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The Dietitians Association of Australia (DAA) is the national association responsible for self-

regulation of the dietetic profession with over 5000 members, and branches in each state and 

territory. DAA is a leader in nutrition and advocates for better food, better health, and wellbeing for 

all.  

The DAA appreciates the opportunity to contribute to the ACCC report to the Australian Senate on 

private health insurance in relation to issues that reduce the extent of health cover and increase out-

of-pocket expenses for consumers, and which result in a perceived lack of recognition of certain 

allied health care providers by health funds.  

Contact Person:  Annette Byron 

Position:  Senior Policy Officer 

Organisation:  Dietitians Association of Australia 

Address:  1/8 Phipps Close, Deakin ACT 2600 

Telephone:  02 6163 5202 

Facsimile:  02 6282 9888 

Email:   abyron@daa.asn.au 

 

Feedback from members and a report Dietetic Services, Rebates and the Health Insurance Industry 

commissioned by DAA in 2011 on the eight private health funds which cover approximately 75% of 

the health insurance market in Australia provides evidence that some health funds will only 

recognise dietitians on higher levels of general treatment covers (also known as extras or ancillary 

cover). In some circumstances funds will reimburse consumers for nutritionist services at higher and 

lower levels of cover, but not dietitians. This places dietitians as allied health care providers at a 

competitive disadvantage, while having the potential to impact negatively on consumers.   

DAA considers that this reduces access to quality care for consumers, places consumers at risk and 

may cause confusion for consumers. Health insurance funds could improve this situation by updating 

their definitions of dietitian and nutritionist, and allowing consumers to claim on dietitian services at 

higher and lower levels. This would also reduce the competitive disadvantage which dietitians 

currently experience with some private health funds. 
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We detail below  

1. Distinction between Dietitian and Nutritionist  

2. Definitions of Dietitian and Nutritionist provided by different health funds  

3. Examples of consumers being placed at risk 

4. Reports of disadvantage by dietitians. 

 

 

 

1. Distinction between Dietitian and Nutritionist   

Dietitians are university qualified health professionals. The recognised credential for dietitians in 

Australia is Accredited Practising Dietitian (APD). APD is required by Medicare Australia, the 

Department of Veterans Affairs and most private health funds for reimbursement of dietetic 

services. A recent administrative decision by Australian Government Department of Health and 

Ageing also requires proof of current APD status to obtain a Healthcare provider Identifier – 

Individual (HPI-I) from the Healthcare Identifier Service for the Personally Controlled Electronic 

Health Record.   

The key difference between a dietitian and a nutritionist is that, in addition to or as part of their 

university qualification in human nutrition, a dietitian has undertaken a course of study that included 

substantial theory and supervised and assessed professional practice in clinical nutrition, medical 

nutrition therapy and food service management. Therefore, in Australia, all dietitians are considered 

to be nutritionists. However nutritionists without a dietetics qualification cannot take on the 

specialised role of a dietitian.  

There is no industry specific assessing authority that assesses the qualifications of nutritionists who 

are not dietitians. Furthermore qualifications of nutritionists may range from diplomas to university 

degrees. While DAA considers nutritionists may provide general nutrition advice, consumers may be 

at risk if they consult a nutritionist regarding medical nutrition therapy related to diagnosed medical 

disorders such as diabetes, kidney disease, food intolerance or allergy, or coeliac disease. 

 

2. Definitions of Dietitian and Nutritionist provided by different health funds 

DAA considers that the definitions applied by health funds place consumers at risk. The definitions in 

this table were supplied by health insurance funds in 2011. NIB fund in particular holds to a position 

of reimbursing for nutritionists who are not qualified to provide a full range of services, and yet they 

refuse to reimburse on dietitians qualified to provide all nutrition services. 

