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NAB HEALTH PRACTITIONERS SURVEY 2017 
 

  

 

Inactivity is expected to replace poor diet as the biggest driver of poor health over the next 
decade, with obesity remaining our number one health-related issue. Progress is generally 
expected in cardiovascular disease, mental disorders and tooth decay, but dementia, cancer, and 
gum disease are set to become more serious. While most practitioners view Australia’s health 
system as “world class”, they fear the future and are far less likely to recommend their profession 
today than 10 years ago. 
 

In this report, around 150 Australian health practitioners were asked to assess Australia’s health and their 
impressions of our health system. Health practitioners on average rate Australians “moderately” healthy. 
Women are healthier than men, across all aspects of their health (particularly oral health), and in nearly all 
age groups. This is in contrast to our own perceptions of our health - men rate their health higher than 
women. More importantly, while GPs/Specialists and Australian males rate their health the same, women are 
less positive about their health status than their doctors.  
 

The gap between the health of women and men is typically widest between the ages of 25-44 and over 65. 
Young people are considered to be healthier than older Australians, except when it comes to their oral 
health.  
 

Health practitioners (and Australians), are in agreement that the biggest health-related issue facing 
Australians today is obesity. Other big issues include cardiovascular conditions, diabetes, mental disorders, 
cancer and musculoskeletal diseases. 
 

Of concern, more GPs/Specialists believe cancer will become a major health issue in 10 years’ time, 
along with dementia, as the population ages. Other health practitioners are however more optimistic 
around cardiovascular disease and mental disorders.  
 

In regards to oral health, tooth decay and periodontal or gum disease are seen as the biggest issues 
today. Gum disease is expected to be the biggest oral health risk we face in the next 10 years, but far 
fewer dentists think tooth decay will be a problem. A lot more also expect cosmetic concerns, dry mouth 
and oral cancer to become bigger issues for oral health in the next decade. 
 

The key driver of poor health in Australia today is diet. Inactivity, stress, smoking and excessive alcohol 
consumption are also significant. Looking ahead, inactivity is set to replace poor diet over the next decade 
as the biggest cause of health-related issues. Other factors likely to become more significant include: 
excessive alcohol consumption; lack of sleep; infectious diseases; oral hygiene; and genetic disorders. 
 

Most health practitioners (particularly GPs/Specialists) believe our health system is “world class” and are 
even more positive than the broader population. But, practitioners are concerned for the future and are 
much less likely to recommend their profession (particularly dentists), to their children or family than they 
were 10 years ago. 
 

When asked for the one piece of health advice practitioners would give their patients, the responses 
were rich and varied including: “prevention rather than treating diseases”; “less sugar”; “wear sunscreen”; 
“stop smoking”; “teach sleep skills to children”; “10,000 steps”; “practice hygiene”; “proper rehabilitation”; 
“practice mindfulness”; “avoid inactivity”; “talk to someone”; “don’t over-medicate”; and “stop using drugs”.    

Finally, this report highlights many instances when health practitioners have gone beyond expectations: 
“free help to those who cannot afford it”; “attending Centrelink appeals”; “community lectures and 
programs”; “after hours home visits and counselling”; “transporting elderly patients”; “twice the allocated 
time for appointments”; “running a non-profit yoga class for a hospital”; “coping with rage”; “supporting a 
maternity hospital in Africa”; “payment plans for low income patients”; and “visiting nursing homes free-of-
charge”.  
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MAIN REPORT 
 

HOW PRACTITIONERS RATE THE HEALTH OF AUSTRALIANS 
 

Australian health practitioners on average rate 
Australians “moderately” healthy overall.  

Practitioners think women are healthier than men 
across almost all aspects of their health (physical and 
oral) and in nearly all age groups. And young people 
are healthier than older people, except when it comes 
to their oral health. 

When Australian GPs/Specialists were asked to rate the 
overall health of Australians today, they scored women 
on average 7.2 points out 10 (where 10 is outstanding) 
and men 6.9 points. 

