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LETTER TO
THE 
EDITOR

A 24-hour Telephone Support Service:
Can it really replace a relationship built
over time?

Dear Sir,
We read with interest Hurst et al’s paper, which showed that the use of a telephone
support service for patients with high-risk COPD was associated with a reduction in
hospital admissions.1

These findings resonate with our qualitative study in which patients with long-term
respiratory illnesses expressed a need for flexible access to professional advice (face-to-
face, by telephone or e-mail) to feel secure in the self-management of their illness.2

However, in line with previous research,3,4 the majority of the patients we interviewed
also highlighted the importance of a trusted relationship with their health professional
within which they could not only seek advice and support but could also discuss issues
they deemed important in the management of their disease and “be taken seriously”.2

This suggests that a key factor in the success of the 24-hour telephone service was
that patients could speak to a specialist whom they knew and trusted.  The authors,
however, indicate that the key component leading to the success of the service was “the
detailed patient-specific information available to the healthcare professional manning
the telephone, thus enabling appropriate advice to be given”. We would question
whether the availability of detailed, in-depth patient background data is really enough
to create the same levels of trust between patient and professional as a relationship built
over time.

The Consultation on a National Strategy for COPD highlights the need for ‘access to
24-hour advice for people with COPD’ and practical implementation is being
investigated.5 The relatively low call volume suggests that to be cost-effective, a service
would need to span more than a single Primary Care Trust, thus losing the personal
touch. The outcomes and user satisfaction reported by Hurst et al. are encouraging, but
it cannot be assumed that a service manned by an unknown health professional would
be equally effective even if extensive health records were available.
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