
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 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: �/� 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 1998–99 and 2007–08. 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 2.4.  

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. 

Changes in medication rates demonstrate a significant decrease from 109.7 per 
100 encounters in 1998–99 to 102.7 per 100 in 2007–08 (Figure 9.1).  

Figure 9.1: Medication rates per 100 encounters, 1998–99 to 2007–08
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9.1 Prescribed medications  
The rate of prescribed medications fell from 93.6 per 100 encounters in 1998–99 to 82.4 per 
100 in 2007–08. This significant decrease in prescription rate means that 11 fewer 
prescriptions were being written on average for every 100 GP–patient encounters in 2007–08 
than 10 years earlier (Table 9.1). The extrapolated national effect of this change is 7.9 million 
fewer prescriptions given by GPs in 2007–08 than in 1998–99. Figure 9.2 shows the change 
graphically, with the 95% confidence intervals around the estimates.  
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GPs recorded 86.1% of prescribed medications by brand (proprietary) name and 13.9% by 
their generic (non-proprietary) name in 2007–08, a similar finding to that of 1998–99 
(Figure 9.3). 
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Figure 9.2: Prescribed medication rates per 100 encounters, 1998–99 to 2007–08 (95% CI)

Note: Meds—medications; CI—confidence interval. 

 

  Figure 9.3: Prescribed medications recorded as brand or generic, 1998–99 to 2007–08 
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Number of repeats ordered 
The pattern of the number of repeat prescriptions recorded by GPs changed between 1998–99 
and 2007–08. Table 9.2 shows there has been a significant increase in the proportion of 
prescribed medications for which no repeats were ordered (from 29.6% of prescriptions to 
34.5%), and a significant move away from ordering one repeat (from 21.3% to 16.8%) or two 
repeats (from 18.4% to 10.2%). There was a significant increase in the proportion of 
prescriptions for which five repeats were recorded. In 1998–99, 25.9% of prescriptions were 
given five repeats whereas, in 2007–08, 33.8 of prescribed medications had five repeats. The 
extrapolated national effect of this change is 9.6 million more prescriptions with five repeats 
given by GPs in 2007–08 than in 1998–99. This trend was apparent for all prescriptions, not 
just those for chronic conditions (which make up about one-third of all problems and 
account for 40% of all prescriptions). The change in frequency of recording five repeats is 
presented graphically in Figure 9.4, for all medications prescribed, and for those prescribed 
in the management of chronic problems. 
 

Figure 9.4: Per cent of prescriptions with five repeats for total problems and for chronic problems 
managed, 1998–99 to 2007–08 

 

Table 9.4 shows prescribed medication rates at the generic level. Atorvastatin was prescribed 
1.2 million times more often, and salbutamol was prescribed 1 million times less often in 
2007–08 than in 1998–99.  

Table 9.3 shows prescribing rates of common drug groups at ATC drug group Level 2 over 
the 10-year period. There were approximately 2.5 million fewer antibacterials for systemic 
use and 2.6 million fewer drugs for obstructive airways disease prescribed in 2007–08 than in 
1998–99. Conversely, there were close to 3 million more agents acting on the 
rennin-angiotensin system and 2 million more serum lipid reducing agents prescribed in 
2007–08 than in 1998–99.  
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The overall rate of advised OTC medications showed no significant change over the period 
(Table 9.1). Table 9.6 shows the most commonly advised OTC medications at the generic 
level. The rate of advised ibuprofen rose significantly from 0.2 per 100 encounters in 1998–99 
to 0.6 in 2007–08. The extrapolated national effect of this change is that ibuprofen was 
advised by GPs 440,000 more times in 2007–08 than in 1998–99.  

9.3 Medications advised for over-the-counter 
purchase

The move away from prescribing towards GP supply of the influenza vaccine was evident in 
the significant increase in its supply by GPs that coincided with the significant decrease in its 
prescribing rates (Figure 9.5). The extrapolated national effect of this change is 780,000 more 
influenza vaccines supplied by GPs in 2007–08 than in 1998–99 and 1.3 million fewer 
prescriptions for influenza vaccine over the same period. It is interesting also to note the 
marginal decrease in overall influenza vaccine prescription/supply rates between 2006–07 
(2.6 per 100 encounters) and 2007–08 (1.9 per 100). 

Table 9.5 shows rates of generic medications most frequently supplied by GPs between  
1998–99 and 2007–08. The supply of vitamin B12 rose significantly from 0.1 per 
100 encounters in 1998–99 to 0.4 in 2007–08. The extrapolated national effect of this change is 
that vitamin B12 was supplied 330,000 more times in 2007–08 than in 1998–99. 

The rate of medications supplied by GPs rose significantly, from 7.3 per 100 encounters in 
1998–99 to 10.1 in 2007–08. The extrapolated national effect of this change is 3.3 million more 
medications supplied directly to the patient by GPs in 2007–08 than in 1998–99 (Table 9.5). 

9.2 Medications supplied by GPs
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