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Background

In late April and early May 2024, Healthwatch Staffordshire started to receive increased
numbers of comments on our online platform from patients of Holmcroft Surgery. In
addition, when carrying out engagement activities around the Stafford area, more and
more people were sharing their experiences of being a patient at Holmcroft Surgery
with us, many of the comments were expressing dissatisfaction around several areas.
These were:

e Securing appointments - long waiting times on the phone, long queues in the
surgery.

¢ Everything now only accessible online and the Patchs system difficult to navigate.

o Lack of staff at the surgery - lots of short-term staff.

e Problems with prescriptions being administered and, in particular, having to wait
a long time to get prescriptions.

e Staff attitudes.

¢ Not feeling listened to or cared for.

During May and June, we continued to send feedback from other patients that we had
been receiving. We provided feedback to Holmcroft Surgery, and it was apparent that
not only were the surgery aware of the negative comments being made, they were
actively involved with meeting patient groups and were developing a plan to try to
improve the situation. Following meetings with the Primary Care Manager and the
Staffordshire and Stoke on Trent ICB, we were told about the actions that were being
put in place to try to improve the experience of patients. It was therefore agreed that
Healthwatch Staffordshire would undertake an independent survey of patients after 3
months of implementing changes, to assess the impact of these for patients. This
survey was devised by Healthwatch Staffordshire, and ran from the 6" January to the
28" February inclusive.

Methodology

Healthwatch Staffordshire put together the survey mentioned above (see
Appendix 1 for a copy). The content was discussed and agreed with staff at
Holmcroft Surgery.

The survey was made available online using SmartSurvey and on paper copies in
the GP surgery, with a locked ballot box to ensure privacy. The practice texted
around 9,000 patients over a period of 6 weeks with a link to the online survey
and the survey remained open from January to the end of February.

There was a brilliant response to the survey with over 800 replies.
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Survey Results

Appointments

The first part of the survey asks about appointments and starts by enquiring:

Q1 How would you usually contact your GP practice for an appointment?

Telephone ] 58.50% 461
Patient Access via Website [ | 5.84% 46
NHS App [ | 4.06% 32
Patchs ] 47.46% 374
In person 16.12% 127
NHS 111 0.38% 3

18 people skipped this question. Of those that responded the majority chose to
contact the GP practice by telephone, followed by Patchs. The next largest group
preferred to visit in person to make an appointment.

The survey then asked “If you haven't used Patchs - please advise why?”

There were 374 responses to this question and the most common themes are
listed below.

Never heard of Patchs — what is it?

Don’t know how to get access to Patchs

Don’t own a computer or smartphone

Don't have any/reliable internet/WiFi access

Cannot access the internet/phone at the required time as working/driving
to work

Don't have computer skills/confidence

Health/other issues prevent use (arthritis, eyesight, dementiq, literacy, age)
Want a non-technical alternative — a choice!

Prefer to speak to a person, Patchs is impersonal

Haven't needed to contact a GP recently

Difficulty with logging in e.g. needs different emails for different patients,
can’'t share a family email address

Don’t know how to use Patchs — it's complicated, difficult to navigate, no
training or guidance available

Patchs often not available (down) or unreliable (e.g. Inbox full)

Even if you get on Patchs there are not any appointments left

For complex illnesses you can’t add multiple symptoms

Patchs isn't suitable for all appointment types

No way to cancel an appointment if circumstances change
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Question 2 asks about how easy it is to get through to the practice:

Q2 How was your experience getting through to your GP practice on a scale of 1to 10
(1being extremely easy or 10 very difficult)

60%

Percent

40%

28.46%

20%

13.08% 11.79%

7.69% 5.77% 6.79% i 6.54% 8.85% - 7.31%
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Very
Extremely

difficult
easy

While some patients found it relatively easy, most patients (over 28%) found it

very difficult, and the next largest group sat in the middle of the difficulty scale
(13.08% on 5).

Patients were then asked whether they got an appointment.

Q3 Were you offered an appointment?

35

m Yes
m No

No response

Those patients who did get an appointment were asked for more details. There
was an even split between those who got a same day appointment and those
who waited for a later routine appointment.

