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Introduction
General practice is at the forefront of healthcare in Australia and in a pivotal position to deliver
preventive healthcare. More than 137 million general practice consultations take place annually in
Australia and 85% of the Australian population consult a general practitioner (GP) at least once a year.1

Preventive healthcare is an important activity in general practice. It includes the prevention of illness,
the early detection of specific disease, and the promotion and maintenance of health. The partnership
between GP and patient can help people reach their goals of maintaining or improving health.
Preventive care is also critical in addressing the health disparities faced by disadvantaged and
vulnerable population groups.

Prevention of illness is the key to Australia’s future health – both individually and collectively. About 32%
of Australia’s total burden of disease can be attributed to modifiable risk factors (Figure I.1 and Table
I.1).2

A healthy lifestyle is vital for preventing disease, including prevention of cancer. Cancer Australia4

summarises the recommendations for adults to reduce their risk of cancer and stay healthy as the
following:

• Do not smoke
• Maintain a healthy weight
• Be active
• Eat a balanced and nutritious diet
• Limit alcohol consumption
• Be sun smart

Figure I.1

Leading risk factors contributing to the burden of disease3

Introduction

2



• Protect against infection

The evidence of associations between behavioural and biomedical risk factors and chronic diseases is
summarised in Table I.1.
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Table I.1

Table I.1. Strong evidence of direct associations between selected chronic diseases and
behavioural and biomedical risk factors5
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The Red Book

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) has published the Guidelines for
preventive activities in general practice (Red Book) since 1989 to support evidence-based preventive
activities in primary care. The Red Book is now widely accepted as the main guide to the provision of
preventive care in Australian general practice.

Purpose

The Red Book is designed to provide the general practice team with guidance on opportunistic and
proactive preventive care. It provides a comprehensive and concise set of recommendations for
patients in general practice with additional information about tailoring advice depending on risk and
need. The Red Book provides the evidence and reasons for the efficient and effective use of healthcare
resources in general practice.

The Red Book’s companion publication, National guide to a preventive health assessment for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, 2nd edn, is intended for all health professionals delivering primary
healthcare to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Scope

The Red Book covers primary (preventing the initial occurrence of a disorder) and secondary (preventive
early detection and intervention) activities. These guidelines focus on preventive activities applicable to
substantial portions of the general practice population rather than specific subgroups. This means, in
general, recommendations apply to asymptomatic (low-risk) people. However, there is an emphasis on
equity, with recommendations aimed at major disadvantaged groups at higher risk of disease and those
who are less likely to receive preventive care.

These guidelines do not include:

• detailed information on the management of risk factors or disease (eg what medications to
use when treating hypertension)

• information about the prevention of infectious diseases. This information has been limited
largely to immunisation and some sexually transmissible infections (STIs).

There is limited advice about travel medicine. This information can be obtained from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel) or World Health Organization (WHO)
International Travel and Health (http://www.who.int/ith/en/)

The Australian experience

The role of general practice in prevention has been recognised by the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG)6 and in the Australian Government’s National Preventative Health Strategy and
National Primary Health Care Strategic Framework.2,7
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Deaths and hospitalisations from preventable illness have continued to decline in Australia. However,
the leading causes of death and disability in Australia are preventable or able to be delayed by early
treatment and intervention (Figure I.2).8

Potentially avoidable deaths are divided into potentially preventable deaths (cases amenable to screening and primary prevention) and

treatable deaths (cases from potentially treatable conditions amenable to therapeutic interventions). There were 32,919 potentially

avoidable deaths in Australia in 2010; 62% were classified as potentially preventable and 38% as potentially treatable.8 Preventable death

rates fell from 142 to 91 deaths per 100,000 between 1997 and 2010 (36%), and treatable death rates fell by 41% (from 97 to 57 deaths per

100,000)*Deaths among people <75 years of age that are potentially avoidable within the present healthcare system

Reproduced with permission from Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Australia’s health 2014. Canberra: AIHW, 2014.

An Australian review10 concluded that lifestyle interventions could have a large impact on population
health. The absolute cardiovascular disease (CVD) risk approach and screening for diabetes and
chronic kidney disease (CKD) were also given high priority for action.

Despite this evidence and wide acceptance of its importance, preventive interventions in general
practice remain underused, being the primary reason for the consultation in only of every 100 clinical
encounters.11 This is small when it is considered that preventable chronic diseases, along with
biomedical risk factors, account for approximately one-fifth of all problems currently managed in
Australian general practice.12

Each preventive activity uses up some of the available time that GPs have to spend with their patients. It
may also involve direct or indirect costs to the patient. Much more needs to be done to support and
improve proper evidence-based preventive strategies, and to minimise practices that are not beneficial
or have been proven to be harmful.

The RACGP has been championing this cause since its foundation, and encourages all general
practices, GPs and their teams to prioritise evidence-based preventive health activities.

Figure I.2

Age-standardised death rates for potentially avoidable deaths, 1997–2010*9
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Benefits and harms of preventive health activities

‘Prevention is better than cure’ makes intuitive sense. Yet there is evidence that some preventive
activities are not effective, some are actually harmful. It has been said ‘all screening programs do some
harm; some do good as well’.13 Screening of asymptomatic patients may lead to overdiagnosis, causing
needless anxiety, appointments, tests, drugs and even operations, and may leave the patient less
healthy as a consequence. Therefore, it is crucial that evidence clearly demonstrates that benefits
outweigh those harms for each preventive activity.

Determining whether a preventive activity is beneficial, harmful or of indeterminate effect (ie there is not
enough evidence on which to base a decision) requires a consistent, unbiased, evidence-based
approach.

Cancer screening, in particular, can polarise different sectors of the health profession and broader
community. The objective interpretation of evidence, balancing harms and benefits, and considering
overdiagnosis and overtreatment is a goal of the Red Book.

In the Red Book, the RACGP provides information to assist GPs in caring for their patients, including in
areas where the evidence is uncertain or contentious. Screening activities are only recommended where
evidence demonstrates that benefits outweigh harms. Chapter 15 provides some guidance on common
tests where this is not the case or where the evidence is either unclear or not available.

Prevention in the practice population

The risk of illness and disease is associated with a range of factors that operate on the individual
across the lifecycle. For example, poor nutrition and lack of antenatal care during pregnancy are
associated with later risk of chronic diseases in the child. Risk behaviours in childhood may become
entrenched, leading to progressive physiological changes that can cause chronic diseases in later life.
All these factors are in turn influenced by the social determinants of health, which operate at the local
community and broader societal levels; these are poverty, housing, education and economic
development (Figure I.3). Thus, it is highly desirable for general practice to think beyond the preventive
healthcare needs of the individual patient, towards a practice population approach to primary
prevention.
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Note: Bold highlights selected social determinants of health Reproduced with permission from Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.

Australia’s health 2014. Canberra: AIHW, 2014.

General practice has a practical role to play in addressing these determinants and helping to break the
cycle that may exist linking social and economic factors to illness and injury. This requires a systematic
approach across the whole practice population, not just for those who seek out or are most receptive to
preventive care. This may include auditing medical records to identify those who are missing out, using
special strategies to support patients with low literacy, and being proactive in following up patients who
are most at risk. It will usually require teamwork within the practice as well as links with other services.

General practice also has a broader role in facilitating health improvement for vulnerable and
disadvantaged groups in the local community, in association with other services and providers. In some
cases, this may involve advocacy for their needs. Information on local vulnerable and disadvantaged
groups and their access to healthcare can be obtained from local Primary Health Networks (PHNs) or
state and territory health networks. Measures to improve access to preventive healthcare by Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples are especially important given their higher burden of disease and the
barriers that exist to preventive healthcare. More information is available in the National guide to
preventive health assessment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 2nd edn.

Figure I.3

The determinants of health and illness9
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Screening versus case finding

Many clinicians confuse screening and case-finding tests. Screening is defined as ‘the examination of
asymptomatic people in order to classify them as likely or unlikely to have a disease’.14 The primary
purpose of screening tests is to detect early disease in apparently healthy individuals.

Case finding is the examination of an individual or group suspected of having, or at risk of, the
condition. Case finding is a targeted approach to identifying conditions in select patients who may
already have symptoms.15

A diagnostic test is any kind of medical test performed to establish the presence (or absence) of
disease as a basis for treatment decisions in symptomatic or screen-positive individuals (confirmatory
test). Examples include taking a mid-stream urine (MSU) sample for evaluation of a urinary tract
infection and performing a mammogram for a suspicious breast lump.

Screening and case finding carry different ethical obligations. If a clinician initiates screening in
asymptomatic individuals, there needs to be conclusive evidence that the procedure can positively
affect the natural history of the disorder. Moreover, the risks of screening must be carefully considered
as the patient has not asked the health professional for assistance.

This situation is somewhat different from case finding, where the patient has presented with a
particular problem or has asked for some level of assistance. In this situation, there is no guarantee of
benefit of the tests undertaken. It could be argued that there is at least some implied exposure to risk
(eg performing colonoscopy to investigate abdominal pain).

Opportunistic versus systematic prevention

Most preventive activities are undertaken in Australia opportunistically – that is when patients present
for other reasons, and the preventive activity is an add-on.16 This approach is supported by evidence,
which shows that visits just for ‘a general check-up’ are not effective or necessary.17

However, systematic approaches to register and recall patients for some specific targeted conditions
are worthwhile – including childhood immunisations; and screening for cervical, breast and colorectal
cancers (CRC), and diabetes. Proactive recall of patients for screening is warranted for high-risk groups,
those who may have difficulty accessing services and for conditions where population coverage has
been identified by the government as a public health priority.15

Screening principles

The World Health Organization (WHO) has produced guidelines18,19 for the effectiveness of screening
programs. These and the National Health Service’s (NHS) guidelines20 in the UK have been kept in mind
in the development of recommendations about screening in the Red Book.
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Condition

• It should be an important health problem.
• It should have a recognisable latent or early symptomatic stage.
• The natural history of the condition, including development from latent to declared disease,

should be adequately understood.

Test

• It should be simple, safe, precise and validated.
• It should be acceptable to the target population.
• The distribution of test values in the target population should be known and a suitable cut-off

level defined and agreed.

Treatment

• There should be an effective treatment for patients identified, with evidence that early
treatment leads to better outcomes.

• There should be an agreed policy on who should be treated and how they should be treated.

Outcome

• There should be evidence of improved mortality, morbidity or quality of life as a result of
screening, and the benefits of screening should outweigh the harm.

• The cost of case finding (including diagnosis and treatment of patients who are diagnosed)
should be economically balanced in relation to possible expenditure on medical care as a
whole.

Consumers

• Consumers should be informed of the evidence so they can make an informed choice about
participation.

In Australia, there is an increasing number of Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) items for health
assessments in particular population groups: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and adults,
refugees, people with an intellectual disability, those aged 45–49 years (with a risk factor), and those
aged ≥75 years. There is evidence that these assessments improve the likelihood of preventive care
being received.21 However, it is important that such ‘health checks’ involve preventive interventions
where there is clear evidence of their effectiveness.
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Patient education and literacy

Impact of patient education

Patient education and counselling contribute to behaviour change for the primary prevention of
disease.21 More broadly, they may also help to create greater ‘health literacy’ – the knowledge and skills
patients require to maintain their own health, including use of health services. The use of behavioural
techniques, especially for self-monitoring, is recommended, as is the use of personal communication
and written or other audiovisual materials.22

Patients view the general practitioner (GP) as a key first contact and credible source of preventive
advice. Factors that increase the effectiveness of patient education delivered by GPs include:

• assessing the patient’s health literacy23

• the patient’s sense of trust in their GP24

• face-to-face delivery25

• patient involvement in decision making26–28

• highlighting the benefits and costs29,30

• strategies to help the patient remember what they have been told31

• tailoring the information to the patient’s interest in change32

• strategies that address the difficulty in adherence28,33

• the use of decision aids.34

Many preventive activities involve a change in health-related behaviour. In general practice, it may take
at least six to eight sessions to discuss and see changes to diet, physical activity or weight loss. This
will often require referral, which should be followed up by the general practice. As the patient plays a
large role in making this happen, it is useful to facilitate more active inclusion of patients in their care.
This process is an essential component of self-management support strategies35,36 and has the
potential to increase the patient’s responsibility for their health. In addition, it:

• enhances the quality of communication37,38

• enhances the doctor-patient consultation26

• can reduce the cost of aspects of care through better informed patients27

• increases the demand and use of appropriate referral to other health professionals and
agencies38

• increases adherence to recommended preventive activities and therapeutic regimens.38,39

For those whose first language is not English, a professional interpreter should be considered.
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Approaches to patient education

Patients need to develop their own understanding of the problem and what can be done about it. For
simple behavioural changes, such as having a cervical cancer screening test, patients weigh up the
perceived benefits and costs.40 These benefits and costs may include answers to the following
questions:

• How big is the problem to the individual?
• What are the consequences of not doing the test?
• What are the benefits?
• What are the barriers?

Some health education may require more complex actions over a period of time, such as changing diet,
stopping smoking or increasing physical activity.

There are a number of theoretical approaches to understanding and supporting behaviour change
including the:

• Theory of planned behaviour41

• Health belief model42

• capability, opportunity and motivation (COM-B) system, which has been proposed by Michie et
al as a way of representing the necessary conditions for behaviour change to occur43

• ‘stages of change model’,44 which proposes five stages of change, which are viewed as a
cyclical, ongoing process during which the person has differing levels of motivation or
readiness to change, and the ability to relapse or repeat a stage. Although there is a lack of
evidence for greater effectiveness of stage-based approaches,45 this model provides a useful
framework for clinicians to identify patients’ interest in behaviour change in the consultation
and to provide tailored support in a way that is time efficient and likely to be well received.46

Support from the GP and/or practice nurse may involve motivational interviewing. This is an evidence-
based counselling technique based on a therapeutic partnership that acknowledges and explores the
patient’s ambivalence about a behaviour in a way that allows them to clarify what goals are important to
them and to organise their reasons in a way that supports actions.

Motivational interviewing is a counselling philosophy that values patient autonomy and mutual respect,
and the use of open-ended questions, affirmations, reflection and summarising.47

Further information about motivational interviewing and its application in general practice can be found
in The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ (RACGP) Smoking, nutrition, alcohol and
physical activity (SNAP): A population health guide to behavioural risk factors in general practice (http
s://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelin
es/snap) and Putting prevention into practice: Guidelines for the implementation of prevention in the
general practice setting (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guid
elines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/putting-prevention-into-practice-guidelines-for-the-implementation-of-pr
evention-in-the-general-pra) (Green Book).
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Health inequity

It is well recognised that socioeconomic disadvantage has a profound impact on people’s health, and
GPs are often in a good position to confront this.48

However, poverty is not evenly spread across Australia, and it is likely that GPs who see some patients
with socioeconomic disadvantage will see many. Similarly, GPs are not evenly spread with respect to
poverty. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) have shown that, in 2006, 11% of GPs worked in the
most disadvantaged areas, while 24% worked in the least disadvantaged.49

Healthcare in communities that are socioeconomically deprived is often complex. As well as having
more chronic health conditions, and more health behaviours leading to increased risk, there may be a
lack of local support and infrastructure to improve the situation. General practices are often one of the
few resources patients have to call on. There are often significant personal and social barriers to
achieving change. As well as good communication skills, GPs may need to help patients navigate
health, housing, welfare and legal systems. This often makes for more-frequent, longer, more-complex
consultations. However, the long-term relationships GPs develop with patients are significant enablers
for patients who are socioeconomically deprived to be able to make changes.

Health equity issues are more complex than just socioeconomic factors. There are specific issues for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, where an ongoing history of colonisation, dispossession
and racism interact with a lack of economic opportunity. The National guide to a preventive health
assessment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 2nd edn50 provides extensive detail on
specific preventive care issues facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and the health
equity material canvassed here should be read in conjunction with those guidelines. They provide much
more in-depth and important guidance on preventive healthcare strategies that are recommended for
practitioners working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities. In addition,
GPs should optimise their use of Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) Item 715 that supports health
checks in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and their use of Close the Gap provisions in
ensuring affordable access to medicines. GPs should also proactively address cost barriers to referral
to other services faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Supporting patient education and health literacy in
disadvantaged groups

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

• The complex needs and health problems of disadvantaged groups, and the interactions
between social, psychological, environmental and physical determinants of health mean that
special effort is required for patient education to be effective.

• Socioeconomic disadvantage and low health literacy are linked. Health literacy is a key factor
in how patient education leads to patient empowerment. It allows individuals to access,
understand and use information to negotiate the health system and support self-
management.51 Health literacy is important as low health literacy is associated with poorer
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health outcomes and lower utilisation of health services such as screening and preventive
care.

• Other groups that require particular focus in patient education include Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples and culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) groups.52

What can GPs do?

A range of strategies can be used by GPs to help patients with low health literacy and to promote
health-related behaviour changes.51,53 These include:

• specific communication techniques such as asking patients to ‘teach back’ what has been
taught to them and the ‘ask me 3 (https://npsf.site-ym.com/default.asp?page=askme3) ’ health
education program based on three patient-led questions54

• motivational interviewing and counselling techniques
• plain-language and culturally appropriate written materials (explicitly asking about reading

skills may be important)
• use of web-based or computer-based programs (explicitly asking about internet access, eg at

home or through a library may be important)
• helping patients navigate the healthcare system to improve access to care, for example, by

working in collaboration with other services such as community health centres and consumer
organisations to access community health and group education programs.

Effective patient education for CALD populations means ensuring that health services and messages
are accessible and relevant. GPs should:

• offer interpreter services during consultations. There is good evidence that interpreter services
improve care experience and clinical outcomes55

• use patient education materials in plain English or those that are culturally and linguistically
sensitive (eg have a range of patient material in relevant different languages in your practice)

• link individuals to specific community-based health programs.56,57

Cultural competence is important in providing appropriate patient education to all communities. This is
particularly important in working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.58 It is
important for GPs to better appreciate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ perspectives on
health, culture and history, and provide services within a culturally appropriate framework.59 This could
be facilitated through:

• reading about the history and impact of colonisation on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples and their health, nationally and locally60

• arranging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural awareness training (https://www.racg
p.org.au/the-racgp/faculties/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-health/education/post-fellow
ship/cultural-awareness-and-cultural-safety-training) for themselves and practice staff

• linking your practice and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients to local Aboriginal
community controlled health services61

• developing relationships with your local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community, and
resources, people and services that can provide you with assistance and cultural mentorship.
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Development of the Red Book
The Red Book, 9th edn, has been developed by a team of general practitioners (GPs) and experts to
ensure that the content is the most valuable and useful for GPs and their teams. The content broadly
conforms to the highest evidence-based standards according to the principles underlying the Appraisal
of Guidelines Research and Evaluation (AGREE) tool.62,63

The dimensions addressed are:

• scope and purpose
• clarity of presentation
• rigour of development
• stakeholder involvement
• applicability
• editorial independence.

