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Reform Scotland’s submission to the Health Committee’s inquiry is focused 
on the practical arrangements as to how patients access their GPs, the “gate-
keepers” to our health service, and whether we can’t improve arrangements to 
encourage a better provision of service.  
 
Repeat prescriptions & Online booking 
The 2015/16 Health and Care Experience Survey highlighted that while most 
patients in Scotland were positive about the care and treatment they 
experienced at GP surgeries, four of the five most negatively 
answered GP questions related to issues of access.   
 
The Survey suggested that patients were increasingly finding it more difficult 
to book appointments in advance, though nearly a quarter of respondents did 
not even know whether they could actually book an appointment in advance 
(regardless of how that was done).  It also emphasised the toolkit that was 
developed in 2010 by the Royal College of General Practitioners (RCGP) 
Scotland, the Scottish Government and other partners to help practices 
improve access to appointments, treatments and information.  
 
Since the toolkit was developed the Scottish Government has also published 
its eHealth Strategy 2014-17, which set a goal of increasing the number of GP 
surgeries offering these services: 
“All GP practices will be encouraged to provide online repeat prescribing and 
online appointment booking as online services, with a view to at least 90% of 
practices offering this service by 2017. This will provide benefits for patients 
and administration time savings for practices as well as important experience 
of the impact of these options which will inform wider developments”1 
 
Clearly, GP surgeries cannot allow all of their appointments to be booked in 
advance online.  However, many people need to see their GPs for non-urgent 
reasons and will want to fit such an appointment around work where possible.  
It, therefore, makes sense that they should be able to do this online, which 
could also take pressure off phone lines for people phoning the surgery to see 
someone more urgently. 
 
Equally, it would make more sense for someone to complete a long list of 
repeat prescriptions by email or online form, as opposed to having to read it 
out over the phone. 
 
 

                                                
1 http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0047/00472754.pdf 
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Reform Scotland recently published a briefing note, GPs Offline, which 
highlighted the responses to our Freedom of Information requests to all health 
boards, as well as the Scottish Government, to find out how many GP 
surgeries offer the ability to book non-urgent appointments and order repeat 
prescriptions online. 
 
Reform Scotland asked each Scottish Health Board what progress has been 
made to ensure more GP surgeries offered the online services highlighted in 
the toolkit and, more specifically,  what percentage of GP surgeries in the 
health board area allowed patients to a) order repeat prescriptions online, and 
b) book some appointments online? 
 
Some health boards gave fully comprehensive answers; some only provided 
information for the GP surgeries managed directly by the NHS Board, so not 
the majority which are contracted out; while others said that because GP 
surgeries were independent contractors they were subject to FOI legislation 
themselves and the request would need to be submitted to them directly.   
 
The full responses from each Health Board are detailed in the Appendix. 
 
We also asked the Scottish Government for the same data.  Its response 
highlighted that its eHealth Strategy 2014-17 had aimed to have at least 90% 
of GP practices offering repeat prescribing and appointment booking as online 
services by the end of 2017. Although the figures the Scottish Government 
provided initially look like some health boards are on target to reach that goal, 
those figures also include practices offering only one of those services. 
 
We have summarised all the figures in the table below, indicating the 
response from the Scottish Government as well as from each health board.  
While some responses from health boards meant we could not add figures 
into this table, their full responses can be read in the appendix. 
 
It is clear that many areas are unlikely to meet the goal of ensuring at least 
90% of surgeries offering online repeat prescribing and appointment booking 
this year. 
 
Health board area Scottish Government FOI 

response 
Individual health board FOI response 

GP practices offering online 
appointments booking 
and/or repeat prescribing 

GP practices offering 
online appointments 
booking 

GP practices offering 
online repeat 
prescribing 

Ayrshire & Arran 45% - - 

Borders 100% 78% 95% 

Dumfries 69% 69% 69% 

Fife 80% 72% 72% 

Forth Valley 92% 0%  
(board-run practices only) 

100% 
(board-run practices only) 

Grampian 89% 28% 60% 

Greater Glasgow & Clyde 78% 48% 61% 

Highland 25% 26% 29% 

Lanarkshire 70% 69% 69% 

Lothian 96% - - 

Orkney 100% - - 

Shetland 50% 0% 80% 

https://reformscotland.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/GP-website-briefing.pdf
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Tayside 89% 25% 91% 

Western Isles 55% 44% 55% 

 
One reason for the difference in figures could be that while more practices 
have the ability to offer the services, some have chosen not to, as illustrated 
in this response from NHS Ayrshire & Arran which stated that “All 52 EMIS 
practices have the facility to enable online appointment booking & prescription 
ordering, however some have chosen not to do so”.    
 
Similarly NHS Grampian commented 
“NHS Grampian currently has 89% of their GP practices activated to offer 
online services of which 60% offer repeat prescriptions and 28% offer online 
appointments.” 
 
The 89% figure to which NHS Grampian refers of practices being able to offer 
the services matches the Scottish Government response, but doesn’t actually 
correspond to practices offering the services. 
 
NHS Inform 
Reform Scotland does not believe that it is clear to individuals which GP 
practice catchment areas they live in, or what power they have to choose 
which practice to register with.  For example, if you use the “find local 
services” tool on the NHS Inform website, it simply presents you with a list of 
GP surgery addresses and their distance from that location.  It does not tell 
you whether they actually cover your area, nor does it give out any useful 
information.   
 
In contrast, the NHS Choices search which covers England informs people 
whether the practice is accepting new patients, whether it offers online 
booking and online repeat prescriptions as well as the number of patients in 
the practice and whether people would recommend it.  There seems no 
obvious reason why patients in Scotland cannot be given the same level of 
detail as patients in England. 
 