Roughly two thirds were given an appointment or signposted to other services.
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Q4 If you were offered an appointment, was this?

m A same day appointment

m A routine appointment on a
different date

Signposted to another service
such as the pharmacy, NHS
walk-in centre

m No response

246

Those who were signposted were asked where to. The answers included some
patients who had seen a GP and were then referred on to another service, as
well as those who were signposted by reception.

Of those who were signposted, the majority (10) were sent to a winter pressure
(flu) hub. One mentioned this was at Greyfriars, Stafford.

The next largest group (9) were signposted to a pharmacy.

Signposting

Walkin Centre I
Travel Clinic for Vaccinations
Hospital (A&E)
NHS 111
Hospital (excluding A&E)
A different GP practice

I
]
|
|
|
A different medical professional (inc referrals) I
Pharmacy I
|

Winter pressure (flu) hub

7 people saw an alternative medical professional, these included nurses (2),
physiotherapist (1), musculoskeletal practitioner (1), an epilepsy nurse (1) and a
UCP (Urgent Care Practitioner) (1). Two people complained that they had seen a
nurse after specifically requesting a doctor.

6 people went to an alternative GP practice, 4 to Stafford Health and Wellbeing
Centre and 1to a Health Centre on Sandon Road. The Holmcroft website states
that “vou may be offered an appointment at one of the GP Federation hubs
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located across the city dependent on availability”. This produced mixed
experiences:

“this was really good”
“cancelled the appointment 1 hour before | was due”

“I saw an unqualified member of staff for a very serious problem”
6 people went to hospital, and this included 2 for blood tests and 2 for x-rays.
Patients mentioned Stafford and Haywood Hospitals.

4 people used the NHS 111 service, at least one called them, others did not specify
how they accessed the service.

3 people went to an Accident and Emergency department at a hospital.

1 person went to a travel clinic for vaccinations and 1 went to an unspecified
walk-in centre.

Those who did not get an appointment were asked about the outcome.

Q5 If you were not offered an
appointment were you?

127

m Advised to call back

86
A = My request was

rejected
Question skipped
593
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Question 6 asks how patients felt about the outcome of their appointment. A
total of 603 patients provided feedback, with some leaving multiple comments
about their experiences.

Women health - 9 -l

Reasonable adjustments - 10

—
_:——'_'-'_'_

Not applicable - 13 —__

\

Negative feedback - 84 /

More Face to Face appointments needed - 15

Medication issues - 15
unhelpful Staff - 27
Not able to book appointments in advance - 27

Alternative medical professionals/not GP - 30

Positive feedback - 240

still waiting for an appointment - 46

Signposted - 60 —

\

Technology barriers/Patch's system/telephone - 143

Positive comments
“I got an appointment | was happy with.”

“Felt happy and glad to get checked out. | was referred to health harmony
for tests which came back all clear. *

“Successful & completely happy .”

“Good, got the appointment | needed.”

“Visit to see the doctor resolved the issue.”

“Have always had excellent service. Got an appointment when needed.”

“I had an appointment & examination and a prescription. | was very happy
with the whole process.”
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Negative comments

“I came in for skin problem which | kept getting told to use cream turns out
| had high blood sugar causing the skin issue. | was a known diabetic but
because | never saw a nurse or doctor connection was not made.”

“Took two weeks to get an appointment then offered an appointment two
weeks after that.”

“I had to get someone to photograph part of my body, send it in and wait
to be contacted.”

“Advised to call back tomorrow, refused to be seen on the day, matter
urgent and taken to and dealt with at hospital.”

“Becoming incredibly hard to get an appointment at the doctors. The
patches system never has any availability. The reality is if you have a
problem that requires a doctor pointless.”

Prescriptions

The survey then enquires about patients’ experiences with prescriptions.

Q7 Do you need repeat Q8 Have you had any
prescriptions? difficulties in ordering your
17 prescriptions?

27

m Yes

204 m Yes

= No
m No

Question

skipped Question

Skipped

575

Most respondents did need repeat prescriptions but only about a quarter (204)
had problems in ordering them compared with 575 who didn't. However, this is
not reflected in the comments where there seem to be plenty of issues arising!
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Q9 Are these difficulties with the
practice or the pharmacy?

