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Dear Colleagues,
The challenges facing health 
professionals in medical practice today 
are complex and rapidly evolving. 

These pressures come from multiple sources, 
from government funding restrictions and 
the introduction of centralised electronic 
records to keeping up with the healthcare 
demands of an ageing population.

There are opportunities, too, as practices realise 
the potential benefits of new technology to 
improve patient outcomes, reduce administration 
and support thriving healthcare businesses. 

For more than two decades, MedicalDirector has 
been at the forefront of helping clinicians, practice 
managers and other health professionals do their 
jobs more easily and efficiently through a suite of 
software programs and population health tools that 
process over 60 million patient consultations a year.

We are constantly developing new ways to 
improve our clinical and practice management 
products. Our commitment to innovation relies on 
understanding the challenges facing the healthcare 
industry and those who work in it. Through 
our GP Research Network, MedicalDirector has 
over 46 million consultations providing a unique 

longitudinal data analysis on de-identified patients, 
the assistance they received and the results. 

This report is one of the ways we are listening 
and sharing information about the issues 
that matter most to you and your practice. 

Since last year’s report, Practice pressures and 
e-health realities, there have been exciting advances 
in technology for medical practice, including the 
development of MedicalDirector Helix, our cloud-
hosted software, tailored to the needs of Australian 
healthcare providers. This now enables easier 
integration with Partners to engage with clinicians.

This report examines attitudes towards cloud-
based IT systems, technology trends with the 
potential to transform patient care and, more 
broadly, the obstacles and opportunities 
facing health professionals in Australia in 
2016. It also provides a snapshot of how 
views have changed since the last report.

I would like to thank the many doctors, nurses, 
allied health professionals and practice 
managers who took the time to complete 
this survey. I believe this research paper 
provides meaningful insights into how health 
providers are tackling the big issues facing our 
industry now and preparing for the future. 

Dr Andrew Magennis
Chief Medical Officer

MedicalDirector (July, 2016)
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Australia’s health system faces 
challenges on many different fronts. 

Like many countries around the world, an 
ageing population presents healthcare problems 
as people live longer, often with multiple 
medical conditions and complex care needs. 

Government policies aimed at reining in 
spiralling health costs are placing a heavy 
burden on health professionals trying to 
run viable businesses. Meanwhile, the split 
between federal and state government funding 
responsibilities complicates patient care. The 
system is even harder to navigate because of 
the mix of public and private service delivery1. 

Today’s general practitioners play a central role 
in the delivery of healthcare, co-ordinating 
care between patients, specialists, hospitals, 
allied health professionals and government.

In May and June 2016, MedicalDirector 
surveyed over 400 health professionals about 
the opportunities and obstacles in medical 
practice in Australia for this report. This is 
the third in a series of reports published 
by MedicalDirector, with the two reports in 
2015 covering pressures in the healthcare 
system and managing chronic disease care. 

Topics in the most recent survey included 
reactions to the federal government’s six-year 
Medicare rebate freeze and the My Health 
Record program, the arrival of cloud-hosted 
healthcare products, electronic communication 
of patient records and telemedicine.

Despite acknowledged pressures in the 
health system, 24 per cent of respondents 
were extremely confident about the future 
of their practice, 45 per cent were somewhat 
confident, 14 per cent had some concern and 
the remaining 17 per cent were unsure. CONTENTS
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Asked to identify the biggest current 
challenge for their practice, one issue stood 
out above all the others: remaining viable 
despite the Medicare rebate freeze. 

One-third of respondents said remaining 
viable despite the MBS freeze – which has 
been extended to 2020 – was the biggest 
challenge for their practice at the moment.

Though the question was framed differently 
in last year’s survey, the sentiment was similar. 
Asked what was keeping them awake at night, 
the strongest response (48 per cent) related 
to concerns government changes could have 
a negative impact on patient outcomes. 

