
Int roduct ion

Indigenous Australians experience great 
health disadvantage compared to their 
non-Indigenous counterparts1. The 
Australian Government provided funding 
for Indigenous Health Project Officers 
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Outreach Workers to be employed 
within Divisions of General Practice in 
order to improve access to culturally 
sensitive mainstream primary care 
among Indigenous Australians.2; 3 

The aim of this report is to evaluate 
qualitative data provided by the 
Divisions of General Practice for the 
2009-2010 reporting period. The report 
focuses on establishing which activities 
were undertaken by Divisions in order 
to improve Indigenous Australians’ 
access to mainstream primary care, any 
barriers or challenges identified by the 
Divisions and the extent of collaboration 
between Divisions, Indigenous services 
and local Indigenous communities. 
Specifically, this report focuses on 
Indicators 1 and 4 (see highlighted 
boxes).
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Comments about the Closing the Gap 
program:

 The majority of Divisions provided 
positive comments regarding the 
Closing the Gap program.

 Raising awareness about the Closing 
the Gap initiative through practice 
visits, seminars and informal meetings 
was seen as being critically important 
by many Divisions.

 The program provided Divisions 
with an opportunity to build and 

strengthen existing relationships with 
a variety of stakeholders.

 Dedicated Closing the Gap 
committees and advisory groups 
were established by Divisions to 
ensure effective coordination of 
planned and proposed activities.

Indicator 1: 
Impact of activities and approaches 
used to address barriers to the use of 
mainstream primary care services by 
Indigenous Australians

The main barriers and potential solutions 
that were put forward by Divisions are 
presented in Table 1.

Table 1  Barriers and enablers for Indicator 1 

Theme Barriers/challenges Enablers/solutions Supporting quotes

Financial	 •	 Direct	costs	of	 •	 Culture	change:		 “…financial 
  consultations,  routinely offering circumstance and the 
  medications, etc  bulk billing to lack of ‘Bulk Billing’ 
	 •	 Lack	of	knowledge	 	 Indigenous	 services” [Division 
	 	 about	bulk	billing	 	 Australians	 located	in	QLD] 
  practices  

Transport	 •	 Inadequate	public	 •	 Inexpensive	and	 “[the Division] has 
  transport services  reliable transport identified the disjointed 
	 •	 Poor	timetabling	 	 options	 links in urban Brisbane 
	 •	 Health	services	not	 •	 Advertising	of	 transport services” 
	 	 easily	accessible	by	 	 available	transport	 [Division	Located	in 
	 	 public	transport	 	 services	 QLD]

Identification	 •	 Practices	unaware	of	 •	 Encouraging	 “…self-identification  
of Indigenous  number of Indigenous  Indigenous processes either did not 
patients  patients  Australians to exist or were limited to a 
	 •	 Staff	not	confident	 	 self-identify	through	 question on a new patient 
  asking patients about  education and questionnaire” [Division 
	 	 their	Indigenous	status	 	 support	 located	in	VIC] 
	 •	 Indigenous	Australians	 •	 Reminding	and 
  unwilling to self-identify  prompting service 
    providers to ask about 
    Indigenous status 
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The activities undertaken by Divisions to improve Indigenous Australians’ access to 
primary care are presented in Table 2.

Table 2  Closing the Gap activities 

Activity Examples of actions Supporting quotes

Distribution	of	 •	 Resources	to	facilitate	 “…developing resources for  
resources  uptake of Indigenous general practices which will 
  Medicare items, PIP and encourage self-identification”  
	 	 Indigenous	status	 [Division	located	in	NSW] 
  information collection 

Cultural	safety	training	 •	 Program	planning	and	design	 “…cultural safety training  
	 •	 Workshops	and	seminars	 offered to all [Division] staff ” 
	 	 	 [Division	located	in	WA]

Improving	practice	 •	 Displaying	Aboriginal	flags	 “…commissioning of a mural 
environment  and artwork to be completed by a local 
	 •	 Encouraging	bulk	billing	and	 artist and young people with 
	 	 more	flexible	appointment	 the aim of welcoming young 
  systems  Aboriginal people” 
	 	 	 [Division	located	in	NSW]

Indicator 4: Impact of collaboration with local Indigenous services to address shared 
planning and priority setting

The activities undertaken to foster collaboration between mainstream services, 
Indigenous services and the local community are presented in Table 3.

Table 3  Collaboration activities related to Indigenous health services

Activity Examples of actions Barriers Direct quotes

Collaboration	 •	 Collaboration	on	 •	 Concern	about	the	 “A working relationship 
with local  existing activities or  lack of cooperation has been established with 
Indigenous  projects  between agencies the Aboriginal Health 
services	 •	 Collaborative	 	 offering	preventive	 Service and other services 
  planning of ongoing  health programs, who work with the 
  projects  leading to Aboriginal community 
	 •	 Developing	referral	 	 inefficiencies	and	 and/or are involved in 
  pathways  duplication of services the Closing the Gap 
	 •	 Building	trusting	 	  initiative” 
	 	 relationships	 	 	 [Division	located	in	VIC]

Collaboration	 •	 Formal	partnerships	 •	 Difficulties	in	 “…feedback from  
with Indigenous  with community  initiating Indigenous representatives 
communities  consultation groups  collaboration was positive indicating 
	 •	 Inviting	Indigenous	 •	 Ongoing	problems	 a commitment to working 
  Australians to join  related to lack of with the Division for the 
  Division advisory  trust among Closing the Gap initiative”  
  groups  Indigenous [Division located in 
	 •	 Involvement	of	 	 community	 NSW] 
  Indigenous elders  members

Genera l  C los ing 
t he  Ga p program 
d i f f i cu l t ie s  and 
cha l lenges

While the majority of Divisions reported 
being satisfied with their progress with 
regard to the Closing the Gap initiative, 
a small number of Divisions highlighted 
some ongoing difficulties and challenges.

 Divisions reported difficulties 
in delivering cultural awareness 
training to practice staff due to 
time constraints, lack of specific 
standards for such programs and 
delays in accreditation of programs 
by RACGP.

 Some Divisions cited staff attitudes 
as an important challenge, with staff 
unwilling to make changes due to 
lack of interest or a belief that they 
did not have Indigenous patients at 
their practice.
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