This was in contrast to our own perceptions of our 
health - men rated their physical and mental health (6.9 
points) ahead of women (6.5 points). More importantly, 
while GPs/Specialists and Australian men rated their 
health the same, women were less positive about their 
health status than their doctors - see NAB Consumer 
Health Survey (2017). 

According to GPs/Specialists, children (0-14) are the 
healthiest of all groups by age - both girls (7.8 points) 
and boys (7.7 points). Over 65s were rated the least 
healthy - both women (6.8 points) and men (6.4 points). 

The gap between the health of women and men was 
widest between the ages of 25-44 and over 65. 

Other health practitioners (e.g. physiotherapists, 
optometrists, chiropractors and other allied health 
services providers), were less positive about our health. 
On average, they scored the overall health of Australian 
women just 6.0 points and men 5.9 points. 

Interestingly, Other health practitioners believe that 
men are healthiest between the ages of 15-24 (6.4 
points), and that their health steps down consistently as 
they age. In contrast, they believe women’s health is 
broadly the same from the ages 0 to 44. But there is a 
big deterioration in their overall health from the age of 
45-64 (5.7 points).  

When it came to oral health, dentists highlighted a big 
difference between the health of women and men - 
overall they rated women (6.5 points) much higher than 
men (6.0 points). 

Women enjoy much higher levels of oral health than 
men between the ages of 15-24 (6.9 points vs. 5.9 
points) and 25-44 (6.8 points vs. 6.1 points). But their 
oral health deteriorated significantly between 45-64 (6.3 
points), while that of men was unchanged (6.1 points). 

Consequently, differences in oral health were least 
apparent between 45-64 (6.3 points for women and 6.1 
points for men) and 65+ (5.7 points vs. 5.6 points).  
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BIGGEST HEALTH RELATED ISSUES FACING AUSTRALIANS 
 

 

Australian GPs/Specialists and Other health practitioners were asked to nominate the biggest health-related issues 
that Australians face today and will face in 10 years’ time.  

Around 3 in 4 GPs/Specialists (76%) and Other health providers (72%), said obesity is by far the biggest issue we 
currently face. It is also the biggest health issue according to 61% of Australia consumers. 

The next biggest issues according to GPs/Specialists were cardiovascular conditions (59%), diabetes (49%) and 
mental disorders (46%). Only 29% said that Cancer was a major issue - a stark contrast to consumer perceptions 
where more than 1 in 2 (54%) said it was a major risk. 

Other health providers were much more concerned than GPs/Specialists about mental disorders (60%), Cancer 
(44%) and musculoskeletal diseases (32%), but somewhat less worried about cardiovascular conditions (52%), and 
diabetes (32%). 

Obesity is expected to still be our biggest health-related issue we will face in 10 years’ time. GP’s/Specialists are the 
most pessimistic (73%). In contrast, Other health practitioners expect some improvement - only 58% think obesity 
will still be a major issue.  

More GPs/Specialists think diabetes (59%) and Cancer (39%) will become major health issues in 10 years’ time. 
Dementia will also be much more prevalent (51% vs. 20% now) as the population ages. They are however expecting 
improved outcomes for cardiovascular disease (46%) and mental disorders (37%). 

Fewer Other health practitioners expect Cancer (36%) and Cardiovascular disease (36%) to still be major issues in 
the future. But a lot more are expecting mental disorders (52%) and diabetes (36%) to be major issues.  

In contrast, consumers don’t believe there will be any significant progress in addressing the major issues - around 
the same number still expect obesity (58%), cancer (49%), mental disorders (43%), diabetes (33%) and 
cardiovascular conditions (32%) to be the biggest challenges they will face in 10 years’ time.  
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When it came to oral health-related risks, 
around 6 in 10 dentists said that tooth decay 
(63%) and periodontal or gum disease (59%) 
were the biggest issues we face today. 

Other key risks included tooth erosion (39%), 
toothaches and dental emergencies (36%), 
tooth sensitivity (34%) and cosmetic concerns 
(30%). 

“Some other issues” (27%) includes 
affordability, medication and diet-related issues 
and dental tourism. 

More dentists (61%) believe gum disease will be 
the biggest oral health risk we face in the next 
10 years, while far fewer think tooth decay 
(41%) will be a problem. 

