SUPPORTING BRIEFING NOTE

ISSUES HIGHLIGHTED BY THE 2008 NATIONAL SURVEY OF PATIENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF LOCAL HEALTH SERVICES 

Understanding what patients think about their care and treatment is an important part of the Healthcare Commission’s duty to assess and report on the quality and safety of services provided by the NHS.  This is the fifth national survey of local health services carried out since 2003
.  The survey looked at people’s experiences of GP practices and health centres, as well as access to dentists.  More than 69,000 people currently registered with a GP in England responded to the survey between January and April 2008, representing a final response rate of 40%.  

Primary care trusts (PCTs) are the local commissioners of healthcare.  They are responsible for commissioning GP and other services, and for ensuring their quality. These survey results should be used by trusts to improve the services that they provide to their local population.  The Commission also uses the results from each of the 152 PCTs in its assessment of NHS performance (the annual health check). 

The significance of changes

This briefing reports changes in the survey results over time. These changes may appear small – often around one percentage point – but we have reported the differences that are “statistically significant”.  This means that we have carried out tests to identify the changes that are unlikely to have occurred by chance.  Where there has been no “significant” change, differences or comparisons are either not described or we clearly state that there has been no change.

Variation between trusts

This briefing provides the percentage of patients giving a particular response to a survey question, for England as a whole.  However, nationally aggregated figures may mask significant variation from one area to another. Therefore for many of the questions we also note the extent of the range in performance.

To aid this, each trust was awarded a score out of 100 for particular questions.  These were calculated by converting each respondent’s answer to selected questions into a score, and then calculating the average score for all respondents in that trust.  The higher the score, the better the experience reported by patients.

This scored data takes into account the age and gender of each respondent so that comparison between trusts may be made more fairly.  The scored data has been used in this briefing to identify the highest and lowest scoring trust for the individual questions.  The corresponding unscored percentages are then reported here, so the maximum and minimum values given are based on unweighted data.    

MAIN FINDINGS

1. Overall satisfaction with care in GP practices and health centres Around three quarters (74%) of respondents who had visited their GP practice or health centre in the past year reported that the main reason they went was dealt with “completely” to their satisfaction.  This represents a slight improvement on 2005, where 73% responded in this way.  There was a drop in the proportion of people who were satisfied ‘to some extent’, 23% in 2008 compared with 24% in 2005.  There has been a statistically significant increase of less than 1% in the proportion of people reporting that they were not satisfied, so this figure remains at 3%.  

Variation: In the highest scoring trust for this question, 84% of respondents said that the main reason they went to their GP practice or health centre was dealt with “completely” to their satisfaction. In the lowest scoring trust, just over half (55%) of those who responded said this.   

2. Making an appointment with a GP or other health professional

Patients who wish to make an urgent appointment with a healthcare professional should be able to see: 

· a GP within two working days, or 

· a primary care professional (e.g. a practice nurse) within one working day.  

The survey results indicate that there has been some improvement in timely access to services at a GP practice or health centre.  The proportion of respondents able to get an appointment with a doctor within the target time of two working days has increased from 74% in 2005 to 75%
. 

Variation: In the highest scoring trust for this question, 89% of respondents said that they were seen by a GP within two working days, while in the lowest scoring trust this figure was just 43%.

Some people choose to wait longer for their appointment – for example, so that they can see a specific GP or because an earlier appointment is not convenient for them. Aside from these respondents, there were still 13% of patients who reported waiting longer than the 48-hour target because no earlier appointment was available with any doctor at their local practice.

Overall, 77% of respondents said they were seen by a GP as soon as they thought necessary, while 17% said they should have been “a bit sooner” and another 6% said they should have been seen “a lot sooner”.

With regard to seeing a health professional other than a doctor, just over half (52%) of respondents said that they did so within one working day.  Excluding those seen without an appointment, 34% of respondents who saw another health professional waited longer than the 24 hour target because there were no earlier appointments.

Variation: In the highest scoring trust for this question, 92% of respondents thought they were seen as soon as necessary, while in the lowest scoring trust 50% of respondents thought this.

3. Advance booking

As well as being able to make an appointment with a doctor within two working days, people should also be able to book a routine appointment with a doctor three or more working days in advance, if they want to.  The percentage of respondents saying that they are able to do this has shown considerable improvement, increasing four percentage points to 74% in 2008, up from 70% in 2005
.  
Variation: At the highest scoring trust for this question, 93% of respondents said they could book an appointment three or more days in advance; at the lowest scoring trust this figure was 48%.

