Rapid scale-up of virtual consultations
Covid-19 response and rapid transformation

Abstract
After procuring the Attend Anywhere digital platform in 2019 to enable
virtual consultations, Dorset HealthCare has rapidly increased uptake of
this offer during the Covid-19 pandemic, increasing both the number of
waiting rooms (from 10 to >40) and the use of virtual consultations (from
an average of 82 per week to 866). This has meant services have been
able to continue to deliver high quality care to patients, reducing inperson contact and risk for service users and staff.

Dorset HealthCare

Project summary
Before the Covid-19 pandemic, Dorset Healthcare (DHC) had already rolled out virtual consultations
using Attend Anywhere across 24 sites. During the pandemic this was expanded to include inpatient
and community services in just 14 days. The technology has now been adopted by the full range of
clinical areas within the Trust: across mental health and learning disabilities, community health and
children, young people’s and families’ services. Services using Attend Anywhere now include speech
and language therapy; the integrated urgent care service; forensic mental health; learning difficulty
services; community mental health services (CMHTs); dementia care; health visiting and school
nursing, and the child and adolescence mental health service (CAMHS).
The rapid roll-out of Attend Anywhere to cover a large array of services has reduced the need for
physical attendance at DHC sites, lending protection from the virus to both patients and staff. The
scope of use of virtual consultation software within Dorset HealthCare has also been increased in
response to the pandemic. Use across inpatient and outpatient services supports in-reach into care
homes, solicitors’ visits and Independent advocacy services, access to chaplaincy, and a Virtual
Visiting service for patients unable to receive visitors across all DHC inpatient wards.
The rapid expansion of virtual consultation software to 2600 staff throughout Dorset across
community, mental health and children and young people’s services (supported by training and
education) has formed part of the local and national response to Covid-19.

Between 1 March and 31 May 2020, Dorset HealthCare carried out 8105 appointments.

Context and timeline
Following a successful pilot phase and positive feedback from both clinical staff/teams and the
patients who had their consultations via the platform, DHC negotiated a full-year “proof of concept at
scale” contract with Attend Anywhere in May 2019.
Procurement of this digital consultation platform (hosted by NHS Scotland) intended to support full
expansion, encompassing all clinical services within the Trust, and demonstrating the scope and
benefits of the platform to Integrated Care System (ICS) colleagues across Dorset. The Dorset ICS
includes three acute trusts and two local authority partners, providing a truly system-wide solution to
deliver population-based health and social care.
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Virtual consultations were initially introduced to approximately 25 service areas within Dorset
HealthCare across primary care, mental health care, and community health. Areas of particular initial
success were:


Steps to Wellbeing services (IAPT)



Speech and language therapy (SALT)



School nursing service (Public Health nursing service)

These initial successes during Dorset HealthCare’s proof of concept at scale work resulted in the
ability to easily address future challenges, and aided a rapid response to the coronavirus (Covid-19)
pandemic. With many teams already routinely using video consultations and a wide array of learning
and experience of the platform within DHC, it was possible to accelerate and scale up its use as part
of business continuity plans, in a relatively short time period. This resulted in increased use of the
technology by different service areas, in addition to services building video consultations into their
day-to-day practice.
Android tablets have also been deployed to inpatient units within DHC (with the appropriate infection
prevention and control measures of sealed disposable bags and cleaning regimes) to support the
Virtual Visiting inpatient service, and to allow people within inpatient services to access chaplaincy,
solicitors and IMHAs in a safe way. Currently the possible deployment of iPads into the health-based
place of safety is being reviewed to support Section 136 assessments. There have been relatively low
costs in deploying Attend Anywhere, with hardware purchased being multifunctional and supporting
the changing needs and digital transformation of the organisation.
During this time, NHS England and NHS Improvement (NHS E/I) set up their own instance of the
Attend Anywhere platform, and migrated existing teams across from the NHS Scotland instance to
support the rapid expansion necessary to mitigate some of the risks of the pandemic. Key dates for
Dorset HealthCare’s adoption of Attend Anywhere are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Road map of Attend Anywhere for Dorset HealthCare

