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Letters

Screening for skin cancer in 
Queensland: who attends, and 
why and where do they attend?
Philippa H Youl, Peter D Coxeter, 
David C Whiteman and Joanne F Aitken

TO THE EDITOR: A number of commen-
taries and articles have been published
recently about the ability of doctors working
in primary care skin cancer clinics to diag-
nose and manage skin cancer.1-3 However,
limited information has been published
comparing the patient populations that
attend the different service providers (ie,
“traditional” general practitioners versus
doctors at skin cancer clinics).

In 2005, we conducted a large population-
based survey of Queensland residents aged
20–75 years to examine the prevalence of
behavioural risk factors for cancer and current
cancer screening practices.4 Using data from
our study, we examined the prevalence of
clinical skin examination and identified factors
associated with choice of service provider. A
total of 9419 respondents completed the inter-
views (response rate, 45.6%). Complete data
for this analysis were available for 5499 of the
respondents, of whom 48.2% were men.

Thirty per cent of respondents reported
they had had a general check of all or nearly
all of their body in the previous 12 months.
Factors associated with an increased likeli-
hood of having a whole-body skin examina-
tion in the previous 12 months included

being male (odds ratio [OR], 1.15 [95% CI,
1.00–1.31]), being 60–75 years of age (refer-
ence group, 20–39 years) (OR, 1.73 [95% CI,
1.45–2.07]) and having an annual gross
income of � $60 000 (reference group,
< $20 000 annual gross income) (OR, 1.42
[95% CI, 1.18–1.71]). The strongest predic-
tors were a self-reported history of melanoma
(OR, 2.68 [95% CI, 2.01–3.57]) or non-
melanoma skin cancer (OR, 2.01 [95% CI,
1.65–2.45]).

No associations were seen between choice
of service provider and any sociodemographic
variables, including sex and age group. Addi-
tionally, skin cancer risk factors (such as hav-
ing highly sensitive skin or a history of
melanoma) did not make respondents any
more or less likely to attend either a GP or a
skin cancer clinic doctor. Various reasons
were given by respondents for their choice of
service provider (Box). Skin cancer clinics
appeared to be chosen primarily because they
offered bulk-billing or because respondents
just wanted a general skin check. Traditional
GPs were more likely to be chosen for con-
venience or because of concern about a spe-
cific spot or mole.

Skin cancer is a major public health issue,
and the provision of adequate and appropriate
clinical services is a continuing and growing
challenge. We found that a significant propor-
tion of the Queensland population had under-
gone a whole-body skin examination by a
doctor within the previous 12 months, and
that those attending appeared to be the group

most at risk of developing skin cancer. We did
not find any significant differences in the pro-
files of those who chose a skin cancer clinic or
a general practice for their skin examination.

Acknowledgements: Our project was funded and
conducted by the Viertel Centre for Research in
Cancer Control.
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Community acquisition of 
ESBL-producing Escherichia 
coli: a growing concern
Justin T Denholm, Michael Huysmans 
and Denis Spelman

TO THE EDITOR: Extended-spectrum-β-
lactamases (ESBLs) are enzymes capable of
hydrolysing penicillins, broad-spectrum
cephalosporins and monobactams. World-
wide, ESBL-producing organisms are posing
an increasing challenge for empirical anti-
biotic use and infection control.

We recently carried out a review of micro-
biological isolates from clinical specimens
taken from 2003 to 2007 at the Alfred
Hospital, Melbourne. From 15 917 gram-
negative bacilli, we identified 234 ESBL-
producing organisms (1.5% of isolates)
using double-disk synergy testing.

Over the 5-year period, we noted three
apparent changes in ESBL epidemiology
relating to Escherichia coli isolates. First, E. coli
became the most frequent organism in which
ESBL production was observed, making up
55.6% of all ESBL-producing organisms in

Reasons given for choice of service provider* by 2895 respondents who had had 
some type of skin check in the previous 12 months†

* General practitioner or skin cancer clinic doctor. † Percentages do not total 100 due to multiple responses.◆
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Concerned about specific
mole or spot

Wanted general skin check

Recommendation of others

Experience of the doctor

Cost

Bulk-billing

Advertising

Location

Convenience

Proportion of respondents

Skin cancer clinic doctor General practitioner
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2007 (up from 23.5% in 2003) (P = 0.03).
Second, while the total number of E. coli
isolates remained essentially constant over
the study period, there was an increase in the
proportion of E. coli isolates found to produce
ESBLs: 1.8% of E. coli isolates in 2007 com-
pared with 0.36% in 2003 (P < 0.001). The
third and perhaps most striking change was
in the epidemiology of ESBL-producing E.
coli. In 2003, ESBL-producing E. coli infec-
tions were largely hospital-acquired, with
87.5% of isolates acquired after 48 hours in
hospital or after a hospital admission in the
previous 12 months. However, by 2007,
ESBL-producing E. coli infections were found
to be predominantly community-acquired,
making up 62.2% of ESBL-producing E. coli
isolates (P = 0.01). The increased proportion
of community-acquired infections occurred
despite a parallel increase in the frequency of
hospital-acquired ESBL-producing E. coli
infections (Box).

