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Out of Hours benchmark – key findings
The Primary Care Foundation has completed the first round of the benchmark of out of hours services.  The benchmark is supported by the Department of Health and more than half of the PCTs in England have already agreed to participate over three years so that comparisons can be made over time as well as between services.  Information is fed back to each PCT and provider service in a report that allows them to see where they stand compared with others.  An illustrative example of this report is available for viewing or download from www.primarycarefoundation.co.uk together with slides used at the feedback sessions for providers and PCTs.
Both PCTs and providers are enthusiastic about the value of the comparisons and see it as a valuable tool to further improve the service to patients.

Key findings are:

· Overall the performance of the various services appears to be considerably improved compared with some years ago

· There is considerable variation in the usage of out of hours services with indications that those in holiday areas or where there are more elderly people having a higher level of demand compared with the registered patient population.  Equally volumes appear to be lower where there are a range of alternative services available.

· Costs too vary by a factor of two with some of the variation driven by call volume and being higher in those areas that are less densely populated.  However, much of the variation is also attributable to the individual contractual arrangements made by the PCT for their patients and by differences between services

· The mix of dispositions indicates that some services provide telephone advice to as many as two thirds of patients and others to less than a quarter.  Proportions of home visits too vary from 2% to over 20%.  Some of this variation is no doubt shaped by the service that is specified, with some PCTs seeing the out of hours doctor service as an extension of in-hours primary care so seeing a wider range of cases and others as having a narrower remit.
· Most services are compliant or partially compliant (95% or 90% of cases within the specified time period) in performance against the national standards for timeliness.  A small number of services have an operational process that involves a double assessment which results in them performing less well against the standard for definitive clinical assessment of urgent cases in 20 minutes.  However the initial clinical assessment is expected to ensure patient safety by identifying any cases where urgent action is required.
· The proportion of cases identified by the different services as urgent on receipt varied, with some services identifying less than 5% and others over 40%.  The feedback events focused on governance processes aimed at improving consistency in the decisions made by individual clinical and non-clinical staff and the slides used at these events are also available at www.primarycarefoundation.co.uk.  
· Whilst out of hours services are data-rich some of the comparisons were difficult to make because of inconsistencies in coding.  Recommendations were made that should support further improvement over the three year period of the benchmark
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