The ambition
Dorset HealthCare’s ambition is to provide an outstanding quality service, with improved patient
safety and reduced harm; reduced variation in patient experience and outcomes; increased service
transformation and increased use of digital and new technologies. Each of these overarching
ambitions is supported by the use of the Attend Anywhere platform. Enabling every clinician to offer
virtual consultations and every service user to request one gives safe access to healthcare in as
timely a manner as possible, while meeting the challenges of the coronavirus pandemic.
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Implementation and links to wider projects
With a solid foundation in place Dorset HealthCare has made sure that the technology continues to
work for staff and service users during the coronavirus pandemic, and that it has been in a position to
use the platform as a vital part of the organisation’s response. The increased scale and scope of uses
have given Dorset HealthCare the opportunity to increase its support for digital transformation within
partner organisations in Dorset. Dorset HealthCare has also been involved alongside the South West
regional rollout, and has contributed to national case studies, webinars and training. Additionally,
Dorset HealthCare has supported both NHS England national outpatients pilots with learning gained
from the roll-out, and has retained good links with colleagues in Scotland, utilising their ~3 years of
experience to enable continued learning and development. These experiences enabled successful
management of the technology, supporting the offer of both booked appointments and drop-in clinics,
as well as wider uses.

Cost and resources
Initially Dorset HealthCare purchased licences for specific access to Attend Anywhere. The
subsequent move to nationally-procured licences was not associated with any additional costs for the
platform. Additional resource needs and associated costs have involved the purchase of a number of
USB webcams for staff using PCs, laptops for those working from home, and headsets to allow for
additional privacy from surroundings while still enabling effective communication between those on
calls.
Local training sessions and e-learning packages have been developed based on the materials
provided by Attend Anywhere, and support of clinical staff across the entirety of the South West has
been carried out through a variety of webinars and Q&A sessions

Adoption strengths
Dorset HealthCare has excelled in the embedding of digital consultations into practice in a number of
areas, including;


Visible clinical and digital leadership



Clear purpose and goal for project



Endorsement from executive team



Pragmatic approaches to the roll-out and challenges



A project team of clinical and non-clinical members
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Virtual training



Deployment focused on the needs and benefits for people who use services across the whole
pathway

Adoption data
Adoption of Attend Anywhere software by services within Dorset HealthCare vastly increased during
the initial days of the pandemic, building upon existing good use of Attend Anywhere in some service
areas.

Figure 2. Usage of Attend Anywhere (number of calls per week) within Dorset HealthCare from 20 January 2020
to 8 May 2020. Pre-pandemic dates are displayed in blue, and during the pandemic in orange. The trend line
shows the expected growth before the Coronavirus pandemic

As can be seen in Figure 2, there was an increase in use of the platform during the Covid-19
pandemic. A paired sample t-test indicated that this increase was highly significant (d.f.= 15, p=
<.00001).
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Figure 3. Cumulative number of virtual consultations within Dorset Healthcare from 20 January – 8 May 2020

The cumulative data shown within Figure 3 indicates a steady increase in the number of calls
between 20 January 2020 and 8 May 2020.

Figure 4. Compound number of calls per day within a four-week period pre-pandemic and during the pandemic
within Dorset HealthCare

Figure 4 indicates that both before and during the Covid-19 pandemic there is an increase in call
volume mid-week, with Wednesday seeing the peak number of calls. While there is no definitive
rationale for this, reasons are likely to include increases in workforce availability in the middle of the
week, e.g. due to increased availability from part-time staff.
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Figure 5. Use of Attend Anywhere by organisational unit, for 4 week periods both prior to and during the
pandemic

Not only has the number of calls increased throughout the response to the pandemic, but figure 5
displays the changes in the proportion of calls within different areas. This shows the changes in ways
of working, with substantially more services undertaking video consultations across a much broader
spectrum of services, including some areas such as physiotherapy who had previously felt they would
be unable to use video consultations. In addition to this, the number of waiting areas within these
organisational units has increased from 10 pre-Covid, to more than 40 during the outbreak to allow for
increased use across different service areas.
In collaboration with Dorset HealthCare’s ICS health partners, the use of Attend Anywhere has
increased across the breadth of the local health system for Dorset. This collaborative approach to
working has increased the instances of single points of access to virtual consultations across whole
pathways for patients, and had a positive effect on the collaboration between teams through use of a
single system. Use of the system has continued to increase since the beginning of the pandemic
(shown in figure 6).