Community-onset infections with ESBL-
producing organisms have become increas-
ingly recognised as important clinical enti-
ties.1 ESBL-producing E. coli bacteraemia is
associated with higher mortality than
bacteraemia caused by non-ESBL-producing
organisms,2 a finding that has also been
specifically demonstrated in the setting of
community-acquired infections.3 Although
local epidemiological data for infections
with ESBL-producing organisms are not
readily available, it appears that rates of
community-associated infection vary greatly
worldwide, with some regions of China
reporting rates of ESBL-producing E. coli as
high as 34% of all isolates.4

Although our study was limited by being a
single-centre review, our findings are con-
sistent with the emergence of multiresistant
Enterobacteriaceae noted in Australian sur-
veillance reports.5 It is not clear whether the
change in our ESBL-producing isolates is
reflective of local resistance patterns, or per-
haps associated with travel to regions where
ESBL-producing E. coli are known to be
prevalent. Corroboration of these changes in
other regions will be important for assessing
the magnitude of this issue and responding
appropriately, particularly in considering
empirical antibiotic therapy for community-
acquired gram-negative infections.

Justin T Denholm, Infectious Diseases Registrar
Michael Huysmans, Senior Scientist, 
Department of Microbiology
Denis Spelman, Infectious Diseases Physician
Alfred Hospital, Melbourne, VIC.
j.denholm@alfred.org.au

1 Pitout JD, Laupland KB. Extended-spectrum beta-
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Group on Antimicrobial Resistance. Prevalence of
antimicrobial resistances in common pathogenic
Enterobacteriaceae in Australia, 2004: report from
the Australian Group on Antimicrobial Resistance.
Commun Dis Intell 2007; 31: 106-112. ❏

Prevalence of self-reported 
allergies to food in Australia 
as assessed by Internet-based 
questionnaires
Katrina J Allen, Jennifer J Koplin, 
Carmen Gould and Nicholas J Osborne

TO THE EDITOR: Reported adverse reac-
tions to food, which are common in many
developed countries, can be produced by a
wide variety of mechanisms. However, a low
proportion of these are true food allergies.1

Recent Australian data show an increase in
hospital presentations for food-induced ana-
phylaxis,2,3 but there are no Australian pop-
ulation data on the prevalence of either food
allergies or adverse reactions to foods. Wait-
ing lists for allergy services continue to

remain long, and it is not known whether
this is due to an increase in the prevalence of
true food allergy or simply an increase in
perceived food allergy.

In October 2007, we undertook an Inter-
net-based survey to assess the prevalence of
self-reported perceived food allergies in Aus-
tralian households. Participants were drawn
from a consumer research panel of 8385
people (solicited through Internet-based
marketing) who were proportionally repre-
sentative of the Australian population with
respect to age, sex and state. Cohort mem-
bers were invited to participate in an Inter-
net-based “health survey”, with no mention
of food allergy during recruitment. Within
24 hours we had 1386 respondents and the
required quota of participants was deemed
to have been reached.

Of the 1386 respondents, 406 (29.3%)
reported at least one household member
who believed he or she had a food allergy
(Box). Of these, 250 (61.6%) reported at
least one doctor-diagnosed allergy and 56
(13.8%) reported that the allergy was aller-
gist-diagnosed. In addition, 42 respondents
(3.0% of all respondents) reported that the
person with the allergy had an EpiPen (Dey,
LP, Napa, Calif, USA).