The Red Book maintains developmental rigour, editorial independence, and relevance and applicability
to general practice.

Recommendations

The recommendations in the Red Book are based on current, evidence-based guidelines for preventive
activities. Focus has been on those most relevant to Australian general practice. Usually, this means
that the recommendations are based on Australian guidelines such as those endorsed by the National
Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC).

Where NHMRC guidelines are not available or recent, other sources have been used, such as guidelines
from the National Heart Foundation of Australia, Canadian or US preventive guidelines, or the results of
systematic reviews. References to support these recommendations are listed. However, particular
references may relate only to part of the recommendation (eg only relating to one of the high-risk
groups listed), and other references in the section may have been considered in formulating the overall
recommendation.

These recommendations are based on the best available information at the time of writing (May 2015
to May 2016). Any updated information will be posted on The Royal Australian College of General
Practitioners’ (RACGP) website. More information and guidelines can be found on the NHMRC website
(http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications) , the Australian Government clinical guidelines
portal (https://www.clinicalguidelines.gov.au/portal) and the Cochrane Collaboration website (http://ww
w.cochrane.org) .
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How to use the Red Book
The Red Book is designed to be used in a number of ways, all of which can be useful in day-to-day
general practice. The Red Book can be used as a:

• guide to establish who is most at risk and for whom screening or preventive care is most
appropriate

• refresher to check the latest recommendations
• reminder to check at a glance what preventive activities are to be performed in various age

groups and how often
• checklist of preventive activities used according to an individual patient’s health profile
• patient education tool, to demonstrate to patients the evidence that exists for preventive

activities
• study guide – a comprehensive list of references is provided in each chapter. This allows more

in-depth information on a particular topic.

Organisational detail

The information in the Red Book is organised into three levels. The first level is the lifecycle chart, which
highlights when preventive activities should be performed and the optimum frequency for each activity.
The lifecycle chart is organised by age and clinical topic. Simply check the column under a particular
age group to see what activities should be considered for the patient. The preventive activities that are
recommended for everyone within a particular age range, and for which there is sound research
evidence, are shaded in red. Activities to be performed only in patients with risk factors or where the
evidence is not as strong are shaded in light red or pink. A copy of this chart can be downloaded and
attached to the patient record as a systematic reminder for preventive activities. General practitioners
(GPs) can also use it as a wall chart or keep it handy on the desk. The second level is more detailed and
presents a summary of recommendations in addition to tables that identify what preventive care should
be provided for particular groups in the population. This edition of the Red Book adopts the existing
National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) levels of evidence and grades of
recommendations.64 Future editions will consider adopting the GRADE system
(www.gradeworkinggroup.org) for evaluating the quality of evidence for outcomes reported in
systematic reviews. Recommendations in the tables are graded according to the levels of evidence and
strength of recommendation. The levels of evidence are coded by the roman numerals I–IV while the
strength of recommendation is coded by the letters A–D. Practice Points are employed where no good
evidence is available. Refer to Table IV.1 for more information.
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Finally, there is a third level of information, which is on particular disadvantaged population groups that
may be at risk of not receiving preventive care and what should be done to increase their chance of
preventive care.
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What's new in the 9th edition?

Chapter Change

1. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/preventive-act
ivities-prior-to-pregnancy) Preventive activities
prior to pregnancy (https://www.racgp.org.au/
clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racg
p-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelin
es-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/preve
ntive-activities-prior-to-pregnancy)

Advice on nutrition, weight assessment and oral
health has been included in Table 1.1

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies

2. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/genetic-couns
elling-and-testing) Genetic counselling and
testing (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-reso
urces/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/
view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preven
tive-activities-in-general-pr/genetic-counsellin
g-and-testing)

Information on referral to clinical genetic services
has been added

Inclusion of the use of a simple family history
screening questionnaire to identify individuals in
general practice who may require a more detailed
assessment of their family history of cancer, heart
disease or diabetes (Appendix 2A. Family history
screening questionnaire)

Additional advice added regarding Down syndrome
– for all pregnant women – hereditary
haemochromatosis, haemoglobinopathies and
thalassaemias (Table 2.1)Non-invasive prenatal
test now included

3. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/children-and-y
oung-people) Preventive activities in children
and young people (https://www.racgp.org.au/c
linical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-
guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guideline
s-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/prevent
ive-activities-in-children-and-young-people)

Content has been edited and layout simplified to
enable faster appreciation of the recommendations
‘at a glance’

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies
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4. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/preventive-act
ivities-in-middle-age) Preventive activities in
middle age (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-
resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guideli
nes/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-pr
eventive-activities-in-general-pr/preventive-acti
vities-in-middle-age)

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies

5. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/preventive-act
ivities-in-older-age) Preventive activities in age
(https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/c
linical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-al
l-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-act
ivities-in-general-pr/preventive-activities-in-old
er-age)

Falls and physical activity are now in separate
sections

Physical activity recommendations relevant to the
Australian environment are included

6. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/communicabl
e-diseases) Communicable disease (https://w
ww.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-gui
delines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-gui
delines/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-g
eneral-pr/communicable-diseases)

Inclusion of new information on the consent
process before vaccination

New information on the prevalence of chlamydia,
gonorrhoea, syphilis and human immunodeficiency
virus (HIV) in Australia

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies
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7. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/prevention-of-
chronic-disease) Prevention of chronic disease
(https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/c
linical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-al
l-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-act
ivities-in-general-pr/prevention-of-chronic-dise
ase)

Additional information on identifying nutrition-
related complications in children and adolescents
(Table 7.3.1)

Change of title of Section 7.4 from ‘Problem
drinking’ to ‘Early detection of at-risk drinking’.
Additional advice and information on effective
interventions

Section 7.5. Physical activity includes assessment
advice and referral information for different age
groups, and those at increased risk

Consumption of red meat and processed meat
recommendations modified to align with World
Health Organization (WHO) recommendations

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies

8. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/prevention-of-
vascular-and-metabolic-disease) Prevention of
vascular and metabolic disease (https://www.r
acgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelin
es/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelin
es/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-gener
al-pr/prevention-of-vascular-and-metabolic-dis
ease)

Information added on assessing need for
anticoagulation (Table 8.5.2)

New information on atrial fibrillation

New advice about screening for diabetes based on
US Preventive Services Task Force (USPSTF)
guidelines

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies
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Chapter Change

9. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resource
s/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/early-detectio
n-of-cancers) Early detection of cancer (http
s://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinic
al-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-rac
gp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activiti
es-in-general-pr/early-detection-of-cancers)

Sections rearranged in order of incidence – that is,
most commonly reported in Australia (http://www.a
ihw.gov.au/cancer/cancer-in-australia-overview-20
12/ch2/#t3))

After reviewing information from recent large trials
of prostate cancer screening, population screening
for prostate cancer by prostate-specific antigen
(PSA) testing continues to not be recommended.
Therefore, GPs have no obligation to offer prostate
cancer screening to asymptomatic men. Reference
included to a decision aid to assist discussion of
possible benefits and harms of screening with PSA
in men who have individual concerns about
prostate cancer

Inclusion of information on the cervical cancer
screening program to commence in May 2017

New information about the risks and benefits of
screening mammogram; in particular, the risk of
over-diagnosis

Oral cancer section moved to Chapter 11. Oral
health

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’ highlighting the key issues
and strategies

10. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resourc
es/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/psychosocial)
Psychosocial (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinic
al-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guid
elines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-
preventive-activities-in-general-pr/psychosocia
l)

Additional information on adolescents and those at
average risk included for intimate partner violence
(Table 10.3.1)

Information on health inequity is presented under
‘What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?’
and ‘What can GPs do?’, highlighting the key issues
and strategies
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Chapter Change

11. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resourc
es/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/oral-health)
Oral health (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-r
esources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guideli
nes/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-pr
eventive-activities-in-general-pr/oral-health)

Title of chapter has changed from ‘Oral hygiene’ to
‘Oral health’ to include information on both oral
hygiene and cancer

14. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resourc
es/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/osteoporosis)
Osteoporosis (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinic
al-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guid
elines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-
preventive-activities-in-general-pr/osteoporosi
s)

Inclusion of an additional section on quantitative
ultrasound as an alternative imaging technique for
assessing fracture risk

15. (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resourc
es/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/vie
w-all-racgp-guidelines/red-book/screening-test
s-of-unproven-benefit) Screening tests of
unproven benefit (https://www.racgp.org.au/cli
nical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-g
uidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-
for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/screenin
g-tests-of-unproven-benefit)

Additional screening tests not recommended:

• Coronary computed tomography (CT)
angiography for coronary artery disease

• Cardiac calcium scoring for coronary heart
disease

• Thermography and single nucleotide
polymorphisms testing for breast cancer

• Optical colonoscopy and CT colonography
for colorectal cancer

• Heel ultrasound for osteoporosis
• Carotid artery ultrasound for

asymptomatic carotid artery stenosis
• Enquiry about sleep for obstructive sleep

apnoea
• Bimanual pelvic exam during a routine Pap

smear in asymptomatic women
• Genetic testing for

methylenetetrahydrofolate reductase
(MTHFR)

• Genetic testing for apolipoprotein E (ApoE)

‘Genetic profiling’ has been renamed ‘genomic
sequencing’

What's new in the 9th edition?
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Preventive activities prior to pregnancy

Age range chart

<2 2-3 4-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64

Every woman of reproductive age should be considered for preconception care (C). This consists of
interventions that aim to identify and modify biomedical, behavioural and social risks to a woman’s
health or pregnancy outcome through prevention and management.1 Preconception care should include
reproductive planning and the effective use of con12traception to prevent unplanned pregnancy (A),
smoking cessation (A)2 and advice to consider abstinence from alcohol (especially if planning a
pregnancy, or if the woman could become pregnant or is in the early stages of pregnancy),3 folic acid
and iodine supplementation (A),4,5 nutrition and weight assessment,6 review of immunisation status
(C),7 medications (B),8 oral health,9 and chronic medical conditions, especially glucose control in
patients with diabetes (B).10

There is evidence to demonstrate improved birth outcomes with preconception healthcare in women
with diabetes, phenylketonuria and nutritional deficiency,11 as well as benefit from the use of folate
supplementation12 and a reduction in maternal anxiety.13 Below is information about all the potential
interventions in preconception care that expert groups have recommended (C).

What does preconception care include?

Medical issues

Reproductive life plan

Assist your patients to develop a reproductive life plan that includes whether they want to have children.
If they do, discuss the number, spacing and timing of intended children, and provide effective
contraception to enable the implementation of this plan and reduce the risk of an unplanned pregnancy.
If relevant, discuss reduction in fertility with advancing maternal age.

Reproductive history

Ask if there have been any problems with previous pregnancies such as infant death, fetal loss, birth
defects (particularly neural tube defects [NTD]), low birth weight, preterm birth, or gestational diabetes.
Also, if there are any ongoing risks that could lead to a recurrence in a future pregnancy.
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Medical history

Ask if there are any medical conditions that may affect future pregnancies. Are chronic conditions such
as diabetes, thyroid disease, hypertension, epilepsy and thrombophilia well managed? Consider if
current management is optimal for early pregnancy given that early embryogenesis will occur prior to
any consultation in pregnancy.

Medication use

Review all current medications for teratogenic effects, including over-the-counter medications, vitamins
and supplements.

Genetic/family history

(also refer to Chapter 2. Genetic counselling and testing (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/c
linical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-g
eneral-pr/genetic-counselling-and-testing) )

Increased frequency of intellectual disability, multiple pregnancy losses, stillbirth or early death, and
children with congenital abnormalities may suggest the presence of genetically determined disease.
Patients of particular ethnic backgrounds may be at increased risk and can benefit from genetic testing
for specific conditions. Possible consanguinity (eg cousins married to each other) should be explored,
for example, by asking, ‘Is there any chance that a relative of yours might be related to someone in your
partner’s family?’ General practitioners (GPs) should consider referral to, or consultation with, a genetic
service for testing because test results, which rely on sensitivity, specificity and positive predictive
value, are not straightforward. Testing often involves complex ethical, social and legal issues. The time
on waiting lists for genetic services is usually longer than one month, so direct consultation and liaison
by telephone are necessary when the genetic advice could affect a current pregnancy. Provide
opportunity for carrier screening for genetic conditions (eg cystic fibrosis, haemoglobinopathies) and
referral for genetic counselling based upon risk factors.

General physical assessment

Conduct a breast examination and, if it is due, perform a cervical screening test (eg Papanicolaou [Pap]
test) before pregnancy. Also assess body mass index (BMI) and blood pressure (BP), and check the oral
cavity.

Substance use

Ask about tobacco, alcohol and illegal drug use. Offer counselling and referral for specialised
assistance when use is identified.
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Vaccinations

The need for vaccination, particularly for hepatitis B, rubella and varicella, should be assessed as part of
any pre‐conception health check. Vaccinations can prevent some infections that may be contracted
during pregnancy, and relevant serological testing can be undertaken to ascertain immunity to hepatitis
B and rubella. Routine serological testing for varicella does not provide a reliable measure of vaccine-
induced immunity; however, it can indicate whether natural immunity has occurred due to prior
infection. Women receiving live viral vaccines such as measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) and varicella
should be advised against becoming pregnant within 28 days of vaccination. It is also important that
women of child‐bearing age who present for immunisation should be questioned regarding the
possibility of pregnancy as part of the routine pre-vaccination screening, to avoid inadvertent
administration of a vaccine(s) not recommended in pregnancy (refer to Section 2.1.4 Pre‐vaccination
screening in the Australian immunisation handbook, 10th edn). Recommended preconception
vaccinations are:

• MMR
• varicella (in those without a clear history of chickenpox or who are non-immune on testing)
• influenza (recommended during pregnancy)
• diphtheria, tetanus, acellular pertussis (dTpa; to protect newborn from pertussis).

Lifestyle issues

Family planning

Based on the patient’s reproductive life plan (refer to above), discuss fertility awareness and how
fertility reduces with age, chance of conception, the risk of infertility, and fetal abnormality. For patients
not planning to become pregnant, discuss effective contraception and emergency contraceptive
options.

Folic acid supplementation

Women should take a 0.4–0.5 mg per day supplement of folic acid for at least one month prior to
pregnancy, and for the first three months after conception. Where there is a known increased risk of
NTD (ie patients taking anticonvulsant medication, or with pre-pregnancy diabetes mellitus, previous
child or family history of NTD, 5-methyltetrahydrofolate deficiency or BMI >30 kg/m2) or a risk of
malabsorption, a 5 mg daily dose is recommended.14

Iodine supplementation

Women who are pregnant, breastfeeding or considering pregnancy should take an iodine supplement of
150 μg each day.5
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Healthy weight, nutrition and exercise

Discuss weight management and caution against being overweight or underweight. Recommend
regular, moderate-intensity exercise and assess risk of nutritional deficiencies (eg vegan diet, lactose
intolerance, and calcium, iron or vitamin D deficiency due to lack of sun exposure).

Psychosocial health

Discuss perinatal mental health, including anxiety and depression, pre‐existing mental health
conditions, psychological or psychiatric assessment and treatment, use of medication, and the risk of
exacerbation of mood disorders in pregnancy and postpartum. Mental health screening should include
a psychosocial assessment.

Smoking, alcohol and illegal drug cessation (as indicated)

Smoking,15 illegal drug16 and excessive alcohol use17 during pregnancy can have serious
consequences for an unborn child and should be stopped prior to conception.

Healthy environments

Repeated exposure to hazardous toxins in the household and workplace environment can affect fertility
and increase the risk of miscarriage and birth defects. Discuss the avoidance of TORCH infections:
Toxoplasmosis, Other (eg syphilis, varicella, mumps, parvovirus and human immunodeficiency virus
[HIV], listeriosis), Rubella, Cytomegalovirus and Herpes simplex.

• Toxoplasmosis: Avoid cat litter, garden soil, raw/undercooked meat and unpasteurised milk
products; wash all fruit and vegetables.

• Cytomegalovirus, parvovirus B19 (fifth disease): Discuss the importance of frequent hand-
washing. Those who work with children or in the healthcare sector can further reduce risk by
using gloves when changing nappies.

• Listeriosis: Avoid paté, soft cheeses (eg feta, brie, blue vein), prepackaged salads, deli meats
and chilled/smoked seafood. Wash all fruit and vegetables before eating. Refer to Food
Standards Australia New Zealand (http://www.foodstandards.gov.au/consumer/generalissues/
pregnancy/Pages/default.aspx) regarding folate, listeria and mercury.

• Fish: Limit fish containing high levels of mercury (http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/he
althyliving/mercury-in-fish)
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Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

Preconception care is especially important to adolescents and young women in vulnerable
populations.24 Adolescent parenthood is more common in low socioeconomic groups and Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities, and is associated with poor birth outcomes and adverse health
effects, including mental health issues and substance misuse.25–29

Table 1.1

Preconception: Preventive interventions
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Decreased folate supplementation is associated with being a woman from a lower socioeconomic
group, being an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander person, or being younger or from a rural area.30

Awareness of folic acid is related to income, educational level and younger age.31,32 Other dietary
supplements may follow similar gradients.

Smoking and alcohol use in pregnancy show socioeconomic gradients. Women who are young, on a
low income and of low socioeconomic status, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, single
mothers, and women experiencing addiction, violence and mental health issues are all more likely to
smoke during pregnancy.33,34

Women from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds are more likely to experience
poorer perinatal outcomes.36–38

What can GPs do?

• Provide youth-friendly care to adolescent parents through non-judgemental, competent,
considerate and respectful advice and services.39

• Offer women culturally appropriate resources, including in the mother’s own language, about
health issues and the health system, and consider the use of interpreters.

• Link women into English language and perinatal education courses, and offer cultural
brokerage through maternity liaison officers or bilingual health workers wherever possible.39

• Refer to ‘Antenatal care for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women’ in the Australian
Health Ministers’ Advisory Council’s Clinical practice guidelines: Antenatal care - Module 1.39

• Refer to the general principles of providing patient education and supporting health literacy in
disadvantaged groups.
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Genetic counselling and testing

Age range chart
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Genetic testing can be used for various purposes, from preconception planning (refer to Chapter 1.
Preventive activities prior to pregnancy (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guideline
s/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/preve
ntive-activities-prior-to-pregnancy) ), during pregnancy, for neonates (newborn screening), during
childhood and right through to adult-onset familial diseases (eg cancer, cardiac and neurodegenerative
diseases).