Figure 6. Attend Anywhere usage by week across Dorset Integrated Care System
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Feedback
Prior to Covid 19, feedback had been gained using a mixed methodology of a survey, written
feedback and semi-structured interviews carried out by the Trust’s communications team, following
appointments and with consent from the clients. Feedback was overwhelmingly positive from this
relatively small cohort of individuals and it is likely to be positively biased given the “opt-in” nature of
both consultations and feedback.
To provide a more robust evaluation of people’s experiences a survey was constructed and run for
two weeks during May. The survey was co-designed with Dorset Mental Health Forum to ensure a
patient voice was present. Questions were designed to gain information on both the technological
attributes and ease of use, as well as whether the user felt their needs were met. Free text responses
were offered alongside choice and ratings based questions to better capture experience. 193 people
responded to the survey out of a potential cohort of 2265 giving an overall response rate of 8.5%, and
for Virtual Visiting calls this increased to 51.4%.
Users were asked to rate their experience of joining the call, and the sound and video quality within
the call. Experience was mostly very positive (x̄= 45.0%) or positive (x̄= 39.6%) for all three questions,
with a minority being unsure (x̄= 5.7%), or experiencing negative (x̄= 6.6%) or very negative
experiences (x̄= 3.1%)
The personal value and experience to users was captured though free-text questions, enabling those
undertaking the survey to raise the attributes and concerns that were meaningful to them. For those
that had attended a clinical appointment the free text questions were supported by ratings gained on
the ability to communicate everything they had wanted to and if they felt their needs were met.
On average:


61.1% rated the service as very positive



30.9% rated the service as positive



5.65% were unsure if the service has enabled these



1.6% responded negatively



0.8% responded very negatively

Those who indicated they were attending for a clinical appointment were also asked if they felt heard
or listened to, including their body language being picked up. Of 123 respondents 98.4% answered
that they did; with only 1.6% answering that they did not. Users were also asked if they missed visiting
a clinic and the human interaction that would normally experience from this. From 103 replies, 41
commented that they did, with 13 of these responses also commenting that the video interaction was
preferable to either a phone call or no appointment. 21 of the 103 responses were neutral, either
stating that they did not mind either (n=9), or siting positive feedback along with negative (n=12) (e.g.
noting the lack of face-to-face interaction with the clinician, but the converse availability and
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convenience gained from the software). The remaining 41 comments noted the interaction was as
good (n=36) or better (n=5) than in person
The individuals using the service for Virtual Visiting were asked to provide a free text response to the
question “what difference did the virtual visit make to you and your family member or friend?”. The
majority (70.8%) were positive, with words such as “reassuring”, “positive”, “hope” and “relaxed”
presenting as common themes. Four responses were neutral, with the responder either declining to
comment (n=3) or stating that the software felt impersonal but worked well. One negative response
was due to technical issues.
Concerns raised outside of technical issues included:


The call being impersonal (2.0%)



Not having enough time (3.9%)



Not being able to explain the presenting condition or complaint (7.9%)



Lack of privacy or concerns over being overheard (11.2%)

Users for both clinical appointments and virtual visits were asked if they would choose video
appointments in the future. Of the 123 responses to the question 78.0% answered “Yes”, with the
remaining 22% answering “No”. The comments regarding not wanting a future video appointment
centered around preferring face-to-face contact (n= 25), either for ease of communication or feeling
the level of care would be better in person. Positive responses held a common theme, with the
majority mentioning ease of use, convenience (lack of travel, parking, fitting around work and
childcare), and the safety aspect during the coronavirus pandemic.