Although there will be some selection bias
in our sample because people without Inter-
net access could not be sampled, we believe
this bias is likely to be low, as at least 64% of
the Australian population currently has
home access to the Internet.4

Proportion of Australian households 
in which at least one member 
believed they had a food allergy, and 
the individual foods nominated*

Incidence of allergy (%)

Food

All 
households 
surveyed

Households 
with perceived 

food allergy

Cows milk 8.3 28.3

Peanut 6.9 23.4

Shellfish 5.9 20.2

Wheat 5.6 19.2

Fruit 5.3 20.9

Egg 3.4 11.6

Vegetables 2.7 6.7

Fish 2.5 8.4

Tree nuts 2.2 7.4

Soy 1.7 5.7

Other 6.3 21.4

* 40% had more than one food allergy. ◆

Hospital-acquired (HA) versus 
community-acquired (CA) ESBL-
producing E. coli isolates, Alfred 
Hospital, 2003–2007

E. coli = Escherichia coli. ESBL = extended-
spectrum-β-lactamase. ◆
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Our questionnaire did not attempt to
distinguish between true food allergy, sensi-
tisation to foods, food intolerance or adverse
reactions to food, although the majority of
allergies had been diagnosed by a doctor or
allergist, and foods such as peanut are more
likely to be associated with allergies than
intolerances. The high rate of perceived
allergy to fruit and vegetables in an Austra-
lian context was surprising, although aller-
gic reactions to fruit and vegetables are well
documented.5 This may reflect either a ris-
ing prevalence of birch-pollen syndrome, as
has been reported in Europe,6 or a commu-
nity poorly informed about the true nature
of food allergy reactions.

Our data add to the evidence that there
may be an increasing, largely unmet demand
for health care information for patients with
adverse reactions to food, including aller-
gies. More formal evaluation should be
undertaken to assess the type and preva-
lence of food allergy in the Australian con-
text in order to facilitate future workforce
planning and better community education.

Competing interests: Carmen Gould is employed
by Mobileworld Operating Pty Ltd, which is major-
ity owned by the Ilhan family, founders of the Ilhan
Food Allergy Foundation.

Katrina J Allen, Paediatric Gastroenterologist/
Allergist1

Jennifer J Koplin, PhD Scholar2

Carmen Gould, Consultant3

Nicholas J Osborne, Postdoctoral Fellow2

1 Department of Allergy and Immunology, 
Royal Children’s Hospital, Melbourne, VIC.

2 Murdoch Childrens Research Institute, 
Melbourne, VIC.

3 Ilhan Food Allergy Foundation, Melbourne, 
VIC.

katie.allen@rch.org.au

1 Woods RK, Stoney RM, Raven J, et al. Reported
adverse food reactions overestimate true food
allergy in the community. Eur J Clin Nutr 2002; 56:
31-36.

2 Mullins RJ. Paediatric food allergy trends in a com-
munity-based specialist allergy practice, 1995–2006.
Med J Aust 2007; 186: 618-621. 

3 Poulos LM, Waters AM, Correll PK, et al. Trends in
hospitalizations for anaphylaxis, angioedema, and
urticaria in Australia, 1993–1994 to 2004–2005.
J Allergy Clin Immunol 2007; 120: 878-884.

4 Australian Bureau of Statistics. Household use of
information technology, Australia, 2006–07. Can-
berra: ABS, 2007. (ABS Cat. No. 8146.0.)

5 Bock SA. Prospective appraisal of complaints of
adverse reactions to foods in children during the
first 3 years of life. Pediatrics 1987; 79: 683-688.

6 Ostblom E, Lilja G, Pershagen G, et al. Phenotypes
of food hypersensitivity and development of aller-
gic diseases during the first 8 years of life. Clin Exp
Allergy 2008; 38: 1325-1332. ❏

Prevalence and correlates of 
three types of pelvic pain in a 
nationally representative sample 
of Australian women
Jules S Black

TO THE EDITOR: So a large proportion of
women experience pelvic pain, often over
years. What’s new? Of course they do. Pitts
and colleagues1 fail to mention that virtually
every normal, physiological event that occurs
within a woman’s pelvis is associated with
pain. Clearly, such pains vary in duration and
intensity and are associated with events such
as ovulation, menstruation, pregnancy, labour
and childbirth. We men have it easy by com-
parison. But to conclude by saying that “only
about a third of women who experience
chronic pelvic pain seek advice from a health
professional” gives the impression the authors
are trying to medicalise yet another essentially
normal event.

One can get into long, philosophical discus-
sions as to why such normal events should be
so painful, but it remains a fact. I have spent
my career urging general practitioners and
fellow specialists to avoid surgery and “silver
bullets” in most cases of pelvic pain and follow
a conservative approach.2 It would have been
more helpful if the authors had gone on to
discuss what type of pain is suffered by what
type of woman and who is treated by what
type of doctor. This truly would have assisted
in determining who would benefit from the
attention of a health professional and who
would not.