In order to identify patients who may be at risk of a genetic disorder, a comprehensive family history
must be taken from all patients, and this should be regularly updated. A family history should include
first-degree and second-degree relatives on both sides of the family and ethnic background. Age of
onset of disease and age of death should be recorded where available.

Increased frequency and early onset of cancers in families, premature ischaemic heart disease or
sudden cardiac death, intellectual disability, multiple pregnancy losses, stillbirth or early death, and
children with congenital abnormalities may suggest the presence of genetically determined disease.
Patients of particular ethnic backgrounds may be at increased risk and may benefit from genetic testing
for specific conditions. Possible consanguinity (eg cousins married to each other) should be explored,
for example, by asking, ‘Is there any chance that a relative of yours might be related to someone in your
partner’s family?’ General Practitioners (GPs) should consider referral to, or consultation with, a genetic
service (general or cancer genetics) for testing because test results, which rely on sensitivity, specificity
and positive predictive value, are not straightforward. Testing often involves complex ethical, social and
legal issues. The time on waiting lists for genetic services is usually longer than one month, so direct
consultation and liaison by telephone are necessary when the genetic advice could affect a current
pregnancy. On the basis of current evidence, whole genome sequencing is not recommended in low-risk
general practice populations (refer to Chapter 15. Screening tests of unproven benefit (https://www.rac
gp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelin
es-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/screening-tests-of-unproven-benefit) ).

Clinical genetic services provide testing, diagnosis, management and counselling for a wide range of
genetic conditions. Reasons for referral include:

• diagnosis of a genetic condition
• family history of a genetic condition
• recurrence risk counselling (eg risk of recurrence in a future pregnancy)
• pregnancy counselling (eg preconception, consanguinity)
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• prenatal screening and testing
• presymptomatic and predictive testing for adult-onset disorders (eg cancer)
• discussions surrounding genetic testing
• arranging of genetic testing.

Services such as paternity testing or genetic testing/management of very common genetic conditions
(eg haemochromatosis) are not provided by clinical genetic services.

Use of a simple family history screening questionnaire (FHSQ) can help identify individuals who may
require a more detailed assessment of their family history of cancer, heart disease or diabetes (refer
to Appendix 2A. Family history screening questionnaire for a published and validated FHSQ).1 This tool
can be used as part of the patient assessment at their first visit to a practice. If a patient is uncertain
about their family history, they can be asked to discuss the FHSQ with their relatives prior to completing
the questionnaire. For patients with low literacy, the FHSQ may need to be completed with the support
of a healthcare professional. A positive response to any question requires follow-up with a more
detailed assessment of the family history. As family history can change, it is recommended that the
FHSQ be repeated at least every years.
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Preventive activities in children and young
people

Age range chart
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Early intervention

Prevention and health promotion in the early years, from conception to 5 years of age, is important for
an individual’s lifelong health and wellbeing.1 It may also be an opportunity to redress health
inequalities.2, 3 In adolescence, neurodevelopmental studies support the value of early intervention to
prevent ongoing harm.

Many infants and children visit their general practitioner (GP) frequently, and adolescents visit at least
once a year.5 This frequent contact provides opportunities for disease prevention and health promotion.

Evidence provides moderate support for the hypothesis that ‘accessible, family-centred, continuous,
comprehensive, coordinated, compassionate and culturally effective care improves health outcomes for
children with special healthcare needs’.6 There is also evidence that supports the beneficial impact of
similar care for children without special healthcare needs.7-8

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

• Low socioeconomic status (SES) is associated with increased childhood morbidity and
mortality.9 This includes higher rates of death from neonatal hypoxia, sudden unexpected
death in infancy (SUDI), prematurity-related disorders, and accidental and non-accidental
injury;10,11 hospitalisations related to asthma;12 and risk of child abuse.13 Low SES is also
associated with overweight and obesity in children.14

• While there has been a decline in infant mortality since the 1990s, infant mortality in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples is more than twice that of non-Indigenous children,10 in part
due to pregnancy, labour and delivery complications, and trauma and congenital
malformations.15 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander infants have higher rates of death from
SUDI.16 They are also more likely to be born premature or with low birth weight17,18 and are
more likely to be hospitalised before 1 year of age.19

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and people from socioeconomically
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disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to experience low immunisation rates.20

What can GPs do?

• Refer to the general strategies for supporting patient education and health literacy in
disadvantaged groups.

• Consider advocating for and supporting community-based strategies or policies for health
promoting changes within the environments in which families live (eg school-based programs
targeting nutrition and physical activity).21–27

• Use resources supporting the provision of culturally competent care to adolescents from
culturally diverse backgrounds.28
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Preventive activities in middle age

Age range chart
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The recommended specific activities for low-risk patients in the 45–64 years age group are listed in
Table 4.1. Patients should be offered these opportunistically, or at two-year to five-year intervals.

Planned health checks in general practice of middle-aged adults have been demonstrated to improve
the frequency of the management of smoking, nutrition, alcohol and physical activity (SNAP)
behavioural risk factors; screening for cervical and colorectal cancer (CRC); and hyperlipidaemia.1–3

There is also evidence that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health checks improve early detection
of diabetes and provision of preventive care.4 However, there is mixed evidence for the effectiveness of
interventions to address multiple risk factors.5 These checks may be facilitated by the involvement of
practice nurses.6–8 Interventions should be tailored to the level of risk, and the use of the 5As
framework (Ask, Assess, Advise and agree, Assist, Arrange follow-up) is recommended as a guide to
their delivery in primary healthcare.9

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

• Midlife, between 45 and 64 years of age, is particularly a time of determining patient risk
factors and offering screening for health conditions. Multimorbidity, particularly
physical–mental health comorbidity, is an important issue in middle aged populations. Social
disadvantage can hasten the onset of multimorbidity by about 10–15 years, suggesting
screening should start earlier in high-risk populations, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples (eg at 30 years of age). This may be a critical time for preventive interventions
to reduce later life chronic illness.10

• The impact of income-related inequalities on the prevalence of common mental health
disorders and psychological distress is particularly seen in middle aged people.11

What can GPs do?

• Refer to the general principles of providing patient education and supporting health literacy in
disadvantaged groups.

• Be aware that disadvantaged groups may be less likely to access health checks,12 so proactive
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efforts to go outside the practice (eg to workplaces) may be needed or preventive care may be
built in opportunistically to routine consultations.

• Actively manage vulnerable patients by recalling patients by phone or text messages for
preventive care.
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Table 4.1

Age-related health checks for low-risk patients in middle age
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Introduction
Older people are at increased risk of multiple chronic conditions that may impair their function and
quality of life. Those living alone, with difficulties accessing healthcare, with poor mobility and with
limited financial support are particularly vulnerable.1 Their health problems may be exacerbated by poor
nutrition, poor oral health,2 lack of physical activity,3 taking multiple medications4,5 and lack of sun
exposure,6 all of which can be addressed in preventive activities.

Older people may rely on the help and support of carers and family. Carers, particularly carers for
people with dementia or depression, are at risk of depression, anxiety, emotional distress, loneliness
and isolation, but their healthcare needs are often overlooked.7–11 Their need for support should be
assessed when possible (C) and appropriate referral instituted.12 Carer support resources are helpful
for carer wellbeing and may delay the need for the older person who is receiving care to be relocated to
a residential facility.7,13–15

People should be advised to plan as much as possible for their care as they get older to prevent family
disruption in episodes of illness as well as unpleasant and undesired acute care interventions. This
includes organising wills, financial enduring power of attorney, and the equivalent documentation for
health and care (called enduring guardianship in some jurisdictions), and an advance care plan.16

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ (RACGP) position statement on the incorporation
of advance care planning into routine general practice is available here (https://www.racgp.org.au/ww
w.racgp.org.au/download/documents/Policies/Clinical/advancedcareplanning_positionstatement.pdf)

Medication-related problems may cause unnecessary hospital admissions, adverse drug reactions and
other adverse outcomes for older people living in the community.17 General practitioners (GPs) should
review medications in older people, particularly for vulnerable groups. Vulnerability factors include:

• recent discharge from hospital or other facility
• significant changes made to medication treatment regimen in the past three months
• high-risk drug groups (eg those with a narrow therapeutic index and those that cause

xerostomia)
• confusion/cognitive impairment or dementia
• other causes of difficulty managing medications including literacy, language issues, dexterity

problems, sight impairment
• inability to manage therapeutic devices
• history of falls
• currently taking five or more regular medications
• taking >12 doses of medication per day
• patients attending multiple doctors including GPs and specialists
• disease states where medication management is an important process of care (chronic kidney

disease, congestive cardiac failure)18

• multiple chronic medical problems
• regular use of alcohol
• previous adverse drug reaction
• anticholinergic load.
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GPs may consider a medication review, in particular focusing on reducing medications and
anticholinergic load. The most successful interventions were delivered by small numbers of
pharmacists working in close liaison with primary care doctors (III, C).19 The review should include
consideration of the need for each medication; issues around patient compliance and understanding of
the medication; screening for side effects, particularly falls and cognitive impairment; and consideration
of the use of aids such as dosette boxes and Webster packaging. A review of the combined
anticholinergic and sedative loads of the medications may also be done, as anticholinergic and sedative
loads increase the rate of confusion and other adverse side effects.20–23 This process is often referred
to as ‘deprescribing’.24
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Influenza immunisation is recommended for adults aged >65 years, according to the Australian
immunisation handbook which is regularly updated and available here (http://www.immunise.health.go
v.au/internet/immunise/publishing.nsf/Content/Handbook10-home) . However, the benefits are
modest, with a number needed to treat of 71 people in the general population for influenza vaccination
to prevent a single episode of influenza in older age.25
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Advice about moderate physical activity is recommended for all older people (A).29 In addition,
vigorous physical activity offers additional benefits for those without specific contraindications such as
unstable, advanced or terminal illness. For the older person, physical activity provides many benefits, as
well as minimising some of the limitations of later life.30

Benefits include:

• maintaining or improving physical function and independent living
• improving social interactions, quality of life, sleep and reducing depression
• building and maintaining healthy bones, muscles and joints, reducing the risk of injuries from

falls
• reducing the risk of heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, some cancers

and vascular disease and Alzheimer’s dementia
• improving management of lung disease, heart disease, arthritis, osteoporosis, kidney disease,

stroke, cancer, and other chronic conditions.

Australia’s physical activity and sedentary behaviour guidelines for older people31 are available here (htt
p://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/health-pubhlth-strateg-phys-act-guideline
s#chba)

Older people:

• should do some form of physical activity, no matter what their age, weight, health problems or
abilities

• should be active every day in as many ways as possible, doing a range of physical activities
that incorporate fitness, strength, balance and flexibility

• should accumulate at least 30 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity on most,
preferably all, days

• who have stopped physical activity, or who are starting a new physical activity, should start at a
level that is easily manageable and gradually build up to the recommended amount, type and
frequency of activity

• who continue to enjoy a lifetime of vigorous physical activity should carry on doing so in a
manner suited to their capability into later life, provided recommended safety procedures and
guidelines are adhered to.

Refer to falls risk reduction in Table 5.3.2 for more information on specific exercises.
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Approximately 30% of people aged ≥65 years report one or more falls in the past 12 months.32 Most
falls are caused by an interaction of multiple risk factors. Having one fall puts you at risk of another fall,
and the more risk factors, the greater the chance of falling. You can help your patients manage their risk
and prevent further falls by regularly asking them about falls.

Table 5.3.1

Falls: Identifying risks

Falls

80



Falls

81



A time of >12 seconds indicates an increased fall risk. The alternate step test measures how quickly an
older person can alternate steps (left, right, left, etc) onto an 18 cm high step a total of eight times. A
time >10 seconds indicates an increased fall risk.

The Quickscreen assessment tool (http://www.neura.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/QuickScree
n-Information-Order-Form_1.pdf) , developed and validated for use in an Australian population, includes
these tests as well as simple assessments of medication use, vision, sensation and balance.

GPCOG, General Practitioner Assessment of Cognition; MS, multiple sclerosis
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Visual and hearing impairment

Age range chart
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Visual acuity should be assessed from 65 years of age using the Snellen chart (B) in those with
symptoms or who request it. There is no evidence that screening of asymptomatic older people results
in improved vision.50,51

Hearing loss is a common problem among older individuals and is associated with significant physical,
functional and mental health consequences. Annual questioning about hearing impairment is
recommended with people aged >65 years (B).

In some states and territories, there are legal requirements for annual assessment (eg driving aged >70
years).52

Eye disease and visual impairment increase three-fold with each decade of life after 40 years of age.
They are often accompanied by isolation, depression and poorer social relationships, and are strongly
associated with falls and hip fractures.53 It should be determined whether the patient is wearing up-to-
date prescription spectacles, and whether there is a possibility of falls because the patient is no longer
capable of managing a bifocal, trifocal or multifocal prescription. People at greater risk of visual loss
are older people and those with diabetes and a family history of vision impairment; such history should
be sought. Smoking (current or previous) increases the risk of age-related macular
degeneration.54 Cataracts are the most common eye disease in Australians aged ≥65 years (42% of
cases of visual impairment), followed by age-related macular degeneration (AMD; 30%), diabetic
retinopathy and glaucoma. The leading causes of blindness in those aged ≥65 years are AMD (55%),
glaucoma (16%) and diabetic retinopathy (16%).55,56

Table 5.4.1

Visual and hearing impairment: Identifying risks
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With people aged >65 years, clinicians should be alert to the symptoms and signs of dementia. These
may be detected opportunistically and assessed using questions addressed to the person and/or their
carer (C). Depression and dementia may co-exist. When a person has dementia, adequate support is
required for the person, carer and family. Counselling and education are important. Management
priorities will vary from patient to patient, but there may be a need to consider medical management of
dementia, behaviour and comorbidity, legal and financial planning, current work situation, driving, and
advance care planning.59

Table 5.5.1

Dementia: Identifying risks

Dementia

93



Table 5.5.2

Table Dementia: Preventive interventions

Dementia

94



References
1. Elwan A. Poverty and disability: A survey of the

literature. Washington, DC: World Bank, 1999.
Available at http:// WDR/Background/elwan.pdf
(http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERT
Y/Resources/) [Accessed 16 December 2015].

2. Petersen PE, Yamamoto T. Improving the oral
health of older people: The approach of the WHO
Global Oral Health Programme. Community Dent
Oral Epidemiol 2005;33(2):81–92. [Accessed 16
December 2015].

3. Warburton DE, Nicol CW, Bredin SS. Health
benefits of physical activity: The evidence. CMAJ
2006;174(6):801– 09. [Accessed 16 December
2015].

4. Hajjar ER, Cafiero AC, Hanlon JT. Polypharmacy in
elderly patients. Am J Geriatr Pharmacother
2007;5(4):345–51. [Accessed 16 December
2015].

5. Kharicha K, Iliffe S, Harari D, Swift C, Gillmann G,
Stuck AE. Health risk appraisal in older people 1:
Are older people living alone an ‘at-risk’ group? Br
J Gen Pract 2007;57(537):271–76. [Accessed 16
December 2015].

6. Holick MF. Sunlight and vitamin D for bone health
and prevention of autoimmune diseases, cancers,
and cardiovascular disease. Am J Clin Nutr
2004;80(6 Suppl):1678s–88s. [Accessed 16
December 2015].

7. Department of Health and Ageing. The carer
experience: An essential guide for carers of
people with dementia. Canberra: DoHA, 2002.
[Accessed 16 December 2015].

8. Argimon J, Limon E, Vila J, Cabezas C. Health-
related quality of life in carers of patients with
dementia. Fam Prac 2004;21(4):454–57.
[Accessed 16 December 2015].

9. Hare P. Keeping carers healthy: The role of
community nurses and colleagues. Br J
Community Nurs 2004;9(4):155–59. [Accessed
16 December 2015].

10. Mafullul Y. Burden of informal carers of mentally
infirm elderly in Lancashire. East African Med J
2002;79(6):291–98. [Accessed 16 December
2015].

11. Smith L, Norrie J, Kerr SM, Lawrence IM. Impact
and influence on caregiver outcomes at one year
post-stroke. Cerebrovasc Dis 2004;18(2):145–53.
[Accessed 16 December 2015].

12. Bruce D, Paley G, Underwood PJ, Roberts D.
Communication problems between dementia
carers and general practitioners: Effect on access
to community support services. Med J Aust
2002;177(4):186–88. [Accessed 16 December
2015].

13. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Disability, ageing
and carers, Australia: Summary of findings.
Canberra: ABS, 2012 nsf/Lookup/
4430.0Main+Features12012?OpenDocume nt (htt
p://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.)
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

14. Droes R, Breebaart E, Meiland FJM, van Tilburg W.
Effect of meeting centres support program on
feelings of competence of family carers and
delay of institutionalization of people with
dementia. Aging Ment Health 2004;8(3):2001–11.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

15. Marriott A, Donaldson C, Tarrier N, Burns A.
Effectiveness of cognitive-behavioural family
intervention in reducing the burden of care in
carers of patients with Alzheimer’s disease. Br J
Psychiatry 2000;176:557–62. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

16. Fried TR, Bullock K, Iannone L, O’Leary JR.
Understanding advance care planning as a
process of health behavior change. J Am Geriatr
Soc 2009;57(9):1547–55. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

17. Jano E, Aparasu RR. Healthcare outcomes
associated with beers’ criteria: A systematic
review. Ann Pharmacother 2007;41(3):438–47.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

18. Easton K, Morgan T, Williamson M. Medication
safety in the community: A review of the
literature. Sydney: National Prescribing Service,
2009. [Accessed 15 December 2015].

19. Holland R, Smith R, Harvey I. Where now for
pharmacist led medication review? J Epidemiol
Community Health 2006;60(2):92–93. [Accessed
15 December 2015].

20. Lechevallier-Michel N, Molimard M, Dartigues JF,
Fabrigoule C, Fourrier-Reglat A. Drugs with
anticholinergic properties and cognitive
performance in the elderly: Results from the
PAQUID Study. Br J Clin Pharmacol
2005;59(2):143–51. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

Dementia

95

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERTY/Resources/
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERTY/Resources/
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERTY/Resources/
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERTY/Resources/
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPOVERTY/Resources/
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.


