Telephone consultations

Telephone consultations are part and parcel of GP life. They are an inevitable component of being ‘on call’ and in some practices they are routinely used to triage visits or emergency appointments. Some practices have planned telephone surgeries. 
The problem, however, is that you have no non-verbal cues and you are unable to examine the patient. This can lead to inappropriate management and adverse outcomes, although the risk can be reduced with the use of good telephone consultation skills.
Scope for telephone consultations

· Providing the results of investigations
· Repeated prescriptions
· Request for sick notes or claim forms

· Triage of emergency appointment requests
· Triage of home visit requests

· Health promotion e.g. promoting immunisation, cervical smear, smoking cessation services etc
· Income generation – obtaining QOF data e.g. smoking status

· Effective healthcare delivery e.g. follow up of depressed patients, managing diabetes etc
Advantages of telephone consultations
· Convenience for patients e.g. no time off work, no transport issues and no child care issues.
· Convenience for doctors e.g. tends to be a shorter consultation and so provides better time management.

· May reduce practice costs e.g. more doctor time available for other patients or income generating roles.

· Can overcome the issue of a lack of consultations rooms

· Can improve medical access for the disabled

Disadvantages of telephone consultations
· No non-verbal cues – missed hidden agendas or fears
· No examination findings

· Deafness, accents or language can be a big barrier to communication

· Reduced opportunity for health promotion e.g. BP, BMI etc

· No opportunity for near patient testing e.g. pregnancy test or urine dip test

· Issues of confidentiality – who are you talking to and who may overhear?
Telephone skills:
Introduction:-

Introduce yourself.
Speak to the patient if possible not a third party.
Speak slowly and clearly.
Establishing rapport

Demonstrate approachability and helpfulness

Try and maintain a calm and confident manner

Information gathering:-

Elucidating the reason for patient contact & their expectations.
Ask clear discriminating questions

Use your active listening skills
Elicit their concerns

Use the verbal cues the patient provides
Assess and respond to emotional issues
Remember the value of reflecting & summarising.
Identifying capable carers

Management:-

Translating diagnosis into lay terms

Demonstrating how diagnosis links to symptoms   
Predicting the course of an illness or the outcome
Checking understanding and agreement

Reaching an agreed plan (including negotiation/assertive skills in arranging appropriate place of assessment)

Educating the patient on use of out of hours services

Follow-up:-

Putting in place an appropriate safety-net

Ensuring adequate and accurate information is recorded

Avoiding over-commitment of patient's own GP, or lack of appropriate follow-up

NB Remember to clearly document all your telephone consultations.
