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Health status  
 

 

These topic summaries provide information on the leading causes 

of ill health in Australia, including cancer, cardiovascular disease, 

mental health conditions and musculoskeletal conditions . 

 



 

Burden of disease  

This topic summary is part of  the Australian Burden of Disease Study 2018 ɀ Key 

Findings report.   

 

As this study (ABDS 2018) provides estimates of disease burden for the 2018 reference year, 

estimates of the burden due to COVID -19 are not included. However, as part of a separate 

project, AIHW calculated estimates of the fatal and non -fatal burden due to  COVID-19 in 

Australia for 2020, presented in: The first year of COVID -19 in Australia: direct and indirect 

health effects . For 2021 estimates, see  ɄChapter 1 The impact of a new disease: COVID -19 

from 2020, 2021and into 2022Ʌ in AustraliaɅs health 2022: data insights. The fort hcoming 

ABDS 2022 will present COVID-19 estimates for 2022.    

What is burden of disease?  

Burden of disease analysis is a way of measuring the impact of diseases and injuries on 

a population (in this report, the population of Australia). It looks at the fat al and non -

fatal burden Ɂboth premature deaths and living with health impacts from disease or 

injury. These measures combined are referred to as Ʉtotal burdenɅ. Burden of disease 

measures the difference between a populationɅs actual health and its ideal health (that 

is, if everyone lived as long as possible and no one lived with illness or injury).  

How is disease burden measured?  
Disease burden is measured using the summary metric of disability -adjusted life years 

(DALY). One DALY is one year of healthy life  lost to disease and injury. DALY caused by living 

in poor health (non -fatal burden) are known as Ʉyears lived with disabilityɅ (or YLD). DALY 

caused by premature death (fatal burden) are known as Ʉyears of life lostɅ (YLL) and are 

measured against an idea l life expectancy.  

If a disease has a high number of DALY, it is considered to have a high burden on the 

population. Some diseases have a high fatal burden due to the number of premature deaths 

they cause (e.g. cancers), while others have a low fatal burde n but cause a lot of non -fatal 

burden (e.g. musculoskeletal conditions). Burden of disease studies allow the impact of both 

deaths and living with illness to be compared and reported in a consistent manner.  

Many diseases are linked to risk factors, such as  smoking, alcohol consumption, or being 

overweight or obese. The Ʉattributable burdenɅ refers to how much of the burden could be 

avoided if the risk factor were removed or reduced to the lowest possible exposure.  

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/burden-of-disease-study-2018-key-findings/contents/key-findings
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/burden-of-disease-study-2018-key-findings/contents/key-findings
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/the-first-year-of-covid-19-in-australia/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-disease/the-first-year-of-covid-19-in-australia/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/australias-health-2022-data-insights/summary


 

Living with illness or injury accounts for just over 

half of the burden  

In 2018, Australians lost  5 million years of healthy life  (total burden, DALY) due to:  

 

Living with illness (non -fatal)  

52% 

of total burden  

 
Dying prematurely (fatal)  

48% 

of total burden  

Living with illness or injury (non -fatal burden) caused slightly more total disease burden 

than dying prematurely (fatal). There has been a moderate shift from fatal to non -fatal 

burden being the biggest contributor to total burden between 2003 and 2018, driven by 

less premature deaths.  

Figure 1: Proportion (%) of total burden due to fatal and non -fatal burden in 

2003 and 2018  

 

Significant improvements in fatal burden  

Over the 15 -year period from 2003 to 2018, and after  adjusting for population growth 

and ageing, there was a 24% decline in fatal burden, with non -fatal burden rates 

remaining stable. This meant that the total burden decreased by 13%.  



 

Figure 2: Change between 2003 and 2018 in the age -standardised total 

burd en (DALY), fatal burden (YLL) and non -fatal burden (YLD) rate (per 

1,000 population)  

 

Chronic disease and injury cause most of the 

burden  

In 2018, the  5 disease groups  that caused the most burden were cancer, 

musculoskeletal conditions, cardiovascular diseases, mental & substance use disorders 

and injuries.  

Figure 3: Proportion (%) of total burden, and fatal and non -fatal 

composition of total burden, for the leading 5 diseases groups in 2018  

 

Together these disease groups accounted for a round  two -thirds (65%)  of the total 

burden. With the exception of injuries, which includes acute injuries, these disease 

groups include mostly chronic, or long -lasting, conditions.  
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































