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SCIENTIFIC ARTICLE



Australian Dental Journal 2006;51:(1):29-32



Accessing government subsidized specialist orthodontic services in Western Australia E Kruger,* M Tennant*



Abstract Background: In Australia there is growing demand for dental services. This leads to more pressure on the oral health service providers, and in particular government subsidized dental care. Against this backdrop it is important that government dental services (rationed to health care cardholders) are provided equitably on a basis of need, not access. The primary hypothesis investigated in this study was that there would be an even distribution of patients referred for government subsidized orthodontic care across Western Australia when regionally adjusted for socio-economic status. Methods: Data were obtained as a de-identified waiting list for orthodontic treatment at The University of Western Australia. The data included all patients on the orthodontic waiting list as at December 2003. Results: Significant differences between ARIA categories were detected when all waiting list entries were distributed. However, the trend was towards more entries (adjusted for population) in highly accessible areas. It was found that people from relatively wealthy areas tended to be more likely to be on the waiting list than those from more disadvantaged regions. Conclusion: In summary, the results of this study indicate that there is an uneven distribution of demand for orthodontics waiting list positions across Western Australian postcode areas by remoteness (ARIA) and by socio-economic disadvantage (IRSD). The results suggest that demand for subsidized orthodontic care may be influenced by the general demand for treatment of that region and not on what would be expected to be an even need for treatment across all health care cardholders. Key words: Orthodontics, access services, rural and remote. Abbreviations and acronyms: ARIA = Accessibility/ Remoteness Index of Australia; IRSD = Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage; RRMA = Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Areas. (Accepted for publication 5 May 2005.)



*The Centre for Rural and Remote Oral Health, The University of Western Australia. Australian Dental Journal 2006;51:1.



INTRODUCTION In Australia there is growing demand for dental services.1 This increase in demand is contrasted with a diminishing effective supply of dental activity through a series of factors including an ageing workforce, increased appointment lengths and the lowest number of graduating dentists since World War II.1 This leads to more pressure on the oral health service providers, and in particular government subsidized dental care. Against this backdrop it is important that government dental services (rationed to health care cardholders) are provided equitably on a basis of need, not access. Recent analysis of access to oral surgical waiting lists highlighted people living nearer to government general practice clinics (i.e., the referral base) were more likely to obtain a position on the specialist waiting list than those more distant from a referral clinic.2 With orthodontic services in Western Australia the referral base is primarily the School Dental Service, which is a state-wide service covering more than 80 per cent of school-aged children, thus eliminating the bias of proximity to referral clinics.3 The primary hypothesis investigated in this study was that there would be an even distribution of patients referred for government subsidized orthodontic care across Western Australia when regionally adjusted for socio-economic status. MATERIALS AND METHODS Data were obtained as a de-identified waiting list for orthodontic treatment at The University of Western Australia. In Western Australia the vast majority of government subsidized dental specialist services is provided through the university. The subsidized care at the university is provided to patients with valid health care cards and is provided in a co-payment environment at either 25 per cent or 50 per cent of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs schedule fee. Recently (within the last 18 months), a set of guidelines for referrers has been established and focused on treatment need.4 The data included all patients on the orthodontic waiting list as at December 2003. Data matching from baseline patient information entered at the time of 29



placement on the waiting lists (e.g., postcode) for each patient were available. Age, gender and Indigenous status were only available for those patients who already attended for some type of dental care at the university (34.3 per cent of patients). Postal areas are Australian Bureau of Statistics approximations of Australia Post postcodes, created by allocating whole collection district on a best fit basis to postcodes.5 Postal areas were used to derive the distribution of the Western Australian population as assessed during the 2001 Census.6 These data provided the basis for calculation of the demand for orthodontic treatment as rates of the total and eligible population. The Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) was used to assign each postal area an ARIA category and an ARIA score. This index uses distances to population centres as the basis for quantifying service access and hence remoteness. ARIA categories used were highly accessible = 1 (ARIA score 0-1.84, relative unrestricted accessibility to a wide range of goods and services and opportunities for social interaction), accessible = 2 (ARIA score 1.85-3.51, some restrictions to accessibility of some goods, services and opportunities for social interaction), moderately accessible = 3 (ARIA score 3.51-5.80, significantly restricted accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction), remote = 4 (ARIA score 5.80-9.08, very restricted accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction) and very remote = 5 (ARIA score 9.08-12, locationally disadvantaged, very little accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction).7 The rural and metropolitan classification was carried out according to the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Areas (RRMA) classification.8 Metropolitan areas have a metropolitan centre with a population of 100 000 or more people. The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage (IRSD) aggregated to postcode level was assigned to each postcode. The IRSD is a composite measure derived from multiple weighted socio-economic variables collected in the 2001 Australian Bureau of Statistics Census.9 This index includes all variables that either reflect or measure disadvantage. IRSD values were ranked into quartiles ranging from high to low disadvantage. Data were analysed using SPSS (v11). Significant differences between rates were based on nonoverlapping 95 per cent confidence intervals (p 
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