Fund  Dietitian Nutritionist 

Medibank No definition only needs to be 
registered with Medicare 

None 

HCF Person who helps you with your diet Person who helps you meet your 
nutritional needs 



 

HBF Dietitians manage diet plans for chronic 
diseases. They are considered 
Nutritionists also however they are 
accredited with extra studies. Must be 
an APD 

Nutritionists give you nutritional advice 
on the value of foods. Cannot be 
dietitians. They need to be certified (i.e. 
have a degree) but do not need to have 
ongoing training to keep their status 

NIB Dietetics is the scientific study of food 
preparation and intake. It is the branch 
of therapeutics concerned with the 
practical application of diet in relation 
to health and disease. Dietitians 
practice dietetics by applying their 
nutritional knowledge to meet 
individual needs. Dietitians help to 
prevent and treat illnesses by 
promoting healthy eating habits and 
recommending dietary modifications, 
such as the use of less salt for those 
with high blood pressure or the 
reduction of fat and sugar intake for 
those who are overweight. Dietitians 
are eligible for membership of the DAA 
and to participate in the APD regulation 
and quality program 

Nutrition is the treatment of disorders 
and diseases using diet and vitamin, 
mineral and amino acid supplements. 
‘Nutritionist’ is a title that may apply to 
a qualified dietitian, a person who has a 
Diploma of Nutrition or Advanced 
Diploma of Applied science (Nutrition), 
or a self professed nutrition advisor 

 

 

3. Examples of consumers being placed at risk 

In the first example, the client has kidney disease, a medical condition requiring competency in 

medical nutrition therapy. Inappropriate nutrition advice would place the patient at risk of 

exacerbation of their disease, nutritional deficiency, hypertension or other problems such as or 

oedema. In the second example the client has severe multiple food protein gut allergies which could 

result in growth failure, or disabling or life threatening illness, if inappropriately treated.  

 

EXAMPLE ONE – (EXTRACT from full email) 

 
From: (name and email address available) 

Sent: Thursday, 9 June 2011 2:58 PM 

To: National Office 
Subject: NIB health insurance reimburses nutritionists under 'natural therapy' but not dietitians 

under even basic family cover 

 
Dear National Office Staff, 
 
As a new private practitioner …  My client has kidney disease.  … 
Could this please be looked into across the health fund industry as I think it is really limiting our 
reach to clients and implying that we are not needed. 
 
Yours sincerely, 



 

(name and address available) 
EXAMPLE TWO 

 
From: (name and address available) 

Sent: Wednesday 8 December 2010 10:29 AM 
To:  (name available) 

Subject: FW: nib Health Funds 

 
Dear  (name available) 
Sorry to bother you further. Thanks for emailing Serena on my behave and  sending a copy to NIB.  
  
The child, for your information, has severe multiple food protein gut allergies diagnosed then 
refrred to me by a very senior Paediatrician at RCH Melbourne.This diagnosis requires advice form an 
APD & not a Nutritionist. 
     
I am concerned these Health Insurance Companies such as NIB don't recognise APD's as Nutrition 
experts.What is DAA's opinion? 
I consider it is really not right to have to pander to them but want to sort it for the is mothers sake.Most 
Insurance Co's have accepted my Medicare No quoted on the invoice without frurther need to register 
with them individually. 
.  
Attached is a copy of my current invoice and I advise parents to make sure they present both invoice 
and receipt when making claims 
  
Perhaps in future though I hate to do it as I consider Nutritionist have far less expertise that APD's I 
should add after Dietetic the word Nutrition and my DAA No to the invoice. Advice welcome.  
  
Yours  (name and address available) 
  
 -----Original Message----- 

From:  (client name and address available) 

Sent: Tuesday, 7 December 2010 11:20 PM 
To:  (name available) 

Cc: (name available) 
Subject: RE: nib Health Funds 

Hi  (name available) 
 
I contacted NIB again today and it seems that they recognise that you are a Dietician but since my 
policy only covers Nutrition consultations I am not covered unless you also register as a Nutritionist 
(which as you’ve said is a given Dietician is a higher qualification). My Myotherapist had to do the 
same thing (ie. register as a both a Massage Therapist and Myotherapist so patients can claim on all 
policies even though he really only does Myotherapy which is a much higher qualification. Such 
bureaucratic nonsense really! I hope that between us we can sort it out because I really should be 
able to claim on your consultations, they are just being pedantic. 
 
