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Sources of health care “waste”

Did not consider overdiagnosis



Overtesting and Overtreatment

Australian Studies that:
1. Assessed % Inappropriate
2. Improvement Intervention
3. Re-Assessed %



Andrew 

Age 45: pilot license renewal exam found PSA of 6.3; 

biopsy showed prostate cancer (Gleason 6).

Urologist: “You have prostate cancer and you will be 

dead in 3 years if you do not have it out immediately, 

and I can fit you in next Thursday.”. 

Refused treatment; chose monitoring; PSA steadily rose

Age 66 - no treatment and in good health

How many men are like Andrew?

www.prostate-cancer.org.au/mens-personal-journeys/

http://www.prostate-cancer.org.au/mens-personal-journeys/


BMJ Open, 2019

41% overdiagnosed
= About 8,000 men/year
Most have surgery ($20K+),
> $160M / year



Are you at risk of being diagnosed with gestational 

diabetes? It depends on where you live

Sarah lives in London, in her first 

pregnancy. At 26 weeks, her 75g 

glucose test shows a fasting level of 5.5 

mmol/l and 2-hour level of 7.5mmol/l -

under cut-offs for gestational diabetes. 

Sarah is delighted.

Donna lives in Warwick – has the same 

results but is diagnosed with gestational 

diabetes. Donna is devastated. She 

need more testing, visits, possibly insulin, 

and can’t deliver locally.

Two Australian studies found no benefit 
of change (Sexton, 2018; Cade 2019)
Cost around $30M / year



Overdiagnosis & Overdefinition
“Medical science is making such remarkable progress 

that soon no one will be well” - Huxley



Gains from Better Pricing?

Expenditure Annual Cost %savings? Comments

Pharmaceuticals (PBS) $13 Billion 0-10% Complex

Prostheses $2.4 Billion 13% Underway

Assistive Devices $3 Billion 0% -

Other, eg fees

Duckett S. Grattan Institute Report, 2017
Prostheses List benefit analysis, MTAA, August 2017
Summers MP, AHR, 2018



Care Delivery models
Quality of reviews, findings of high quality reviews

High quality (Cochrane or
quality assessed)

Equally or more effective, potentially resource saving

Equally or more effective, with the same or higher costs

Equally or more effective, with unclear effects on costs

Inconclusive (empty review)

Inconclusive (low quality or insufficient evidence)

Examples
✓ Day cataracts
❖ Group antenatal
❖ Heart Failure telecare

O’Connor, in preparation
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Australian Administrative Costs: low



Causes and growth in “waste”

Australia   

Modest

20-30%

0 of 3% (OECD)

5% (PBS)

1% (Flynn)

Did not consider overdiagnosis




