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Introduction  

 

Benbecula Medical Practice Patient Participation Group (PPG) carried out a survey of 

practice patients to give them the opportunity to feedback their experiences of accessing 

medical appointments during the pandemic.     

The survey was anonymous. 

The survey ran from 18th August to 6th September 2021. 

A total of 72 responses were received (71 via on-line survey and one paper return). 

This report summarises the results of the survey findings and draws up recommendations 

based on the responses received.    

The PPG will share the results with the Practice and look forward to their response. 
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Section 1 of 4 

Accessing Appointments at Benbecula Medical Practice 

 

1. Since March 2020, which type/s of appointment/s have you accessed?  

 

 

Comment:   

Patients accessed appointments mostly by telephone but there were also a significant 

proportion accessing face-to-face appointments.  Only a few patients used other modes 

to access appointments. 

Recommendations: 

▪ Encourage utilisation of online video appointments (where appropriate) 

▪ Encourage utilisation of e-mail for advice/appointment (where appropriate) 

▪ Communicate/advertise the types of appointment available 
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2. Who was your last Practice appointment with? 
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3. How easy was it for you to contact the Practice? 

 

 

(Including 36 written responses) 

 

Summary of replies: 

Type of response Number Comment 

Positive 21 
The majority of people managed to contact the 
practice with no problems and were happy with 
the outcome 

Not happy 2 
No one phoned back after having left a 
message 

Not easy to contact the 
practice 

10 Phone was engaged for a long period of time 

Comment not complete 2  

Communication issues 1 
Communication issues with the GP not with 
contacting the practice. 

 

Comments: 

Overall people were happy with contacting the practice, whether by phone or email. 

For those who had a grievance, the main one was that the phone was engaged for long 

periods of time. 

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Look into if there are enough phone lines going into the practice? 

▪ Possibly set up an answerphone service for appointments with nurses. 
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4. Thinking about your most recent appointment, were you satisfied with the type 

(telephone, video, face-to-face etc) of appointment/s you were offered? 

 

 

 

5. If you did not take the appointment you were offered, what did you do? 

 

Comments: 

▪ The overwhelming majority were satisfied with the type of appointment they were 

offered. 

▪ 8 people who responded to the survey were not satisfied with the type of 

appointment, but took the appointment anyway 

▪ A further 6 people who responded to the survey were not satisfied with the type of 

appointment and did not take an appointment. 

Recommendations: 

▪ Acknowledge the high rate of patient satisfaction 

▪ Manage people’s expectations about difficulty around availability of appointments 

▪ Alternative for those potentially disengaging?  Call back from health professional? 
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6. Overall, how would you describe your experience of making an appointment? 

 

(Including 41 written response) 

Summary of replies: 

Type of response Number Comment 

Positive 18 
A lot of responders expressed thanks to both 
GPs and reception staff 

Ok 2 Had the outcome they wanted but with caveats 

Communication difficulties on 
the phone 

 
5 

People had difficulty explaining symptoms 
adequately or felt that they were not understood 

Timescale issues 8 
It was taking too long for people to be able to get 
through to the surgery or for them to get an 
appointment 

Difficulty getting the 
appointment they wanted 

2 Offered to see nurse rather than doctor 

Only wanted face to face 
appointments 

4  

Would prefer (and received) 
email consultation 

2  

 

Comments: 

▪ Just over half the responses are either very happy or content with their ability to 

make an appointment or have the response they needed. 

▪ Timescale issues reflected both a busy phone line and difficulty with availability of 

obtaining a GP appointment. The latter is a separate issue, which could be 

explained to people as a proactive communication piece. 

▪ There is overlap between some categories. 

Recommendations: 

▪ Congratulate reception staff on a job well done. 

▪ Manage people’s expectations about difficulty around availability of appointments 

▪ Increase awareness of the benefits and scope of appointments with the Practice 

Nurse. 
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Section 2 of 4 

Patient Care Experience 

7. The person I saw was appropriate for my treatment/care 

 

 

 

Summary of replies:  

Type of response Number Comment 

Yes, definitely or to 
some extent 

65 

93% of respondents “definitely” or “to some extent” 

agreed that the person they saw was the appropriate 

person.   