This year, survey participants were asked what 
steps they had taken, or planned to take, in 
reaction to the rebate freeze. Nearly one-
third (31 per cent) said they have increased 
consultation fees and gap payments for some 
services. Cutting costs and increasing bookings 
had been undertaken by 15 per cent, while one 
quarter (26 per cent) said they had not yet taken 
any steps to combat the effects of the policy.

For the second and third most pressing 
challenges this year, the results were evenly split 
between managing patients with complicated 
and/or chronic illnesses and the federal 
government’s centralised record-keeping 
incentives, outlined in the next chapter.

YEARS WORKING AS A 
HEALTH PROFESSIONAL  

ARE PRACTICES CONFIDENT 
ABOUT THEIR FUTURE?

THE REBATE FREEZE:  
HIGHER FEES,  
MORE PATIENTS

“We have had to cut costs and work 
harder to keep the practice viable and 
will be looking at possibly including a gap 
payment for our patients in the future.”
REGIONAL PRACTICE MANAGER, 30+ YEARS EXPERIENCE
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MedicalDirector Insights is a new population 
health analysis tool to help practices identify, 
manage and report on patient cohorts using up 
to 250 clinical indicators. Seamlessly integrated 
with MedicalDirector Clinical, it helps clinicians 
provide proactive patient care, assisting with 
the management of patients with chronic 
diseases and formulating graphs, charts and 
reports to analyse population health.  

Further down the list, 15 per cent of those 
surveyed said keeping up with new technology 
was their biggest challenge, while dealing with 

no-shows and keeping in touch with patients was 
the top priority for six per cent of respondents.

Medical professionals working in rural, remote 
and regional areas were more likely than 
their capital city counterparts to nominate 
managing patients with complicated or chronic 
illnesses as a big issue for their practices. 

Other issues nominated included recruiting 
young GPs to replace imminent retirements, 
keeping up with clinical issues and meeting 
expectations for accreditation.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE 
FOR PRACTICES AT 
THE MOMENT?

STEPS PRACTICE HAS TAKEN 
IN REACTION TO THE MBS/
MEDICARE REBATE FREEZE?

“We have had to utilise technology to improve 
efficiency and reduce costs within the practice 
[and] automate as much as possible, where 
possible, to increase the patient relationship.”
REGIONAL ALLIED HEALTH PROFESSIONAL, 11-20 YEARS EXPERIENCE
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The concept of a national electronic health 
record system has its merits but the federal 
government’s opt-in My Health Record scheme 
was widely viewed as ‘not fit for purpose’ 
and therefore failed to gain traction.

Introduced by the federal Labor government 
in 2012, it cost more than $1 billion but four 
years later, only one in 10 – or about 2.5 million 
Australians – had an e-health record.

The Coalition government is trying to increase 
use of the service trialling an opt-out My 
Health Record that allows patients to control 
who can access their information2 and 
introducing more targeted incentives.

A new government eHealth Practice Incentive 
Program (PIP) offers practices an incentive 
payment worth $50,000 a year to upload a 
shared health summary for at least 0.5 per 
cent of the practice’s patients per quarter3. 

MedicalDirector’s new ePIP Shared Health 
Summary Calculator widget will enable practices 
to track compliance with the quarterly eHealth PIP 
quotas. Over 2,000 MedicalDirector customers 
have harnessed this technology with a staggered 
release underway to the full customer base. 
With one click, users will be able to see how 
many health summaries they need to upload 
to be eligible for the incentive payment. 

The move to centralised electronic health records 
has put pressure on medical practices, with 
about one-third of respondents saying they 
would need to spend more time training staff 
to understand My Health Record and the PIP.

Some (17 per cent) viewed the shift as a 
matter of short-term pain for long-term gain, 
while others (12 per cent) had concerns about 
patients modifying their own records – and the 
consequences this could have for liability.

Other concerns related to data security 
issues included the paucity of information 
on the record and resentment at feeling 

“blackmailed” into participating. 

