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® The proportion of the Australian population aged 65 years or
more increased from 12.5% in 2001 to 13.3% in 2009.2 This
aging of the population will increasingly pose challenges

to the public health system. In BEACH (Bettering the
Evaluation and Care of Health), between April 2001 and
March 2002, and April 2008 and March 2009, the proportion
of encounters accounted for by patients aged 65 years and
over increased significantly from 25.1% to 29.6%.

The demographics of the older patients did not change between
2001-2002 and 2008-2009 in terms of gender, health concession
card status, non-English speaking background, indigenous status or
rurality. However, general practice management of these patients
changed significantly. Over time, the patients brought more issues to
the encounter: reasons for encounter increased from 157.2 to 165.5
per 100 encounters. The number of problems managed also increased
from 166.5 to 176.9 per 100 encounters, but the proportion classed as
chronic did not change (50.6% in 2001-2002 and 49.4% in 2008—2009).
As the number of problems managed at encounters with older
patients increased significantly between 2001-2002 and 2008-2009,
we compared general practice management in terms of the rate per 100
problems managed. Medications were reported less often in 2008—2009
(72.3 per 100 problems) than in 2001-2002 (77.7 per 100): prescribed
medications decreased from 71.0 per 100 problems in 2001-2002 to 63.3
in 2008—2009, but advised over-the-counter medications and general
practitioner supplied medications both increased over the period (2.4
t0 2.8 and 4.4 t0 6.2 per 100 problems respectively). Clinical treatment
rates did not change between 2001-2002 and 2008—2009, but procedural
treatments increased from 9.9 to 11.6 per 100 problems. There were
also significant increases in referral rates (6.4 to 8.0 per 100 problems),
particularly to allied health services (1.3 to 2.0 problems) and medical
specialists (4.5 to 5.4 per 100 problems). Pathology ordering increased
from 18.9 to 26.5 test/batteries per 100 problems, mostly due to a large
increase in orders for chemistry pathology (11.3 to 17.5). Rates of imaging
ordered increased from 4.5 to 5.2 per 100 problems managed (Figure 7).
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Figure 1. Problem management at encounters with patients
aged 65 years and over

Between 2001-2002 and 20082009 increased use of procedural
treatments, referrals, pathology and imaging for older patients has
implications for costs and service availability as population aging
continues.

Authors
Lisa Valenti and Helena Britt, Australian GP Statistics & Classification
Centre, University of Sydney, New South Wales.

Conflict of interest: none declared.

Acknowledgments

The authors thank the GP participants in the BEACH program and all
members of the BEACH team. Financial contributors to BEACH in 2001—
2002 and 2008-2009: Australian Government Department of Health and
Ageing; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare; National Prescribing
Service; AstraZeneca Pty Ltd (Australia); Janssen-Cilag Pty Ltd; Roche
Products Pty Ltd; Merck, Sharp and Dohme (Australia) Pty Ltd; Pfizer
Australia; Abbott Australasia; Sanofi-Aventis Australia Pty Ltd; Wyeth
Australia Pty Ltd.

References

1. Australian Bureau of Statistics 2008. Australian historical population statis-
tics, 2008. Cat. n0.3105.0.65.001. Canberra: ABS. Available at www.abs.gov.
au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3105.0.65.0012008?0penDocument
[Accessed 20 August 2010].

2. Australian Bureau of Statistics 2010. Australian demographic statistics,
Dec 2009. Cat. no. 3101.0. Canberra: ABS. Available at www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3101.0Dec%202009?0penDocument
[Accessed 22 August 2010].

correspondence afp@racgp.org.au

Reprinted from AUSTRALIAN FAMILY PHYSICIAN VOL. 39, NO. 10, OCTOBER 2010 717



