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1 Background 
 

LINk’s Board decided to investigate the issue of access to GP’s in February 2010 
after we had heard from a number of sources that they have been experiencing 
problems in making appointments. The issue was raised during LINk’s outreach 
work at Howdon and Wallsend Children’s Centres. It was raised again at the North 
West Awareness Raising event in October and was identified by LINk members as 
a priority issue at the Annual LINk event in January. 

 
In order to find out if this is a borough wide issue, or attached to specific surgeries, 
LINk developed a brief survey to be distributed across North Tyneside. The survey 
reached people through a variety of outlets:   

 
• Coffee mornings in Wideopen, Dudley, Meadow Well, North Shields and 

Killingworth 
• Children’s Centres 
• The Learning Disabilities Federation  
• Sent to members of the Learning Disability Partnership Board 
• Sent to Skills for People 
• Sent to Age Concern  
• A LINk membership mailing 
• LINk’s Website  

 
214 people returned completed surveys over a two month period.  51% of those 
who completed the form were LINk members and 49% were non members. A copy 
of the survey is attached at the end of this report.   

 
2 Summary of Findings  
 

The majority of responses that LINk received were positive. Most people had little 
problem making an appointment at their GP surgery, particularly if this was in 
advance. When asked how easy it is to make an appointment, 88% of people 
answered ‘easy’ or ‘fairly easy’ when booking in advance, and 59% gave the same 
response when booking an appointment on the same day. Only 3% of people 
answered ‘nearly impossible’ with regards to making an appointment in advance, 
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although 14% said the same was true when making an appointment on the same 
day. 
 
Figure 1: Responses to the question ‘How easy do you find making an 
appointment on the same day?’ 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Responses to the question ‘How easy do you find making an 
appointment in advance?’ 
 

 
 
When it came to making appointments outside of traditional working hours, the 
majority of survey respondents answered that they had never tried or never 
needed to do so. Of those who had tried, 35% found it ‘easy’ or ‘fairly easy’ and 
24% found is ‘fairly difficult’ or ‘impossible.’ 
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Figure 3: Responses to the question ‘How easy do you find making an 
appointment outside of traditional working hours (9am to 5pm)?’ 

 
However, despite these generally positive views, several problematic areas were 
identified and several GP surgeries were repeatedly mentioned by survey 
respondents who were not happy with the service they have received. See section 
2.1 for the themes that emerged. 
 
Only six respondents had made a complaint to their surgery in the last 12 months, 
of which only one said that they did not get an appropriate response.    

 
Full information on findings can be found in the summary at the end of this report. 

 
3 Themes 

 
While we are aware that our sample of 214 is small, this has allowed us to identify 
some common themes across the borough. It will also allow us to identify those 
surgeries that seem to be particularly difficult for patients to access.   
 

 Appointment booking systems 
 
A total of 150 responses said that making an appointment with their GP was ‘fairly 
difficult’ or ‘almost impossible’. The biggest difficulty was in making same day 
appointments. Respondents spoke of difficulty in getting through to the surgery on 
the phone at the specified time: 
 
Telephoning the Surgery 
“You have to ring at 8am or 12pm exactly – phones are engaged and when you get 
through finally they say all the appointments have already gone.” 
 
“Appointments can be booked online, so all the appointments are taken by the time 
you get through on the phone.” 
 
“If you do get through you are unlikely to be able to see your own doctor.” 
 
“Difficult to ring in at 8:30am as I am driving to work. By the time I can call the 
surgery there are no appointments left.”   
 

4 



In addition to the above comments, parents at the Children’s Centres often said 
that they found it very easy to make same day appointments that were for their 
children, but that it was harder to make appointments for themselves.   

 
Accessing a Doctor 
Nine respondents said that they had difficulty getting an appointment with their 
preferred doctor. Two also mentioned that making an appointment to see a female 
doctor was problematic.   
 
“You have to wait longer if you want to see a female doctor.” 
 
“The doctor I see always changes.” 
 
Staff Attitudes 

 
Of the 209 respondents who answered the question regarding staff attitudes, the 
overwhelming majority were happy with the staff at their surgery (see Figure 4).   