 

Health 
Board area 

Response Percentage of GP 
surgeries 

offering online 
appointment 

booking 

Percentage of 
GP surgeries  

offering online 
repeat 

prescriptions 

Ayrshire  
& Arran 

NHS Ayrshire & Arran issued the Access Toolkit to their GP practices, however implementation of this guidance was 
optional.  Ayrshire & Arran have 55 GP practices of which 52 use EMIS as their Clinical System.  All 52 EMIS practice 
have the facility to enable online appointment booking & prescription ordering, however some have chosen not to do 
so and some have implemented prescription ordering only.  All GP Practices are independent contractors and 
therefore responsible for making the decision to provide these online services or not within their individual practice.  
The health board have no direct locus on control over this. 

  

Borders NHS Borders have rolled out the facility and offered support to practices to adopt it as well as encouraging their 
practice population to use the facility as much as possible. 

78% 95% 

Dumfries In March 2016 10 out of 35 practices had EMIS Access activated and enabled to allow people to order repeat 
prescriptions and book appointments. The Health Board had an initiative locally to encourage participation and by 
December 2016 this number had risen to 16 out of 35. We have continued to support the program and a further 8 
practices have signed up and are at the early stages of making this available. There are 4 sites where this is not 
technically possible because of a shared database amongst other reasons.  Activation of EMIS Access allows the 
introduction of both appointments and prescriptions. Practices have all progressed with prescriptions and the 
development of appointments on line has been taken up by all practices although the proportion of appointments 
available on line varies from one practice to another. Again this will increase slowly as they manage to open the  
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appointment book slots in due course. 

Fife To encourage uptake, NHS Fife regularly engages with general practice on the benefits electronic online services can 
deliver for patients. As a result, we have seen the number of practices offering these services significantly increase. 

72% 72% 

Forth  
Valley 

The ‘toolkit for GP practices to improve their patients’ access to primary care ’ was circulated to GP practices 
promoting consideration of the facility for online ordering of repeat prescriptions and the online appointment 
booking.   As Independent Contractors, GP Practices are responsible for managing the arrangements for patients to 
access general medical services provided by the practice. Therefore we do not hold practice specific information other 
than for our three board managed GP practices. 

0%  
(of board 
managed 
surgeries) 

100%  
(of board 
managed 
surgeries) 

Grampian NHS Grampian is working with GP practices to help reach the target defined within the eHealth strategy of at least 
90% of GP practices offering online services by 2017. NHS Grampian currently has 89% of their GP practices activated 
to offer online services of which 60% offer repeat prescriptions and 28% offer online appointments. The eHealth 
facilitation team will continue to work with practices to increase the offering of these services to their patients. 

  

Greater 
Glasgow  
& Clyde 

A number of practices have their own websites, the actual numbers are not routinely held by eHealth.  In a number of 
practices they offered via their websites, the ability to order prescriptions.  Over the last couple of years practices 
have moved away from this process to adopt the clinical systems online services functionality as it offered a higher 
level of efficiency.  From September 2014, NHSGGC have been providing training and support to practices who wished 
to make use of this functionality.  The number of practices who are currently enabled and using this functionality 
are 172 out of 240 eligible practices = 72%.  We have been promoting this functionality with all practices over the past 
two and half years in a variety of ways, including lunchtime workshops with practice presentations sharing their 
practice experience, supportive visits to practices to demonstrate the functionality and encouraging use.  Also 
attendance at GP conferences promoting functionality.  Some practices offer patients the ability to book appointments 
and prescriptions online, some just offer prescriptions and a very small number just offer the ability to book 
appointments .   

 48%.  
At least six 
practices in 
addition to 
these figures 
offer the 
service 
through their 
own website 

61% 
At least six 
practices in 
addition to 
these 
figures offer 
the service 
through 
their own 
website 

Highland  17 (26%) 19 (29%) 

Lothian GP Practices are independent contractors and make their own decisions about management of access to their 
services. They are also subject individually to the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002. NHS Lothian does not 
hold information on whether GP Practices make these services available online. You may be able to request this 
information from the GP Practices individually. 

  

Lanarkshire I can advise that there are 107 GP practices within NHS Lanarkshire. Of those, 74 (69 per cent) have online services 
installed as part of their clinical systems, allowing patients to order repeat prescriptions and book appointments. 

69% 69% 

Orkney At the present time no GP surgeries operated by NHS Orkney offer online appointment booking or repeat prescription 
ordering services. NHS Orkney is not able to respond to this request on behalf of independent GP surgeries. The 
requested information is not collated by NHS Orkney, therefore I must advise that in terms of Section 17 of the 
Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 the information sought is not held. 

0 0 

Shetland The largest practice, covering approximately one third of population, was supported by an NHS Shetland pharmacist to 
roll out on line prescribing. All practices in the NHS Shetland Health Board area use EMIS as their management system 
and information sessions on access is included in regular meetings. As the majority of Shetland practices will soon be 
directly managed by the Board, we will be looking at rolling out EMIS access to all salaried practices, initially for repeat 
prescribing. 

0 80% 

Tayside Currently 59 of 65 GP Practices in NHS Tayside provide online repeat prescription services to patients. At present 16 of 
65 GP Practices in NHS Tayside provide online services to patients for the purposes of booking some appointments 
online. The introduction of online booking for an additional 42 practices is planned for completion through 2017.    

  

Western 
Isles 

NHS Westerns Isles have gone from 0 to 44% of practices offering some online appointment bookings, and from 0 to 
55% offering online repeat prescription ordering.  Practices are supported via the Primary Care Digital Fund to expand 
the number 

44% 55% 

    

                                                                                      


