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Can we trust the 
professionals?
Angela Coulter

angela@angelacoulter.com

Overview
• What do patients want?

• Who do they trust?

• What is trust?

• Is the NHS meeting its commitments?

What do patients want? What patients want
• Effective treatment from professionals you can trust
• Fast access to advice, treatment and care
• Clear, comprehensible information
• Participation in decisions and respect for preferences
• Support for self-care/self-management
• Attention to environmental and physical needs
• Safe care, free from avoidable risks
• Emotional support, empathy, and respect
• Involvement of, and support for, family and carers
• Continuity of care and smooth transitions

Who is trusted by patients/public? Who do you trust to tell the truth?
MORI polls for RCP/BMA
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Had complete confidence and trust 
in health professionals treating me

NHS patient surveys, England 2006/8

77
84 80

74
63

75

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

GPs

Oth
er

 p
rim

ar
y c

ar
e 

st
af

f

Hos
pita

l d
oct

ors

Hos
pita

l n
urs

es

Psy
ch

iat
ris

ts

CPNs

What does trust mean to you?
Mechanic and Meyer Soc Sci Med 2000

“Trust means that there’s confidence in a 
person. That I know they’ll do the right thing 
that’s in my best interests. That the person’s 

well trained. That they’ve had previous 
experience working on this particular type of 
medical problem. And that they’re up-to-date 
on the latest technology, latest research. And 

that they treat you as an individual.”

Trust……….
• is important to patients

• is complex

• is not the same as blind 
faith

• has to be earned

• depends on training,  
knowledge, experience, 
empathy and good 
communication skills

What are the commitments to NHS 
patients?

Respect, consent and confidentiality
NHS Constitution 2009

• You have the right to be treated with dignity 
and respect.

• You have the right to be given information 
about your proposed treatment in advance, 
including any significant risks and any 
alternative treatments.

• The NHS commits to share with you any 
letters sent between clinicians about your 
care.

Doctors always listened, explained 
and allowed time for questions
Telephone survey of 1,000 adults in each country, July 2002
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Staff “always”/”sometimes” talked in 
front of patient as if they weren’t there

NHS patient surveys
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NHS patient survey 2008
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NHS patient survey 2007
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Received copies of referral letters
NHS primary care patient survey 2008

32

10

58

All

Some

None

Involvement in your healthcare
NHS Constitution 2009

• You have the right to be involved in 
discussions and decisions about your 
healthcare and to be given information to 
enable you to do this.

• The NHS commits to work in partnership with 
you, your family, carers and representatives.

Would have liked more involvement 
in treatment decisions

NHS patient surveys, England 2004/8
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Patients with chronic conditions who had 
been given self-management plans

Commonwealth Fund ‘sicker adults’ 2008
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Patients with specific chronic conditions 
given a self-management plan

Commonwealth Fund ‘sicker adults’, UK 2005
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Commonwealth Fund survey 2005

So, can we trust the professionals? Not always………

• We aren’t always listened to

• We aren‘t always treated in a dignified manner

• We aren’t always warned about side-effects

• Most of us aren’t given referral letters or care plans

• Many of us want more involvement in treatment 
decisions + information 

• We want better support for self-management

• The NHS is some way off meeting the commitments 
in the Constitution

Most patients want to be treated as
active participants in their care