 
 
“The whole team are excellent – a credit to the health service.” 
 
“Very approachable and very good at dealing with last-minute requests is getting 
tablets/booking ambulances. 10 out of 10!” 
 
“I cannot speak highly enough of the staff at my surgery.  I have a serious and 
ongoing illness and without fail they make sure that my needs are met.” 
 
However, of the six respondents that had made a complaint, two were relating to 
staff. Negative comments about staff usually referred to front of house staff and 
included: 
 
“Receptionists’ attitudes can be upsetting…as if you are a nuisance.” 
 
“One receptionist is particularly surly.” 
 
“Some are polite and friendly, but unfortunately some are unhelpful and not friendly 
at all.” 
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“Receptionist hard to get passed, you feel you have to explain to unqualified staff 
your health worry for yourself or family members, which might be a sensitive 
issue.” 
 
“Receptionist asks too many personal questions.” 

 
 Other negative comments that we received  
 

“Unless you can plan 6 months in advance when to be ill you have no chance of an 
appointment with your own GP.” 

 
 “It’s as if you are invading their time and privacy.” 
 
 “Mistakes with appointments, repeat prescriptions not ready or lost.” 
 
 “Would like to be able to get an appointment when you want.” 
 
 “It takes a long time to be seen even when you have an appointment.” 
 

One respondent told us of a catalogue of errors with her surgery stretching back 
several years, from a failure to diagnose a child with Asperger’s syndrome, poor 
attitudes of health visitors linked to the surgery and the failure of surgery staff to 
provide important information needed for benefits claims when given several 
weeks to arrange it. This individual chose to change surgeries rather than make a 
formal complaint.   
 

 Other positive responses we received  
 

“They provide a good service. Appointments are available usually within 24 hours if 
not the same day.” 
 
“I am very impressed with the service I receive. I am diabetic and I feel well 
supported and that the staff go out of their way to help.” 
 
“I have been with my surgery for 20 years and have never had any problems with 
staff. The doctors are always good and efficient.”   

 
4 Recommendations  
 

Feedback from this questionnaire was generally positive with many people making 
comments about how easy it is to access their GP and how helpful they have 
found staff.   
 
However, four surgeries have been identified in this survey as being difficult to 
access. Common themes within these four surgeries were  

 
• Difficult to get an appointment with patient’s own GP 
• Concern about being prescribed medication without thorough medical 

examination 
• Waiting times  
• Difficulty in making same day appointments due to phone in system 
• Unhappy reception staff  
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Recommendations to these four surgeries from LINk, based on this feedback are: 

 
• A review of current booking systems, as has taken place at other surgeries 

in the borough 
• Considering more flexible hours and appointments outside of traditional 9am 

to 5pm hours to enable patients to see their preferred GP at a preferred time 
• Staff training to raise awareness of the patient experience and to improve 

staff attitudes when dealing with patients.   
 
5 Action 
 

A copy of this report was sent to North of Tyne PCT, who were asked to respond to 
the report within the statutory 20 days (Local Government and Public Involvement 
in Health Act 2007). Where a GP surgery has been portrayed negatively we 
contacted them directly and asked for their comments on the findings and 
information on how they plan to improve their service (referencing LINks 
recommendations), again requesting a response within 20 days.   

 
6 Response  
  

Responses that were received from the PCT and the four surgeries mentioned 
above are attached at the end of this report.   

 
7 Next steps 
 

Following the above responses, the LINk Board (under staff guidance) decided in 
September whether the responses were sufficient in reassuring the public that 
patient concerns are being taken seriously and being acted upon.   

 
 

LINk would like to thank all those who took the time to complete 
the Access to GP survey.   

 
 
 
 



Access to GP Surgeries  
 

LINk Survey 
 

Thank you for taking time to complete this survey from North Tyneside Local 
Involvement Network (LINk). The aim of the survey is to find out people’s experiences 
of accessing GP appointments. The results will be used in our ongoing work to 
improve health and social care services in North Tyneside.  
While quotes and personal experience may be used in LINk’s reports,  
all personal details will be treated with the strictest confidence. 
 