One in five (19 per cent) medical professionals 
surveyed said they didn’t see the point of the 
system, while there were concerns that the record 
was not user-friendly and was too hard to set up.

Despite lingering resentment and concerns 
about implementation, one-third of respondents 
said they planned to start using My Health 
Record in the next three months. 

From these results, it would appear we have 
reached a tipping point for the adoption 
of this technology in Australia, though 
the extent of the potential benefits would 
seem a long way from being realised.

AFTER FALSE  
START, MY HEALTH  
RECORD ARRIVES

“It is a nice idea, but poorly executed. I cannot 
morally recommend it to patients until 
significant data integrity and data security 
issues and streamlining are addressed..”
RURAL OR REMOTE GP, 21-30 YEARS EXPERIENCE
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Cloud computing has hit the mainstream in many 
industries, but sensitivities around the security of 
medical records means it has taken longer for the 
medical profession to embrace this tech trend4. 

Now however, the situation is rapidly evolving, and 
this year’s survey revealed industry openness to 
using cloud-hosted technology for medical records. 

It is positive to see that the industry is willing 
to embrace such a change, which ultimately will 
have flow on benefits for not only practices, but 
also patients. According to our survey results, 
one in five people state they have no concerns 
about healthcare technology hosted in the 
cloud and over 83 per cent of practices said they 
could see the benefits of using technology to 
access or send patient records electronically.

MedicalDirector Helix, for example, is a new cloud-
hosted software platform designed specifically 
for the Australian health industry. It integrates all 
aspects of a patient’s interaction with the practice, 
from booking to consultation and payment. 

Currently in testing and scheduled to go live later 
this year, MedicalDirector Helix will allow a clinician 
to update patient records through a web browser on 
their desktop computer in their surgery or mobile 
device anywhere with an internet connection. 

For those who are yet to see the benefits and 
have concerns 23 per cent were concerned about 
compromises to patient safety or privacy, and 18 
per cent feel there are too many liability issues. 

Conscious of these concerns, security of 
patient data has been the highest priority in 
the development of MedicalDirector’s software. 
MedicalDirector has used world-class bank-grade 
security and advanced levels of threat management 
to ensure data is protected and encrypted at all 
times. Practice data, for example, is never merged 
in a single database, and the servers are all located 
in Australia, as required by government regulations.

Interestingly, less experienced practitioners 
wanted more reassurance around the potential 
for patient safety or privacy to be compromised. 
This was the most pressing concern for about 40 
per cent of respondents who had been working 
for five years or less. Among veterans with 30 or 
more years of experience, only 18 per cent said 
this was the biggest issue. Older respondents were 
more worried about potential liability issues.

Another 26 per cent stated they do not know 
enough about, or do not understand the cloud, 
suggesting that although practitioners are willing 
to use the cloud, education within practices will 
be required to help prepare for the change.

PRACTICES  
WELCOME  

THE CLOUD 

“The business owners are quite concerned about cloud 
environments. I prefer a cloud environment, as it 
makes remote consulting, logging in for practitioners 
and myself, far smoother and less troublesome 
than a terminal server style of arrangement. I also 
enjoy the fact that all updates are performed by 
the host environment rather than in rooms.”
CAPITAL CITY PRACTICE MANAGER, 6-10 YEARS EXPERIENCE
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As postage costs rise and delivery times slow5, it 
is unsurprising that clinicians are rapidly moving 
away from snail mail as their preferred method 
of communicating with other practitioners.

Since last year, there has been a surge in support 
for sending patient records electronically. Nearly 
half (45 per cent) of respondents in 2016 thought 
sending patient records through a secure electronic 
system would streamline their work and reduce 
administration time, up from 30 per cent last year. 

