medical practitioners in both the
public and private hospital sector practice in primarily clinical roles and most are specialists.
Medical practitioners employed in administrative positions are the largest group in non-
clinical practice, but account for only 1.2% of all medical practitioners working in either the
public or the private hospital sector.
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