21. Gray SL, Anderson ML, Dublin S, et al. Cumulative
use of strong anticholinergics and incident
dementia: A prospective cohort study. JAMA
Intern Med 2015;175(3):401–07. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

22. Kalisch Ellett LM, Pratt NL, Ramsay EN, Barratt
JD, Roughead EE. Multiple anticholinergic
medication use and risk of hospital admission for
confusion or dementia. J Am Geriatr Soc
2014;62(10):1916–22. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

23. Salahudeen MS, Hilmer SN, Nishtala PS.
Comparison of anticholinergic risk scales and
associations with adverse health outcomes in
older people. J Am Geriatr Soc 2015;63(1):85–90.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

24. Scott IA, Hilmer SN, Reeve E, et al. Reducing
inappropriate polypharmacy: The process of
deprescribing. JAMA Intern Med
2015;175(5):827–34. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

25. Jefferson T, Di Pietrantonj C, Rivetti A, Bawazeer
GA, Al-Ansary LA, Ferroni E. Vaccines for
preventing influenza in healthy adults. Cochrane
Database Syst Rev 2014;3:CD001269. [Accessed
15 December 2015].

26. Jefferson T, Di Pietrantonj C, Al-Ansary LA, Ferroni
E, Thorning S, Thomas RE. Vaccines for
preventing influenza in the elderly. Cochrane
Database Syst Rev 2010;7:CD004876. [Accessed
15 December 2015].

27. Moberley S, Holden J, Tatham DP, Andrews RM.
Vaccines for preventing pneumococcal infection
in adults. Cochrane Database Syst Rev
2008;1:CD000422. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

28. Harpaz R, Ortega-Sanchez IR, Seward JF.
Prevention of herpes zoster: Recommendations
of the Advisory Committee on Immunization
Practices (ACIP). MMWR Recomm Rep
2008;57(RR–5):1–30; quiz CE2–4. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

29. Panel on Prevention of Falls in Older Persons,
American Geriatrics Society, British Geriatrics
Society. Summary of the updated American
Geriatrics Society/British Geriatrics Society
clinical practice guideline for prevention of falls in
older persons. J Am Geriatr Soc
2011;59(1):148–57. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

30. Nelson M, Rejeski W, Blair S, et al. Physical
activity and public health in older adults:
Recommendation from the American College of
Sports Medicine and the American Heart
Association. Med Sci Sports Exerc
2007;39(8):1435–45. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

31. Department of Health. Australia’s physical activity
and sedentary behaviour guidelines. Canberra:
DoH, 2014 nsf/content/health-pubhlth-strateg-
phys-act-guidelines (http://www.health.gov.au/int
ernet/main/publishing.) [Accessed 21 March
2016].

32. National Falls Prevention for Older People
Initiative. An analysis of research on preventing
falls and falls injury in older people: Community,
residential care and hospital settings. Canberra:
Department of Health and Ageing, 2004.
[Accessed 21 March 2016].

33. Gillespie LD, Robertson MC, Gillespie WJ, et al.
Interventions for preventing falls in older people
living in the community. Cochrane Database Syst
Rev 2012;9:CD007146. [Accessed 21 March
2016].

34. Coleman AL, Stone K, Ewing SK, et al. Higher risk
of multiple falls among elderly women who lose
visual acuity. Ophthalmology
2004;111(5):857–62. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

35. Hodge W, Horsley T, Albiani D, et al. The
consequences of waiting for cataract surgery: A
systematic review. Can Med Assoc J
2007;176(9):1285–90. [Accessed 21 March
2016].

36. National Institute for Health and Care Excellence.
Falls – Assessment and prevention of falls in
older people. London: NICE, 2013. [Accessed 21
March 2016].

37. Scott V, Votova K, Scanlan A, Close J.
Multifactorial and functional mobility assessment
tools for fall risk among older adults in
community, home-support, long-term and acute
care settings. Age Ageing 2007;36(2):130–39.
[Accessed 21 March 2016].

38. Tiedemann A, Lord SR, Sherrington C. The
development and validation of a brief
performance-based fall risk assessment tool for
use in primary care. J Gerontol A Biol Sci Med Sci
2010;65(8):896–903. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

39. Tiedemann A, Shimada H, Sherrington C, Murray
S, Lord S. The comparative ability of eight
functional mobility tests for predicting falls in
community-dwelling older people. Age Ageing
2008;37(4):430–35. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

Dementia

96

http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.


40. Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in
Health Care. Preventing falls and harm from falls
in older people: Best practice guidelines for
Australian hospitals, residential aged care
facilities and community care. Sydney: ACSQHC,
2009. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

41. Borschmann K, Moore K, Russell M, et al.
Overcoming barriers to physical activity among
culturally and linguistically diverse older adults: A
randomised controlled trial. Australas J Ageing
2010;29(2):77–80. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

42. Cameron ID, Murray GR, Gillespie LD, et al.
Interventions for preventing falls in older people
in nursing care facilities and hospitals. Cochrane
Database Syst Rev 2010;1:CD005465. [Accessed
21 March 2016].

43. Gillespie LD, Robertson MC, Gillespie WJ, et al.
Interventions for preventing falls in older people
living in the community. Cochrane Database Syst
Rev 2009;2:CD007146. [Accessed 21 March
2016].

44. Sherrington C, Whitney J, Lord S, Herbert R,
Cumming R, Close J. Effective exercise for the
prevention of falls: A systematic review and meta-
analysis. J Am Geriatr Soc 2008;56(12):2234–43.
[Accessed 21 March 2016].

45. US Preventive Services Task Force. Prevention of
falls in community-dwelling older adults.
Rockville, MD: USPSTF, 2012. Available at
www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce. org/uspstf/
uspsfalls.htm [Accessed 15 December 2015].
[Accessed 21 March 2016].

46. Wyman JF, Croghan CF, Nachreiner NM, et al.
Effectiveness of education and individualized
counseling in reducing environmental hazards in
the homes of community-dwelling older women.
J Am Geriatr Soc 2007;55(10):1548–56.
[Accessed 21 March 2016].

47. Zijlstra GA, van Haastregt JC, van Rossum E, van
Eijk JT, Yardley L, Kempen GI. Interventions to
reduce fear of falling in community-living older
people: A systematic review. J Am Geriatr Soc
2007;55(4):603–15. [Accessed 21 March 2016].

48. Sherrington C, Lord S, JCT C. Best-practice
recommendations for physical activity to prevent
falls in older adults: An evidence check rapid
review brokered by the Sax Institute for the Centre
for Health Advancement. Sydney: Department of
Health, 2008. Available at www. (http://saxinstitut
e.org.au) [Accessed 15 May 2016].

49. Tiedemann A, Sherrington C, Close JC, Lord SR.
Exercise and Sports Science Australia position
statement on exercise and falls prevention in
older people. J Sci Med Sport 2011;
14(6):489–95. [Accessed 15 May 2016].

50. Smeeth L, Iliffe S. Community screening for visual
impairment in the elderly. Cochrane Database
Syst Rev 2006;3:CD001054. [Accessed 15 May
2016].

51. US Preventive Services Task Force. Impaired
visual acuity in older adults: Screening. Rockville,
MD: USPSTF, 2016 Page/Document/
UpdateSummaryFinal/impaired-visualacuity-in-
older-adults-screening#consider (http://www.usp
reventiveservicestaskforce.org/) [Accessed 23
May 2016].

52. Austroads. Assessing fitness to drive for
commercial and private vehicle drivers. Sydney:
Austroads, 2012 (as amended up to 30 June
2014). Available at www. (http://onlinepublication
s.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13)
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

53. Taylor H, Keeffe J. Updates in medicine:
Ophthalmology. Med J Aust 2002;176(1):29.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

54. Smith W, Mitchell P, Leeder SR. Smoking and age-
related maculopathy. The Blue Mountains Eye
Study. Arch Ophthalmol 1996;114(12):1518–23.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

55. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.
Australia’s health 2006. Canberra: AIHW, 2006.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

56. Tapp RJ, Shaw JE, Harper CA, et al. The
prevalence of and factors associated with
diabetic retinopathy in the Australian population.
Diabetes Care 2003;26(6):1731–37. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

57. US Preventive Services Task Force. Screening for
hearing loss in older adults. Rockville MD:
USPSTF, 2011 (http://www.uspreventiveservicest
askforce.org/) [Accessed 15 December 2015].

58. Moyer VA. Screening for hearing loss in older
adults: US Preventive Services Task Force
recommendation statement. Ann Intern Med
2012;157(9):655–61. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

59. The Royal Australian College of General
Practitioners, NSW Health. Care of patients with
dementia in general practice: Guidelines. Sydney:
Department of Health, 2003. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

60. Boustani M, Peterson B, Hanson L, et al.
Screening for dementia in primary care: A
summary of the evidence for the US Preventive
Services Task Force. Ann Intern Med
2003;138(1):927–37. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

Dementia

97

http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://saxinstitute.org.au/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://onlinepublications.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13
http://onlinepublications.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13
http://onlinepublications.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13
http://onlinepublications.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13
http://onlinepublications.austroads.com.au/items/AP-G56-13
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/
http://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/


61. National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health.
Dementia: A NICE-SCIE Guideline on supporting
people with dementia and their carers in health
and social care. London: National Institute for
Health and Care Excellence, 2007. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

62. Gao S, Hendrie HC, Hall KS, Hui S. The
relationship between age, sex and the incidence
of dementia and Alzheimer disease: A
metaanalysis. Arch Gen Psychiatry
1998;55(9):809–15. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

63. Lautenschlager NT, Cupples LA, Rao VS, et al.
Risk of dementia among relatives of Alzheimer’s
disease patients in the MIRAGE study: What is in
store for the oldest old? Neurology
1996;46(3):641–50. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

64. Lenoir H, Dufouil C, Auriacombe S, et al.
Depression history, depressive symptoms, and
incident dementia: The 3C Study. J Alzheimers
Dis 2011;26(1):27–38. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

65. Fleminger S, Oliver DL, Lovestone S, Rabe-
Hesketh S, Giora A. Head injury as a risk factor for
Alzheimer’s disease: The evidence ten years on; a
partial replication. J Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry
2003;74(7):857–62. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

66. Anstey KJ, Eramudugolla R, Hosking DE,
Lautenschlager NT, Dixon RA. Bridging the
translation gap: From dementia risk assessment
to advice on risk reduction. J Prev Alzheimers Dis
2015;2(3):189–98. [Accessed 15 December
2015].

67. Anstey KJ, von Sanden C, Salim A, O’Kearney R.
Smoking as a risk factor for dementia and
cognitive decline: A meta-analysis of prospective
studies. Am J Epidemiol 2007;166(4):367–78.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

68. Alzheimer’s Disease International. World
Alzheimer report 2014. Dementia and risk
reduction. An analysis of protective and
modifiable risk factors. London: Alzheimer’s
Disease International, 2014. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

69. Beydoun MA, Beydoun HA, Gamaldo AA, Teel A,
Zonderman AB, Wang Y. Epidemiologic studies of
modifiable factors associated with cognition and
dementia: Systematic review and meta-analysis.
BMC Public Health 2014;14:643. [Accessed 15
December 2015].

70. Flicker L, Holdsworth K. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people and dementia: A review of
the research. A report for Alzheimer’s Australia.
North Ryde, NSW: Alzheimer’s Australia, 2014.
[Accessed 15 December 2015].

71. Broe T, Wall S. The Koori dementia care project
(KDCP): Final report. Sydney: Dementia
Collaborative Research Centres, 2013. Available
at: au/images/dcrc/output-files/
1288-cb55_final_report_ with_amendments.pdf (h
ttp://www.dementiaresearch.org.)

72. Smith K, Flicker L, Lautenschlager NT, et al. High
prevalence of dementia and cognitive impairment
in Indigenous Australians. Neurology
2008;71(19):1470–73.

73. Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council.
Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Health Working Party. AHMAC
cultural respect framework for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander health, 2004–2009.
Canberra: AHMAC, 2004.

74. Smith K, Flicker L, Shadforth G, et al. ‘Gotta be sit
down and worked out together’: Views of
Aboriginal caregivers and service providers on
ways to improve dementia care for Aboriginal
Australians. Rural Remote Health. 2011;11:1650:
(http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/) [Accessed 26
January 2016].

75. Brodaty H, Pond D, Kemp NM, Luscombe GS,
Harding L. The GPCOG: A new screening test for
dementia designed for general practice. J Am
Geriatr Soc 2002;50(3):530–34. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

76. DeLepeleire J, Heyrman J, Baro F, Buntinx F. A
combination of tests for the diagnosis of
dementia had significant diagnostic value. J Clin
Epidemiol 2005;58(3):217–25. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

77. Dementia Collaborative Research Centre –
Assessment and Better Care 2011. 14 Essentials
for good dementia care in general practice.
Sydney: University of New South Wales, 2011.
[Accessed 26 January 2016].

78. Kirby M, Denihan A, Bruce I, Coakley D, Lawlor BA.
The clock drawing test in primary care: Sensitivity
in dementia detection and specificity against
normal and depressed elderly. Int J Geriatr
Psychiatry 2001;16(10):935–40. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

79. Storey J, Rowland JTJ, Conforti DA, Dickson HG.
The Rowland Universal Dementia Assessment
Scale (RUDAS): A multicultural cognitive
assessment scale. Int Psychogeriatr
2004;16(1):13–31. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

Dementia

98

http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.dementiaresearch.org./
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/
http://www.rrh.org.au/articles/


80. Laver K, Cumming RG, Dyer SM, et al. Clinical
practice guidelines for dementia in Australia. Med
J Aust 2016;204(5):191–93. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

81. Guideline Adaptation Committee. Clinical practice
guidelines and principles of care for people with
dementia. Sydney: Guideline Adaptation
Committee, 2016. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

82. Farooki A. Central obesity and increased risk of
dementia more than three decades later.
Neurology 2009;72(11):1030–31. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

83. Helzner EP, Luchsinger JA, Scarmeas N, et al.
Contribution of vascular risk factors to the
progression in Alzheimer disease. Arch Neurol
2009;66(3):343–48. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

84. Peila R, White LR, Petrovich H, et al. Joint effect
of the APOE gene and midlife systolic blood
pressure on latelife cognitive impairment: The
Honolulu-Asia Aging Study. Stroke
2001;32(12):2882–89. [Accessed 26 January
2016].

85. Razay G, Williams J, King E, Smith AD, Wilcock G.
Blood pressure, dementia and Alzheimer’s
disease: The OPTIMA longitudinal study. Dement
Geriatr Cogn Disord 2009;28(1):70–74.
[Accessed 26 January 2016].

86. Stewart R, Asonganyi B, Sherwood R. Plasma
homocysteine and cognitive impairment in an
older British African-Caribbean population. J Am
Geriatr Soc 2002;50(7):1227–32. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

87. White L, Launer L. Relevance of cardiovascular
risk factors and schemic cerebrovascular disease
to the pathogenesis of Alzheimer disease: A
review of accrued findings from the Honolulu-
Asia Aging Study. Alzheimer Dis Assoc Disord
2006;20(3 Suppl 2):S79–83. [Accessed 26
January 2016].

88. Mortimer JA, Ding D, Borenstein AR, et al.
Changes in brain volume and cognition in a
randomized trial of exercise and social
interaction in a community-based sample of non-
demented Chinese elders. J Alzheimers Dis
2012;30(4):757–66. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

89. Sitzer DI, Twamley EW, Jeste DV. Cognitive
training in Alzheimer’s disease: A meta-analysis
of the literature. Acta Psychiatr Scand
2006;114(2):75–90. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

90. Lampit A, Hallock H, Moss R, et al. Dose-response
relationship between computerized cognitive
training and global cognition in older adults. J
Nutrit Health Aging 2013;17(9):803–04.
[Accessed 26 January 2016].

91. Lourida I, Soni M, Thompson-Coon J, et al.
Mediterranean diet, cognitive function, and
dementia: A systematic review. Epidemiology
2013;24(4):479–89. [Accessed 26 January 2016].

92. Tangney CC, Li H, Wang Y, et al. Relation of DASH-
and Mediterranean-like dietary patterns to
cognitive decline in older persons. Neurology
2014;83(16):1410–6. [Accessed 26 January
2016].

Dementia

99



Communicable diseases

Dementia

100



Introduction
General practitioners (GPs) have an important role in the prevention and management of communicable
diseases. This includes advice on prevention, immunisation, early detection and management.

The use of immunisation information systems1 such as the Australian Childhood Immunisation
Register (ACIR) and Vaccination Information and Vaccination Administration System (VIVAS) in
Queensland helps raise immunisation rates. The available information in these databases helps to
create recall-and-reminder systems and individual immunisation records within GP electronic medical
records. An adult immunisation register is planned from September 2016.2

Updates on communicable diseases and notification requirements (http://www.health.gov.au/internet/
main/publishing.nsf/Content/cda-surveil-nndss-casedefs-distype.htm) are available from the
Department of Health.

Notification of particular infectious diseases to state public health units is mandatory (the law overrides
all privacy regulations). This is almost completely automated by pathology laboratories, but for clinically
diagnosed infections such as varicella and herpes zoster, the GP is required to notify the relevant
authority.
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Immunisation

Age range chart

Birth 0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 >

Immunisation is recommended from birth for all children, and at particular ages throughout life,
according to the Australian immunisation handbook (https://immunisationhandbook.health.gov.au/)
(this is updated regularly).

Consent

Consent should be sought from someone with legal capacity before each vaccination. The individual
providing consent should have the intellectual capacity to understand specific information and agree
voluntarily without pressure, coercion or manipulation. The consent process should include written
advice about benefits and harms of the vaccines, risk of not having the vaccine, and what to do after
receiving the vaccine. Information on providing valid consent is available within the Australian
Immunisation handbook (https://immunisationhandbook.health.gov.au/) .

The National Immunisation Program Schedule (NIPS) lists the recommended funded vaccines for all
Australian residents. There may be other vaccines that are not funded but are recommended in
the Australian immunisation handbook, depending on occupation or travel. There may be variability in
vaccines recommended/funded (eg hepatitis A vaccine).

Vaccination for special high-risk groups

Adults or children who develop asplenia, human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infection or a
haematological malignancy, or who have received a bone marrow or other transplant, may not be fit for
some vaccinations, or may require additional or repeat vaccinations.

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

GPs need to be aware of groups with lower levels of age-appropriate immunisation.3 Socioeconomic
characteristics associated with lower immunisation rates at 12 months4 include:

• being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
• being born overseas
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• no private health insurance
• being in the highest or lowest socioeconomic quintile
• being of low birth weight and singleton birth.