No 3 

There were a few responses where the option offered 

did not meet the patient’s expectations.   

One patient considered that they were not seeing the 

most appropriate person however it is unclear if the 

option offered was in fact the most appropriate. 

Another had issues with the doctor they saw 

 2 resulted ultimately in face-to-face appointments 

with the doctor 

N/A 1 One person did not see anyone 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

Benbecula Medical Practice PPG – Access to Appointments Survey Report (Final Version and Addendum)     6th October 2021 

 

8. The type of appointment (telephone, video, face-to-face etc) was appropriate for 

my treatment/care 

 

 

Summary of replies: 

Type of 
response 

Number Comment 

Yes, definitely or 
to some extent 

59 

The majority of people (87%) considered the type of 
appointment offered was the appropriate one.   
1 person had no concerns while another stated that phone 
appointments are fine in certain circumstances.  
A further patient said they were satisfied but only after an 
initial inappropriate telephone appointment  

No 10 

A number of people felt they should have had a face-to-
face appointment due to their physical symptoms. 
Describing symptoms over the phone is difficult 
One person felt they were denied from the doctor.  

N/A 0  

 

Q7 & Q8 Recommendations  

▪ It is recommended that the receptionists endeavour to ensure that all patients who 

are seeking an appointment accept one.   

▪ Patients who become distressed or disagree with what they are being offered 

should be referred to the Practice Manager for a clear explanation.      

▪ Consider preparing a clear explanation for publication of why different types of 

appointments are offered, giving examples.  This could cover both who the 

appointment might be with as well as whether face-to-face or phone or video.    
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Section 3 of 4 

Tell us more... 

 

9. The receptionist may need to know more about your condition to make sure you 

get the most appropriate appointment.  How comfortable are you discussing the 

reason for your appointment with the receptionist? 

 

 

 

Type of response Number Comment 

Very comfortable 30 

The majority of patients were comfortable/neutral 
with discussing the reasons for their appointment 
with the receptionist. 

Fairly comfortable 17 

Neither comfortable or 
uncomfortable 

5 

Somewhat uncomfortable 13 More than 1/4 of patients surveyed were 
uncomfortable discussing the reasons for their 
appointment with the receptionist. Very uncomfortable 7 

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Assure the patients about confidentiality and receptionist training 

▪ Share/publicise a list of questions the receptionist will ask when they phone for an 

appointment.  This will help patients prepare and reduce anxiety. 

▪ Help patients articulate health issues and concerns – through on-going health 

literacy posters/PPG postings. 
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10. How confident are you with a phone consultation? 

 

 

 

 

Type of response Number Comment 

Very confident 21 

The majority of patients surveyed were 
confident/neutral with a phone consultation 

Fairly confident 26 

Neither 7 

Not very confident 11 
Nearly 1/4 of patients surveyed did not feel 
confident with a phone consultation. 

Not at all confident 5 
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11. How confident are you with a video consultation? 

 

 

 

Type of response Number Comment 

Very confident 21 

62% patients surveyed were confident/neutral 
with a video consultation 

Fairly confident 17 

Neither 6 

Not very confident 11 

Over 1/3 of patients surveyed didn’t know or did 
not feel confident with a video consultation. 

Not at all confident 6 

Don’t know 10 

 

Q10 & Q11 Recommendations: 

▪ Share/publicise telephone/video consultation format details (noting how it might 

differ from a face-to-face consult). 

▪ Share /publicise ‘tips and tricks’ of how to get the best out of a telephone/video 

appointment (including principles from ‘House of Care’) 

▪ Share/ create video examples of best practice 
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12. In the past the Practice offered the facility to book appointments online and they 

may well do so in the future.  Please indicate whether this would this be of interest 

to you. 

 

 

 

Summary of replies:  

Type of response Number Comment 

Yes, definitely  41 86% of survey respondents indicated they would be 

interested in the resumption of the online booking 

facility Yes, sometimes 20 

No 9  

N/A 1 

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Explore options to re-open the on-line appointment bookings facility  
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13. What are the positive or negative impacts of the changes to the 

appointments system during the pandemic?  Which of the changes should 

be retained and continued? 
 