In both surveys, there was very strong support for 
the notion that shared electronic records could 
accelerate referrals and potentially improve patient 
care, while privacy concerns were lower in 2016 
compared with the previous year. Last year, 17 
per cent of people surveyed thought the benefits 
of sharing patient records electronically didn’t 
outweigh the risk to patients’ privacy. This year, 
only 11 per cent of respondents held that fear. 

The proportion of practitioners using fax or post to 
share patient records in 2016 was half that of the 
previous year, according to the survey: 21 per cent 
versus 42 per cent. Practice management software 
is becoming more popular as the preferred method 
of communicating, while standard email is slightly 
less common for communicating results. This 
reveals a greater awareness of the security issues 
around communicating confidential information.

Telemedicine, in broad terms- the use of 
telecommunication and IT technologies to provide 
medical care remotely – had qualified support 
among those surveyed. Half the respondents 
thought the technology had its place but 
shouldn’t replace a physical consultation in 
many cases. A further 20 per cent thought it was 
fantastic for seeing patients in remote areas.

Aduro enables practices to send information 
electronically to avoid double keying and reduces 

THE END OF  
AN ERA FOR  
SNAIL MAIL

HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT 
SENDING PATIENT RECORDS 
ELECTRONICALLY?

“SMS recalls are working really well for 
us as they reduce admin time by not 
having to send recall letters. They are 
great for our tech-savvy population. 
They are clear and concise.”
CAPITAL CITY NURSE, LESS THAN FIVE YEARS EXPERIENCE
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SYSTEM WOULD 
STREAMLINE MY 
WORK AND REDUCE 
ADMINISTRATION TIME

 I THINK SENDING RECORDS 
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TO ACCELERATE THE 
REFERRAL PROCESS FOR 
PATIENTS AND POSSIBLY 
IMPROVE PATIENT CARE

 I THINK THE BENEFITS OF 
SENDING PATIENT RECORDS 
ELECTRONICALLY DON’T 
OUTWEIGH THE RISKS 
TO PATIENTS’ PRIVACY

 OTHER 

PREFERRED METHOD OF 
COMMUNICATION WITH 
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From spectacles to stethoscopes, technology 
has been shaping medicine for centuries.

In 2016, medical professionals are confronted with 
a remarkable array of technology trends, some of 
which are many years from widespread application. 
Others are much closer to being ready for use.

The survey presented participants with 
five current tech trends and asked them to 
nominate which one they thought had the 
most potential to improve patient outcomes.

The most popular (at 30 per cent) was online 
appointment booking services for patients, check-in 
kiosks and other practice innovations. This is slightly 
higher than last year’s figure of 26 per cent for this 
combination of measures. MedicalDirector is seeing 
strong interest in online appointments with volumes 
doubling every seven months. Over 30 per cent of 
bookings are being made online at some practices. 

Telemedicine or teleconsultations via phone or 
video link also rated highly, selected by one in four 
respondents. This is up from one in five in last 
year’s survey. Examples include remote patient 
monitoring devices for blood pressure, blood 
sugar readings, weight, vital signs and heart rate6. 

There is even an ear probe that can be attached to a 
mobile phone camera, allowing doctors to remotely 
diagnose whether a child has a middle-ear infection7. 

Personally controlled e-health records such 
as the government’s My Health Record 

appealed to 18 per cent of respondents – a 
similar figure to the previous year’s results.

More respondents picked wearable health 
and fitness tracking technology such as Fitbits 
this year – 14 per cent in 2016, compared 
with 10 per cent the previous year. 

Health-related phone or tablet apps, for 
example for medication management, were 
chosen by 13 per cent of participants, about 
half the rate of the previous year’s survey.

A separate question asked: “What excites you 
about emerging technology in the healthcare 
sector”. Four in 10 participants in the survey said 
they were looking forward to patient records being 
available across healthcare sectors, from general 
practice to specialist, hospital and aged care. 

Almost one-third (29 per cent) expressed 
enthusiasm for shifting towards a more 
efficient and “paperless” practice.

