
Visiting hospital is often a daunting
experience for patients. Concerns about
their condition and treatment coupled
with the anxieties of being in an
unfamiliar environment are all too real.
In contrast, staff work at the hospital
everyday, they are familiar with the
surroundings and its systems and
routines. It is very easy to lose sense of
what it feels like to be a patient and to
forget what a patient needs to know.  

Patients frequently report the need and
desire for more information about their
care, 21% of patients who responded to
the National Inpatient Survey felt they
weren’t given enough information about
their condition or treatment. Providing
basic information that is easily accessible
will go a long way towards easing some
of the worries that a patient may have.
Many routine enquiries can be answered
by leaving written material at the
bedside in the form of a welcome pack
or a ward guide which addresses issues
such as the following: 

• Useful telephone numbers and 
contacts

• Names of doctors and times of ward 
rounds 

• Visiting times
• Timetable for the day including details 

of mealtimes etc
• Facilities available 
• Local transport information

Some of these details could be displayed
prominently in the ward itself. Try to
make sure that notice boards are
regularly updated and not too cluttered
so that information is easily visible.

Effective Communication
With 1 in 6 patients reporting that they
did not know if one doctor was in overall
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charge of their care there are clearly gaps
in communication. Producing a ‘who’s
who’ information sheet with photos of
staff and a description of their job role
might help patients to identify individuals
in the ward more easily. Providing all staff
with easy to read name badges will also
make identification easier.

Patients need to understand what is
happening to them and why. Regular
communication with those treating them
is the main way they will obtain the
answers they are looking for. Patients and
relatives should have the opportunity to
ask questions and to explain what is on
their minds. However, patients are all too
aware of the pressures on doctors and
nurses time and are often reluctant to
take up too much of it. 

Patients should be given information at
the right time—when it is useful and
when they can absorb it. Reinforcing
verbal discussions with written material
will help in this. Patients need jargon
free information—conversations and
information full of acronyms and
technical terms will do little to ease their
worries. Consistent information is also
important. With many health care
professionals involved in an individual
patient’s treatment it can be confusing
and disturbing to receive conflicting
information and advice from different
members of the same team.  

Patients are often keen that their family
and friends are involved in their
healthcare and families have the same
need for respect, information and
understanding as patients do. They will
help a patient to make decisions,
provide emotional support and assist
them in remembering all of the
information they have been given.
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• Put yourself ‘in the shoes’ of the 
patient

• Allow patients time to ask questions 
and absorb information

• Reinforce verbal communication with 
written material

• Adapt information for those with 
language difficulties or disabilities

• Produce welcome packs for the 
bedside

• Display ward information in a 
prominent position

• Establish an information/resource 
centre

• Involve family and friends

SUGGESTION BOX

Regular Updates
Keeping patients updated is essential. If
tests are carried out the results should be
explained. 39% of those patients who had
undergone tests during their inpatient
stay felt the results were not explained in
a way they could understand.
Astonishingly, a further 10% reported that
they were not given the results at all. 

Access to health information better
equips patients to make choices about
their condition and treatment. Setting
aside a particular area of the hospital as
an information resource centre will allow
patients and carers the opportunity to
find out more at their own pace. 

Leaving a hospital can be just as
frightening as entering one and patients
need advice to help them recover at
home. Providing information on possible
danger signals, when to resume normal
activities and medication is essential.

*All figures quoted are based on 80 patient
surveys carried out by the Picker Institute
Europe as part of the NHS Inpatient Survey
programme 2001/2. The total number of
patients who responded was 44,383. 
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Please send any examples of good
practice within your Trust to:
Danielle Swain
Development Officer
Picker Institute Europe
King’s Mead House
Oxpens Road
Oxford
OX1 1RX
Tel: 01865 208108
Fax: 01865 208101
Email: danielle.swain@pickereurope.ac.uk

Improving information for relatives and
carers
Weston Area Health NHS Trust

In 1999, Weston Area Health NHS Trust
developed a new approach to providing
information for relatives and carers. A
survey carried out in a medical ward
highlighted that patient/relative

information
concerning
ward times and
direct dial
numbers was
poor. In
response to
this an
information
card was
developed to
give out to all
relatives and
carers. This
includes basic
information

about where their relative is in hospital,
the ward name, address, direct
telephone number and in some cases,
visiting hours. On the back of the card,
the name of their consultant and ward
round is given.

Although the Trust has not formally
evaluated the impact of the information
card, patients and relatives frequently
comment that it is very useful. The
business card style adopted seems to
prevent loss of the card and it is more
professional than the scraps of paper
that were used in the past. The cards are
printed off site and cost approximately
£170 for a pack of 4000. In surveys since

the introduction of the card the results
for patient information have improved. 
Contact: Snr Nurse Deborah Thomson,
Weston Area Health NHS Trust, Weston
General Hospital, Grange Road, Uphill,
Weston-Super-Mare, Avon, BS23 4TQ,
Deborah.Thompson@waht.nhs.uk

Health Shop
Homerton University Hospital NHS Trust

Following a request from patients and
the public for more information on health
and health services, Homerton University
Hospital NHS Trust opened a Health and
Cancer Information Centre (also known
as the Health Shop) in June 2000.
Situated at the front entrance of the
hospital, the Health Shop is a valuable
and visible information resource.

At the outset, Macmillan Cancer Relief
supplied a Macmillan Nurse for three
years to provide cancer information, and
CancerBACUP donated booklets for
patients to use. A project co-ordinator
was also appointed to identify the
resources and information needed.

The Health Shop has a wide range of
leaflets, audio tapes and videos on
medical conditions, health services and
voluntary groups, with some information
available in different languages. There is
internet access to browse for health
information, and a TV, video and
telephone. The Health Shop also looks at
health promotion as well as improving
access to healthcare. As much
information as possible is displayed on
poster boards and wall displays so
visitors can locate what they are looking

Where it’s Working

What are you doing with your survey results?
Nurses at the James Paget Hospital in East Anglia are hoping to improve
communication by writing down what the consultants say on their ward rounds. The
notes are left by the patient’s bedside to be studied by the patients and their
carers/relatives. The idea is being tried on a medical ward at present and is proving
very popular with patients.

for without asking a member of staff,
however someone is always on hand if a
visitor needs help.

In 2001, the Health Shop was moved
under the umbrella of the new Patient
Advice and Liaison Service (PALS), which
aims to provide information and support
to patients, families and carers, listen to
worries and concerns and help to sort
out problems on their behalf. PALS is
available 9am to 5pm, Monday to Friday.

The Health Shop deals with over 1,200
health information enquiries annually
and countless more use the Health Shop
to browse for information themselves.
PALS has also worked closely with other
staff to help resolve over 650 enquiries
to date from patients, families and
carers. These can often be complex and
take some time to resolve.

Feedback from patients, staff and
members of the public has been
extremely positive. Almost all health
information enquiries have been dealt
with on the spot and a high percentage
of worries and concerns have been
resolved or referred on to more
appropriate support.
Contact: 020 8510 7315 or e-mail
pals@homerton.nhs.uk.

Providing information for patients and communicating with them effectively is a
huge topic and the focus of this issue has been on the process of care. Look out
for future editions of Improving Patients’ Experience which will cover other aspects
of information and communication in more detail.