192

m Practice
Pharmacy

93 : .
521 Question Skipped

Of those who responded to this question, over two thirds thought the practice
was responsible rather than the pharmacy. Some weren't sure:

“Both in honesty! Sometimes had to chase doctors to state/sign for them,
pharmacy not received message on recorded phone line - I've had to get
an emergency prescription once because it wasn't fulfilled — however,
much quicker and improved since using the NHS app to order them!”

It should be noted that we did not collect data on which pharmacy patients are
using. Neither did we ask whether patients used a manual (paper) system for
repeat prescriptions or an online system such as Patchs, the NHS App or Patient
Access.

Some mention Holmcroft Pharmacy and others named include: Wolverhampton
Road Pharmacy, Pharmacy2U (excellent), Cornwells Chemist at Holmcroft (gone
downhill), Wildwood Pharmacy, Asda and Tesco, some just refer to “the
pharmacy next door”.

When asked to explain any difficulties in ordering/collecting prescriptions several
themes emerged. Some of these are issues which apply to many GP practices
and pharmacy services.

e The main problem mentioned is incomplete orders or incorrect items (59).
Some of this seems to be related to issues with stock. Some of this may
relate to certain medication shortages which have arisen recently and
some of it appears to be a pharmacy stock issue.

e When low availability means an alternative is required (37), patients must
take responsibility for getting these requested via a further GP appointment
- the pharmacies don't arrange directly with the GP practice.

o Difficulties with getting appointments, exacerbate this. When the GP uses @
named drug, patients may have to visit several pharmacies to find one
with the correct brand.
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“Do not get complete prescriptions prescribed. E.g. missing eyedrops” -- “Having to call
back for part of the order sometimes” -- “They have sent the wrong medication”

“When item is out of stock pharmacy waits until you ring to see if its ready to say
alternative is needed. Shouldn't the pharmacy contact the GP for alternative to save
patient waiting a further week.” -- “One of my items has been out of stock for 6 months, |
have asked for alternatives to be added in repeats, asked in person and on phone but
it's never done.”

Some patients found changing to a home delivery services seemed to help.

“Ordered prescription but chemist always out of stock so changed to home delivery no
problems now” -- “Sometimes things are out of stock but they're great at delivering
when they come into stock.”

e The next biggest problem is long delays - some blame the GP for not
authorising prescriptions quickly (31), some blame pharmacies for taking a
long time to put orders together and lacking staff and stock (12), some
don't specify (16). Delays waiting in queues at pharmacies are also
mentioned.

“It's improved recently but | had to wait up to 2 weeks for my urgent medication before it
was prescribed. Sometimes items were missing e.g. | ordered 4 items and 1 wasn't
prescribed by omission.” -= “Turn round time of surgery is excellent. Pharmacy can be a
bit slow in dispensing the prescriptions” -- “Unexpected queuing and unavailable items”

e Alot of issues are around communication with patients (34). Onthe GP
side, patients are not notified when the prescription is authorised, nor when
an item on the prescription is rejected.

e On the pharmacy side patients are not always notified when the
prescription is ready to collect and sometimes they are told it is ready
when it isn't. Sometimes the issue is just getting through to the practice to
investigate a problem.

“Prescriptions rejected without any contact made so | am unaware until | go to collect
the prescription which is far too late to address any questions/problems with the
requests” -- “l ordered my COPD inhaler, after a few days | tried my chemist and they
said it hadn't come back from the doctors, | go to the doctors to be told it had been
cancelled, but nobody told me, | had 3 days left of my inhaler.” -- “Messages not being
dealt with, calls not answered” -- “I have repeated advised the practice that | do not
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want my prescriptions to go to pharmacy A and on several occasions when I've called
into the practice to collect the prescription, it has been sent (there)”

e Aot of patients mention poor communication between the GP and the
pharmacy (30) and several people mention them blaming each other for
problems. There are also reports of prescription requests and/or scripts
being lost. (8) This may be paper scripts or orders placed through Patchs.
They may be lost between the patient and the practice or between the
practice and the pharmacy.

“I have ordered for many years, but my last prescription was not sent to the pharmacy
but printed so when | chased it down and then went to collect it, it had been lost. It took
2 more phone calls to get it sent to the pharmacy” -- “I've had times when the
pharmacy haven't received the prescription, also when they can't get some” -- “Never
ordered properly have to go into surgery rather than request on phone communication
between doctors and pharmacy terrible” -- “Pharmacy and practice have major
communication issues” -- “Not forwarded from GP practice to pharmacy necessitating
visits back to GP practice to chase up.” -- “There appears to be no cohesion between
the practice and the pharmacy with each blaming each other for errors and
omissions.”