All of these factors were also associated with lower immunisation coverage at 24 months, with the
exception of low birth weight, which was only significant in the very low birth weight category.

What can GPs do?

Evidence supports a number of strategies in improving immunisation rates that could reduce inequities
if efforts were focused on at-risk groups:

• audit of immunisation coverage of at-risk groups in the practice
• use of recall-and-reminder systems and catch-up plans, with a focus on at-risk groups
• integrating vaccination status checks into routine health assessments for those target

population groups.
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Immunisation information resources include:

• National Immunisation Program Schedule (NIPS) (https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/im
munisation/immunisation-throughout-life/national-immunisation-program-schedule)

• Australian immunisation handbook (https://immunisationhandbook.health.gov.au/)
• Australian Childhood Immunisation Register (ACIR) (https://www.humanservices.gov.au/custo

mer/services/medicare/australian-childhood-immunisation-register)
◦ The ACIR can be used to obtain information on the vaccination history of individuals

from birth to 7 years of age given since 1 January 1996. The ACIR can be contacted by
email (mailto:acir@humanservices.gov.au) or telephone (1800 653 809).

• National Centre for Immunisation Research & Surveillance (http://www.ncirs.edu.au/)

Table 6.1.2

Vaccines recommended but not funded in National Immunisation
Program
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Notification of adverse events

The reporting of adverse events following vaccinations varies geographically. It is possible to report
directly to the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) (http://www.tga.gov.au/hp/problem-medicine-re
porting-reactions.htm) from anywhere in Australia or by telephone on 1800 044 114
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Sexually transmissible infections
Sexually transmissible infections (STIs) are frequently seen in general practice, especially chlamydia,
which is typically asymptomatic.5,6 It is important to detect it early in order to prevent transmission to
others and minimise potential complications, such as infertility. It may also be appropriate to screen for
other STIs. The individual’s age, sexual behaviour and community HIV or STI prevalence all influence the
level of risk, and should influence the choice of STI screening tests.

For additional resources specific to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, The Royal Australian
College of General Practitioners’ (RACGP) National guide to a preventive health assessment for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (2nd edn) (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clin
ical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/national-guide) includes information
about sexual health and blood-borne viruses.

Sexual health consultation

Many patients and doctors feel uncomfortable discussing sexual histories even when indicated or the
patient is requesting STI testing. Taking a sexual history is an important part of the assessment and
management of STIs, and it should not be a barrier to offering STI testing.7

A non-judgmental attitude and environment will facilitate disclosures on sexual matters.8 It is important
to ask open-ended questions and to avoid assumptions about sexual orientation, by using the term
‘partner’. Gentle enquiry about recent sexual activity, gender, number of partners, contraception
(including use of condoms), travel history, and immunisation status helps to inform decision making.
Additionally, ask about the risk for blood-borne viruses (hepatitis B, C, and HIV), such as injecting drug
use, tattooing and piercing. Investigations should be explained, and patients should be asked for
consent before tests such as HIV or hepatitis C are ordered.

Contact tracing

Contact tracing is essential in reducing the transmission of STIs and HIV. It is the responsibility of the
diagnosing clinician to facilitate the process of notifying current and past partners. This may be through
a direct approach from the patient, their treating health professional, or by using online partner
notification services available such as:

• www.letthemknow.org.au (http://www.letthemknow.org.au/)
• www.thedramadownunder.info/notify (http://www.thedramadownunder.info/notify) (for men

who have sex with men [MSM])
• www.bettertoknow.org.au (http://www.bettertoknow.org.au/) (for Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander youths).
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For more information and to determine ‘how far back to trace’, refer to the contact tracing manual at the
Australasian Society of HIV, Viral Hepatitis and Sexual Health Medicine’s (ASHM) website (http://contac
ttracing.ashm.org.au/) or the the NSW STI Programs Unit STI / HIV Testing Tool (https://stipu.nsw.go
v.au/wp-content/uploads/STI-HIV-Testing-Tool-online.pdf)

For HIV contact tracing, seek assistance from local sexual health services.

In the case of a notifiable condition, the patient should be informed that case notification to public
health authorities will occur. Notification should be made as set by the department of health in the
relevant state or territory.

Chlamydia and other STIs

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79 >80

More than 80% of chlamydia infections occur in people <29 years of age.9 Screening for chlamydia
infection in all sexually active people up to 29 years of age is recommended because of increased
prevalence and risk of complications.10 In asymptomatic, sexually active people up to 29 years of age,
the overall absolute risk of infection is approximately 5% for chlamydia and 0.5% for gonorrhoea.

The ranked risk for specific infections per 100,000 in general population/Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander populations:11

• Chlamydia (371/1341)
• Gonorrhoea (49/858)
• Hepatitis B (23/50)
• Syphilis (8/32)
• HIV (4/6)

A large proportion of young people will attend primary care clinics each year, and this presents the
opportunity to normalise sexual health care as part of usual general practice.10 Younger sexually active
youths should not be excluded from case finding, or identifying any safety or abuse issues. This may
involve a complete psychosocial (HE2ADS3)12 risk assessment as discussed in Table 3.2.

Women with untreated chlamydia infections have a 2–8% risk of infertility.13 Other STIs to consider
screening for in higher risk individuals are gonorrhoea, HIV and syphilis.14 The risk for gonorrhoea, HIV
and syphilis is low for heterosexuals in all major cities in Australia and New Zealand,15 but rates of
gonorrhoea and syphilis are higher among MSM. The individual’s age and sexual habits, and community
STI prevalence all influence the level of risk and should guide STI testing recommendations for patients
(refer to Tables 6.2.1.1 and 6.2.1.2 for guidance).
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MSM should be screened for gonorrhoea, chlamydia, syphilis and HIV every 12 months. Screening
should be performed more often if they have multiple sexual contacts. Most MSM with STIs have no
symptoms.16

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are at higher risk and should also be screened for
gonorrhoea, chlamydia, syphilis and HIV.

Screening for hepatitis C should be provided if the patient is HIV positive or there is a history of injecting
drug use, as this increases the risk of transmission.16

All pregnant women should be screened for hepatitis B, C, HIV and syphilis.14,17,18 Consider screening
pregnant women up to 29 years of age for chlamydia (and also gonorrhoea, if the patient is at high
risk).17–20
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Table 6.2.1.1

Sexually transmissible infections: Identifying risks
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Implementation

Chlamydia is the most common and curable STI in Australia. Notification rates per 100,000 increased
from 35.4 in 1993 to 363 in 2011, and has been steady since; 78% of those infected are aged 15–29
years.11Young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have higher infection rates especially in
regional and remote areas, with a substantially increased risk of chlamydia, gonorrhoea and syphilis.10

Screening sexually active women <25 years of age for chlamydia on an annual basis has been shown to
halve the infection and complication rates.11,13,35

Treatment of partners and contact tracing

All partners of those infected should be tested and treated presumptively. A systematic review has
shown that providing patient-delivered partner therapy to index cases is more effective in reducing
infection rates than paper-based methods of contact tracing.36 There is no single optimal strategy for
contact tracing. Getting assistance from the local sexual health services is recommended for HIV and
syphilis because it leads to more contacts being tested and treated.35 Referral to sexual health services
should be considered for problematic or repeated infections.37

It is important to ensure current sexual partners are treated simultaneously. Untreated pregnant women
infected with chlamydia have a 20–50% chance of infecting their infant at delivery.38
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Introduction
The lifestyle risk factors of smoking, nutrition, alcohol and physical activity (SNAP) are common among
patients attending general practice.1 They contribute significantly to the burden of disease, largely due
to their effect on the incidence and complications of chronic diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular
disease (CVD), chronic respiratory disease and some cancers.2 General practitioners (GPs) and their
teams can make an important contribution to managing each of the SNAP lifestyle behaviours,
including smoking,3,4 dietary change,5 hazardous drinking,6 physical activity7,8 and weight.9,10

Each of these risk factors may interact with the others throughout the lifecycle and need to be
considered together rather than separately.11 The 5As is an internationally accepted framework for
organising the assessment and management of behavioural risk factors in primary healthcare.12–14 It
consists of the following:

• Ask – A systematic approach to asking all patients about their SNAP, which may occur
opportunistically as they present for other conditions and/or by recall for health checks.

• Assess – Assess readiness to change, and dependence (for smoking and alcohol).
• Advise – Provide brief, non-judgemental advice with patient education materials.
• Assist/agree – Work with the patient to set agreed goals for behaviour change; provide

motivational interviewing; refer to telephone support services, group lifestyle programs or
individual providers (eg dietitian or exercise physiologist); consider pharmacotherapy.

• Arrange – Regular follow-up visits to monitor maintenance and prevent relapse.

Progress along the pathway from assessment and advice to goal setting, referral and follow-up is
associated with increased patient motivation and behaviour change.15 A number of evidence-based
preventive care guidelines are based on the 5As framework.9

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

• The greatest burden of chronic illness is experienced by socioeconomically disadvantaged
groups, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, who access preventive
healthcare less frequently than other groups.16–18 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
have a significantly lower life expectancy at birth than non-Indigenous Australians. This is
attributable, to a significant extent, to inequities in prevalence and care for chronic
diseases.19,20 This gap appears to be widening and is the widest seen globally between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations.21 Multimorbidity is more common in
disadvantaged groups and is associated with higher levels of psychosocial stress.22,23

• The uptake of preventive and screening services in primary healthcare is significantly related to
higher levels of education, health motivation, and self-rated health, as well as to particular
cultural groups. Immigrant groups undergo fewer preventive consultations and screening tests,
and have overall less primary care utilisation.24 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
and socioeconomically deprived people have higher risks of disease, but are less likely to be

Introduction

118



offered preventive interventions.25

• Socioeconomic disadvantage is associated with higher rates of smoking and alcohol use,
poorer diets and lower levels of physical activity. The higher rates are a product of social,
environmental and individual factors.

• Smoking rates show significant inequities across groups. Most disadvantaged groups continue
to have higher smoking rates. Smoking status varies by education level, employment status,
socioeconomic status (SES), geographic location and Indigenous status.26,27 Nationally, the
prevalence of smoking among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (45%) is more than
double that of non-Indigenous Australians, and is up to 82% in remote
communities.28,29 Smoking is also more prevalent in people with long-term mental illness.30

• Overweight and obesity rates are higher in socioeconomically disadvantaged groups and the
gap is widening.31–33 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have higher rates of being
overweight and obese as well as a higher incidence of vascular disease.34 Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander communities in remote regions face significant access barriers to
nutritious and affordable food.35,36Nutritious food tends to cost more in rural and remote
areas, and cost may also be an issue in low SES groups.37,38 Low-income groups are less likely
to be offered interventions to prevent being overweight.39

• Alcohol may produce a greater burden of harm in more socially disadvantaged groups partly
through the more hazardous pattern of drinking and partly through reduced access to
resources to mitigate harm.40–43 Recognition and treatment are also impeded by the social
stigma associated with problematic use of alcohol.44–46

What can GPs do?

• Interventions targeting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples could include individual
and group interventions delivered in primary healthcare and community settings to promote
improved health literacy and awareness of behavioural risk factors.47 Financial assistance to
enable healthier food choices may be effective.48 The Centre for Excellence in Indigenous
Tobacco Control (CEITC) provides resources and strategies at www.ceitc.org.au (http://www.ce
itc.org.au/) Improvements in physical activity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients
may be achieved by linking health advice with locally available and appropriate community
sport and recreation programs, as well as social support programs such as group
activities.34,49

• Provide motivational interviewing for at-risk patients with low SES.50–52 Individual behavioural
counselling is more likely to be effective for patients from disadvantaged backgrounds if linked
to community resources, and if financial and access barriers are addressed.53,54 Interventions
to improve physical activity among socially disadvantaged patients would ideally be linked to
community programs that improve the physical environment, are culturally acceptable and
address cost barriers.55–57Supportive provider attitudes are also important in building self-
efficacy among patients from these groups.58

• Be aware that behavioural risk factors are not simply a matter of ‘individual lifestyle choices’.
For example, racism and stress may be drivers of smoking for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and dietary choices may be shaped significantly by availability, cost and
distribution of healthy food.

• Quality improvement activities, especially clinical audit and practice plans, can help improve
the assessment and recording of behavioural risk factors.59
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Smoking

Age range chart
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Smoking status and interest in quitting should be assessed and documented in the medical record for
every patient >10 years of age.3,13,60 All patients who smoke, regardless of the amount they smoke,
should be offered smoking cessation advice. This should include the following actions:

• Ask about their interest in quitting (B).
• Advise to stop smoking (A), agreeing on quit goals and offer pharmacotherapy to all patients

smoking more than 10 cigarettes per day unless contraindicated, especially if there is evidence
of nicotine dependence (A).

• Offer referral to a proactive telephone call-back cessation service (eg Quitline 13 7848; A).
• Follow up to support maintenance and prevent relapse using self-help or pharmacotherapy (A).

To assess nicotine dependence, ask about the:60

• number of minutes between waking and smoking the first cigarette
• number of cigarettes smoked a day (there is a high likelihood of nicotine dependence if the

person smokes within 30 minutes of waking and smokes more than 10–15 cigarettes a day)
• type of craving or withdrawal symptoms experienced in previous quit attempts.
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Implementation

At an individual patient level, GPs and their teams can influence smoking rates by systematically
providing opportunistic advice and offering support to all attending patients who smoke.67 Where this is
insufficient, other effective treatment strategies include referral to the
Quitline,68 pharmacotherapy 69,70 and motivational interviewing.71,72

Tobacco use is most effectively treated with a comprehensive approach involving behavioural support
and pharmacotherapy. Combined pharmacotherapy and behavioural support increases the success of
smoking cessation.73

Table 7.1.1

Smoking: Identifying risks
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Pregnant women find it especially difficult to quit; pregnancy alters nicotine metabolism and heightens
withdrawal symptoms and the support from partners is an important element in quitting. Higher
smoking rates in disadvantaged individuals reflect greater neighbourhood disadvantage, less social
support, greater negative effect and lower self-efficacy.21,28 Removing access barriers and providing
incentives to motivate patients to quit may improve quit rates.

Patients should be reviewed within one week and again after one month of stopping smoking in order
to help increase the long-term chance of quitting.

There is a lack of consistent, bias-free evidence that acupuncture, acupressure or laser therapy have
sustained benefit on smoking cessation for longer than six months.74 There is insufficient evidence that
electronic cigarettes(e-cigarettes) help smokers to stop smoking when compared with nicotine patches
or placebo.75

The CEITC (http://www.ceitc.org.au) provides resources and strategies.
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Overweight

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Body mass index (BMI) and waist circumference should be measured every two years and recorded in
the medical record (A). On its own, BMI may be misleading, especially in older people and muscular
individuals, and classifications may need to be adjusted for some ethnic groups9. Waist circumference
is a stronger predictor of CVD and diabetes than weight alone76,77.

Patients who are overweight or obese should be offered individual lifestyle education and skills training
(A)9. Restrictive dieting is not recommended for children and most adolescents who have not
completed their growth spurt9. A modest loss of 5–10% of starting body weight in adults who are
overweight is sufficient to achieve some health benefits.9,78
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Table 7.2.1

Obesity-related complications: Identifying risks
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Table 7.2.2

Overweight and obesity: Assessment and preventive interventions

Table 7.2.3

Nutrition: Healthy weight: Body mass index (kg/m2 ) 82
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Implementation

Consider and offer adult patients a range of treatment options. Individual education and simple
behavioural interventions are appropriate for some patients, while behavioural approaches may be more
appropriate for those with disordered eating patterns. Behaviour change techniques include goal
setting, self-monitoring of behaviour and progress, stimulus control (eg recognising and avoiding
triggers that prompt unplanned eating), cognitive restructuring (modifying unhelpful thoughts or
thinking patterns) or problem-solving, and relapse prevention and management.9

Telephone coaching has been demonstrated to be comparable with face-to-face techniques and is
available in most states.83,84

For adolescents and children, lifestyle programs should focus on parents, carers and families. Advise
that weight maintenance is an acceptable approach in most situations for children who are overweight
or obese. Recommend lifestyle changes, including reducing energy intake and sedentary behaviour, and
increasing physical activity based on current Australian dietary and physical activity guidelines.9

For more information, refer to The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ (RACGP) Smoking,
Nutrition, Alcohol and Physical activity (SNAP): A population health guide to behavioural risk (https://ww
w.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/sn
ap) 82 and National Health and Medical Reserach Council’s (NHMRC) Clinical practice guidelines for the
management of overweight and obesity in adults, adolescents and children in Australia9
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Nutrition

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Ask adults how many portions of fruits or vegetables they eat in a day and advise to follow the
NHMRC’s Australian dietary guidelines (B).85 Brief advice should be given to eat two serves of fruit and
five serves of vegetables per day (2 + 5 portions), and to limit sugar, saturated fat, salt and alcohol.

Breastfeeding should be promoted as the most appropriate method for feeding infants (and one that
offers protection against infection and some chronic diseases).85 Refer to Chapter 3. Preventive
activities in children and young people (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/
key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/preventi
ve-activities-in-children-and-young-people) for nutrition-related recommendations.
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Table 7.3.1

Nutrition-related complications: Identifying risk
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For further information, refer to the RACGP’s SNAP guide (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/
clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/snap) , 2nd edn,82 and NHMRC’s
Australian dietary guidelines.85
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Early detection of at risk drinking

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

All patients should be asked about the quantity and frequency of alcohol intake from 15 years of age
(A).6Those with at-risk patterns of alcohol consumption should be offered brief advice on the risk in
drinking (A).90 Motivational interviewing is both a useful and effective counselling strategy to facilitate a
decrease of alcohol intake to low-risk drinking (I, B).91–94
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Table 7.4.1

Alcohol-related complications: Identifying risk
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Implementation

There is some evidence from earlier systematic reviews that for every 10 hazardous drinkers treated
using brief interventions, one will reduce drinking to low-risk levels.102,133,134 For more information, refer
to the RACGP’s SNAP guide (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-
guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/snap) , 2nd edn.82

Table 7.4.2

What advice, and to whom, should be provided?

Table 7.4.3

Strategies to increase effectiveness
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Physical activity

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Ask about the patient's current level of physical activity and sedentary behaviour, and assess against
current guidelines.

Provide age-specific advice on meeting recommended levels of sedentary behaviour and physical
activity.

