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ABSTRACT

ICT has been used in medical General Practice throughout Australia now for some years, but although
most General Practices make use of ICT for administrative purposes such as billing, prescribing and
medical records, many individual General Practitioners themselves do not make full use of these ICT
systems for clinical purposes. The decisions taken in the adoption of ICT in general practice are very
complex, and involve many actors, both human and non-human. This means that actor-network theory
offers a most suitable framework for its analysis. This article investigates how GPs in a rural Division
of General Practice not far from Melbourne considered the adoption and use of ICT. The study reported
in the article shows that, rather than characteristics of the technology itself, it is often seemingly unim-
portant human issues that determine if and how ICT is used in General Practice.
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Adoption of ICT in Rural Medical General Practices

INTRODUCTION

Most medical practices in Australia make good
use of many aspects of Information and Com-
munications Technology (ICT) for administra-
tive purposes, but it is not the case that as many
individual medical general practitioners (GP) also
do so for clinical purposes. The study reported in
this article found that it is important to note the
difference between the adoption of ICT by general
practice (the organisation) and its adoption and
use by general practitioners (the individuals). The
adoption process in each case is complex, and
many stakeholders have grappled withissues such
as the cost of computerisation, the rapid changes
in technology, the lack of agreed standards and
the problems of introducing technological solu-
tions into the daily work place of general practice.

While there are generally pockets of high up-
take and use of ICT in different parts of Australia,
there are differences in the details of adoption from
one practice to another and even within practices.
There are also differences in adoption in terms of
the acceptance of the idea (of using ICT) versus
doing something practical with it.

Some rural areas in Australia are extremely
remote, but the study reported in this article
examined use of ICT in the Central Highlands
Division of General Practice ! (CHDGP), based
in a rural area not very far from the outskirts of
Melbourne (the State capital). GPs in rural areas,
even those that are not extremely remote, face
special challenges in relation to their use of ICT.
A major consideration relates to resources and

geographical distance: the further you are away
from the resources of a large city, the longer it
takes and the more it costs to gain access to them.
This is particularly the case with hardware and
software purchases, training and support for ICT
use (Burgess 2002).

This study investigated how GPs in CHDGP
considered the adoption of ICT. CHDGP is one of
111 nationally funded divisions of general practice
inAustralia (along with 8 state-based entities) that
have been charged with the task of linking General
Practitioners with each other and with linking
GPs with their communities to improve health
outcomes. The study investigated and modelled
the socio-technical factors that acted to enable,
and to inhibit uptake and use of ICT by GPs in
this region. After an initial survey of the use of
ICT by GPs, the research reported in this article
details case studies of two representative practices
from the 43 existing within the study area.

Research on the use of ICT in 1190 medical
general practices in Australia by Henderson, Britt
and Miller (2006) indicated that all but 79 had
a computer available for medical use. Figure 1
gives an indication of the availability of ICT in
medical practices.

It is important to note that this Figure shows
reported availability and not actual use by indi-
vidual GPs. Research has shown, however, that
in the study area individual GPs continue to use
ICT mainly for administrative and some clinical
functions but that much less use is made of online
functions and to assist with diagnosis (NHIMAC
1999; GPCG 2001; Henderson et al. 2006).

Figure 1. Computer availability at medical practices (adapted from Henderson et al. (2006))

A computer is available for:

Billing 1050
Prescribing 1101
Medical records 934
Other administrative tasks 974
Internet/e-mail 888

Number of practices

Proportion of all practices
79.6%
83.5%
70.8%
73.8%
67.3%
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