
 

Patient online consultation requests 'mirror'
busiest surgery times
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Patients are using online consultations in the same way they would
arrange a consultation via traditional means, a new independent
evaluation by the University of Warwick reveals.

Despite this, the study identifies several opportunities to tailor online
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platforms to specific patient requirements and improve their experience.

Primary care researchers from Warwick Medical School have today (26
March) published the first independent evaluation of one of the main
providers of online consultation platforms in NHS general practice.
Published in the British Journal of General Practice, it provides
independently analysed information on the types of patients that are
using online triage systems, how and when patients are using this
platform, and what they think of it.

Online triage is a system in which patients describe their problems via an
online form and subsequently are telephoned by a GP to conduct a
telephone consultation or arrange a face-to-face consultation. Practices
aim to respond within one hour of receiving the request.

The researchers examined routine information from 5140 patients at
nine general practices using the askmyGP platform over a 10 week
period. Highest levels of use were between 8 am and 10 am on weekdays
(at their highest on Mondays and Tuesdays) and 8 pm and 10 pm at
weekends, mirroring the busiest time for patients contacting their
practice via telephone.

Supervising author Dr. Helen Atherton, from Warwick Medical School,
said: "With online platforms there is an assumption that having a 24/7
ability to make contact with a general practice will cater to those who
wish to deal with their health problem at a convenient time, often when
the practice is shut, and that being online means they will perhaps share
different problems than they would over the telephone or face-to-face.

"In reality, patients were seeking access to health care at the same times
and for the same sort of problems than they did using traditional routes.
This suggests that patients' consulting behaviour will not be easily
changed by introducing online platforms. Therefore practices should be
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clear as to exactly why they are introducing these online platforms, and
what they want to achieve for themselves and their patients in doing
so—the expectation may well not meet reality."

The NHS Long term plan sets out that over the next five years all
patients will have the right to online 'digital' GP consultations. The main
way these are being delivered is via online consultation platforms. The
online platforms claim to offer patients greater convenience and better
access and to save time and workload for GPs, however there is
currently a lack of independent evidence about their impact on patient
care and care delivery.

Patient feedback analysed as part of the study showed that many found
the askmyGP system convenient and said that it gave them the
opportunity to describe their symptoms fully, whilst others were less
satisfied, with their views often depending on how easily they can
normally get access to their practice, and on the specific problem they
are reporting.

The study found that two thirds of users were female and almost a
quarter were aged between 25 and 34, corroborating existing evidence.
The commonest reason for using the service was to enquire about
medication, followed by administrative requests and reporting specific
symptoms, with skin conditions, ear nose and throat queries and
musculoskeletal problems leading the list.

The researchers argue that practices should avoid a 'one size fits all'
approach to implementing online consultations and should tailor them to
suit their practice populations and model of access, considering whether
it is likely to add value for their patient population.

Dr. Atherton adds: "Individual online consultation platforms are uniform
in their approach, patients are not. We found that patient satisfaction is
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context specific—online consultation is not going to be suitable for all
patients and with all conditions and that one approach is unlikely to work
for everyone.

"Practices could focus on encouraging people to deal with administrative
issues using the platform to free up phone lines for other patients. It
could be promoted specifically to younger patients, or those who prefer
to write about their problems and not to use the telephone. Clear
information for patients and a better understanding of their needs is
required to capture the potential benefits of this technology."

  More information: Abi Eccles et al, Patient use of an online triage
platform: a mixed-methods retrospective exploration in UK primary
care, British Journal of General Practice (2019). DOI:
10.3399/bjgp19X702197
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