46 responses                    

Type of response Number Comment 

Positive 17 

A number of people were very satisfied with telephone 
appointments as it did not impact on school/work day or 
require to leave their house. 
A choice of having a telephone appointment would be 
good to continue with. 

OK 11 

Some were fairly happy with their appointments but 

would have liked a face-to-face appointment. In some 

cases, a telephone appointment or e mail would be of 

benefit to continue with. 

More options for blood tests at Balivanich clinic 

N/A 4 Did not contact surgery 

Negative 14 

Face-to-face appointments were missed by people as it 

can sometimes be important to see the patient. It was felt 

that the appointment was not as thorough (did not say 

what form of appointment). 

Some would not like to change to telephone calls or 

online appointments. 

Concern re: lack of follow up (with a consultant) on pre-

pandemic issues. 

Felt guilty trying to get an appointment. 

 

Comments:             

▪ It was thought that the practice did well during the pandemic. 
▪ The main thing people wanted kept was telephone consultations although others 

did not want this. 
▪ Face-to-face appointments are necessary at times. 

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Continue offering telephone appointments but should NOT be the only option and 
not for every appointment. 

▪ People should also be offered a face-to-face appointment. 
▪ Are there guidelines in place if the receptionist is triaging the calls?  (Share details 

of how patients are triaged). 
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14. We would value any further comments and suggestions on the future shape 

and form of accessing practice appointments.  Please provide any additional 

information you feel is relevant. 

 

27 responses 

Summary of replies:  

A number of people thanked the practice staff for the service they continue to provide, 

although there was a feeling of being 'cut off' from the practice at times during the 

pandemic, with a plea to retain the friendliness that exists in the practice.   

There is a fair desire for a return to face-to-face appointments with a number not happy 

with telephone appointments. 

There was some comment that telephone appointments can be quite a waste of time as 

often a face-to-face appointment is required subsequently sometimes following more than 

one telephone appointment.   

Telephone appointments can feel rather impersonal and, in some cases, rushed 

particularly if the doctor is earlier in calling than the arranged time. 

By using telephone appointments, one person felt that the quality of care was being 

compromised.  

Suggestion that a diagram is published explaining the process of making an appointment, 

is one required, what type of appointment is the most appropriate and who is the most 

appropriate person to see.   

Several people declared an interest in having access to on-line bookings. 

Suggestion that publishing a list of GP session timetables online would be useful.   

Suggestion that a text confirmation and reminder for appointments would be useful. 

An issue was raised regarding providing confidential information to the receptionists also 

the need for receptionists to be more empathetic. 

A further issue was raised regarding the need for doctors to listen.  

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Relay patients’ appreciation to all practice staff for the service provided. 

▪ Practice to consider re-instating face-to-face appointments as the primary option 
but allow the choice of telephone or video if preferred by patient. 

▪ Publish GP consulting timetables on practice website 

▪ Consider publishing an information sheet on the process for appointments, the 
options available and why a nurse practitioner may be the more appropriate person 
to see.  

▪ Consider sending text confirmation / reminder for appointments  
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Section 4 of 4 

Patient Profile 

 

I am completing this survey 

 

 

 

Which surgery do you normally attend? 
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In which postcode area do you live? 

 

 

 

 

Age 
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How would you describe your gender?   

 

 

 

The Practice would like to make sure they offer good services to patients whose first 

language is not English 

 

What is your ethnic background? 
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Patient Profile Summary 

 

▪ The overwhelming majoring completed the survey for themselves 

▪ Respondents mostly attend Griminish Surgery – as you would have expected, 

given it is the primary practice site. 

▪ The postcode profile shows a good response from across the practice catchment 

zone 

▪ Most respondents came from the 35-75 age group.  18-24 and 75+ categories 

were poorly represented.  It was encouraging to see some responses from those 

under 18. 

▪ The major or respondents were female 

▪ The ethnic background of respondents was mostly White/Scottish/British with only 

2 respondents identifying as European. 

 

 

Recommendations: 

▪ Practice to consider further strategies to engage with patients from less well 
represented cohorts (under 35s, over 75s, genders other than women, ethnicities 
other that white/Scottish/British). 
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Summary of Recommendations 

The results from individual questions revealed several re-emerging themes. 