Benefits
Virtual consultation technology has enabled Dorset HealthCare to provide both community and mental
health care while reducing the spread of Covid-19 — safeguarding service users, carers and
colleagues. In the future, this technology will enable increased appointment choice and reduce the
need for services users to travel to their appointments. Clinicians are able to conduct consultations
from almost anywhere — including from home — reducing the Trust’s carbon footprint and offering
clients and workforce more flexibility.

Key learning


Roll-out must focus on keeping it simple, not over-thinking it



End-user experience and the voice of people who use our services are key



Get senior buy-in and visible leadership — some of which must be clinical



Make the roll-out a joint programme between IM&T services and clinical staff
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Find early adopters and hang onto them tightly — they will provide the voice on the ground
and champion video consultation for you



Weave data and user experience into project plan early



Ongoing and clear communication with clinicians, service users and carers is essential



Implementation may need to be adapted for individual service areas



Create the minimal number of waiting rooms to effectively manage clinics



Where practicable align all service along a pathway under a single waiting area

What was the ‘extra’ Dorset HealthCare gave?


The creation of the Virtual Visiting programme supports people across CAMHS, mental health
inpatients, specialist perinatal services and community hospitals to have video calls with their
friends and family. It has also been used for people accessing services at the end of their
lives. This was seen as especially important, bringing emotional support and comfort to
patients who would otherwise be unable to have face-to-face visitors during the Covid-19
pandemic



Engagement with Dorset HealthCare’s mental health peer workforce has ensured the
continued availability of peer support to service users to support their recovery



Roll-out of the technology to colleagues working within frailty teams has enabled support of
both individual and MDT in-reach into care, residential and nursing homes across Dorset



The stepped-up use of video consultations across the system, supported through
engagement of GPs and acute partners, has established availability for service users across
multiple disciplines and services



The deployment of a co-produced service user survey has provided qualitative information
from the people using the service, and has given them a voice in future developments



The Attend Anywhere platform in use for video consultations and for small group work has
been supported by other software, enabling larger groups to meet for either group work or
virtual group interventions, and for interviews (Go-to-Meeting and Go-to-Webinar)
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Next steps
Dorset HealthCare is committed to providing exemplary care for service users and driving forward
transformation to ensure sustainability. The rapid scale-up of Attend Anywhere due to the Covid-19
pandemic has offered a unique opportunity to show the broad applications and widely publicise the
ease of use of the platform for service users and providers alike. Data collected from end-of-call
questionnaires will be analysed and used to understand usage more fully and to target adoption.
There will also be consideration of how the benefits of virtual consultations can be offered to those
without access to the internet, or where IT or literacy skills may be a barrier. Further benefits will be
sought through securing the ability to record calls for training and accreditation purposes.
The further development of Dorset HealthCare’s embedding of technologies and use of digital, in line
with the long-term plan’s aim of ‘digital first’, will be accomplished through integration of the data from
Attend Anywhere into the DIIS digital dashboard for live data monitoring. Data will be triangulated with
qualitative feedback to support delivery of the best possible healthcare. An increased offer of group
interventions, education and support — as well as further development of virtual consultations in
mental health A&Es, urgent treatment and minor injuries units — will continue to drive forward digital
transformation within the Trust.
The integration of Attend Anywhere into our range of clinical and communication offers has proved a
tremendous success. Although the rapid scale-up of virtual consultations was driven by necessity
due to the Covid-19 pandemic, it has enabled clinical pathways to progress to a modern platform
which has proven popular with clinicians and people alike. We have also shown it can be a more
efficient use of resources and time, as well as improving health and safety and environmental
sustainability, all wrapped up with good clinical outcomes. The scale-up has demonstrated the
possibilities and benefits of continued use of virtual consultations across services, pathways and even
systems offering an insight in to sustainable future collaborations.
This is the future, our lesson is to embrace it and by standing on the shoulders of others keep the
NHS at the forefront of worldwide top organisations by making it digitally enabled.

Contact:
Sarah Hall - Clinical lead for transformation (MH&LD) Lead for Attend Anywhere
Sarah.Hall9@nhs.net

Stephen Slough - Chief Information Officer
Stephen.Slough@nhs.net
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