I’m sorry that you need to go through this with insurance companies – it must be a real headache! 
 
Thanks again and regards, 
 (name available) 
 

  



 

4. Reports of disadvantage by dietitians 

Members report difficulty in being recognised by health funds when identifying themselves as 

dietitians rather than nutritionists. Although the examples given below are outside the timeframe of 

the current ACCC enquiry, DAA believes that the practice referred to is still occurring based on 

information gathered for its 2011 report.  

This lack of recognition places dietitians at a competitive disadvantage because clients are unable to 

claim for the wide range of services which dietitians can rightly provide and results in a reduction in 

the extent of health cover or an increase in the out-of pocket medical expenses of consumers. This is 

compared to nutritionists who are not qualified to provide the same range of services. When 

members have approached the fund in question it has dismissed their concerns and held to their 

position. 

EXAMPLE ONE 
 

From: (name and email address available) 
Sent: Thursday, 9 June 2011 2:58 PM 

To: National Office 

Subject: NIB health insurance reimburses nutritionists under 'natural therapy' but not dietitians 
under even basic family cover 

 
Dear National Office Staff, 
 
As a new private practitioner I attended the NSW Marketing Roadshow in 2009 by DAA.  It was 
great.  I remember the person pointing out to us that dietitians don’t represent much of the private 
health insurance market.   
 
Here is one reason why.  As you can see in the web shots below dietetics is not covered at lower 
levels of health insurance.  In fact a nutritionist is covered at even the most basic level of cover.  I 
have a client point this out to me today.  My receipt had to say nutritionist on it not dietitian.  I tried 
to process his NIB card under the HICAPS machine and it was rejected.  Dietitians are not covered by 
many of these policies excluding our access to clients and client access to us. 
 
I do think that I have more to offer and my degree and training has more health benefits for my 
client than a naturopathy – nutritionist.  My client has kidney disease.  If a regular person is going to 
judge who to see based on what professionals their insurance covers (most people) then the 
implication from the NIB insurer is that dietitians are not needed for most people as NIB are not 
willing to reimburse these visits. 
 
Could this please be looked into across the health fund industry as I think it is really limiting our 
reach to clients and implying that we are not needed. 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 
(name and email address available) 
 



 

EXAMPLE TWO 

 
From: (name and email address available) 

Sent: Thursday, 8 April 2010 11:19 AM 

To: (email address available) 
Subject: Re: [dipsig] Problem with patient claims - NIB health funds 

Hi (name available) 

I also have this problem with NIB, generally they are fine, but one or two of my clients 

require me to write 'nutrition consultation' on the receipt without any sign of the word 

'dietitian' for their claim to go through.  I think it's crazy.   

If this is something DAA could handle as our advocate I think that would be great. 

 
(name and address available) 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
EXAMPLE THREE 

From: (email address available) 

To: (email address available) 

Date: Thu, 8 Apr 2010 09:57:17 +1000 

Subject: [dipsig] Problem with patient claims - NIB health funds 

Hi everybody.  

I am not sure if this has been discussed in the past but wanted to get your views on this 

topic.  I had a rather frustrating conversation with an NIB health fund consultant 

yesterday after a couple of my patients claims were denied.  

Apparently, because I am a ‘dietitian’ and not a ‘nutritionist’, patients cannot claim on 

my consultations.  I tried to explain that my qualifications and registrations indicate that 

I am both however because I have both qualifications I am therefore ‘over-qualified’ for 

people on lower cover to be able to receive any rebate.  This bamboozles me considering 

they will pay a nutritionist who, as their definition indicates (see below for full 

definitions), can be a ‘self-professed nutrition adviser’ and therefore have absolutely no 

qualifications at all.  I hardly think this is fair to us or our patients nor do I think it makes 

much sense.  

Perhaps I am just frustrated and needed to rant but I thought I would put it to the group 

and see what you all thought.  Has anybody else had this issue?  Do you think this is 

something that should be put to DAA?  

Regards,  

(name available) 
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