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An evaluation of the clinic letters as a means of improving patient-doctor communication has been submitted and recorded in our database

Jones, C

York Hospital, Renal Unit

Problem : The Renal NSF emphasises the need for a patient centred service that optimises the role that patients take in their own care1. This reflects the Government White Paper “Our health, Our Care, Our Say”2 which reported that people want to take control of their own health. Central to this is the provision of information that enables patients to make informed decisions and encourages partnership in decision-making. What is less certain is how best to provide the individualised information that can allow truly informed decision-making.

Purpose : To use the patient clinic letter as a means of enhancing and reinforcing information that had been offered during a face-to-face clinic consultation.

Design : Traditionally every clinic visit results in a letter addressed to the patient’s GP. These letters are usually written in medical jargon. To try and improve communication with patients, these letters were written directly to the patient, with a copy to the GP. A questionnaire was sent to 50 consecutive patients asking for their evaluation of the clinic letter.

Findings : There was a 76% response rate to the questionnaire. All respondents reported that they wanted to receive the clinic letter and that the letter had been useful. Most found the letter easy to understand, but 20% reported difficulty in understanding at least part of the letter. Errors in the medication list were identified by 14%. Respondents provided a lot of constructive feedback on how to improve the letter. The use of plain English and easy to follow sentences is particularly important.

Positive and constructive feedback has also been received from other healthcare professionals (including GP’s, other medical specialists and members of the MDT). Specific examples of how the letters have helped patients, relatives and other professionals will be presented.

Relevance : Addressing clinic letters to the patient rather than the GP appears to improve communication, to assist patients in understanding their illness and to engage them in decision-making. There is a greater clarity of what information has been given and the potential to minimise medication errors, by ensuring that patients are reviewing their own medication lists. One of the four main goals of the “Our health, Our Care, Our Say”2 is to help people with long term conditions manage their condition through better information, advice and support. The initiative of writing letters directly to patients supports this major new focus on self care and self management.

The experience of this change has been so positive, that it is difficult to understand why this has not always been our normal practice.

1 The National Services Framework for Renal Service Part 1: Dialysis and Transplantation pg 18.

2 Our health our care our say: a new direction for community services 2006 Department of Health

