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Context is everything: a recommendation 

for selecting case definitions when using linked 

administrative health data in HIV research
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• Healthcare data collected for non-research purposes: e.g.,

▪ Outpatient physician billings (‘MSP’)

▪ Hospitalizations (‘Discharge Abstract Database’)

▪ Prescription drug data (‘PharmaNet’)

o Source: BC Ministry of Health

• With administrative data, the researcher does NOT:

▪ Generate research questions / hypotheses prior to data collection

▪ Decide what is measured (collected)

▪ Create the measurement tools (e.g., questionnaires)

▪ Administer the measurement tools (no interaction with participants)

Administrative health data

popdata.bc.ca/data



* COAST & STOP HIV:

Include other linked 

datasets that contain 

primary data (from 

questionnaires)

However: many 

measurements are still 

derived entirely from 

administrative data
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• Secondary data analyses: linked administrative health data studies

▪ Participants do not routinely fill out questionnaires / surveys *

▪ Often use admin data to define measurements (e.g., health conditions)

‘Tick off an answer for 

each diagnosis:’

‘Does the patient have 

any of the following 

diagnoses?’

‘Has the patient ever 

had any of the following 

psychiatric diagnoses?’

Participant

Researchershutterstock.com

Secondary data
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Case definitions

F32, F33

296, 311

296, 311, 50B

Hospital

ICD-10

Hospital

ICD-9

Outpatient

ICD-9

www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Chronic-Disease-Dashboard/depression.pdf

F32: Depressive episode

F33: Recurrent depressive

296: Affective psychoses

311: Depressive disorder

50B: Anxiety / Depression

• Case definition: collection of codes (e.g., ICD-9, 

ICD-10-CA, DIN) that are used to measure the 

presence / absence of a condition

▪ Frequency (e.g., two ICD-9 codes)

▪ Time-window (e.g., within one year)

▪ Datasets (e.g., within the outpatient data)

• Example: “The case definition for depression 

requires 1 hospitalization or 2 physician visits in 

one year with the following ICD codes...”

• Note: 50B = BC-specific diagnostic code used in 

outpatient data (‘Anxiety / Depression’)
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Recommendation

Context is everything

• BC Ministry of Health definitions 

incorporate information critical to the 

validity of admin data-derived 

measures in BC

▪ i.e., Differences in the detail & 

accuracy of ICD diagnostic codes 

in outpatient vs. hospital data

▪ i.e., Inclusion of BC-specific codes

• Conclusion: think carefully before 

using a definition from another country, 

province, etc., in your studies


