
 

Including patients in hospital discharge
communication would improve outcomes of
care

June 16 2020, by Peter Thorley

Sending discharge letters to patients as well as their GPs when they leave
hospital could make a substantial difference to patient outcomes,
according to a new study by University of Warwick researchers.

Most patients are in favor of receiving the letters, according to
interviews conducted with patients, which also highlighted that
improvements in their content are needed to make them more useful.

The study, which forms part of a wider project into communications
around the discharge of patients from secondary care, is published today
in BMC Health Services Research by researchers from Warwick Medical
School and the Centre for Applied Linguistics at the University of
Warwick.

Discharge letters are produced by hospital clinicians when patients leave
hospital following inpatient or outpatient care, and are sent to their GP
as part of the handover process when they return to the community.

Lead author Dr. Katharine Weetman, an IAS fellow from Warwick
Medical School at the University of Warwick, said: "If a patient has
been treated at hospital and they're being discharged, it means that
something important has happened, such as a new diagnosis, a change in
medication or new advice that they should follow. There are patient
safety implications in terms of how such information is communicated,
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shared and managed in order that both they and their GPs are fully
informed."

Although there are national guidelines, each hospital trust can have its
own discharge policy so there is considerable variation in how discharge
letters are managed. Hospitals can vary the template, content, who writes
it (i.e. a consultant, junior doctor, nurse, etc.), the process for sending it
out, whether it's paper or electronic format, and particularly whether or
not they share it with patients. The NHS Plan (2000) and 'Copying letters
to patients: good practice guidelines' (2003) by the Department of
Health, as well as other initiatives and guidelines since then, encourage
sending patients their discharge letters as good practice, but it's not
specifically mandated or standardized.

For the study, the researchers spoke to 50 patients who had a recent
experience in an inpatient, outpatient, accident and emergency
department or day surgery setting, though most related to inpatient stays.
88% indicated that they would like to receive a discharge letter
(compared to 64% who reported having received one), and 62% were
specifically in favor of receiving a copy of the discharge letter that their
GPs receive, as opposed to a personalised letter. Several gave examples
of how that would have improved their experience.

Dr. Weetman said: "Patients described issues like not knowing what
their treatment plan is, not knowing what they need to do when they get
home, when follow-up appointments would be occurring, or what their
medication or exercise regime is. If they don't know what's happening
then it can cause a great deal of anxiety, a likelihood that important
advice and guidance may not be followed, and so affect their future
health, wellbeing and use of NHS resources.

"Where they did receive discharge letters, patients wanted to see less
technical jargon or acronyms, which are confusing to patients and may
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be unfamiliar to GPs too. They felt information should be organized into
relevant, clearly labeled sections.

"Past research has shown that if patients or GPs aren't informed properly
then adverse outcomes may occur, such as patients being readmitted to
hospital because vital advice in the letter such as changes in medication
or the need for follow-up blood tests has been overlooked."

An earlier study by the team found that GPs were also generally
supportive of patients receiving their letters, citing reasons such as the
benefits of enabling patients to be more directly involved in their care,
and helping to ensure that any follow-up is actioned if the GP hasn't
received or actioned the advice in the letter for whatever reason.

The researchers also stress that it is important to maintain good practice
in discharge communications even in a crisis situation such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, where patient safety and avoidance of pressures
on the NHS is even more vital.

Professor Jeremy Dale, Head of the Unit of Academic Primary Care at
Warwick Medical School and a GP in Coventry commented: "This study
demonstrates the importance of the NHS empowering patients at all
stages of their care with relevant information and advice. Patients want
clear written information about the investigations, treatment and advice
that they have received in hospital, together with the actions that they
and their GPs are now being advised to follow. As the NHS rebuilds its
services following the impact of COVID-19, the findings from this
research indicate the importance of addressing this issue in order to
ensure that NHS resources are used efficiently with the risks of error
following discharge being minimized."

Dr. Weetman adds: "Good communication doesn't become obsolete in a
pandemic, it becomes more important. Whether they have received face-
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to-face care or a video or phone consultation with a specialist, people
need to know what's going on, what they are diagnosed with, what is
planned and what the next steps are, what they need to be doing to be as
safe and healthy as they can be. In this way, they can optimize the
beneficial impact of hospital care."

  More information: Katharine Weetman et al. Adult patient
perspectives on receiving hospital discharge letters: a corpus analysis of
patient interviews, BMC Health Services Research (2020). DOI:
10.1186/s12913-020-05250-1
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