11 Referrals and admissions

A referral is defined as the process by which the responsibility for part or all of the care of a
patient is temporarily transferred to another health care provider. Only new referrals arising
at the encounter were included (that is, continuations were not recorded). For each
encounter, GPs could record up to two referrals, and each referral was linked by the GP to
the problem(s) for which the patient was referred. Referrals included those to specialists,
allied health professionals, hospitals for admission, emergency departments or other medical
services. Referrals to hospital outpatient clinics and other GPs were classified as referrals to
other medical services.

This chapter includes data about the referrals and admissions 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: /W indicates a
statistically significant linear change, N/ indicates a marginally significant linear change,

§ indicates a non-linear significant change, and — indicates there was no change.

Significant linear changes can be extrapolated to estimate the national increase or decrease in
GP referrals and admissions between 1999-00 and 2008-09. An example of an extrapolated
change is given for each table. The method used to extrapolate to national change estimates
is described in Chapter 2, Section 2.8.

Table 11.1 shows that over time there was an increasing likelihood that the patient would be
referred at the encounters (at 12.8% of encounters in 2008-09 compared with 10.4% in
1999-00), suggesting that the patient was referred to at least one other provider at about 3.8
million more GP encounters in 2008-09 than in 1999-00. There was a significant increase in
the overall number of referrals per 100 encounters, from 11.1 in 1999-00 to 13.7 in 2008-09,
reflecting both the increased likelihood of referral and a slight increase in the likelihood of
multiple referrals at the encounter once the decision to refer had been made. The increase
was reflected for most medical specialists with the exception of gynaecologists, neurologists
and psychiatrists.

There was an overall significant increase in specialist referrals with a notable rise between
2007-08 and 2008-09. In particular, significant increases occurred in referrals to
dermatologists, cardiologists and gastroenterologists.

The rate of referral to an allied health service changed significantly over the decade. The
referral rate decreased from 3.1 per 100 encounters in 1999-00 to a low of 2.3 per 100 in
2001-02, and then steadily increased to 3.9 per 100 in 2008-09. The rate of referrals to
physiotherapists, psychologists, podiatrist or chiropodists, and dietitians or nutritionists all
increased between 1999-00 and 2008-09.

In 2008-09 there were significantly fewer referrals/admissions to hospitals compared with
1999-00 but the frequency was very low in all years.
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