Information for informed choices in NHS services

The Wandsworth LINk is fully committed to campaigning to have sufficient information available on local healthcare facilities to enable local residents to make informed choices about where they attend for treatment.

The NHS Wandsworth Guide to Local Health Services 2009 is very valuable and LINk members have been involved in making suggestions for improvements in the 2010 version.

The worldwide web is now likely to be seen as the key medium for gaining information on local healthcare services.  Here, although there is a lot of information available, there is still some room for improvement.  All the information below was cleaned during some web search activity on Friday 11th December 2009 and is only accurate at that time and is also dependent on the skills of the searcher.  It may however give some pointers to how the information available could be improved.

The NHS Wandsworth website has a section on finding local health services.  The clinic section of this has a search facility but fails to return the clinic when only part of the name of the clinic is entered.  For example, entering “St Christopher's Clinic” in the search box fails to bring up “St Christopher's Health Clinic”.  This is further complicated by the fact that some clinics are called “clinic”, some are called “health clinic”, some are called “centre” and some are called “health centre”.  Entering the wrong description of the centre (clinic rather than health centre, for example) will also produce a null result.

Given the priority that NHS Wandsworth is giving to stopping smoking, it would be good if clinics dealing with this came up in the search.  There is a category of clinic called “anti-smoking”, but if this is selected, no clinics are shown.  If this category is wrongly described, it might be helpful to remove it or replace it with a category which does bring up some clinics.

Selecting a dentist via the NHS Wandsworth website is similarly complicated by the fact that the dentists listed are not clearly divided into those who provide NHS services and those who do not.  When you reach a list of local dentists through the NHS Wandsworth site, under “SW11” there is, for example, Chatfield Healthcare with the names of two of the dentists practising there.  There is also a link to the Chatfield Healthcare website.  This website does not mention the dentists or their services, possibly because they are independent of the health centre, although occupying the same building.  If you search the worldwide web for Chatfield Dental Centre, you can find their own website with the same names as those shown on the NHS Wandsworth site but the charging rates suggest that the dental care they offer is private rather than NHS.  If you want to add to the confusion on dentists you can also go via the NHS Choices website.  Here Chatfield Dental Centre is shown along with a note that it is only accepting “charge-exempt” NHS patients or children. 

In this case, it might be helpful if the search engine allowed the searcher to filter the search by those dentists currently accepting NHS patients rather than requiring the searcher to find this information only on the entry of a specific dentist coming up after the search has been carried out.

Searching for a GP via NHS Choices should be good as the website offers you the chance to compare local practices.  Unfortunately, a high proportion of local Wandsworth GPs seem not to have included any information other than the number of partners.  Comparison is therefore difficult as few have included, for example, lists of clinics offered.  Of the 11 practices within one mile of central Wandsworth, only one has included any clinic information.  A similar lack of information reduces the value of the GP information on the NHS Wandsworth site itself.

Finally, there are the hospitals.  Again, NHS Choices searches for local hospitals and offers a list of ratings for those it finds.  A local search, however, could well be confusing for the uninitiated.  St George's Hospital comes at the top of the list when a central Wandsworth postcode is entered.  However, it is not St George's the district general hospital but rather St George's Hospital Clare House which is a very different service provided by South West London and St George's NHS Mental Health Trust.  The rating of this service is “weak” and might lead the unwary searcher to believe that the services at St George's NHS Trust are “weak” when, in fact, they are “fair”.  The hospital list also lists specialist hospitals and private hospitals without clearly distinguishing which is which.

Improving the quality and “searchability” of information available through the worldwide web could assist local people to make informed choices about healthcare services.  
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