
Outpatient services and primary care:
scoping review, substudies and
international comparisons

Eleanor Winpenny,1 Céline Miani,1 Emma Pitchforth,1

Sarah Ball,1 Ellen Nolte,1,2 Sarah King,1

Joanne Greenhalgh3 and Martin Roland4*

1RAND Europe, Cambridge, UK
2European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies, London School of
Economics and Political Science and London School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine, London, UK

3Faculty of Education, Social Sciences and Law, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK
4Institute of Public Health, School of Clinical Medicine, University of Cambridge,
Cambridge, UK

*Corresponding author

Declared competing interests of authors: none

Published May 2016
DOI: 10.3310/hsdr04150

Plain English summary
Outpatient services and primary care
Health Services and Delivery Research 2016; Vol. 4: No. 15

DOI: 10.3310/hsdr04150

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk



Plain English summary

This study updates a 2006 literature review on ways of improving the effectiveness and efficiency of
hospital outpatient services.

We undertook a new review of the current literature on the subject and found that, with appropriate
safeguards and support, substantial areas of care traditionally given in hospitals can be transferred to
primary care. For example, relocating specialists to work in the community is popular with patients, and
joint working between specialists and general practitioners (GPs) can be of substantial educational value.

As there is limited information on whether new schemes increase or reduce demand and cost more or
less than traditional approaches, we also conducted a number of substudies. Our substudies investigated
five areas: referral management centres (organisations established to review referrals and potentially divert
them away from hospitals), in-house review of referrals by GPs, financial incentives to reduce referrals,
consultants contracted to community organisations and, last, international experiences of moving care
from hospital into the community.

We concluded that:

l High-quality care in the community can be provided for many conditions and is popular with patients.
l It may not be cheaper to move care into the community, and more evidence is required on

cost-effectiveness.
l Moves towards care in the community can be justified if high value is given to patient convenience

in relation to NHS costs or if community care can be provided in a way that reduces overall
health-care costs.
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