4. Booking by phone

Being able to contact a GP practice/ health centre by phone is still a problem for over half of all respondents, although this has improved slightly. The proportion of people stating that they “always” or “sometimes” had a problem getting through on the phone to their GP practice/ health centre is 55%.  This represents a decrease of two percentage points from 57% in 2005
.  
Variation: At the lowest scoring trust, more than two thirds (68%) of respondents said that they “always” or “sometimes” had had a problem. For the highest scoring trust this figure was just over one third (36%).

5. Opening hours

The survey shows that there has been a decline in recent years in how convenient patients perceive the opening hours of their GP practice or health centre to be.  One quarter (25%) of respondents in 2008 said that they had at some time been put off going to their GP practice or health centre because the opening times were inconvenient for them, up from 21% in 2005.  

There were considerable variations in the views of different groups on the convenience of opening hours.  Respondents of working age (16-65 years) were much more likely to report that practice opening hours were inconvenient for them, with 31% saying they were ’often’ or ‘sometimes’ put off going to their GP practice or health centre.  This was especially true of the youngest age group in the survey, with 38% of those aged 16-35 years saying they had at some time been put off attending.  By contrast, only 8% of those aged over 65 years of age reported problems with the opening times of their GP practice or health centre.

Variation: In the highest scoring trust, only 14% of respondents said that they had been put off going to their GP practice because the opening times were inconvenient, compared with 40% in the lowest scoring trust.

6. Referrals (including choice of hospital, information being sent to specialists, and patients receiving copies of letters)

Respondents were asked if anyone from their GP practice or health centre had referred them to a specialist in the last 12 months.  A similar proportion of people reported that they had been referred - 35% in the 2008 survey compared with 36% in the 2005 survey.  

As of 1 January 2006, all patients who need to be referred should be given a choice about where they go for their first appointment.  Results from the survey cannot be used directly to assess how this policy is operating because not enough detail is obtained regarding the specialties to which people were referred, or whether being offered a choice was clinically appropriate in all cases.  Nonetheless, the results do indicate that the policies have had an impact on the overall proportion of people being offered a choice about where they are referred – but also that choice is still not available for many people.  

In 2008, 43% of those who were referred reported that they were offered a choice of where they were referred to, compared with just over one quarter (26%) in 2005. 

Variation: For the trust with the highest score 62% of respondents said that they were offered a choice, while at the lowest scoring trust for this question the figure was 23%.

Once referred, 63% of people felt completely satisfied that when they first saw the person they were referred to, the specialist had all the necessary information about them and their condition or treatment - an increase from 62% in 2005.  

Variation: For the highest scoring trust, 76% of people were completely satisfied about how much of their information the specialist had, compared with 48% at the lowest scoring trust.  

It is NHS policy that patients should be given copies of letters sent between their GP and their specialist.  A considerably greater proportion of people in 2008 (32%) than in 2005 (22%) reported that, as far as they knew, they had received copies of all letters sent between the specialist and their GP.  The proportion that said that they did not receive copies of any letters fell from 70% in 2005, but remains high at 58% among people who had a referral in the last 12 months.  

Variation: The results of this question varied widely by trust.  At the highest scoring trust, 78% of people said that, as far as they knew, they had received copies of all letters.  At the lowest scoring trust, this figure was just 8%.  

7. Visiting the practice or health centre (including courtesy of receptionists, being seen on time, and cleanliness)

Receptionists have an important role as the first point of contact with patients in most GP practices and health centres, and the proportion of people rating the courtesy of receptionists as “excellent” has increased over recent years.  Around one quarter (26%) of respondents reported “excellent” courtesy in 2003 and 2004, rising to 27% in 2005 and 28% in 2008.  This year, 87% rated the courtesy of the receptionist as “excellent”, “very good” or “good”.  

Seventy two percent of people who had visited their GP practice or health centre in the past year rated it as “very clean” – and a further 26% said it was “fairly clean”.  The proportion saying it was “very clean”  was the same as in 2005 but has decreased from 74% in 2003.  