The message that any physical activity is better than none is important. If a patient does not already
engage in regular physical activity, they can be encouraged to start by doing some, and then gradually
build up to the recommended amount.135 Advice, written physical activity materials and referral should
be tailored to age (refer to Table 7.5.1).
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Table 7.5.1

Physical activity: Assessment, advice and referral
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Implementation

Physically inactive patients may be referred to physical activity programs or classes run by local
community organisations. Those who have a chronic medical condition and complex needs may benefit
from referral to an accredited exercise physiologist or physiotherapist. For more information, refer to
the RACGP’s SNAP guide,2nd edn.82
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Introduction
General practitioners (GPs) can play a key role in identifying patients who may be at increased risk of
cancer, and giving tailored advice and cancer screening. There are many risk factors for cancers that
GPs can explore – most are specific to each cancer.
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Prostate cancer

Age range chart
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Not recommended as a preventive activity

Screening of asymptomatic (low-risk) men for prostate cancer by prostate specific antigen (PSA)
testing is not recommended because the benefits have not clearly been shown to outweigh the
harms.1 This remains the case following recent large trials.1 Therefore, GPs have no obligation to offer
prostate cancer screening to asymptomatic men.

Some men may have individual concerns about prostate cancer and may put a higher value on the
possible benefits of prostate cancer screening. This requires specific discussion to address the
benefits and harms (from overdiagnosis and overtreatment) of prostate cancer screening.2 The Royal
Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) has produced a patient decision aid that may
assist this discussion (http://www.racgp.org.au/your-practice/guidelines/prostate-cancer)

If after an informed process, perhaps using a decision aid, a man still requests prostate cancer
screening, a PSA blood test is acceptable.3 Digital rectal examination (DRE) is no longer recommended
as it is insufficiently sensitive to detect prostate cancers early enough.4

Clinicians should not test for asymptomatic prostate cancer (eg by adding the PSA test to a battery of
other tests) without counselling about possible harms as well as possible benefits, and obtaining
informed consent.

Implementation

Strategy

Patients who request testing should be informed about the risks and benefits of tests for prostate
cancer, and should be assisted to make their own decision using an acceptable decision aid.16
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10 years prior to age of onset of affected family member

Biennial faecal occult blood test (FOBT) can reduce colorectal cancer (CRC) mortality by 16%.17 The
original trials of FOBT screening used the guaiac-based FOBT, but this has been superseded by the
more sensitive and specific faecal immunochemical test (ie iFOBT). Organised screening by iFOBT is
recommended for the asymptomatic (average risk) population from 50 years of age every two years (A)
until 74 years of age with repeated negative findings.18,19

In November 2017, the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) endorsed a new
national guideline on CRC prevention and screening. Screening recommendations, which used to be
determined solely on lifetime risk of CRC, now also account for absolute risk of cancer in the short
term.109 Risk assessment should include determining the number and type of relatives affected by CRC,
and age at diagnosis (refer to Table 9.2.1. Colorectal cancer: Identifying risk). The new guideline also
changed the recommendations on CRC screening modality in people at moderate risk of CRC. Of note,
iFOBT is now recommended for people in this group from 40 to 49 years of age and colonoscopy five-
yearly from 50 to 74 years of age. Digital rectal examination (DRE) is not recommended as a screening
tool (D), but is important in evaluating patients who present with symptoms (eg rectal bleeding).

Colonoscopy is not recommended as a screening test for people at average risk of CRC. No
randomised controlled trial (RCT) has evaluated the effect of colonoscopy on CRC mortality, although
trials are in progress in Spain, Sweden and the US. Colonoscopy has indirect and direct harms,
including, rarely, death from the procedure (one in 10,000–14,000 colonoscopies).20, 21 Harm may be
caused by the bowel cleanout prior to the procedure (eg dehydration, electrolyte imbalances), sedation
used during the procedure (eg cardiovascular events), or the procedure itself (eg infection, colonic
perforations, bleeding). There is insufficient evidence about the use of computed tomography (CT)
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colonography (also refer to Chapter 15. Screening tests of unproven benefit), faecal deoxyribonucleic
acid (DNA) or plasma circulating DNA tests to recommend them as alternatives to iFOBT for CRC
screening.22

The 2017 NHMRC-endorsed guideline also examined an updated systematic review of trial evidence on
the effects of low-dose aspirin on CRC incidence and mortality. The guideline development group
considered evidence relating to the additional benefits from reduction in cardiovascular disease risk
and potential adverse effects (ie haemorrhagic stroke, gastrointestinal bleeding, peptic
ulcer).109 Overall, it was found that the benefits of taking low-dose aspirin outweighed the harms, and
the guideline recommends that aspirin should be actively considered in all people aged 50–74 years.
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Patients who have adenomatous polyps removed at colonoscopy are then classified as having above-
average risk for the development of metachronous adenomatous polyps and CRC. Table 9.2.2 provides
advice about colonoscopic surveillance and recommended frequency based on the number and
histology of polyps. It is important to try to obtain information about the histology, size and number of
polyps removed, as this determines the future risk of adenomas and CRC and, therefore, frequency of
recommended surveillance colonoscopy.30

Table 9.2.2

Follow-up after polypectomy
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Implementation

Strategy

Measures to increase screening in these groups include organised approaches such as employing
recall and reminder systems;32,33 recommendations by the GP for the screening;33,34 addressing
capacity issues, including convenience;33,35 and minimising barriers such as cost.33,35,36 Refer to
the RACGP’s Putting prevention into practice: Guidelines for the implementation of prevention in the
general practice setting (Green Book) (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/k
ey-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/putting-prevention-into-practice-guidelines-for-the-implem
entation-of-prevention-in-the-general-pra) .

The National Bowel Cancer Screening Program, using iFOBT, is being expanded, and by 2020 will offer
biennial screening for people aged 50–74 years. GPs are critical, not just in maximising participation
but in managing participants with a positive iFOBT.34,37

Participation is under-represented by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) peoples.38
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Breast cancer
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Increasing age is a major risk factor for developing breast cancer. Other major risk factors include a
personal history of atypical hyperplasia or lobular carcinoma in situ, a strong family history of the
disease or mutation in a breast cancer predisposition gene, and previous radiotherapy (eg for previous
cancer). Breast cancer risk factors that reflect hormonal exposures in the distant past, such as age at
menarche or age at first birth, are less predictive of late-life breast cancer than factors indicating recent
hormonal exposures such as high bone mass or obesity (refer to Cancer Australia (http://https//cancer
australia.gov.au/clinical-best-practice/breast-cancer/breast-cancer-risk) for further information).

Breast cancer risk is not normally distributed: most women have a low (<4%) lifetime risk; and the
remainder 4% to more than 80%.39,40

Prevention of breast cancer

Physical activity,41 adequate folate,42 a Mediterranean diet,43 normal BMI (in postmenopausal women
only) and decreased alcohol consumption44 are associated with a decreased risk of breast cancer in
observational studies. For women at moderate (ie 1.5–3 times the population risk) or high (ie >3 times
the population risk) risk, additional interventions such as risk-reducing medication45 (moderate and
high risk) and risk-reducing surgery46 (high risk) are available. Referral to specialist genetic assessment
is available for women assessed at high risk.

Screening

The screening strategy employed for an individual woman depends on her individual degree of risk.
Validated tools are available that can assess an individual woman’s breast cancer risk (eg International
Breast Cancer Intervention Study (IBIS) tool, available here (http://www.ems-trials.org/riskevaluator)
).47 For asymptomatic, low-risk women, BreastScreen Australia recommends screening mammograms
every two years for women aged 50–74 years (B).48

The benefits of screening are obvious. However, the risks must not be forgotten: assuming that
screening reduces breast cancer mortality by 15%, and that overdiagnosis and overtreatment is at 30%,
then for every 2000 women invited for screening over 10 years, one will avoid dying of breast cancer
and 10 healthy women, who would not have been diagnosed if there had not been screening, will be
treated unnecessarily.49,50 An extra 200 women will experience important psychological distress
including anxiety and uncertainty from false positive findings. The substantial advances in treatment,
and greater breast cancer awareness since the trials were carried out, mean that presented breast
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cancers are detected earlier and survive better, so screening today is less effective than at the time of
the trials. Recent observational studies show more overdiagnosis than in the trials and very little or no
reduction in the incidence of advanced cancers with screening.51

The decision to start screening mammogram should be an individual one. This is especially for women
aged <50 years, where the benefits–harms ratio is less favourable.48

Some points:

• Screening mammogram in women aged 40–49 years may reduce the risk of dying of breast
cancer, but the number of deaths averted is much smaller than in older women, and the
number of false-positive tests and unnecessary biopsies are larger (C). Some women put a
higher value on the potential benefit than the potential harms, and may choose to begin
screening between the ages of 40–49 years (C).48

• For women at average risk (ie <1.5 times population risk) of breast cancer, most of the benefit
of a mammogram will result from biennial screening during ages 50–74 years of age.48

• Of all age groups, women aged 60–69 years are most likely to avoid a breast cancer death
through mammogram screening (C).48

• All women undergoing regular screening mammogram are at risk of overdiagnosis – the
detection (and then treatment) of non-invasive and invasive breast cancer that would otherwise
not have become a threat to their health, or even apparent, during her lifetime (C).48

• Women with a parent, sibling, or child with breast cancer may benefit more than average-risk
women from beginning screening between 40 and 49 years of age (C).48

• Cancer Australia recommends considering annual mammograms from 40 years of age if the
woman has a first-degree relative <50 years of age diagnosed with breast cancer (refer to Table
9.3.1).48

• There is insufficient evidence to assess the balance of benefits and harms of screening
mammogram in women aged >75 years (I).48 Randomised trials of the benefits of screening
mammogram did not include women >74 years of age. However observational studies favour
extending screening mammogram to older women who have a life expectancy of not less than
10 years.52

• There is insufficient evidence to recommend that clinical breast examination offers any
benefits to women, of any age (C).48 However, it is recommended that all women, whether or
not they undergo mammogram screening, are aware of how their breasts normally look and
feel, and promptly report any new or unusual changes (such as a lump, nipple changes, nipple
discharge, change in skin colour, pain in a breast) to their GP. No one method for women to use
when checking their breasts is recommended over another.

The recommended screening strategy for women at different individual degrees of risk is outlined in
Table 9.3.1. Cancer Australia recommends that women at any age at increased risk (ie >1.5 times
population risk) are offered an individualised surveillance program by their GP and/or specialist.53 This
might include regular clinical breast examination and breast imaging with mammography and/or
ultrasound and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). There is government funding available for MRI
screening for women <50 years of age at high risk of developing breast cancer.54
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Table 9.3.1
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Implementation of breast cancer screening

Strategies

A systematic review of strategies for increasing the participation of women in community breast cancer
screening found five favourable active strategies: letter of invitation, mailed educational material, letter
of invitation plus phone call, phone call, and training activities plus direct reminders.57
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Skin cancer
Primary prevention is being ‘sun smart’ (refer to Table 9.4.1.2). Everyone, particularly children, should be
advised to adopt protective measures when ultraviolet (UV) levels are ≥3. An RCT in Queensland
showed that sunscreen applied daily reduces the incidence of melanoma and squamous cell carcinoma
(SCC) in adults with a previous history of skin cancer.58,59

Screening of asymptomatic (low-risk) people for melanoma or non-melanocytic skin cancer (NMSC) is
not recommended as there is insufficient evidence available to show that this reduces death.60 A skin
cancer screening program in one region of Germany reported temporary reductions in melanoma
mortality; however, this ecological study may be subject to several biases.61,62

Instead of screening, providing education that raises awareness of the early signs of skin cancer,
particularly in people aged >40 years is recommended. Patients can be assessed opportunistically, or
when concerned generally, or about a specific skin lesion.

Melanocytic skin cancer

Advise on sun protection and prevention

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Screen increased-risk and high-risk patients

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79 >80

Clinical assessment of future risk of melanoma should take into account:60

• patient’s age and sex
• history of previous melanoma or NMSC
• number of naevi (common and atypical)
• family history of melanoma
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• skin and hair pigmentation
• response to sun exposure
• evidence of actinic skin damage.

There are no sufficiently well-validated risk models to assess the combined effects of all these
factors.63

Skin self-examination should be encouraged for high-risk individuals every three months and clinical
examination every six months (B).63,64

Table 9.4.1.1

Melanocytic skin cancer: Identifying risk
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Implementation

GPs over-excise pigmented lesions in people who are younger (aged <40 years) or female, in whom they
excise more benign lesions.75 GPs should be more suspicious of skin lesions in men aged >50 years.75

Table 9.4.1.2

Melanocytic skin cancer: Preventive interventions
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Non-melanocytic skin cancer (basal cell and squamous
cell carcinoma)

Prevention advice

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Opportunistic case finding

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

High-risk individuals aged ≥40 years should be examined for NMSC opportunistically (B). Skin self-
examination should be encouraged for high-risk individuals (B). The most common preventable cause
of NMSC is UV exposure. All people, especially children, should be advised to use protective measures
when UV levels are ≥3 (A).

An RCT in Queensland showed that sunscreen applied daily reduces the incidence of melanoma and
SCC in adults with a previous history of skin cancer.58 In northern Australia and some parts of southern
Australia, UV exposure is sufficiently high to require daily use of sunscreen. For daily information about
UV levels visit the SunSmart widget (http://www.sunsmart.com.au/uv-sun-protection/uv/uv-widget)
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Table 9.4.2.1

Non-melanocytic skin cancer: Identifying risk
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Prevention

Human papillomavirus vaccination (B)

For maximal effect, the vaccination should be given prior to the onset of sexual activity. It has no
modifying effect on already acquired human papillomavirus (HPV) infections. It is available as part of
the National Immunisation Program Schedule for girls and boys in year 7.81,82 HPV-vaccinated women
still require cervical screening as the HPV vaccine does not protect against all the types of HPV that
cause cervical cancer.

Screening

Australia has the lowest mortality rate and the second lowest incidence of cervical cancer in the world.
The success of the cervical screening program is dependent upon the recruitment of women: 85% of
women in Australia who develop cervical cancer have either not had a Papanicolaou (Pap) test or been
inadequately screened in the past 10 years. Women aged >50 years are still under-screened.83

Australia’s National Cervical Cancer Screening Program will change from December 2017 (the change
was originally planned for May 2017 but a delay was announced in February 2017). As of that date,
women aged 25–74 years, both HPV vaccinated and unvaccinated, will be invited to undertake an HPV
test every five years.84 Women of any age who have symptoms (including pain or bleeding) should have
appropriate clinical assessment, which may include a cervical cytology test and an HPV test. Women
between 70 and 74 years of age who have had a regular screening test will be recommended to have an
exit HPV test before leaving the cervical screening program.
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A comparison between the current program and the one starting in December 2017 is given in Box A. In
the interim, the National Cervical Cancer Screening program continues to recommend Pap test
screening every two years for women who have ever had sex and have an intact cervix, commencing
from 18–20 years of age (or up to two years after first having sexual intercourse, whichever is later).85

Box A

Comparison of the key aspects of the current national cervical screening program with that
commencing from May 2017
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Table 9.5.1

Cervical cancer: Identifying risk
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The following resources provide helpful advice:

• Recommended screening tests and the visual appearance of the cervix (http://www.papscree
n.org.au/downloads/ resources/other/cervical_sampling_card.pdf)

• HPV: A guide for practitioners (http://www.papscreen.org.au/downloads/resources/other/hpv-
a-guide-forpractitioners.pdf)

Pelvic examination

Screening pelvic examinations for the detection of pathology in asymptomatic, non-pregnant, adult
women is not recommended because there is no evidence of benefit.98 Also refer to Chapter 15.
Screening tests of unproven benefit (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/ke
y-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activities-in-general-pr/screening-
tests-of-unproven-benefit) .

Table 9.5.2

Tests to detect cervical cancer risk
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Implementation

Strategy

Methods of encouraging women to undergo cervical screening include invitations, reminders,
education, message framing, counselling, risk-factor assessment, procedures and economic
interventions. Evidence supports the use of invitations and, to a lesser extent, educational materials. It
is likely other methods are advantageous, but the evidence is not as strong. Further research is
required.97
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Ovarian cancer

Age range chart
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Not recommended as a preventive activity

Screening in asymptomatic, low-risk women is not recommended. Screening methods for ovarian
cancer employ blood tests for cancer antigen (CA) 125, or transabdominal or transvaginal ultrasound.

There are three large randomised trials on ovarian cancer screening:

• the United States Prostate, Lung, Colorectal and Ovarian trial (PLCO), which reported in 2011;99

• the United Kingdom Collaborative Trial of Ovarian Cancer Screening (UKCTOCS) in late
2015;100

• a European trial, which commenced in 2005 and has not reported yet.

The UK trial found a small reduction in ovarian deaths from CA125, and transvaginal ultrasound for
routine population-based screening for ovarian cancer.

However, the results are regarded as preliminary, requiring confirmation and longer follow-up100 and, in
the meantime, the US Preventive Services Task Force (USPSTF) recommends against ovarian cancer
screening.101

Table 9.6.1

Ovarian cancer: Identifying risk
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Testicular cancer

Age range chart
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Not recommended as a preventive activity

There is insufficient evidence to routinely screen for testicular cancer using clinical or self-
examination.105,106 Those performing testicular self-examination are not more likely to detect early-
stage tumours or have better survival than those who do not (C).
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Introduction
Cardiovascular disease (CVD) occurs in 18% of Australians. It accounts for 36% of all deaths and 6.9%
of all disability.1 The most important behavioural and physiological risk factors for CVD are smoking,
diabetes, raised blood pressure (BP), dyslipidaemia, obesity, physical inactivity and poor diet.2 These
risk factors are common in the Australian population: 90% of adults aged >45 years have at least one
modifiable risk factor and 66% have three or more risk factors for CVD.3 In addition to these, a family
history of premature heart disease in a first-degree relative,4 history of depression, social isolation and
lack of quality social support are recognised risk factors for coronary heart disease (CHD).5

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

Cardiovascular disease (CVD)

Socioeconomic disadvantage is associated with higher rates of CVD. Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, people living in rural and remote areas, and people in lower socioeconomic groups, all
have an increased risk of cardiovascular disease.6Minority groups have high risk factor rates of
cardiovascular disease globally.6,7

Type 2 diabetes (T2D)

There is a higher prevalence of T2D among Australians in the lower socioeconomic groups.8 T2D is
more than twice as common in the most disadvantaged communities.9 Certain ethnic groups are more
at risk.10Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are three times more likely to have diabetes than
non-Indigenous Australians, and T2D is a direct or indirect cause for 20% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander deaths.11

CVD risk factors

Biological and behavioural risk factors play a role in increasing cardiovascular risk (refer to Chapter 7.
Prevention of chronic disease). However, while smoking, nutrition, alcohol and physical activity (SNAP)
risk factors exhibit clear socioeconomic gradients,10,12 the higher prevalence of vascular and metabolic
disease is only partly mediated by behavioural risk factors and is more consistently observed in
women.13 Diabetes and CVD are more common in rural populations, and this is exacerbated by poorer
access to healthcare.14There is evidence that men from socioeconomically disadvantaged
backgrounds may be less likely to be offered statins.15
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Chronic kidney disease (CKD)

Disadvantaged groups have higher rates of CKDfor which type 2 diabetic nephropathy is a common
cause.16,17 Over the past 25 years, the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
commencing renal replacement therapy was 3.5 times greater than the majority of the population. CKD
has an earlier onset in Indigenous peoples.18–20 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are 10
times more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to be hospitalised for CKD, and, from 2008 to 2012,
CKD was responsible for or associated with 16% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander deaths.11

What can GPs do?