1: What is the name and location of the GP surgery that you use? 

2: How would you rate the following when it comes to your GP surgery?  
 

2a. Making a same day appointment: 
Easy   Fairly Easy  Fairly Difficult  Almost Impossible  N/A 
□   □    □    □     □ 
Any comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2b. Making an appointment in advance: 
Easy   Fairly Easy  Fairly Difficult  Almost Impossible  N/A 
□   □    □    □     □ 
Any comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2c. Making an appointment outside of traditional hours (Monday to Friday, 
9am to 5pm) 
Easy   Fairly Easy  Fairly Difficult  Almost Impossible  N/A 
□   □    □    □     □ 
Any comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



3. How would you describe the staff at your GP surgery? Tick all that apply. 
Helpful  □  Polite □  Friendly  □  Knowledgeable  □  
Unhelpful □  Impolite □  Unfriendly □  It varies    □ 
Any Comments? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Have you made a complaint about your GP surgery in the past 12 months, 
either directly or through a patient support service e.g. PALS or ICAS?  
Yes  □  No □ 
If yes, please describe the incident here (specifying dates if possible): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have any further comments about accessing your GP and 
appointments, please describe them here: 

If you are happy to talk to us in more detail about this subject, please tell us your 
contact details: 
Name: 
 
Address: 
 
Telephone Number: 
 
Are you a LINk member? Yes □ No, but I would like to be* □ No □ 
 
*A member of the LINk team will provide you with a membership pack either directly 
or by post. Thank you for your time! 
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LINk Survey: Access to GP Surgeries 

1. What is the name and location of the GP surgery that you use?

 
Response 

Count

  203

  answered question 203

  skipped question 9

2. How would you rate the following when it comes to your GP surgery?

  Easy Fairly Easy
Fairly 

Difficult

Almost 

Impossible
N/A

Response 

Count

Making a same-day appointment 21.0% (44) 37.6% (79) 22.9% (48) 14.3% (30) 4.3% (9) 210

Making an appointment in advance 51.5% (105) 33.3% (68) 10.3% (21) 3.4% (7) 1.5% (3) 204

Making an appointment outside of 

traditional hours (Monday to Friday 

9am to 5pm)

11.1% (23) 23.6% (49) 8.2% (17) 13.5% (28) 43.8% (91) 208

 If you have any comments, please write them here 94

  answered question 211

  skipped question 1
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3. How would you describe the staff at your GP surgery? Please tick all that apply.

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Helpful 76.6% 160

Polite 72.2% 151

Friendly 68.9% 144

Knowledgable 35.9% 75

Unhelpful 1.4% 3

Impolite 1.4% 3

Unfriendly 2.4% 5

It varies 21.1% 44

 Other (please specify) 33

  answered question 209

  skipped question 3

4. Have you made a complaint about your GP surgery in the past 12 months, either directly or through a patient 

support service such as PALS or ICAS?

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Yes 2.9% 6

No 97.1% 201

 If 'yes' please describe the incident here 7

  answered question 207

  skipped question 5
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5. If you have any other comments about accessing your GP and appointments, please describe them here. (E.g. 

transport issues, language barriers, physical access)

 
Response 

Count

  66

  answered question 66

  skipped question 146

6. If you are happy to talk to us in more detail about this subject, please provide your contact details.

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

 Name 100.0% 111

 Address 76.6% 85

 Email address 12.6% 14

 Telephone Number 67.6% 75

  answered question 111

  skipped question 101

7. Are you a LINk member?

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Yes 50.7% 74

No, but I would like to be 8.2% 12

No 41.1% 60

  answered question 146

  skipped question 66
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8. Monitoring Information. Are you:

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Male 15.4% 4

Female 84.6% 22

  answered question 26

  skipped question 186

9. How would you describe your ethnic background?

 
Response 

Count

  23

  answered question 23

  skipped question 189

10. Do you consider yourself to have a disability?

 
Response 

Percent

Response 

Count

Yes 18.5% 5

No 81.5% 22

  answered question 27

  skipped question 185
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