A lot more dentists also expect cosmetic 
concerns (42%), dry mouth (23%) and oral 
cancer (13%) to become bigger issues for oral 
health in the next decade. 

 
 

CAUSES OF HEALTH-RELATED ISSUES FACING AUSTRALIANS 
 

 

Having identified key health-related risks, practitioners were then asked to pinpoint their main causes - both now 
and in 10 years’ time.  

Poor diet was clearly the biggest factor according to 3 in 4 (75%) Other health practitioners, 7 in 10 (71%) dentists 
and 6 in 10 (63%) GPs/Specialists.  

Inactivity and stress were also major factors according to 3 in 4 (75%) Other health practitioners.  

Inactivity was a key cause according to 56% of GPs/Specialists, smoking cigarettes by almost 1 in 2 (49%) and 
excessive alcohol consumption by 39%. 

Dentists highlighted stress (46%), smoking (42%) and socio-economic factors (34%) as key triggers. Not surprisingly, 
a lot more dentists also said poor oral hygiene (37%) was a key cause of health related issues for Australians. 
 

2%

6%

13%

23%

19%

42%

27%

30%

30%

61%

41%

2%

2%

6%

14%

27%

30%

34%

36%

39%

59%

63%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Mouth sores

Don't know

Oral cancer

Dry mouth

Some other issue

Cosmetic concerns

Tooth sensitivity

Toothaches & dental emergencies

Tooth erosion

Periodontal (gum) disease

Tooth decay

ORAL HEALTH RELATED RISKS FACING AUSTRALIANS
(% of respondents)*

Now In 10 years time*multiple responses allowed

2%

0%

5%

34%

5%

5%

2%

14%

34%

17%

46%

42%

29%

71%

0%

0%

0%

0%

8%

0%

0%

8%

21%

21%

75%

13%

75%

75%

0%

0%

0%

2%

2%

2%

2%

15%

27%

39%

41%

49%

56%

63%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other male specific cause

Other female specific cause

Don't know

Poor oral hygiene

Injuries

Genetic disorders

Infectious diseases

Lack of sleep

Socio-economic status

Excessive alcohol consumption

Stress

Smoking cigarettes

Inactivity

Poor diet

BIGGEST CAUSES OF HEALTH RELATED RISKS FACING 
AUSTRALIANS: NOW

(% of respondents)*

GPs/Specialists Other Health Dentists

*multiple responses allowed

3%

0%

32%

8%

3%

3%

8%

18%

25%

46%

38%

17%

54%

38%

0%

0%

0%

8%

8%

4%

0%

8%

0%

71%

25%

8%

67%

75%

0%

0%

2%

2%

5%

12%

17%

22%

29%

39%

39%

41%

56%

63%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other female specific cause

Other male specific cause

Poor oral hygiene

Don't know

Injuries

Genetic disorders

Infectious diseases

Lack of sleep

Smoking cigarettes

Stress

Socio-economic status

Excessive Alcohol Consumption

Poor diet

Inactivity

BIGGEST CAUSES OF HEALTH RELATED RISKS FACING 
AUSTRALIANS: IN 10 YEARS

(% of respondents)*

GPs/Specialists Other Health Dentists

*multiple responses allowed



NAB Health Practitioners Survey 2017 

 5 

 

Looking ahead, inactivity is set to replace poor diet as the biggest factor behind our future health-related issues 
according to 75% of Other health practitioners and 63% of GPs/Specialists. Poor diet is still expected be the biggest 
factor impacting our health according to most dentists (54%). 

Other big changes driving future health issues for GPs/Specialists related to excessive alcohol consumption (41% vs. 
27% now), lack of sleep (22% vs. 2% now), infectious diseases (17% vs. 2% now) and genetic disorders (12% vs. 2% 
now). 

For Other health practitioners, socio-economic status stood out (25% vs. 13% now), while stress (46% vs. 29% now) 
and poor oral hygiene (32% vs. 14% now) will be increasingly problematic according to more dentists. 

