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9  External causes for admitted
patients

Introduction
An external cause is defined in the National Health Data Dictionary (NHDC 1996) as the
event, circumstance or condition associated with the occurrence of an injury, poisoning or
violence. Whenever a patient has a principal or additional diagnosis of an injury or
poisoning, an external cause should be recorded and, with it, a place of occurrence code.
External causes are classified, coded and reported to the National Hospital Morbidity
Database using the Australian Version of the International Classification of Diseases, 9th Revision,
Clinical Modification (ICD-9-CM) (National Coding Centre 1996). The external cause
classification is hierarchical, consisting of 192 3-digit categories, mostly divided into a larger
number of very specific categories represented by 4-digit codes. The tables and figures in
this chapter use the codes and abbreviated descriptions of the ICD-9-CM external cause
classification. Full descriptions of the categories are available in the ICD-9-CM publication.
The information in this chapter is presented by grouping records into 10 groups based on
the ICD-9-CM external cause classification to provide an overview of the reported external
causes. The information in Table 9.6 is also presented according to the place of occurrence
classification, common to the National Health Data Dictionary and the ICD-9-CM publication.
Included in the tables in this chapter are separations for which an external cause was
reported and for which the principal diagnosis was an injury or poisoning for which an
external cause must be reported, according to the Australian Coding Standards (diagnosis
codes 800–999, V71.3–V71.6). External causes were also reported for other separations and
are likely to have related to other principal diagnoses or to additional diagnoses of injury or
poisoning.
Excluded from the tables were separations for which only supplementary codes were
reported rather than codes for external causes. These included separations for which a type
of sporting injury (E889, for example, hockey) was reported as the external cause but the
nature of the external cause (a fall or being struck, for example) was not reported. The E889
code was introduced only on 1 July 1996 and it may not have been implemented in a
uniform manner. In contrast with Tables 7.1 and 7.2, also excluded are separations for which
an injury or poisoning diagnosis was reported, but an external cause was not.
Tables are presented with summary national separation, patient day and length of stay
statistics for public and private hospitals. Also provided are summary separation and
patient days data by State and Territory, national information on age group and sex
distributions and summary information on reported places of occurrence. The data on
relative rankings of the various external cause groups (by numbers of separations or patient
days) depend to some extent on the chosen groups of external cause codes.
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Highlights

Sector
There were 382,445 separations in 1996–97 with an external cause and an injury or poisoning
principal diagnosis and these separations accounted for 1,753,828 patient days (Table 9.1).
This represented 7% of all separations (21 separations per 1,000 population) and 8% of all
patient days. The majority of separations (312,798, 82%) and patient days (1,371,173, 78%)
were reported for the public sector. Overall, the average length of stay was longer in the
private sector (5.5 days) than the public sector (4.4 days).
The most frequently reported external cause group in both the public and private sectors
was Accidental falls (E880–E888). Second most frequently reported in both sectors was Other
accidents, late effects of accidental injury (E900–E929), mainly accidents caused by cutting or
piercing instruments or objects, striking against or struck accidentally by objects or persons
and other and unspecified environmental and accidental causes. Together, these groups
accounted for 54% of separations (208,139) and 52% of patient days (904,504) for which an
external cause and an injury and poisoning diagnosis was reported.
Transport accidents (E800–E848) accounted for a further 14% of external cause separations
from public hospitals (45,294), but only 7% from private hospitals (4,611). Suicide and self-
inflicted injury (E950–E959) and Homicide, injury purposely inflicted by others (E960–E969) each
accounted for 6% of external cause separations from public hospitals (18,875 and 18,263,
respectively) but less than 1% each of external cause separations from private hospitals (624
and 497, respectively).
Average length of stay was highest for Accidents caused by fire or flames (E890–E899) in the
public sector (7.8 days) and for Accidental falls in the private sector (7.4 days).

States and Territories
External causes were recorded for between 6 and 9% of separations for all States and
Territories, with proportions above the average reported for those which reported high
proportions of injury and poisoning principal diagnoses (see Table 7.2)— Queensland
(85,117, 8.4%), Western Australia (38,972, 8.2%) and the Northern Territory (4,192, 8.7%).
The distributions of separations amongst the external cause groups were similar amongst
the States and Territories (Table 9.2). Notable exceptions were the high proportions of
separations for Transport accidents (E800–E848) and Homicide, injury purposely inflicted by
others (E960–E969) in the Northern Territory (16%, 670, and 21%, 869, compared with the
national averages of 13% and 5%). For Misadventure during or due to medical care (E870–E879),
the Northern Territory reported a much lower proportion (9%, 389) than the national
average (17%).
The distributions of patient days amongst the external cause groups were similar amongst
the States and Territories (Table 9.3). However, as for separations, the Northern Territory
reported higher than average proportions for Transport accidents (25%, 5,552) and Homicide,
injury purposely inflicted by others (16%, 3,454) than the national averages (14% and 3%,
respectively). The Australian Capital Territory reported a greater proportion of patient days
for Suicide and self-inflicted injury (E950–E959) (7%, 1,823) than the national average (3%).
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Age group and sex
For females, 6% of separations overall were reported with external causes (162,033) whereas
9% of separations for males had external causes recorded (220,404).
The numbers of separations with an external cause varied by age group and sex (Tables 9.4
and 9.5). The most common external cause group for females was Accidental falls (37% of the
total for females, 60,195), followed by Other accidents, late effects of accidental injury (17%,
27,508). For males, Other accidents, late effects of accidental injury was the most commonly
reported group (31% of the total for males, 68,995), followed by Accidental falls (23%, 51,437).
Misadventure during or due to medical care (E870–E879) accounted for 16% of male external
cause separations (34,334) and 19% of female separations (31,329).
Overall, the highest number of separations for external causes were for the 75 years and
over age group for females, whereas for males highest numbers were reported for the 15 to
24 and 25 to 34 years age groups.
In the under 14 years age groups, Accidental falls and Other accidents, late effects of accidental
injury were the most commonly reported external causes. The Other accidents group also
dominated in most adult age groups. However, in the 15 to 24 years age group, Transport
accidents were also a common external cause for both sexes; in the 35 to 64 years age groups,
Misadventure during or due to medical care was common; and in the over 65 years age groups,
Accidental falls were reported for large proportions of external cause separations, especially
for females.

Place of occurrence
A place of occurrence (other than Unspecified place) was reported for 56% of separations with
an external cause (216,022, Table 9.6), Home and Street and highway accounting for the
majority. Home was the most commonly reported place of occurrence for all but two of the
external cause groups. The exceptions were Transport accidents, for which Street and highway
was most frequently reported, and Misadventure during or due to medical care for which
Residential institute (which includes hospitals) was the most common place of occurrence.
Home was the most frequently reported place of occurrence for Accidental poisoning (84% of
those for which a place of occurrence was reported, 7,834) and for Suicide and self-inflicted
injury (86%, 10,601).
Accidental falls was the most common external cause group in the Home category, accounting
for 45% of these separations (39,336), while Misadventure during or due to medical care was
reported for 56% of separations in the Residential institute category (14,297).
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