Undertaking patient and carer interviews
It is accepted that interviews provide much more in the way of information on the experiences that patients undergo during the course of illness and as a result of the care that we provide.  Surveys provide numerical data but much less in the way of detail.  That is why QPA has moved to including patient and carer interviews in the process.  Interviewing our patients to find out their experiences will be a new challenge for most practice teams so this brief guide has been prepared.  There is much more extensive advice available in the qualitative research field but QPA hopes that at a more basic level useful information will be gleaned which will help you to improve the care that you provide.

Who to ask?

The relevant criteria describe the type and numbers of patient who should be interviewed.  The question is which individual(s) do you choose?  There may be a temptation to choose a patient you get along well with or who is articulate and therefore easy to interview.  This could lessen the opportunities for learning from the interview.  On the other hand, if the practice has a strained relationship with the patient the process may not be helpful to either party.  It is important to realise that the clinician-patient relationship must continue afterwards and should not be harmed by the process.
There should be no coercion when asking a patient.  They should be made aware of the following prior to the interview:

· The aim of it ( to improve the care the practice gives its patients)

· How long it will last (probably about 15 to 20 minutes)

· Confidentiality is assured ( no patient identifiable data should leave the practice)

You may wish to give him/her a copy of the RCGP QPA information sheet at the end of this document.
Who should do it?

Interviewing skills are used many times each day by all clinicians so the skill base exists in your practice even if you have not used it in this way before.  The choice is whether to use a doctor (or nurse) who knows the patient well or another one.  The advantage of using a well known doctor is that it promotes honesty and the relationship is already established. On the other hand the patient may be tempted to tell the doctor what he/she thinks the doctor wants to hear.
Where to carry out the interview?

It should take place in an environment that is comfortable for the patient with as little inconvenience as possible.  There should be no interruptions.  This might be the surgery or at the patient’s home.

What to ask?

Start by going over again the reasons for doing the interview.  Ask for honesty and openness in the replies even if it means seeming to be critical of the practice or doctor(s).  Reassure him/her that the level of care given will not be affected by the replies.

The two areas of enquiry are:

· What does the patient think that the practice does well at present?
· What improvements does the patient think could be made in the service provided?

Ask about the different functions of a practice:
· Contacting the practice

· Helpfulness of reception staff

· Accessing the doctor or nurse of your choice

· Continuity

· Premises

· Medication management
· Results handling
· GP care

· Practice nurse care (if appropriate)

· Community nurse care (if appropriate)

· Other areas of care (with Primary Care responsibility)
It is important to use open ended questions for the areas discussed to allow the interviewee to choose a response that matches their experience and not to be restricted by a closed question. “Tell me how you get on when you order a repeat prescription?” is more likely to lead to a useful response than “How long does it take for us to issue a repeat?”

You will need to take brief notes during the interview.  Check that that is ok with the patient.

A letter of thanks sent afterwards is probably appropriate.
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Dear 

Your GP practice is at present doing work towards achieving the Quality Practice Award of the Royal College of General Practitioners.  The Royal College is responsible for setting high standards for GPs. This is the highest standard of award that a British practice can aim for.

As part of this process, the practice has been asked to interview a small number of patients and carers to find out at firsthand what their experiences of being a patient or carer has been like.  They need to find out from you what you think they are already doing well but also what areas could be done better.  We recognise that even the best of practices will have some areas that they could do better and we encourage practices to try to continually improve their services.
The practice will arrange a convenient time and place for the interview to take place.  On average, an interview will last 15 to 20 minutes. It will be carried out by one of the practice team but not necessarily the doctor or nurse you have most contact with.  Your replies to the questions asked will remain confidential to the practice. No-one outside the practice will be able to identify you in the report that the practice will send to the Royal College.  You will be free to answer the questions honestly and your practice guarantees that your care will not suffer if you say something critical.  In fact, the opposite is likely to be the case as constructive criticism will lead to improvement for not just you but other patients in similar circumstances.
We hope you will feel able to take part in an interview and help improve the care that your practice provides.

Kind regards

Yours sincerely

Dr Ken McLean and Dr John Warwick, Co-chairs of RCGP QPA