• Inequities in diabetes care can be ameliorated using a structured systems-based approach to
care targeting at-risk and minority populations using diabetes registries.21

• Social disadvantage may be a factor in poor medication adherence in patients with chronic
disease.22,23 Interventions that can help improve medication adherence include those that
target the barriers created by socioeconomic status (SES) and the treatment itself.23 Underuse
of cardiovascular medications is common in older adults at high risk of CVD, and may be a
factor in inequity in cardiovascular outcomes.24

• Effective chronic disease interventions are likely to be those that address the determinants of
behavioural risk factors that arise from root social causes such as poverty and low health
literacy.6Interventions delivered in community settings that target families and are multifaceted
to incorporate the social context are generally the most successful.25,26

• Trust is an important element in the delivery of culturally competent health service to patients
with chronic diseases, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Key ways to
improve healthcare delivery are to respond to social complexity; promote empowerment, trust
and rapport; and reduce discrimination and racism. To do so requires not only practice-system
change but also Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural training of health professionals to
build culturally safe environments.27,28 Continuity of care and patient-centred care are also
important. Culturally specific interventions are needed and there are ongoing initiatives to
develop these.29–33
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Absolute CVD risk assessment combines risk factors to calculate the probability that an individual will
develop a cardiovascular event (eg myocardial infarction, stroke) or other vascular disease within a
specified time frame (usually five years). Absolute CVD risk assessment should be conducted at least
every two years in all adults aged >45 years who are not known to have CVD or to be at clinically
determined high risk (B).34 This calculation requires information on the patient’s age, sex, smoking
status, total and high-density lipoprotein-cholesterol (HDL–C), systolic blood pressure (SBP) and
whether the patient is known to have diabetes or left ventricular hypertrophy (LVH). In adults at low
absolute CVD risk, blood test results within five years may be used for review of absolute CVD risk
unless there are reasons to the contrary.34

Adults >74 years of age may have their absolute CVD risk assessed with age entered as 74 years. This
is likely to underestimate five-year risk but will give an estimate of minimum risk.35 Patients with a
family history of premature CVD (in a first-degree relative – men aged <55 years, women aged <65
years)4 or obesity (body mass index [BMI] above 30 kg/m2 or more) may be at greater
risk.36–38 Similarly, patients with depression and atrial fibrillation (AF) may also be at increased risk.34
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Blood pressure

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

BP should be measured in all adults from 18 years of age (A) at least every two years. BP should be
interpreted in the context of an absolute CVD risk assessment after 45 years of age (35 years of age for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; B). Secondary causes of hypertension and ‘white coat’
hypertension should be considered.
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Hypertension: Identifying risk
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Cholesterol and other lipids

Age range chart
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

Age range chart
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Adults should have their blood lipids (a fasting sample should be used when assessing elevated
triglycerides [TG])50 assessed every five years starting at 45 years of age (A for males, C for females).
Lipid levels should be interpreted in the context of an absolute CVD risk assessment after 45 years of
age (35 years of age for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; B). Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander adults should have lipid tests performed every five years from 35 years of age (B).
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Table 8.3.1

Cholesterol and lipids: Identifying risk
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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Abnormal blood glucose is a modifiable risk factor for CVD and a diagnosis of diabetes substantially
increases a person’s absolute CVD risk score. The Australian type 2 diabetes risk assesment tool
(AUSDRISK) is useful in assessing risk of diabetes. Preventive interventions (refer to Table 8.4.3) have
been shown to reduce progression to diabetes in patients with impaired fasting glucose.

Patients at high risk should be screened for diabetes every three years from 40 years of age. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples should have their risk of diabetes assessed every three years from 18
years of age. Screening should be part of a comprehensive CVD assessment including BP, lipids,
smoking, physical activity, diet, overweight and obesity.
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Table 8.4.1

Type 2 diabetes: Identifying risk

Type 2 diabetes

277



The RACGP and Diabetes Australia’s publication General practice management of type 2 diabetes (http
s://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resources/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guideline
s/diabetes) provides guidance for the management of patients diagnosed with T2D.

Table 8.4.2

Tests to detect diabetes*

Table 8.4.3

Type 2 diabetes: Preventive interventions
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Stroke

Age range chart
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GPs should be alert to symptoms of transient ischaemic attacks (TIAs) in those aged ≥45 years and
they should assess these patients early in order to prioritise those needing urgent investigation and
management. People at high risk should be questioned about symptoms of TIA to determine
appropriate action. Adults with AF should have their absolute CVD risk assessed and the cause of their
AF determined and treated according to cardiovascular and thromboembolic risk (II, B).
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Table 8.5.1

Stroke: Identifying risk
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For further information about secondary prevention after stroke or TIA refer to the Stroke Foundation (h
ttps://strokefoundation.com.au/)

Also refer to Chapter 15. Screening tests of unproven benefit (https://www.racgp.org.au/clinical-resourc
es/clinical-guidelines/key-racgp-guidelines/view-all-racgp-guidelines/guidelines-for-preventive-activitie
s-in-general-pr/screening-tests-of-unproven-benefit) .
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Approximately 1.7 million Australians aged >18 years have reduced kidney function and/or albumin in
the urine,75 but only 10% are aware of this.76 CKD may be a stronger risk factor for future coronary
events and all-cause mortality than diabetes.77 Early management of CKD includes CVD risk factor
reduction, lifestyle changes and prescription of angiotensin-converting-enzyme (ACE) inhibitors or
angiotensin receptor blockers (ARBs).78 Patients should be screened for kidney disease if they are at
high risk (B).
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Atrial fibrillation
AF is the most common heart arrhythmia; it increases in incidence with age,96,97 affecting less than 1%
of patients aged <60 years and between 5% and 15% of patients aged >80 years.98

Systematic screening for AF is not recommended; however, opportunistic screening when taking a
blood pressure or at other times appears to be cost effective.99
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Introduction
General practitioners (GPs) play an important role in the detection and management of mental illness,
especially with prevalent conditions such as depression and anxiety, and social conditions such as
intimate partner violence.1 The prevalence of gender-based violence has been estimated at 27.4%.2 In
the most recent (2007) Australian National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, the prevalence of
any lifetime mental disorder was 45.5%, with a 12-month prevalence of 14.4% for anxiety disorders,
6.2% for affective disorders and 5.1% for substance use disorders.3 Patients, especially women, who
experience underlying intimate partner violence, often present with depression and anxiety.4

Health inequity

What are the key equity issues and who is at risk?

• Socioeconomic disadvantage – The National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing identified
that ‘the proportion of people who reported having mental problems increased as levels of
socioeconomic disadvantage increased’. In 2007–08, 16% of people living in the most
disadvantaged areas had a mental or behavioural problem, compared with 11% of people living
in the least disadvantaged areas. The likelihood of depression among low socioeconomic
status (SES) persons is almost double that of SES persons (most marked for persistent
depression). 3,5,7 Anxiety and affective disorders are more common in unemployed
people. 8,9 In patients with chronic disease and disability, lower educational level and
unemployment are predictive of depression. 10,11

◦ Practices in disadvantaged areas have a higher prevalence of depression to identify
and manage. Mental health services overall are used at lower rates by the
socioeconomically disadvantaged, possibly related to low health literacy and
stigma.12–14

◦ Suicide and attempted suicide are consistently associated with markers of SES
disadvantage including limited educational achievement and homelessness.15,16

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
are known to be at greater risk of morbidity and mortality from mental health–related
conditions affecting social and emotional wellbeing. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples are hospitalised for mental health problems at twice the rate of non-Indigenous
Australians and experience twice the rate of suicide, rising to five times the rate in the 15–19
years age group.17 Very high psychological distress in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities may be related to the risk factors of chronic stress and exposure to violence,
racism (including within the health system18 where all concerned have a role to ensure this
does not happen), and marginalisation and dispossession.19

• Culturally and linguistically diverse patients (CALD) – Differences in the way depression is
understood and presented may create barriers to accessing effective depression care for
patients from non–English-speaking and culturally diverse backgrounds.20

• Age – Income-related inequalities in the prevalence of psychological distress and common
mental health conditions are particularly common in midlife.21 With advancing age,
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socioeconomic inequities lead to an increase in anxiety and depression. Young people with a
low level of education have the greatest likelihood of experiencing chronic depression and
progression from anxiety to depression. Socioeconomic disadvantage is associated with both
the incidence and chronic nature of depression and anxiety symptoms in older adults.22

• Childbirth – Postpartum depression and poor childbirth outcomes are associated with
socioeconomic disadvantage.23 Postpartum depression is more common in women from
CALD backgrounds and these women are less likely to receive help.24 Immigrant women
experience many barriers to accessing high-quality, equitable care and are especially
vulnerable to stress in the postpartum period, which may result in postnatal depression.25,26

What can GPs do?

• Refer to the general principles of providing patient education and supporting health literacy in
disadvantaged groups (refer to preamble).

• Be aware of the associated stigma of mental illness if offering opportunistic screening for
depression to disadvantaged groups.

• Refer to The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ (RACGP) National guide to a
preventive health assessment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people for important
information on offering mental health care to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients.27

• Assist women to achieve optimal postpartum health by linking them into social and medical
supports, improving their health literacy and self-efficacy, and promoting positive coping
strategies and realistic expectations.28 Early screening and treatment of women with perinatal
mental illness can alleviate symptoms and decrease comorbid disease risk.29 Culturally
appropriate, individual-level interventions may be important.30
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Depression

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

While there is evidence that depression screening instruments have reasonable sensitivity and
specificity, the evidence for improved health outcomes and cost-effectiveness of screening for
depression in primary care remains unclear. There is evidence for routine screening for depression in
the general adult population in the context of staff-assisted support to the GP in providing depression
care, case management and coordination (eg via practice nurses; B).31 There is insufficient evidence to
recommend routine screening in adults or adolescents where case management and coordination is
not available (C).31 There is insufficient evidence to recommend screening in children.32 Clinicians
should maintain a high level of awareness for depressive symptoms in patients at high risk of
depression and make appropriate clinical assessments wherever the risk is high.33
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Suicide
There is a lack of evidence for the routine screening of patients using a screening instrument (C). GPs
should be alert for higher-risk individuals and the possibility of suicide in these patients. There is
evidence that detecting and treating depression has a role in suicide prevention.44,45 For example, the
incidence of suicide has decreased in older men and women in association with exposure to
antidepressants.31,46

Table 10.2.1

Suicide: Identifying risk
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Intimate partner violence

Age range chart
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Abused women use healthcare services more than non-abused women. They also identify healthcare
providers as the professionals they would most trust with disclosure of abuse.52 Consider asking all
pregnant adult and adolescent women about partner violence during antenatal care.1 There is
insufficient evidence for screening the general population;53 however, there should be a low threshold
for asking about abuse, particularly when the GP suspects underlying psychosocial problems.1 Training
GPs to identify violence has resulted in increased identification and referral to services.54 Inviting
women who are fearful of a partner to attend counselling by trained GPs has resulted in increased
safety discussions with women and less depressive symptoms.55 There is some evidence for the
effectiveness of interventions in clinical practice to reduce partner violence.56

Table 10.3.1

Intimate partner violence: Identifying risk
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These recommendations might apply to people in same-sex relationships and male victims, but there
has been insufficient research in these areas.
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Good oral hygiene and a diet low in sugar help to prevent dental decay and periodontal disease, and
improves oral health in children and adults. There is evidence that the use of fluoride in water, or
topically, reduces dental decay in children.1–3 Although there is insufficient evidence to screen for oral
cancer, opportunistic examination of the mouth and lips is encouraged in increased risk groups.4

Table 11.1

Oral health: Identifying risk of dental decay, periodontal disease and oral cancer
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Implementation

Health inequity

Oral disease is more prevalent among low socioeconomic groups. Significant financial barriers to
accessing dental care remain in Australia. People on low incomes are more likely to delay dental visits
and less likely to receive appropriate dental care.18

Private dental insurance is associated with higher rates of dental care, but insurance is less common in
low income groups or those in regional or remote locations. People who hold healthcare cards are less
likely to receive preventive dental care and more likely to receive extractions when visiting the
dentist.18,19Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are at higher risk of poor oral health.20

Table 11.2

Oral health: Preventive interventions
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Glaucoma

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Glaucomas are a group of relatively common optic neuropathies, in which there is pathological loss of
retinal ganglion cells, progressive loss of sight and associated alteration in the retinal nerve fibre layer
and optic nerve head.

Evidence supports screening people at higher risk for glaucoma (A). General practitioners (GPs) have
an important role in identifying those at increased risk for glaucoma and referring them for testing.
There is no consensus on the recommended frequency of screening for at-risk groups.1,2

Table 12.1

Glaucoma: Identifying risk
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Urinary incontinence
Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79 >80

No evidence for screening general population

There is no evidence for screening for urinary incontinence in the general population. Instead, GPs
should case-find those at higher risk (B).

Within the general population, up to 19% of children,1 13% of men and 37% of women may be affected
by some form of urinary incontinence.2 While urinary incontinence is most common in women and
increases with age, bedwetting (enuresis) is common in children (5.5% of children also report daytime
wetting).1 In men, uncomplicated lower urinary tract symptoms do not appear to be associated with an
increased risk of prostate cancer.3 Of those sitting in a GP waiting room, 65% of women and 30% of
men report some type of urinary incontinence, yet only 31% of these people report having sought help
from a health professional.4Primary care professionals are in a position to take a more proactive
approach to incontinence treatment by asking about urinary symptoms in at-risk groups during routine
appointments. There remains considerable health decrement due to urinary incontinence in those not
receiving help in a population readily accessible to primary care services.5

Table 13.1

Urinary incontinence: Identifying risk
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The Continence Foundation of Australia (CFA) has a helpline available for consumers and healthcare
professionals at 1800 33 00 66. Consumers can ask for specific help or for contact details of their
nearest continence professional. The CFA website has many evidence-based resources available for
consumers (https://www.racgp.org.au/www.continence.org.au/resources.php)

References
1. Bower W, editor. An epidemiological study of

enuresis in Australian children. Sydney: Wells
Medical, 1995.

2. Continence Foundation of Australia. What is
incontinence: Key statistics. Brunswick, Vic: CFA,
2015 html (http://www.continence.org.au/pages/
key-statistics.) [Accessed 2015 September].

3. Martin RM, Vatten L, Gunnell D, Romundstad P,
Nilsen TI. Lower urinary tract symptoms and risk
of prostate cancer: The HUNT 2 Cohort, Norway.
Int J Cancer 2008;123(8):1924–28. [Accessed
2015 September].

4. Byles J, Chiarelli P, Hacker A, Bruin C. Help
seeking for urinary incontinence: A survey of
those attending GP waiting rooms. Aust
Continence J 2003;9(1):8–15. [Accessed 2015
September].

Table 13.2

Urinary incontinence: Preventive interventions

Urinary incontinence

333

https://www.racgp.org.au/www.continence.org.au/resources.php
https://www.racgp.org.au/www.continence.org.au/resources.php
http://www.continence.org.au/pages/key-statistics.
http://www.continence.org.au/pages/key-statistics.
http://www.continence.org.au/pages/key-statistics.
http://www.continence.org.au/pages/key-statistics.


5. Shawa C, Gupta RD, Bushnell DM, Passassa R,
Abrams P, Wagg A. The extent and severity of
urinary incontinence amongst women in UK GP
waiting rooms. Fam Pract 2006;23(5):497–506.
[Accessed 2015 September].

6. Martin JL, Williams KS, Sutton AJ, Abrams KR,
Assassa RP. Systematic review and meta-analysis
of methods of diagnostic assessment for urinary
incontinence. Neurourol Urodyn
2006;25(7):674–83. [Accessed 2015 September].

7. Staskin D, Kelleher C, Avery K, et al, editors.
Committee 5: Initial assessment of incontinence.
Proceedings of the fourth international
consultation on incontinence. Paris: Health
Publication Ltd, 2009. [Accessed 2015
September].

8. Brown J, Bradley C, Subak L, Richter H, Kraus S,
Brubaker L. The sensitivity and specificity of a
simple test to distinguish between urge and
stress incontinence. Ann Intern Med
2006;144:715–23. [Accessed 2015 September].

9. Hess R, Huang AJ, Richter HE, et al. Long-term
efficacy and safety of questionnaire-based
initiation of urgency urinary incontinence
treatment. Am J Obstet Gynecol 2013;209(3):244,
e1–9. [Accessed 2015 September].

Urinary incontinence

334



Osteoporosis

Women

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

Men

Age range chart

0-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-79

The goal of the prevention and treatment of osteoporosis is to reduce a person’s overall fracture risk,
not just to maintain bone density.

Review of fracture risk factors for postmenopausal women aged >45 years and men aged >50 years is
recommended (Practice Point). Those with increased risk should have bone density assessed (Practice
Point).

Osteoporosis is a disease characterised by low bone mass and micro-architectural deterioration of
bone tissue, leading to bone fragility and increased fracture risk.1 It is diagnosed on the presence of a
fragility fracture (fracture from the equivalent of a fall from standing height or less, or a fracture that
under normal circumstances would not be expected in a healthy young man or woman). For
epidemiological and clinical purposes, osteoporosis is defined by bone mineral density (BMD) as a T-
score of ≤–2.5. However, age, lifestyle factors, family history, and some medications and diseases
contribute to bone loss and increased risk of fragility fractures. Furthermore, it is important to note that
in an individual who has sustained a fragility fracture, a T-score of ≤–2.5 is not also required to make the
diagnosis of osteoporosis, the presence of a fragile fracture is sufficient. Thus, the goal of prevention
and treatment is to reduce a person’s overall fracture risk (not just maintain bone density).