A greater proportion of people reported being seen on time or early for their doctor’s appointment, increasing from 24% in all previous surveys to 27% in 2008.  Also, a smaller proportion reported having to wait longer than 15 minutes after their appointment time to be seen, decreasing from 29% in 2005 to 26% in 2008.  

Those respondents who were not seen on time or early were also asked if someone told them how long they would have to wait.  Only 10% said that they were told, but this still shows an improvement from only 8% in 2005.  Just under half (49%) of all respondents who had to wait said that they were not told, but did not mind.

8. Seeing a GP (including patients having confidence and trust in GPs, and GPs listening carefully, answering questions, involving patients in decisions, and allowing enough time to discuss problems)

Respondents who had seen a doctor in the last 12 month were asked a series of questions about their most recent appointment.  Overall, respondents were positive about their doctor’s personal skills.  

A greater proportion of patients felt that their doctor “definitely” listened carefully to what they had to say, up to 83%, compared with 82% in 2005.  Likewise, a high proportion felt that the doctor treated them with respect and dignity “all of the time” and this also showed improvement, up from 92% in 2005 to 93% in 2008.  

Variation: At the trust with the highest score for this question, 97% of people said that they were treated with respect and dignity “all of the time” whereas 81% of people said so at the trust with the lowest score.

Patients’ faith in doctors has remained high and the proportion saying that they “definitely” had confidence and trust in the doctor rose to 77% from 76% in 2005.  

Variation: At the highest scoring trust, 88% of people said this, while at the lowest scoring trust for this question, 58% stated this. 

The proportion of people saying that they got comprehensible answers if they needed to ask questions fell slightly, from 75% in 2005 to 74% this year.  However, there has been an increase in the percentage of people who answered “yes, completely” when asked if the doctor explained the reasons for any treatment or action in a way that they could understand, up from 76% in 2005 to 77% in 2008.  

A greater proportion of people also reported that they were “definitely” involved as much as they wanted to be in decisions about their care and treatment.  The proportion of people saying this increased from 69% in 2005 to 70% in 2008. However, this still means that 30% of primary care patients were not involved as much as they wanted to be in decisions about their care and treatment.

Just over three quarters (76%) of respondents felt they were ”definitely” given enough time to discuss their health or medical problem with the doctor.  This represents an improvement from 74% in 2005.  Three per cent of patients said they did not have enough time with the doctor.             

9. Medicines (including GPs involving patients in decisions and providing information on medicines)
Over half (54%) of those responding to the survey said that a doctor or nurse practitioner had prescribed them new medicines in the last 12 months.  The survey asked these people a number of questions about the information given to them about these medicines.  

A majority of respondents felt that they were “definitely” involved as much as they wanted to be in decisions about the best medicine for them (60%).  Only 11% said that they were not involved at all, improving from 12% of patients in 2005.  

The same proportion of respondents (80%) felt that they were given enough information on the purpose of the medicine as in previous years. However, a smaller percentage said they received enough information about how to use their medicine – 85% in 2008 compared with 86% in 2005.  Likewise, there was a decrease in the percentage who said that they got enough information on any side effects the medicine might have.  In 2005, 61% said that they got “enough” information regarding side effects, but this decreased to 59% in 2008.  

Variation: At the trust with the highest score for this question, 72% said that they got enough information on potential side effects, while only 46% of respondents said this at the lowest scoring trust.

The last few years have seen a continuous increase in the proportion of people who have been taking prescribed medication for 12 months or longer.  The percentage reporting this has risen from 52% in 2003, to 53% in 2004, 54% in 2005 and now 56%.  Even though a greater proportion of patients are now taking long-term prescribed medicines, health centre staff have been able to keep up with regular reviews of patient medication – the proportion of patients who said they have had their medicine reviewed in the last 12 months remained unchanged at 78%.

10. Dental care

Half of the respondents (50%) reported that they have visited a dentist as an NHS patient at least once in the last two years.  A further 24% regularly visit a dentist as a non-NHS patient. Thus, nationally, just over a quarter (26%) of respondents do not see a dentist on a regular basis although, at several trusts, this was as high as 43% of respondents. 

Of all those who do not currently visit a dentist as an NHS patient, over three quarters (79%) said that they would like to be able to do so (ranging from 65% to 89% in trusts across England).  Three-quarters (76%) of those who regularly visit a dentist as a private patient said that they would like to receive dental care as an NHS patient (ranging from 54% to 88% across England), as did 81% of those who have not seen a dentist at all in the last 24 months (ranging from 67% to 96%).  

