
How do we measure the cost of disease?
Ill health costs Australia dearly, both in terms of the human cost of suffering and premature death, and the 
financial cost of health services. 

Two new reports from the AIHW—Australian Burden of Disease Study: impact and causes of illness and death in 
Australia 2018 and Disease expenditure in Australia 2018–19—estimate the costs of different types of health 
conditions. 

By looking at both the financial and human cost of diseases and injury, we gain a better understanding of the 
full impact of diseases.

What do we mean by ‘human cost’?

The human cost of particular diseases can be measured through burden of 
disease analysis. This looks at the impact of different diseases and injuries on a 
population and helps us to understand the impact of these conditions in terms of 
‘years of healthy life lost’.

Losing healthy years can occur in two ways: through premature death (the fatal 
burden), or through living with the impacts of a disease (the non-fatal burden). 
Looking at these two measures together provides an overall understanding of 
the total burden, or human cost of disease and injury. 

It is estimated that 5.0 million years of healthy life were lost due to Australians 
living with or dying prematurely from disease and injury in 2018.

How much money is spent on health?

The financial cost of preventing and treating ill health is substantial. Australia 
spent about $195.4 billion on health in 2018–19—or almost $7,764 per person. 

Not all of this spending is directly related to specific health conditions. Some 
is related to infrastructure, for example. The Disease expenditure in Australia 
2018–19 study identified around $134 billion of total expenditure as being 
directly associated with specific Australian Burden of Disease Study conditions 
and other reasons for contact with the health system (such as where there was 
no specific diagnosis but care was provided). 
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better decisions, 
improved health and welfare
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Which diseases have the greatest impact?
The two new AIHW reports provide two different lenses through which we can consider the impact of 
diseases. As a group of diseases, cancer had the greatest human cost, while musculoskeletal conditions were 
responsible for the most spending.  

 

How should this information be used? 
Both measures provide insights into the impact of diseases on our society. By considering multiple sources 
of data, governments and service providers have better evidence to help them identify priorities and develop 
policies and strategies to meet the needs of those affected. 

It is important to note, however, that diseases and their effects on people, society and the health system are 
complex. There can be many reasons why a disease may have a large human cost but low health spending—
or vice versa. 

For example, while reproductive and maternal health is associated with substantial spending through the 
health system, it does not have a high human cost because the outcome is usually a healthy mother and baby.

In cases where a particular disease has relatively high human cost but low spending, it does not necessarily 
mean that health spending should be increased. Some treatments are more costly than others, for example, 
and for things like road transport injuries or smoking related diseases, the investments and responses may 
occur outside the health system through sectors such as education, transport, environmental health or other 
social services.

For more information, Australian Burden of Disease Study: impact and causes of illness and death in Australia 
2018 and Disease expenditure in Australia 2018–19 on the AIHW website.

17.7
13.1
13.0

12.7
8.4

7.8
7.3

3.3
2.8

2.4
2.2
2.2

1.8
1.8

1.3
1.2
1.1

0 5 10 15 20

Percent of total DALY (%)

05101520

Percent of health expenditure (%)

Cancer & other neoplasms
Musculoskeletal conditions
Cardiovascular diseases

Mental & substance use disorders
Injuries

Neurological conditions
Respiratory diseases

Gastrointestinal disorders
Endocrine disorders

Oral disorders
Hearing & vision disorders

Infant & congenital conditions
Infectious diseases

Skin disorders
Kidney & urinary diseases

Blood & metabolic disorders
Reproductive & maternal conditions
Expenditure not elsewhere classified

8.8
10.3

8.8
7.2

7.7
3.0

3.3
6.0

2.9
6.5

3.2
1.9

5.6
3.1
3.0

4.5
6.8

7.5

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/abds-impact-and-causes-of-illness-and-death-in-aus/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/abds-impact-and-causes-of-illness-and-death-in-aus/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/health-welfare-expenditure/disease-expenditure-australia