- Correctly making changes to medication (16) seems to cause a lot of
problems and changes are not always implemented correctly by the GP,
whether this is a new dose, adding a drug or removing a drug, even when
requested by other medical professionals. This problem results in patients
making multiple trips to the pharmacy and to need extra GP appointments
occasionally. Sometimes changes are made without the patient’s
knowledge or consent, at other times items are not put on repeat properly
(HRT). One patient reports the receptionist blocking an order.

“Some items have been removed from the list and some others have not been added
despite letters from my specialist” -- “They have reduced 1 item in quantity, however
the nurse told me it was a mistake when | attended a COPD review. After many
attempts to get this rectified the practice has failed to adhere to my request which is
appalling.” -- “Repeat items deleted even though Dr X said to be on repeat for long
term problem.” -- “Removing medications without consulting me.” -- “Practice has
removed my repeat medications multiple times last year with no reason or
authorisation from a specialist. They also added the wrong prescriptions.”

+ Patients do not get reminders about medication reviews (13), and they may
only realise one is needed when their request is rejected. Sometimes a
blood test is also required before a medication review, and this is not
always flagged up by the practice leading to further delays in getting
important supplies and extra visits to the practice.
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“Medication gets withheld until you do a Medication review but then the review is put so
far out that you run out of Medication and go into withdrawals before the
appointment” -- “I've had to wait nearly 4 weeks for a controlled medication as it took
the surgery three weeks to tell me | needed a blood test.”

There are restrictions about how soon you can reorder a repeat
prescription (11). Sometimes personal circumstances necessitate this (e.g.
holidays, caring responsibilities) and the system does not seem flexible
enough to cope with this, causing orders to be rejected and people to run
out of supplies unnecessarily, requiring an emergency prescription (2).

“Practice decided | was ordering too soon yet | was running out of medication and
could not fill my weekly day by day pill box!!!” -- “You refused to give me a prescription
and so | ran out of most of the required items. There were panic stations in my family!!!

.. For me it was a very frightening time. | never order a prescription unless | need one,
yet you were saying | shouldn’t need one!! You don't understand how much time it
takes to get the prescription from the other side of town....it was ordered in advance to
take in my current circumstances at the time!!” -- “Rejecting because | had 2 weeks of
Omeprazole still left but due to a family emergency at Wolverhampton | wouldn't be
able to reorder as | needed to be with my family at this point.”

Other issues mentioned include:

unsubscribing from an online pharmacy;

obtaining compression hosiery; problems due to lack of a paper repeat
form; patients who can’t order for themselves or can’t use an online
system; needing a physical visit to order a prescription and having to pay
for a year's deliveries up front. One person reported being “told to buy it
over the counter to save NHS money as | get free prescriptions for medical
reason”.

Some people have resolved prescription issues by changing pharmacy. “/
changed my pharmacy and have better service now” -- “Items
unavailable so changed pharmacy”.

On the positive side we heard:

“No problems at all” -= “Never any difficulties repeat prescription ordering works very
well” -- “Once they get things in place, repeat ordering is quick and efficient but getting
things in place and right the first time is what they struggle with. It could be an
amazing surgery and does have so many positives.” -- “Until recently it had been very
difficult with a long wait but recently it's been very quick and easy. Well done on the
improvement!”
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Overall Experience and Improvements

Question 10 asks about the overall experience while question 11 enquires if the
service has improved recently.

What has been your overall experience of the GP practice on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being very poor to 5 being excellent)

1 Very poor 16.62%

2 Poor 22.12%

3 Neither good nor bad 26.47%

4 Good 27.37%

5 Excellent 7.42%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Percent

Most patients rate the practice as Good, although there are slightly more
negative (38.74%) than positive (34.79%) responses.

Most patients (364) think the service is about the same as 6 months ago with 146
saying it is much worse and 140 saying it is improved.

Q1 | Addchart  Customise &

If you could compare your experience to now from 6 months ago how would you rate it now on a scale of 1to 5 (1 the
service has worsened to 5 the service has significantly improved.

