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9 Medications 

This chapter includes data about the medications prescribed, advised or supplied by general 
practitioners from each of the 10 years of the BEACH study from 1999–00 to 2008–09. The 
direction and type of change from 1999–00 to 2008–09 is indicated for each result in the far 
right column of the tables: / indicates a statistically significant linear change, / 
indicates a marginally significant linear change, § indicates a non-linear significant or 
marginal change, and — indicates there was no change. 

Significant linear changes can be extrapolated to estimate the national increase or decrease in 
the prescribed, supplied, or advised medication rate between 1999–00 and 2008–09. Some 
examples of extrapolated changes are given for each table. The method used to extrapolate to 
national change estimates is described in Chapter 2, Section 2.8.  

GPs could record up to four medications for each of four problems—a maximum of 
16 medications per encounter. Each medication could be recorded as prescribed (the default), 
supplied by the GP or recommended for over-the-counter (OTC) purchase. 

There was no significant change in total medication rates per 100 encounters between  
1999–00 and 2008–09 (Table 9.1a). However, Table 9.1b shows that between the two data 
periods, total medication rates decreased significantly per 100 problems managed.  

9.1 Prescribed medications  
The rate of prescribed medications fell from 93.8 per 100 encounters in 1999–00 to 86.4 per 
100 in 2008–09. This significant decrease in prescription rate means that 7.4 fewer 
prescriptions were being written on average for every 100 GP–patient encounters in 2008–09 
than 10 years earlier (Table 9.1a). The extrapolated national effect of this change is 1.8 million 
fewer prescriptions given by GPs in 2008–09 than in 1999–00. 

Table 9.2 shows prescribing rates of common drug groups at ATC drug group Level 2 over 
the 10-year period. There were approximately 2.4 million fewer drugs for obstructive 
airways disease prescribed in 2008–09 than in 1999–00 and 930,000 fewer sex hormones such 
as systemic contraceptives and hormone replacement therapy. Conversely, extrapolations 
showed 2.4 million more prescriptions for lipid reducing agents and over 1 million more 
prescriptions for acid-related digestive disorder drugs in 2008–09 than in 1999–00.  

Table 9.3 shows prescribed medication rates at the individual generic level. Some 
medications that were prescribed more often in 2008–09 than in 1999–00 were oxycodone, 
which showed extrapolated estimates of 1.1 million more times prescribed, tramadol (800,000 
more) and warfarin sodium (640,000 more). 

Number of repeats ordered 

The pattern of the number of repeat prescriptions recorded by GPs changed between 1999–00 
and 2008–09, although no change occurred in the percentage of prescriptions with three, four 
or six or more repeats (Table 9.4). There was a significant decrease in the proportion of 
prescribed medications for which one or two repeats were ordered and a significant increase 
in the proportion of prescriptions for which five repeats were recorded. In 1999–00, 26.8% of 
prescriptions were given five repeats whereas, in 2008–09, 34.8% of prescribed medications 
had five repeats, an increase of 30.0% from the 1999–00 results. 
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9.2 Medications supplied by GPs  

Rates of GP-supplied medications per 100 encounters and per 100 problems managed 
increased significantly in the 10-year period. Rates rose from 6.9 per 100 encounters in  
1999–00 to 11.0 in 2008–09 (Table 9.1a). The extrapolated national effect of this change is  
5.3 million more medications supplied directly to the patient by GPs in 2008–09 than in  
1999–00. Per 100 problems managed, the rates increased from 4.7 to 7.1 between the two data 
periods (Table 9.1b). 

Table 9.5 shows rates of generic medications most frequently supplied by GPs between  
1999–00 and 2008–09. The majority of these medications were vaccines and rates for most of 
them increased significantly over the period. The supply of pneumococcal vaccine rose 
significantly from 0.1 per 100 encounters in 1999–00 to 0.7 per 100 in 2008–09. The 
extrapolated national effect of this change is that pneumococcal vaccine was supplied 
680,000 more times in 2008–09 than in 1999–00. The peak for papillomavirus vaccine can be 
seen in 2007–08 with one supplied per 100 encounters. The rate dropped significantly in 
2008–09 to 0.6 per 100 encounters on average. For the influenza vaccine, the move away from 
prescribing towards GP supply was evident in the significant increase in its supply by GPs 
(Table 9.5) that coincided with the significant decrease in its prescribing rates (Table 9.3). 
This change follows federal government policy starting in 2001 which made the vaccine 
available free-of-charge to all Australians aged 65 years and over, to Indigenous people aged 
50 years and older and to younger Indigenous persons with health risks. The vaccines can be 
ordered by the GP directly from the supplier.  

9.3 Medications advised for over-the-counter 
purchase 
The overall rate of advised OTC medications showed no significant change over the period 
(Table 9.1a). Table 9.6 shows the most commonly advised OTC medications at the generic 
level. The rate of advised sodium chloride for topical nasal use rose significantly from <0.05 
per 100 encounters in 1999–00 to 0.2 in 2008–09. The extrapolated national effect of this 
change is that this medication was advised by GPs 180,000 more times in 2008–09 than in 
1999–00. Rates of advised cetirizine also rose significantly. 
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