Two of the most widely validated methods to estimate absolute fracture risk for osteoporotic fractures
relevant to the Australian population are available at:

• WHO Fracture Risk Assessment Tool (http://www.shef.ac.uk/FRAX)
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• www.garvan.org.au (http://www.garvan.org.au/promotions/bone-fracture-risk/calculator)

These calculators can be used with and without measuring BMD, though the Garvan fracture risk
calculator has not been validated in an external cohort when BMD has not been used in the
calculator.2 Risk estimation is imperfect, with the tools being modest predictors of fracture risk.3,4 Risk
factors (eg falls, glucocorticoid use) not included in one or the other risk algorithm require clinical
judgement to modify the risk estimate.

To date, there are no randomised controlled trials (RCTs) directly evaluating screening effectiveness,
harms and intervals, and whether screening is performed by bone density screening by dual-energy X-
ray absorptiometry (DXA) or by estimating absolute fracture risk.4 The place of absolute fracture risk
assessment in the prevention and management of osteoporosis requires further clarification as its
effectiveness is yet to be tested.
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Quantitative ultrasound

An alternative imaging technique for assessing fracture risk is quantitative ultrasound, which measures
parameters such as speed of sound (SOS) and broadband ultrasound attenuation (BUA), with these
values being combined into composite parameters such as stiffness index. These parameters predict
fracture to a similar degree as DXA measures of BMD. However, there is no agreed definition of
osteoporosis using quantitative ultrasound, and it cannot be used to assess the response to
osteoporosis treatment.22Moreover, intervention trials have predominantly been based on cases
identified through DXA assessment, so their results cannot readily be applied to individuals identified by
other means.1,3 For this reason, DXA remains the recommended method of assessment.

Table 14.2

Osteoporosis: Preventive interventions
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Implementation

Several Australian studies have shown an evidence–practice gap, where the majority of people with a
fragility fracture tend to have their fracture treated, but not the underlying osteoporosis.23,24 Those with
a previous fragility fracture have a very high risk of further fracture, and have greatest benefit from
specific anti-osteoporosis treatment. Fracture risk reductions with optimal therapy are substantial and
treatment according to current guidelines is recommended unless absolutely contraindicated. This is
unlikely given the range of treatments now available. Optimal treatment necessitates the use of a
specific anti-osteoporosis treatment such as a bisphosphonate, but also includes ensuring adequate
calcium intake and correcting vitamin D deficiency.

There are inequities in the use of BMD measurement with relative underuse in men and people from
rural and remote locations.25

There is insufficient evidence to support population screening of younger women by DXA. However, if a
DXA is performed for a clinical indication, the results could be used opportunistically to improve bone
health via feedback of relative fracture risk. In women aged 25–45 years, written feedback of being at
high risk compared to not at high risk of fracture in later life (based on mean DXA hip and lumbar spine
T-score being less than or greater than or equal or zero) resulted in improved osteoporosis preventive
behaviours and femoral neck BMD at two26 and 12 years.27
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Screening tests of unproven benefit
The following are not recommended as screening tests in low-risk or asymptomatic general practice
populations. These tests may have a separate value as diagnostic tests or as tests to monitor disease
progression.

Screening tests of unproven benefit
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Disclaimer

Guideline disclaimer

The information set out in this publication is current at the date of first publication and is intended for
use as a guide of a general nature only and may or may not be relevant to particular patients or
circumstances. Nor is this publication exhaustive of the subject matter. Persons implementing any
recommendations contained in this publication must exercise their own independent skill or judgement
or seek appropriate professional advice relevant to their own particular circumstances when so doing.
Compliance with any recommendations cannot of itself guarantee discharge of the duty of care owed
to patients and others coming into contact with the health professional and the premises from which
the health professional operates. Whilst the text is directed to health professionals possessing
appropriate qualifications and skills in ascertaining and discharging their professional (including legal)
duties, it is not to be regarded as clinical advice and, in particular, is no substitute for a full examination
and consideration of medical history in reaching a diagnosis and treatment based on accepted clinical
practices. Accordingly, The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners Ltd (RACGP) and its
employees and agents shall have no liability (including without limitation liability by reason of
negligence) to any users of the information contained in this publication for any loss or damage
(consequential or otherwise), cost or expense incurred or arising by reason of any person using or
relying on the information contained in this publication and whether caused by reason of any error,
negligent act, omission or misrepresentation in the information.

Recommended citation

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners. Guidelines for preventive activities in general
practice. 9th edn, updated. East Melbourne, Vic: RACGP, 2018.

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners Ltd 100 Wellington Parade East Melbourne,
Victoria 3002 Australia Tel 03 8699 0414 Fax 03 8699 0400 www.racgp.org.au (https://www.racgp.or
g.au) ISBN: 978-0-86906-451-1 (Print) ISBN: 978-0-86906-452-8 (Web)

First edition published 1989 Second edition published 1993 Third edition published 1994 Fourth edition
published 1996 Fifth edition published 2001, updated 2002 Sixth edition published 2005 Seventh edition
published 2009 Eighth edition published 2012 Ninth edition published 2016, updated 2018 Cover image
© istockphoto/skodonnell © The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners 2018 This resource
is provided under licence by the RACGP. Full terms are available at www.racgp.org. au/usage/licence. In
summary, you must not edit or adapt it or use it for any commercial purposes. You must acknowledge
the RACGP as the owner. We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the lands and seas on which
we work and live, and pay our respects to Elders, past, present and future.
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Acronyms and initialisms

A

AAA abdominal aortic aneurysm
ABCD asymmetry, border, colour, diameter
ABI ankle:brachial index
ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics
ACE angiotensin converting enzyme
ACIR Australian Childhood Immunisation Register
ACR albumin-to-creatinine ratio
ACS asymptomatic carotid artery stenosis
ADHD attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
AEDC Australian Early Development Census
AF atrial fibrillation
ALA alpha-linolenic acid
AMD aged-related macular degeneration
APC adenomatous polyposis coli
ApoE apolipoprotein E
ARB angiotensin receptor blocker

ASCIA Australasian Society of Clinical Immunology and Allergy

AUDIT-C Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test – Consumption

AUSDRISK Australian type 2 diabetes risk assessment tool

B

BCG Bacillus Calmette-Guérin
BMD bone mineral density
BMI body mass index
BNP B-type natriuretic peptide
BP blood pressure
BRCA1 breast cancer susceptibility gene 1
BRCA2 breast cancer susceptibility gene 2
BUA broadband ultrasound attenuation

C

CA cancer antigen
CA125 cancer antigen 125

Acronyms and initialisms
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CAD coronary artery disease
CALD culturally and linguistically diverse
CCTA coronary computed tomography angiography
CEA carotid endarterectomy

CEITC Centre for Excellence in Indigenous Tobacco Control

CF cystic fibrosis
CHD coronary heart disease
CKD chronic kidney disease

CDK-EPI Chronic Kidney Disease Epidemiology Collaboration

COPD chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
CRC colorectal cancer
CRP C-reactive protein
CT computed tomography
CVD cardiovascular disease

D

DALY
DASH

disability-adjusted life year
dietary approaches to stop hypertension

DBP diastolic blood pressure
DNA deoxyribonucleic acid
DLCN Dutch Lipid Clinic Network (criteria)
DPA docosapentaenoic acid
DRE digital rectal examination
DT diphtheria, tetanus
DTPa diphtheria, tetanus, acellular pertussis

(child version)
dTpa diphtheria, tetanus, acellular pertussis

(adolescent/adult version)
DXA dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry

E

ECG electrocardiogram

EFG elevated, firm, growing for more than one month

eGFR estimated glomerular filtration rate
EPDS Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale
ESRD end-stage renal disease

F

FAP familial adenomatous polyposis
FH familial hypercholesterolaemia

Acronyms and initialisms
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FHSQ family history screening questionnaire
FOBT faecal occult blood test

G

GP general practitioner

GPCOG general practitioner assessment of cognition

H

HbA1c glycated haemoglobin
HCG human chorionic gonadotrophin
HDL high-density lipoprotein
HDL-C high-density lipoprotein-cholesterol
HHC hereditary haemochromatosis
Hib haemophilus influenzae type b
HIV human immunodeficiency virus
HNPCC hereditary non-polyposis colon cancer
HPV human papillomavirus
hsCRP high sensitivity C-reactive protein
HSIL high-grade squamous intraepithelial lesion

I

IADL instrumental activities of daily living
IBIS International Breast Cancer Intervention Study
IFG impaired fasting glucose
IGT impaired glucose tolerance
IPV inactivated polio vaccine
IS intussusception

K

KICA Kimberley Indigenous Cognitive Assessment tool

L

LDL low-density lipoprotein
LDL-C low-density lipoprotein-cholesterol
LSIL low-grade squamous intraepithelial lesion
LUTS lower urinary tract symptoms

Acronyms and initialisms
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LVH left ventricular hypertrophy

M

MBS Medicare Benefits Schedule
MCH mean corpuscular haemoglobin
MCV mean corpuscular volume
MI myocardial infarction
MMR measles, mumps and rubella
MMRV measles, mumps, rubella and varicella
MMSE mini-mental state examination
MRI magnetic resonance imaging
MS multiple sclerosis
MSM men who have sex with men
MSU mid-stream urine
MTHFR methylenetetrahydrofolate reductase
MUKSB Modified UK Simon Broome (criteria)

N

NAAT nucleic acid amplification test

NHMRC National Health and Medical Research Council

NIP National Immunisation Program
NIPS National Immunisation Program Schedule
NIPT non-invasive prenatal test
NMSC non-melanocytic skin cancer
NTD neural tube defect

O

OSA obstructive sleep apnoea

P

Pap test Papanicolaou test
PBS Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme
PCR polymerase chain reaction
PEDS parents’ evaluation of developmental status

PET-CT positron emission tomography – computed tomography

PLCO Prostate, Lung, Colorectal and Ovarian trial
PND postnatal depression
PVD peripheral vascular disease

Acronyms and initialisms
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R

RACGP The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners

RCT randomised controlled trial

S

SBP systolic blood pressure
SCC squamous cell carcinoma
SES socioeconomic status
SIDS sudden infant death syndrome
SMMSE standardised mini-mental state examination
SNAP smoking, nutrition, alcohol, physical activity
SNP single nucleotide polymorphism
SOS speed of sound
SPF sun protection factor
SSRI selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor
STI sexually transmissible infection

T

T2D type 2 diabetes
TB tuberculosis
TG triglyceride
TGA Therapeutic Goods Administration
TIA transient ischaemic attack
TUGT timed up and go test
UACR urine albumin-to-creatinine ratio

U

UACR urine albumin-to-creatinine ratio
UKCTOCS UK Collaborative Trial of Ovarian Cancer Screening
USPSTF US Preventive Services Task Force
UV ultraviolet

V

VIVAS Vaccination Information and Vaccination Administration System
VV varicella vaccination
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W

WHO World Health Organization

Other

13vPCV 13-valent pneumococcal conjugate vaccine
23vPPV 23-valent pneumococcal polysaccharide vaccine
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Appendices

Appendix 2A

Family history screening questionnaire

The use of a simple family history screening questionnaire (FHSQ) can help identify individuals who
may require a more detailed assessment of their family history of cancer, heart disease or diabetes.1

This tool can be used as part of the patient’s assessment at their first visit to a practice. If patients are
uncertain about their family history, they can be asked to discuss the FHSQ with their relatives prior to
completing the questionnaire. For patients with low literacy, the FHSQ may need to be completed with
the support of a healthcare professional. A positive response to any question requires follow-up with a
more detailed assessment of the family history. As family history can change it is recommended that
the FHSQ be repeated at least every three years.

This risk assessment focuses on your close relatives including parents, children,
brothers and sisters who are either living or dead.

Yes No

Have any of your close relatives had heart disease before 60 years of age? ‘Heart
disease’ includes cardiovascular disease, heart attack, angina and bypass surgery

Have any of your close relatives had diabetes? ‘Diabetes’ is also known as type 2
diabetes or non-insulin dependent diabetes.

Do you have any close relatives who had melanoma?

Have any of your close relatives had bowel cancer before 55 years of age?

Do you have more than one relative on the same side of the family who had bowel
cancer at any age? Please think about your parents, children, brothers, sisters,
grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews and grandchildren.*

Have any of your close male relatives had prostate cancer before 60 years of age?

Have any of your close female relatives had ovarian cancer?

Have any of your close relatives had breast cancer before 50 years of age?

Do you have more than one relative on the same side of your family who has had breast
cancer at any age? Please think about your parents, children, brothers, sisters,
grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews and grandchildren.*
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*Only first-degree and second-degree relatives need be considered in this screening questionnaire
Reproduced with permission from Emery JD, Reid G, Prevost AT, Ravine D, Walter FM. Development and
validation of a family history screening questionnaire in Australian primary care (http://www.annfamme
d.org/ content/12/3/241.long) . Ann Fam Med 2014;12(3):241–49.
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Appendix 2B

Dutch Lipid Clinic Network Criteria for making a diagnosis
of familial hypercholestrolaemia in adults

Score

Family history

First-degree relative with known premature coronary and/or vascular disease (men aged
<55 years and women aged <60 years) or
First-degree relative with known low-density lipoprotein-cholesterol (LDL-C) above the
95th percentile for age and sex

1

First-degree relative with tendinous xanthomata and/or arcus cornealis or
Children aged <18 years with LDL-C above the 95th percentile for age and sex

2

Clinical history

Patient with premature coronary artery disease (ages as above) 2

Patient with premature cerebral or peripheral vascular disease (as above) 1

Physical examination

Tendinous xanthomata 6

Arcus cornealis prior to 45 years of age 4

LDL-C (mmol/L)

LDL-C ≥8.5 8

LDL-C 6.5–8.4 5

LDL-C 5.0–6.4 3

LDL-C 4.0–4.9 1

Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) analysis: Functional mutation in the low-density lipoprotein
receptor (LDLR), apolipoprotein B (APOB) or proprotein convertase subtilisin/kexin type 9
(PCSK9) gene

8

Stratification Total score

Definite familial hypercholesterolaemia (FH) >8

Probable FH 6-7

Possible FH 3-5

Unlikely FH <3

ApoB, apolipoprotein B; DNA, deoxyribonucleic acid; FH, familial hypercholesterolaemia; LDL-C, low-
density lipoprotein-cholesterol; LDLR, low-density lipoprotein receptor; PCSK9, proprotein convertase
subtilisin/kexin type 9

Reproduced with permission from Elsevier from Watts GF, Sullivan DR, Poplawski N, et al. Familial Hypercholesterolaemia Australasia

Network Consensus Group (Australian Atherosclerosis Society). Familial hypercholesterolaemia: A model of care for Australasia.

Atheroscler Suppl 2011;12(2):221–63.
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Modified UK Simon Broome criteria

1. Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) mutation
2. Tendon xanthomas in patient or first-degree or second-degree relative
3. Family history myocardial infarction (MI) <50 years of age in second-degree relative or <60

years of age in first-degree relative
4. Family history of cholesterol >7.5 in first-degree or second-degree relative
5. Cholesterol >7.5 (adult) or >6.7 (aged <16 years)
6. Low-density lipoprotein-cholesterol >4.9 (adult) or >4.0 (aged <16 years)

Definite: (5 or 6) + 1

Probable: (5 or 6) + 2

Possible familial hypercholesterolaemia: (5 or 6) + (3 or 4)
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Appendix 3A

‘Red flag’ early intervention referral guide
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Notes: The risk charts include values for SBP alone as this is the most informative of conventionally
measured blood pressure parameters for cardiovascular risk.

For specific groups, additional guidance includes: The Framingham Risk Equation has not been
validated for all population groups, the assessment score should be interpreted with caution in the
following groups:

• The Framingham Risk Equation may underestimate CVD risk in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples (EBR Grade D); adults with diabetes aged between 45 and 60 years (EBR Grade C); adults aged
over 74 years (CBR), however, available evidence suggests that this approach will provide an estimate
of minimum cardiovascular risk.

• The Framingham Risk Equation is likely to underestimate CVD risk in adults with
socioeconomic deprivation (an independent risk factor for cardiovascular disease) (PP) or
depression (PP).

• The predictive value of the Framingham Risk Equation has not been specifically assessed in
adults who are overweight or obese (EBR Grade D).

• The increased risk of cardiovascular events and all-cause mortality, in addition to
thromboembolic disease including stroke, should be taken into account for adults with atrial
fibrillation (particularly those aged over 65 years) (PP). Charts are based on the NVDPA’s
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Guidelines for the assessment of absolute cardiovascular disease risk and adapted with
permission from New Zealand Guidelines Group. New Zealand Cardiovascular Guidelines
Handbook: A Summary Resource for Primary Care Practitioners (http://www.nzgg.org.nz) .
Second edition. Wellington, NZ: 2009.

Reproduced with permission from the National Heart Foundation of Australia from National Vascular Disease Prevention Alliance.

Absolute cardiovascular disease risk management. Quick reference guide for health professionals. Melbourne: NVDPA, 2012.
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Appendix 13A

The 3 Incontinence Questions (3IQ)

1. During the last three months, have you leaked urine (even a small amount)?

 Yes No - Questionnaire completed.

2. During the last three months, did you leak urine (check all that apply):
a.When you were performing some physical activity, such as coughing, sneezing, lifting, or exercise?
b.When you had the urge or feeling that you needed to empty your bladder, but you could not get to
the toilet fast enough?
c.Without physical activity and without a sense of urgency?

3. During the last three months, did you leak urine most often (check only one):
a. When you are performing some physical activities, such as coughing, sneezing, lifting, or exercise?
b. When you had the urge or feeling that you needed to empty your bladder, but you could not get to
the toilet fast enough?
c. Without physical activity or a sense of urgency?
d. About equally as often with physical activities as with a sense of urgency?

Definitions of the type of urinary incontinence are based on responses to Question 3

Response to question 3 Type of incontinence

a. Most often with physical activity Stress only or stress predominant

b. Most often with the urge to empty the bladder Urge only or urge predominant

c. Without physical activity or sense of urgency Other cause only or other cause predominant

d. About equally with physical activity and sense of
urgency

Mixed

Reproduced with permission from Brown JS, Bradley CS, Subak LL, et al. The sensitivity and specificity of a simple test to distinguish

between urge and stress incontinence. Ann Intern Med 2006;144(10):715–23.

Appendix 13A

378



Provided under licence

Terms and conditions of use

This resource is provided under licence by the RACGP. Full terms are available on the licence terms
page (https://www.racgp.org.au/licence-terms) .

In summary, you must not edit or adapt it or use it for any commercial purposes.

You must also acknowledge the RACGP as the owner.
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