Answer Choices Responses

Compared to 6 months ago the service is:

1 Much worse ] 19.21% 146
2 Slightly worse || 10.66% 81
3 About the same ] 47.89% 364
4 Improved 18.42% 140
5 Significantly improved [ | 3.82% 29
Answered: 760 Skipped: 46 Response Total: 760
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Question 12 asks what could be done to make the experience better. Out of the
806 individuals who participated in our survey, 583 patients responded with
comments. The accompanying graph illustrates the number of themes for which
respondents provided specific suggestions on how the practice could improve
the patient experience.

B Q12 Is there anything the Practice could do to make your experience better?
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Other more general comments and recommendations included:

e A total of 119 patients emphasised the need for more face-to-face
appointments with General Practitioners (GPs).

e Additionally, 117 patients expressed concerns regarding the IT Patchs
system at the surgery and the challenges it presents. 109 patients reported
difficulties in contacting the surgery by phone. Furthermore, 84 patients
suggested that staff could improve their level of assistance and be more
helpful.

e 5] patients expressed a desire to feel more acknowledged on the phone
and during consultations, as well as a wish for their personal notes in the
Patchs system to be recognised.

e 42 patients identified issues related to the lack of implementation of
reasonable adjustments. One patient remarked, 'Yes, try to make sure you
do not have to visit the surgery multiple times when everything could be
resolved in one visit. The surgery also needs to be more receptive to
patient needs that are not centred around themselves.”
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e 35 patients advocated for having a designated GP to improve continuity of
care.

e 34 patients asserted that the current systems for booking appointments
create barriers for employed individuals, contributing to health inequalities.
Some suggested, 'Greater availability of follow-up appointments, and the
ability to book appointments in advance for non-urgent matters, so | can
fit it around my work schedule.”

e Concerns regarding a variety of medication issues.

e Several patients provided positive feedback, while an additional 13
indicated that they found the service satisfactory once they were able to
obtain a GP appointment. Some shared comments like, 've no complaints
with the practice,” and "Keep up the improvements. They are noticeable!
Please don't revert back!"

In summary, this feedback provides valuable insights into potential areas for
improvement within the practice. Our recommendations are outlined in detail,
starting on page 16.

The response to Question 13 show that over 8% of those responding do not have
access to a computer or smartphone.

Q13 |E Addchart Customise &

Do you have access to a computer or smartphone?

Answer Choices Responses

Yes I 97.52% 723
No | 8.48% 67
Answered: 790 Skipped: 16 Response Total: 790

There is a wide spread of feelings about the overall service at Holmcroft Surgery.

Q14 [E Addchart  Customise

Please tick how you feel overall about the service you receive at Holmcroft Surgery

Answer Choices Responses

Satisfied [ 28.03% 222
Neutral I 35.73% 283
Dissatisfied I 36.24% 287
Answered: 792 Skipped: 14 Response Total: 792
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Further Recommendations for Improvement

Whilst Healthwatch acknowledge the efforts made by the surgery to improve the
experience for patients accessing the surgery, the purpose of this survey was to
find out if patients have noticed improvements in the service following the
actions implemented by the surgery to address their concerns. We are aware
that there have been improvements in areas such as the waiting room and
appointments system. However, the response to this question has been very
mixed with the majority of patients (364) saying the service is about the same,
but a significant number 227 feeling the service is worse and a smaller number
169 believing it has improved. Clearly, there is still work to do to build upon the
positive responses and the progress that has been made. The following
recommendations therefore are made on the basis of the feedback received
and the areas that are still of concern to patients.

Patchs System [ Appointments

e Whilst Patchs works well for patients who are computer literate, it does not
work well for those who are not, or for those patients who do not have
access to a computer. Alternative, non-technical ways to contact the
surgery must be available to make appointment booking easily accessible
for all patients to use.

e A better explanation of how to use the Patchs system should be made
available to patients, especially those who are not as computer literate.
This should include an easy-to-use guide which explains in simple terms
how to use it, what to do if the Inbox is full and how to cancel an
appointment. We noted that there is general advice available to patients
on the Patchs website, but we are not sure if all of this applies for the
specific set-up at Holmcroft Surgery.

e 28% of patients said they found it very difficult to get an appointment. We
suggest a review of the appointment system to ensure that all patients
who contact the surgery for an appointment can navigate the system with
relative ease to alleviate the feeling of frustration and disappointment.

