6 The patients

This chapter includes data about the patients who participated in the BEACH study,
including the patient characteristics and reasons for the encounter (RFEs) from each of the

10 years of the BEACH study from 1998-99 to 2007-08. The direction and type of change
from 1998-99 to 2007-08 is indicated for each result in the far right column of the tables:

A/ WV indicates a statistically significant linear change, 2\ indicates a marginally significant
linear change, § indicates a non-linear significant or marginal change, and — indicates that
there was no change.

Significant linear changes can be extrapolated to estimate the national increase or decrease in
patient characteristics or RFEs between 1998-99 and 2007-08. An example of an extrapolation
is given for each table. The method used to extrapolate to national change estimates is
described in Chapter 2, Section 2.4.

6.1 Age-sex distribution of patients at encounter

Figure 6.1 shows the age-sex distribution of patients at BEACH encounters in 1998-99 and
2007-08. Between 1998-99 and 2007-08, the proportion of encounters with patients aged less
than 45 years decreased from 51.6% to 44.7%, which equates to approximately 5.1 million
fewer encounters nationally. Over the same period, the proportion of encounters with
patients aged 45 years and over increased from 48.4% to 55.4%, which equates to an
additional 9.6 million encounters. The increasing proportion of the GP workload associated
with patients in the 45-64 years and 75 years and older age groups is apparent.
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Figure 6.1: Age distribution of patients, 1998-99 to 2007-08 (95% CI)

Note: Cl—confidence interval.
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6.2 Other patient characteristics

Table 6.1 shows that the proportion of encounters with patients holding a Repatriation health
card has decreased significantly from 3.4% in 1998-99 to 2.8% in 2007-08. The decrease
equates to about half a million fewer encounters with repatriation cardholders.

6.3 Patient reasons for encounter

RFEs are those concerns and expectations that patients bring to the GP. International interest
in reasons for encounter has been developing over the past three decades. RFEs reflect the
patient’s demand for care and can provide an indication of service use patterns, which may
benefit from intervention on a population level.20

Participating GPs were asked to record at least one and up to three patient RFEs in words as
close as possible to those used by the patient, before the diagnostic or management process
had begun. RFEs can be expressed in terms of one or more symptoms (for example “itchy
eyes’, ‘chest pain’), in diagnostic terms (for example “about my diabetes’, “for my
hypertension’), a request for a service (‘I need more scripts’, ‘I want a referral’), an expressed
fear of disease, or a need for a check-up.

Patient RFEs can have a one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-one and many-to-many
relationship to problems managed. That is, the patient may describe a single RFE that relates
to a single problem managed at the encounter, one RFE that relates to multiple problems,
multiple symptoms that relate to a single problem managed at the encounter, or multiple
RFEs that relate to multiple problems managed at the encounter.

Number of reasons for encounter

Table 6.2 shows there has been a decrease in the proportion of patients giving a single RFE,
from 63.4% in 1998-99 to 58.9% in 2007-08, equating to a national decrease of about 2 million
encounters at which only one RFE was given. To balance this there has been an increase in
the proportion of encounters at which two RFEs or three RFEs are recorded, from 26.8% in
1998-99 to 29.1% in 2007-08 for two RFEs, and from 9.7% in 1998-99 to 11.9% in 2007-08 for
three RFEs. This suggests that there were 3.6 million more encounters nationally where two
RFEs were reported and 2.8 million more encounters nationally where three RFEs were
reported in 2007-08 than in 1998-99.

Reasons for encounter by ICPC-2 chapter
Table 6.3 shows that between 1998-99 and 2007-08, there has been:

* asignificant increase in the overall rate of RFEs, from 146.3 per 100 encounters in
1998-99 to 153.0 per 100 encounters in 2007-08. This increase equates to about
13.5 million extra RFEs nationally in 2007-08 than in 1998-99

* a50% increase in the rate of general and unspecified RFEs, equating to an approximate
increase of 15.6 million general and unspecified RFEs from 1998-99 to 2007-08 nationally

* asignificant decrease in RFEs relating to respiratory problems from 24.8 per 100
encounters in 1998-99 to 20.6 per 100 encounters in 2007-08.
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Distribution of reasons for encounter by ICPC-2 component

Table 6.4 shows that between 1998-99 and 2007-08:

RFEs expressed in terms of a symptom or complaint (for example, ‘tired’, ‘feeling
anxious’) were the most frequent. The presentation rate of symptoms or complaints has
fluctuated over the years. It increased between 1998-99 and 2000-01, and has been
decreasing ever since

the rate of patient attendance to request test results has more than doubled, equating to
an increase of over 4.6 million encounters with an RFE of this type in 2007-08 than in
1998-99

requests for an administrative procedure (such as a medical certificate) also doubled,
equating to an increase of approximately 1.4 million requests for an administrative
procedure nationally

patient requests for medications, treatments and therapeutics (such as repeat
prescriptions) increased by 50%, equating to an increase of approximately 5.6 million
such requests in 2007-08 as compared with 1998-99.

Most frequent patient reasons for encounter

Table 6.5 shows that between 1998-99 and 2007-08:

the rate at which patients cited a need to get their prescription(s) as an RFE has increased
by 50%, equating to an increase of nearly 5 million encounters with this RFE

the rate of requests for unspecified blood tests as a RFE increased by 70%, equating to
over half a million additional encounters with this RFE

the rate of requests for general advice and education about patient health has increased
by over 60%

the presentation rate of ear pain decreased by one-quarter, equating to 450,000 fewer
encounters where ear pain was a reported RFE

patient presentations about asthma decreased by more than 40%, and the rate of acute
bronchitis/bronchiolitis as a RFE halved. And while the rate of upper respiratory tract
infection fluctuated over the years it has decreased by about one-quarter since 1998-99.
These three decreases combined suggests that there were approximately 1.7 million
fewer encounters with any of these RFEs in 2007-08 than in 1998-99, which would partly
explain the decrease in the rate of RFEs related to the respiratory system (Table 6.3).
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