 
 

PERECPTIONS OF AUSTRALIA’S HEALTH SYSTEM 
 

SOURCE: NAB - Life in the “Lucky Country” - What Makes Australia a Great Place to 
Live & Our Vision and Concerns for the Future - February 2017 

Previous NAB research (Life in the “Lucky 
Country” - What Makes Australia a Great 
Place to Live & Our Vision and Concerns for 
the Future - 2017) found that ”Quality 
Healthcare” was among the most important 
factors that made Australia a great place to 
live (and third overall after our open spaces 
and people and lifestyle).  

But when asked whether the things that 
make it a great place now would get better 
or worse in the next 10 years, they expected 
“Quality Healthcare” to deteriorate, but 
behind issues such as living costs, housing, 
taxes, jobs, social welfare, safety and 
immigration . 

The charts below show that health 
practitioners surveyed in the NAB 
Practitioners Health Survey are also very 
positive about Australia’s current healthcare 
system. 

Overall, almost 9 in 10 (87%) GPs/Specialists, 
80% of dentists and 69% of Other health 
practitioners think Australia currently has a 
“world class” health system, compared to 
63% of Australia consumers. 

But when asked whether it will still be a 
world class health system in 10 years’ time, 
only 58% of GPs/Specialists, 45% of dentists 
and 35% of Other health practitioners 
thought so, compared to 46% of consumers  

It is however, that there is also considerable 
uncertainty about the future, with the 
number of GPs/Specialists who “don’t know” 
sharply to 20% (from 2% now), dentists from 
6% to 35% and Other health practitioners 
from 8% to 38%. 

That said, confidence that the status quo can 
be maintained is much weaker - the number 
of GPs/Specialists who said “no” doubled to 
22%, and rose to 1 in 5 (20%) dentists and 
over 1 in 4 (27%) Other health practitioners. 
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HEALTH AS A CAREER CHOICE 
 

Despite rating Australia’s health system highly, health 
practitioners were much less likely to recommend their 
profession to their children or family than they were 10 
years ago. 

On average, GPs/Specialists scored 6.1 points out of 10 
(10 is completely likely) when asked to what extent they 
would recommend their profession to their children or 
other family members as a career choice today. This was 
down from 7.4 points had they been asked 10 years ago. 

Other health practitioners scored 6.3 out of 10 no, 
compared to 7.5 points 10 years ago. 

Dentists were the least positive, scoring just 4.9 points, 
down from 7.5 points 10 years ago.  
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THE ONE PIECE OF HEALTH ADVICE I GIVE MY PATIENTS AND 
HOPE THEY LISTEN TO... 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Use of medication/therapy 
is all about the balance 

between potential benefit 
and potential risk. 

Do whatever you can to 
keep yourself healthy 
before developing any 

illness.
Maintenance is the 
key to preventing 

dental problems e.g. 
regular 6 monthly 

check-ups. 

Floss. Don't drink Coke! 

A healthy mouth is essential to 
a healthy life. Regular dental 
check-ups. Stay with a dentist 
you trust so they can monitor 

your health better, don't merely 
shop for the cheapest. Be in 
control of your insurance. 

Smokers; stop smoking! Non-
smokers; don't take it up! 

Spend more time working on yourself as a 
person - learning about becoming a better 

parent, learning to be more mindful, eating 
better and exercising more, pursuing new 
interests and remaining social. This is what 
will enable you to have a long healthy life. 

Inactivity is the beginning 
of your demise, thus 

maintaining any 
movement is imperative 
(be it physical or on an 

emotional scale).

Use natural family 
planning instead of 
hormonal methods. 

Preventative medicine 
is far more effective 

than treating diseases 
down the track. 

Brush your teeth before 
bed! 

Let your 
children learn 
high quality 
sleep skills.

Prevention is 95% the 
patient’s responsibility 
and prevention is your 

cheapest form of 
insurance. 

Lower your frequency of 
sugar consumption. 

The secret to good teeth is not what 
you eat or drink, nor how often you 

brush or floss, rather it’s the patient's 
ability to breathe as well through their 

nose as their mouth. 

Don't put your baby to sleep with a 
bottle with anything other than water. 