Prescriptions

e Communication with patients needs to be improved when a prescription
item is rejected.

e Repeat prescription service to take account of personal circumstances
such as holidays/caring responsibilities so that patients requests are not
rejected outright due to being requested too early.

e A process is putin place whereby patients receive reminders to book a
medication review so that they don't end up having their medication
cancelled without notice.

e An easier process put in place for patients to receive updated
prescriptions when the prescription is wrongly prescribed, or the brand of
medication is not available but pharmacies will not prescribe without a
new prescription which often entails a further GP appointment.

Healthwatch Staffordshire
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Accessibility

Have available reception staff on hand to help patients with making
appointments when they are not computer literate or do not have access
to a computer or smartphone.

Patients would like to see more accessibility to GP appointments.

Review the physical environment of the surgery to ensure it is fully
compliant and meets the needs of patients with physical impairments.

Review availability of specialist services and appointments such as smear
tests for women.

General recommendations directly from Patients

Patients recommended the addition of on-site blood testing services to
enhance patient care.

Proposed improvements to the reception area by adding specific features.
Comments included, ‘Do something about the waiting room. It's really
depressing,” and 'Improve reception; there's no privacy.”

The reinstatement of health reviews and mini health checks.
Receiving inappropriate and unnecessary text messages.

Patients made comments regarding women's health and expressed the
need for improvements in this areq, with suggestions like, 'Have
menopause clinics,” and '‘Be reachable. Organise a well-woman clinic.”

Patients suggested better signposting. Comments included, 'More
availability. Provide feedback on complaints. Get the referrals right.”
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Appendix 1The Survey

healthwatch

Staffordshire

Holmcroft Surgery Survey

Access to Appointments and Prescription Renewal

1. How would you usually contact your GP practice for an appointment?
Telephone NHS App In person
Patient Access via Website Patchs NHS 111

If you haven't used Patchs - please advise why?

2. How was your experience getting through to your GP practice on a scale of 1 to 10
exfremely easy very difficult
1 2 3 4 5 4 7 8 9 10

3. Were you offered an appointment?
Yes No

4. If the answer to Q3 was Yes, was this:
A same day appointfment
A routine appointment on a different date
Were you signposted to another service such as the pharmacy, NHS walk in
centre (please advise which one)

5. If the answer to Q3 was No, were you:

Advised to call back My request was rejected

6. What was the outcome of your appointment request and how did you feel about it?

7. Do you need repeat prescriptions?
Yes No

8. Have you had any difficulties in ordering your prescriptions?
Yes No

Healthwatch Staffordshire
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healthwatch

Staffordshire

9. Are these difficulties with the practice or the pharmacy:

Practice Fharmacy

Flease explain any difficulties in ordering/collecting prescriptions you have had.

10. What has been your overall experience of the GP practice on a scale of 1 to 5 (1
being very poor to 5 being excellent)

1 Very poor 2 Poor 3 Neither good norbad 4 Good 5 Excellent

11. If you could compare your experience to now from é months ago, how would you
rate it now on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 the service has worsened to 5 the service has
signhificantly improved).

Compared to 6 months ago the service is:

1 Much worse 2 Slightly worse 3 About the 4 Improved 5 Significantly
same improved

12. Is there anything the Practice could do to make your experience better?

13. Do you have access to a computer or smartphone?

Yes No

14. Please circle how you feel overall about the service you receive at Holmcroft Surgery

© ©® ©

Satisfied Neufral Dissatisfied

Thank you for your time. Please place your completfed survey in the locked box provided
at the surgery.

Alternatively post it back to us at
Healthwatch Staffordshire c/o Support Staffordshire, Riverside, Civic Centre, Stafford 5T16 3AG)
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Healthwatch Staffordshire htalthwmh

Stafford Civic Centre
Riverside

Stafford

ST16 3AQ

Staffordshire

www.healthwatchstaffordshire.co.uk

t: 0800 051 8371

e: enquiries@healthwatchstaffordshire.co.uk
B8 o@HWStaffordshire
@HWStaffordshireOfficial




