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Aim 
1. To gain the perspectives of patients with advanced 
cancer and their informal and professional carers 
concerning their needs and experiences of out-of-
hours care in the community. 
2. To collate patient, carer and professional views to 
recommend service improvements. 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
In-depth interviews with patients with advanced 
cancer who had recently used out-of-hours services 
(evenings, nights and weekends) and their carers; 
telephone interviews with key professionals; focus 
groups with patients and carers; a postal 
questionnaire survey of all Scottish GP and nursing 
out-of-hours services. 
 
Key Results 
Individual interviews with 32 patients, 19 carers and 
50 key professionals and 8 focus groups were 
conducted. The questionnaire survey yielded an 80% 
response rate for GP out-of-hours cooperatives 
(n=25/31) and 63% for nursing services (n=19/30). 
 
The most common reasons for contacting out-of-
hours services in an emergency were pain or 
unexpected changes in the patient’s condition. Such 
symptoms often caused fear and anxiety and patients 
and carers felt isolated from their usual support 
mechanisms. Most sought a home visit. 
 
Patients and carers experienced extreme difficulty in 
deciding whether their needs were serious and urgent 
enough to disturb the doctor or nurse out-of-hours. 
Some did not know who to contact when their own 
surgery was closed and perceived out-of-hours care 
as impersonal.  
 
Patients and carers need: clear written information 
about who to contact out-of-hours, under what 
circumstances and what to expect of the service; fast 
access to a GP or nurse who knows about their 
condition; a professional response which is kind, 
efficient, unhurried, informative and effective; 

admission to hospital or hospice if appropriate, but 
not because of a lack of assessment and support. 
 
Out-of-hours professionals need: to be informed of 
patients with palliative care needs by GPs and nurses 
in advance; adequate time; better availabilty of 
rapid-response nursing and support services; and 
access to 24-hour specialist palliative care advice. 
 
Conclusions 
As 75% of the week lies outside normal working 
hours, it is vital that out-of-hours services are able to 
provide high quality treatment in an emergency, and 
planned care and support at the end of life. Out-of-
hours services varied across Scotland. Not all areas 
have sufficient nursing and support services to 
provide excellent palliative care out-of-hours. Some 
patients and carers had very good experiences, but 
others felt the  system failed them. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
Previous studies have identified professional concerns 
about out-of-hours care for people with advanced 
cancer. This is the first study describing out-of-hours 
needs from patients’ and carers’ own perspectives. It 
highlights gaps in care and factors which foster good 
out-of-hours care, responsive to patients’ needs.  
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Effective out-of-hours care requires an integrated, 
multidisciplinary service, based on local needs and 
adequate resources. Patient and carer experiences 
must be taken into account during service redesign. 
 
Where to next? 
More research is needed to explore the relationship 
between out-of-hours care and admission to hospital. 
In 2 years time, when NHS24 and the new GP 
contract are established, out-of-hours services for 
palliative care patients should be reassessed. 
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