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	Many operations and specialist appointments at Wairarapa Hospital are regularly cancelled because, for a variety of reasons, patients fail to show up, forcing the district health board to take action.

The number of people who did not attend booked outpatient appointments in the 2009 fiscal year (1 July-30 June) was 1,665. This represents 9.1% of the total booked outpatient appointments for the year. The average non-attendance rate across all district health boards in New Zealand is nine per cent.

Wairarapa Hospital’s General Manager, Anne McLean, says “Failure to attend outpatient appointments is becoming a significant problem for Wairarapa Hospital. More than 100 people fail to turn up for appointments every month, costing us staff time and money and affecting our waiting lists. Everyone who fails to attend an appointment is denying someone else the opportunity to have an appointment. To address this problem we are introducing initiatives to reduce non-attendance rates. The health board is looking at a text-reminder service which has been successful in other DHBs. However that relies on people having mobile phones so it doesn’t suit everyone. We are also investigating a U-book system, a new patient-focused booking system that gives patients more choice of times and dates, similar to the way dentists operate. If patients are able to choose appointment times that better suit their schedules it makes it easier for patients to attend appointments. Our staff also regularly ring patients to remind them or to rebook them if they don’t turn up. That is very time consuming however and Outpatients staff do not always have the time to do that.”

Ngā Aho o te Aka Roa is an early intervention project between the DHB’s Māori Health Unit and Whaiora. This project has been developed to reduce the incidence of non attendance by Māori by improving access to outpatient services and encouraging whānau to actively engage and take responsibility for their health.  Whaiora and the Maori Health Unit are contacting all Māori patients booked in to see specialists or specialist nurses at Outpatients. It is an opportunity to talk to them about the importance of attending and offer support if necessary to encourage them to turn up. The joint project is already showing an improvement in the number of Maori attending. Over the last four months numbers of Maori not attending have dropped from 35%-22%. 

Ms McLean said all district health boards faced the same problems when chasing up patients. Patients change their address and contact details, they have difficulty in getting time off work, they forget about appointments, or they don’t understand about the need to attend appointments. The appointment letter asks patients to ring if they no longer need the appointment or cannot come and there is a freephone number for people in South Wairarapa to use. “We know that Ngā Aho o te Aka Roa, the joint Whaiora/DHB project, is already making a difference and we hope to see continuing improvement in the reduction of people not attending clinics. Last month there was a reduction in no shows - 8.1% of total booked outpatient appointments compared with our average rate of 9%. We are hopeful this trend will continue.”
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