Jules S Black, Obstetrician and Gynaecologist 
(semi-retired)
Brisbane, QLD.
julesblack@bigpond.com

1 Pitts MK, Ferris JA, Smith AMA, et al. Prevalence and
correlates of three types of pelvic pain in a nationally
representative sample of Australian women. Med J
Aust 2008; 189: 138-143. 

2 Black JS. Sexual dysfunction and dyspareunia in the
otherwise normal pelvis. J Sex Health 1991; 1: 28-31.❏

David Vivian and Adele Barnard

TO THE EDITOR: We read the recent article
by Pitts and colleagues1 with interest, given the
rising trend of diagnosed chronic pelvic pain
(CPP) in Australian women. The article identi-
fied three types of CPP, but did not differen-
tiate pain into the two major categories of
nociceptive (visceral and somatic) and neuro-
pathic. In pain management settings it is con-
sidered essential, where possible, to make this
differentiation, as it significantly alters man-
agement strategies, particularly in relation to
medication. While the true incidence of

neuropathic pain is unknown, it is believed to
be underdiagnosed and inadequately treated.
A 2008 French study based on a nationwide
postal survey revealed a 6.9% prevalence of
neuropathic pain in the general population,
with 5.1% of respondents reporting pain levels
as moderate to severe.2

Neuropathic pain results from damage to
the nervous system. Specifically, this can be
from damage to, or pathological changes in,
the axons of peripheral nerves or from dam-
age to the central nervous system, probably as
a result of deafferentation. This is the process
whereby neurones in the central nervous sys-
tem lose their accustomed afferent input,
either from a peripheral nerve or from an
ascending sensory tract. Furthermore, neuro-
pathic pain can and does cross neuroanatom-
ical boundaries, often presenting viscerally as
referred pain and eliciting pain descriptors
such as burning, shooting, stabbing, and sear-
ing. For this reason, CPP is often wrongly
assumed to be visceral in origin.3 In such
cases, awareness that CPP may in fact be
neuropathic may avoid inappropriate surgical
interventions. Moreover, an association
between CPP and neuropathy has been dem-
onstrated in studies of sacral nerve and percu-
taneous tibial nerve stimulation in women
presenting with CPP.4,5

Differential diagnosis of pain of neuropathic
origin has been shown to be pertinent for the
accurate implementation of pain management
strategies.6 Therefore, we suggest that future
studies on the epidemiology and/or preva-
lence of pain include tools to determine the
proportion of pain of neuropathic, nocicep-
tive and mixed origin. There are a number of
tools available, including questionnaires such
as painDETECT, DN4 (Douleur Neuro-
pathique en 4), LANSS (Leeds Assessment of
Neuropathic Symptoms and Signs) and NPS
(Neuropathic Pain Scale). Some of these, such
as the self-assessed LANSS (S-LANSS), do not
require clinical examination and thus can be
worked into population-based questionnaires.
The ability to identify neuropathic pain
should lead to individualised treatment,
resulting in improved pain control for patients
with CPP.

David Vivian, Musculoskeletal Physician
Adele Barnard, Clinical Researcher
Metro Spinal Clinic, Melbourne, VIC.
dvivian@metrospinal.com.au

1 Pitts MK, Ferris JA, Smith AMA, et al. Prevalence
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lence of chronic pain with neuropathic characteris-
tics in the general population. Pain 2008; 136: 380-
387.
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Marian K Pitts, Jason A Ferris, 
Anthony M Smith, Julia M Shelley and 
Juliet Richters

IN REPLY: We are pleased to see our article
about chronic pelvic pain in Australian women
has provoked interest.1 Black’s suggestion that
virtually every normal physiological event that
occurs within a woman’s pelvis is associated
with pain is surprising, and not supported by
our evidence. Of the women in our sample,
23% were totally pain free, and most of the
chronic pelvic pain reported was mild. A paral-
lel study showed that men also suffered
chronic pelvic pain — a smaller proportion
than women, but still significant.2 We are not
medicalising normal events; rather, we are
alerting general practitioners to the normal
range of pelvic pain experience to help them
assess its clinical significance. A GP who says to
a female patient “it’s normal, love, just grin and
bear it” denies the psychosocial complexity of
her experience.

Vivian and Barnard suggest we might have
differentiated between two major types of pain,
nociceptive and neuropathic. It would not be
practical to collect this information in a broad
survey on sexual and reproductive health. Cer-
tainly, a study of the prevalence of neuropathic
pain in the Australian population that mirrors
recent studies overseas would be informative.
However, our study concerned pelvic pain
only. The pelvis is not a common site for
neuropathic pain.3
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