 

Recommendations 

1 Feedback 

 

a) Acknowledge/publicise the high rate of general patient satisfaction.  

b) Congratulate all staff on a job well done. 

 

2 Ensure a choice of type of appointment/choice of practitioner is retained and 

offered 

 

a) Manage people’s expectations about difficulty around availability of 

appointments 

b) Consider publishing information on the process for appointments, the 

options available and why a GP/Nurse Practitioner/Pharmacist may be the 

more appropriate person to see.  

c) Consider preparing a clear explanation for publication of why different 

types of appointments are offered, giving examples.  This could cover 

both who the appointment might be with as well as whether face-to-face or 

phone or video  

d) Consider publishing a list of the types of questions the receptionist may ask 

when a patient phones for an appointment.   

e) Consider sharing the algorithm for how patients are triaged. 

f) Publish GP, Nurse Practitioner and Pharmacist consulting timetables on 

practice website 

g) Practice to consider re-instating face-to-face appointments as the primary 

option but allow the choice of telephone or video if preferred by patient. 

h) Increase awareness of the benefits and scope of appointments with the 

Practice Nurses/Pharmacist 

i) Increase utilisation of appointments via video. 

j) Clarify the use of e-mail for advice/appointment 

k) Recommended that the receptionists endeavour to ensure that all patients 

who are seeking an appointment accept one.   

l) Patients who become distressed or disagree with what they are being 

offered should be referred to the Practice Manager or other appropriate 

Health Professional for a clear explanation 

 

3 Confidentiality and Training 

a) Consider publishing a more explicit statement about confidentiality and 

receptionist training 
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Recommendations (cont) 

4 Practical Considerations  

 

a) Assess whether there are enough phone lines going into the practice or 

staff to answer. 

b) Consider setting up an answerphone service for appointments with nurses. 

c) Consider sending text confirmation / reminder for appointments  

 

5 Getting the Best out an Appointment 

 

a) Consider sharing telephone/online consultation format details (noting how it 

might differ from a face-to-face consult). 

b) Consider sharing ‘tips and tricks’ of how to get the best out of a 

telephone/online appointment (including principles from ‘House of Care’) 

c) Share/ create video examples  

d) Help patients articulate health issues and concerns – through on-going 

health literacy posters/PPG postings. 

 

6 Online Booking 

 

Explore options to re-open the on-line appointment bookings facility  

 

7 Patient Engagement 

 

Practice to consider further strategies to engage with patients from less well 

represented cohorts (under 35s, over 75s, genders other than women, ethnicities 

other that white/Scottish/British). 

 

 

 

Main Report Approved 27th September 2021 
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Addendum  

 

Access to Benbecula Medical Practice Appointments Survey Report September 

2021 

 

In light of first initial PPG discussions on the contents of the above report, the PPG would 

like to add the following points to the document. 

 

1. Comment:   

Some patients saw getting an appointment with a nurse as a ‘second-best option’ – 

but actually it may be the most appropriate appointment or a really good option if 

patients can’t see a doctor immediately. 

 

Recommendation:   

• Need to clearly highlight the positives of accessing a nurse practitioner 

appointment through different forms of communication with patients. 

 

 

2. Comment:   

Debate over ‘access to appointments’ is topical in national and local press. 

 

Recommendation:   

• Need to monitor the situation re: wider debate of access to appointments 

• Could we distribute our PPG report to other PPGs/HIS, as evidence of good 

practice?   It would be good to share it.   

 

 

3. Comment:   

When patients are seeking advice out of Practice hours there are issues with 

queues for NHS 24.  Particular issue for some cohorts eg elderly.  Some patients 

are just looking for simple advice over the weekend. Using NHS24 can be 

challenging for some.  Long list of questions, issues with being cut -off. 

 

The PPG survey has raised issues wider than the scope of the practice can deal 

with. Remote and rural locations present unique challenges in accessing services 

 

Recommendation:   

• Could there be an alternative local solution tailored to the need of our 

location eg island advice line? (particularly as we have no local chemist for 

advice). Or community-based facility? (however, that my still leave issues 

with weekend advice?) 