The biggest predictor of an 
injury is a previous injury. It’s 

best to rehabilitate it properly, 
otherwise it’s just going to 
keep coming back and get 

more costly and more 
inconvenient. 

There is always someone 
willing to listen to them.

Be aware of your personal health status 
involving nasal breathing disorders and stress 

from work and self-imposed expectations.

Wear 
sunscreen. 
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WHEN HEALTH PRACTITIONERS HAVE GONE BEYOND EXPECTATIONS… 
 

A selection of responses from survey participants…. 
“Supporting patients through a combination of email, telephone support. Providing them access to good 
sources of further information utilising our multidisciplinary, patient-centred approach for e.g. funding a 
disease educator at no extra charge for patients.” 

“Managing a patient with complex mental health who often couldn't afford specialist care and where the 
public system didn't seem to help.” 

“We provide some free treatment to patients who are motivated to improve their oral health but aren't 
in a financial position to afford it. But they have to be willing to maintain and improve their oral hygiene 
as a result.” 

“I have written regular monthly articles in the local weekly newspaper advocating a better lifestyle and 
commitment to better dental health.” 

“Attended a Centrelink appeal meeting with a patient.” 

“Caring for a terminally ill elderly patient who was planning suicide as the only acceptable option for her 
chronic pain and increasing dependence.” 

“Gave several lectures for the community. Doing home visits to improve follow up and quality of care 
and a reminder system to implement preventive measures.” 

“I offer my patients twice the allocated time for each appointment and cover multiple health issues each 
consultation. I want to offer my patients holistic care, despite seeing me for my particular specialty. I find 
the additional time spent with each patient pays dividends with their overall health.” 

“We provide nutritional/healthy eating seminars and a “Couch to 5 Kilometre” running program to 
increase the overall health of our patients and community. These programs are designed to empower 
the person to take over their own health and to stop playing the victim.” 

“Running a non-profit yoga class for a nearby private hospital housing patients recovering from severe 
mental health or drug addiction. The class consumes a fair bit of my time setting up for it, being there 
for it, and closing-up afterwards for no monetary gain.” 

“I have spent countless hours counselling my patients after hours. My last example was a week ago 
when I spent about 2 hours with a patient with severe depression and suicidal thoughts trying to work 
through the problem and find solutions.” 

“Visiting a nursing home at 2030 hrs after driving 30 minutes from home to counsel an elderly man and 
his family that he is unsafe to be at home and then to cope with rage at being "imprisoned" in a 
luxurious nursing home with amazing staff.” 

“Supporting a maternity hospital in Africa.” 

“Provision of payment plans for people who would put dental treatment off due to financial concerns.” 

“Going offsite to football club and seeing 150 kids over 5 days to do mouthguards.” 

“We actually pick up some of our elderly patients in our own cars and bring them and return them to 
their homes.” 

“Often for elderly patients - visiting nursing homes free-of-charge / after hours for patients who are no 
longer ambulant and are long-standing patients of the practice.” 

“Every day I go beyond what I thought I would ever do. I could not begin to list them... free fillings, 
cheaper dentures, discounted extractions and root canal treatment.” 

“Drove 40 minutes at night to review elderly patient so he and his family (in another town) could have a 
good night sleep rather than asking to call ambulance, leading to significant financial and non-financial 
expenses to public system.” 
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ABOUT THE SURVEY 
The NAB Practitioner Health Survey assesses how health 
practitioners rate the overall health of Australians and 
the healthcare system now and into the future. It also 
looks at innovation, business conditions and challenges 
facing the industry. 

Around 190 health practitioners - GPs, specialists, allied 
health providers and dentists - participated in the 
survey. 
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Important Notice 

This document has been prepared by National Australia Bank Limited ABN 12 004 044 937 AFSL 230686 ("NAB"). Any 
advice contained in this document has been prepared without taking into account your objectives, financial situation 
or needs. Before acting on any advice in this document, NAB recommends that you consider whether the advice is 
appropriate for your circumstances. 

NAB recommends that you obtain and consider the relevant Product Disclosure Statement or other disclosure 
document, before making any decision about a product including whether to acquire or to continue to hold it. 

Please click here to view our disclaimer and terms of use. 