If this optimism about emerging trends is to be 
translated into satisfaction with the end results, the 
technological solutions presented must be agile, 
safe and user-friendly. MedicalDirector’s products 
have been designed with this goal in mind.

Technology has the potential to revolutionise 
healthcare delivery. This survey aimed to 
uncover obstacles standing in the way of 
quality care in Australian medical practices 
and highlight opportunities for the future.

HARNESSING NEW  
TECHNOLOGY TO  

HELP PATIENTS

“MedicalDirector has been a godsend for 
my practice as it is the best way to keep 
records of prescriptions, investigations, 
and communication about my patients.”
CAPITAL CITY SPECIALIST, 11-20 YEARS EXPERIENCE

the risk of information being lost. It speeds up 
the way in which forms commonly used to send 
information to other parties are completed. 

Using Aduro, as many as 1,000 fields of information 
held within a patient’s record can be automatically 
inserted into an online form and sent immediately 
to the intended recipient. Other documents such 
as pathology reports and discharge summaries can 
instantly be appended to an outgoing form as well.  

A good example is the New South Wales Transport 
- Roads and Maritime Services “Fitness to Drive” 
Assessment form.  What was once a complex and 
time-consuming interaction for doctors is becoming 
simple, streamlined and highly automated.  

Doctors spend far too much of their valuable 
time filling in forms and re-entering the same 
information time and again. Aduro begins to 
address the productivity issues that enable 
doctors to use their time more efficiently.
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Medical professionals who took part in the survey 
on which this research paper is based outlined a 
range of frustrations with the current healthcare 
system, notably government funding pressures 
and increasing administration requirements. 

These pressures make it harder for clinicians to 
focus on the core task of looking after their patients.

Despite the many challenges facing the industry, 
there was a general optimism about the potential 
for technology to improve the quality of life for 
patients – and people who work in the sector.  
MedicalDirector is committed to harnessing 
technology to provide products and services 
designed to help improve healthcare in Australia.
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LOCUM GP, SOUTH-WEST SYDNEY, NSW

When Dr B started out in medicine 50 years ago, all his patient 
records were stored on cards. Since that time, technology has 
changed this aspect of general practice dramatically – for the better. 

“It’s a much better system now. I’m totally paperless. I wouldn’t 
work for anyone who doesn’t use computers. I can’t do without it.” 
Now working as a locum GP in one of Sydney’s fastest-
growing regions, he plans to retire in the next year or two. He 
is optimistic about the potential benefits of communicating 
patient results electronically, though the practice where he 
does the bulk of his work currently uses fax or post. 

“I think sending or receiving patient records through 
a secure electronic system would streamline my 
work and reduce administration time.”

TECHNOLOGY TRENDS WITH MOST POTENTIAL 
TO IMPROVE PATIENT OUTCOMES
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MedicalDirector
ABN: 76 068 458 515

Tel: +61 2 9906 6633  
Level 5, 72 Christie Street, 
St. Leonards NSW 2065 Australia
medicaldirector.com 

About MedicalDirector
MedicalDirector is Australia’s leading medical software 
and information provider that processes over 60 million 
patient consultations every year through its large and 
growing user base of doctors and medical professionals.

MedicalDirector’s software powers Australia’s healthcare 
industry and provides electronic health records, patient 
management, billing, scheduling, care coordination 
and population health management services to GP, 
specialists and hospitals across Australia.

MedicalDirector also offers quality, reliable data on general 
practice through its General Practice Research Network 
(GPRN). This longitudinal database includes more than 
46 million GP-patient encounters from over four million 
patients, providing extensive information leading to a better 
understanding of patients, interventions and results.

In 2016, MedicalDirector announced its next generation 
online platform, MedicalDirector Helix, clinical and practice 
management software which has been designed from the 
ground-up to provide world class usability and agility. 

For more information visit medicaldirector.com


