
5 The encounters 

This chapter includes details about the encounters in general practice 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 other treatments provided 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. 

5.1 Content of the encounters 
Table 5.1 provides an overview of the changes over time for data collected in BEACH 
between 1998–99 and 2007–08. As the table shows, many changes have occurred over the 
10-year period of the BEACH study, representing the changes occurring in Australian 
general practice over this time.  

The number of reasons for encounter given by the patient and recorded by the GP has 
increased significantly between 1998–99 and 2007–08, from 146.3 RFEs per 100 encounters to 
153.0 per 100 encounters. Changes in types of RFEs are investigated in Chapter 6.  

Having remained steady for the first eight years of the BEACH study, the rate of problems 
managed increased in 2007–08 to a rate significantly higher than those reported in each of the 
first eight years. In 2007–08, problems were managed at a rate of 151.3 per 100 encounters, 
compared with 145.3 per 100 encounters in 1998–99. This represents an increase of 
12.8 million problems managed over the 10-year period.  

The increased rate of problems managed is reflected in the rate of chronic problems 
managed, which shows a linear increase between 1998–99 and 2007–08, from 46.1 chronic 
problems per 100 encounters to 52.3 per 100 encounters. This represents an estimated 
additional 8.7 million chronic problems managed in general practice nationally in  
2007–08 compared with 1998–99.  

In contrast to the increasing rate of chronic problems managed, the rate of work-related 
problems has declined over the 10-year period, from 4.0 per 100 encounters in 1998–99 to 
2.8 per 100 in 2007–08. 

The overall rate of medications prescribed, advised or supplied by the GP declined 
significantly between 1998–99 and 2007–08. This was reflected in the declining rate of 
prescriptions, with about 7.9 million fewer prescriptions written by GPs nationally in  
2007–08 than in 1998–99. More detailed analysis of these results can be found in Chapter 9. 
In contrast, the rate at which medications were supplied by the GP over the same period 
increased significantly, from 7.3 per 100 encounters to 10.1 per 100. This equates to an 
additional 3.3 million medications supplied by the GP in 2007–08 compared with 1998–99.

19 
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Other areas that demonstrated an increase over time included procedures, overall referrals, 
pathology and imaging orders, and orders for other investigations (Table 5.1). These changes 
are reported in more detail in their respective chapters. 

As a proportion of all Medicare/DVA-claimable encounters recorded in BEACH, long 
surgery consultations have increased, from 7.7% in 1998–99 to 9.9% in 2007–08 (Table 5.2).
Home visits have decreased as a proportion of MBS-claimable encounters, from 1.9% in 
1998–99 to 1.0% in 2007–08. This equates to approximately 880,000 fewer home visits in  
2007–08 than 10 years earlier. 

In the subsample study for length of consultation that included start and finish times for  
A1 Medicare/DVA-claimable encounters, there was no significant change in length of 
consultation between 2000–01 and 2007–08 at a mean length of 14.8 minutes, and median 
length of 13.0 minutes. There was also no significant change in consultation length when all 
encounters with a GP Medicare item number were considered over time, with the mean 
length equalling 14.9 minutes in 2000–01, and 15.1 minutes in 2007–08 (Table 5.3). 
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