 

• Need for island-based information:  leaflets, booklets, on-line?  
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• Importance of being able to ‘lift the phone’ to access information/advice from 

a locally based source. (Especially important for the elderly population and 

those who have less digital access/literacy) (NHS 24 not working for them) 

 

• Could PPG write to Scottish Government to express our concerns raised via 

survey?  

 

4. Comment:   

What if patient’s need for appointment was for something that was easily dealt 

with?  Eg If patient knew exactly what they needed from pharmacy? eg items that 

could normally be obtained from a mainland pharmacy but items that were not 

available in local shops dealing with flare-up of existing condition. 

 

 

Recommendation:   

• Make clear the options available for pharmacy advice. 

- How do we contact our local pharmacist? Can you phone them? Can 

you e-mail them?  When are they available? Can you get advice ‘there 

and then’? What are the options out-with local pharmacist contact times? 

 

• Make aware that Pharmacy in Stornoway can give advice.  Is this widely 

published? Can you access them over weekend? 

 

• Can we purchase medication ‘off the shelf’ from our dispensary like you 

would have the option to do in a mainland chemist? 

 

 

Highlighting such information may relieve pressure on the need to access 

appointments (even telephone appointments). 

 

5. Comment:   

Health care is still perceived as Mon-Fri/9-5. Anxiety over ‘out-of-hours’ access to 

health-care.  Patients don’t want to feel a burden to the practice or put additional 

pressure on the practice, particularly in relation to ‘easy to solve’ situations. 

 

 

Recommendation:   

• We need more information of what we can access from our Practice. 

Information needs to better sign-posted. 

• Practice needs to better sign-post out -of-hours solutions (although Practice is 

not responsible for out-of-hours provision – the access to such services has a 

direct bearing on the practice functioning). 
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6. Comment:   

No timelines connected to PPG Survey Recommendations 

 

Recommendation:   

• Practice to consider survey recommendation across different time-scales. 

Some recommendations may not be an option in current climate, but may 

be considered as a longer-term objectives. 

 

 

7. Comment: 

Differences between choice and the need for professional advice.  If doctor needs 

to see a patient – it is not patient choice but what professionally needs to be 

done. 

 

Recommendation:   

• It is important to offer choice and highlight choice as a good thing, but must 

make clear the differences between needs/wants.   

• Patients need a better understanding of the system and this needs to be 

communicated to them. 

 

8. Comment: 

Patients are linking ‘new’ triage (via receptionist) is as a result of covid. It is not. 

Patients are perceiving it as a ‘bad thing’ if you can’t get to see doctor straight 

away (ie health concern equates with to need to see GP) Plus you didn’t always 

get to see a GP straight away, pre-pandemic anyway! 

  

(If you were to attend A&E you would be triaged (by a nurse who decides).  They 

assess).   

It is normal process to be triaged.  The only difference is that this is taking place 

over the phone. 

Doing triage directs people to the correct services.  It gets most people to the right 

place sooner.  Everybody is waiting less.  Doctors, nurse practitioners are seeing 

the right people appropriate to the patient health need. 

 

This is a good thing you are given more choice. 

 

This system allows the Practice grow and improve our services all round. 

Recommendation:   

• Highlight the triage system as ‘normal’ and something that was in existence 

prior to pandemic. Communicating this to patients is key. 
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Comments 9/10 are additional comments related to existing report recommendations  

 

9. Comment: 

Currently receptionist doing triage – people might not be confident as it is 

receptionist that is giving this advice. Can the patient be confident the receptionist 

is are asking the right questions? 

 

 

Recommendation:   

• Transparency in receptionist training 

• Asking the right questions. Publicise what patient will be asked.  Publicise 

how patient needs to prepare. 

 

 

10. Comment: 

Patients are self-triaging before they get to the point of contacting the practice for 

an appointment. 

 

Recommendation:   

• Better sign-posting generally. 

- Sign-posting for minor issues/advice 

- Sign-posting for larger issues that you would not want patients to 

miss/ignore. 

 

 

Added 06/10/21 

 

End 