11. Health promotion (including patients receiving advice on weight, exercise, diet, drinking, and giving up smoking)
The 2008 survey contained a series of questions asking respondents if they had been given any advice on public health issues, such as eating a healthy diet and giving up smoking.  The results presented below exclude those who were not given any advice, but did not want it anyway.  

Respondents were asked if they had been given any advice from their GP practice or health centre on their weight.  The category with the greatest proportion of respondents was those who said that they had been told to lose weight (42%).  Around a sixth (17%) of respondents were told they should try to stay the same weight and another 3% were advised to gain weight.  The remaining 38% of respondents said that while they were not given any advice on their weight by their GP, they would have liked some.    

Less than one quarter said that they had “definitely” received advice or help in the last 12 months on getting enough exercise (22%).  A third felt that they had, “to some extent” been given advice, while 44% said that they had not received any advice but would have liked some.  

Respondents were asked how regularly they eat the recommended five portions of fruit or vegetables a day.  Twenty-three per cent of respondents said that they eat the recommended five portions “everyday” while just under half (47%) stated that they eat these “most days but not everyday”.  Of the remainder, 22% answered that they ate the recommended amount “1-3 days per week” and 9% said that they eat five portions of fruit or vegetables “less than one day per week”.

The survey also asked respondents if they had been given advice on eating a healthy diet.  The largest category said that they had not been given any advice or help but would have liked some (43%).    

Under half (43%) of those who smoke said that they had “definitely” been given advice on giving up smoking and a further 31% said that they had “to some extent”.  Over one quarter (27%) however, said they did not receive advice but would have liked some.

Less than one third (29%) of all respondents said that someone at their GP practice had asked them in the last 12 months about the amount of alcohol they drink.  Again excluding those who did not receive advice but did not want it anyway, 43% said that they “definitely” had been given advice or help from their GP practice or health centre on sensible alcohol intake.  Less than a quarter (23%) said they would have liked advice but did not get any.  

A greater proportion reported having had their blood pressure taken in the last 12 months compared with previous years.  Two-thirds (66%) said that this had been done within the last 12 months, an increase of two percentage points since the question was last asked in 2004.

12. Long-term conditions

Of those who reported that they had a long-standing medical condition and needed support, 45% said that they had “definitely” received enough support from local services or organisations to help them to manage their condition.  A further 29% said that they had received support to “some extent”, but over a quarter (26%) said that they had not received any.

Notes on the survey

Percentage figures showing variations between trusts are not adjusted for age and gender of respondents at each trust.  This adjustment (called standardisation) is a common approach used to give a fairer comparison of performance between NHS organisations. 

Adjusted results are based on scored responses to the questionnaire, with the best possible answer receiving a score of 100. This means the higher the score, the better the experience reported by patients. All trust variations referred to in this briefing have been identified from the scored results, and the unstandardised percentage of respondents reported where appropriate. Due to the standardisation, and the scores taking the range of possible responses into account, for some questions the highest and lowest scoring trust may not correspond to the trusts that appear better or worse when looking solely at the unstandardised percentage of respondents. 

A spreadsheet detailing the scored results for each question for each trust is available on the Healthcare Commission website together with an individual PDF report for each trust. 

Full details on the survey can be found at:

www.healthcarecommission.org.uk/PatientSurveyPCT2008

Contact details:

Healthcare Commission press office on 0207 448 0868

�  Data from the 2006 survey is not used in this note because the sample was smaller and some questions were different.


� This figure is not directly comparable to the result obtained by the GP Patient Survey, due to slight differences in the question routing and wording. 


� This figure is similar to that obtained by the GP Patient Survey, although again it is not directly comparable due to slight differences in the wording of the question.


� The GP Patient Survey 2008 states that 87% of people are, in general, satisfied with how easy it is to get through to someone on the phone at their doctor’s surgery.  This figure differs from the percentage of respondents reporting that they had always or sometimes had a problem getting through on the phone in this survey (55%).  The two figures are not comparable due to differences in the wording of the questions and the different samples responding (i.e. the GPPS result only includes those who made an appointment in the previous 6 months whereas our survey includes all patients registered with a GP when the samples were drawn).
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