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Delayed discharges going down but challenges remain 
 
An Audit Scotland report published today highlights that solving the problem of delayed discharges needs action 
across all parts of the health and community care system. Although the number of patients delayed in hospital is 
steadily falling, a growing older population means that further action is needed to sustain this progress. This 
includes: 

• Preventing unnecessary admissions to hospital; 
• Speeding up discharge planning arrangements in hospital; and 
• Ensuring that older people have the right health and social care services to support them in the community.  
 
Most patients are discharged promptly from Scottish hospitals, but some patients may have to stay in hospital 
longer than necessary if any ongoing care that they need is not arranged in time. This is often called a ‘delayed 
discharge’. This can be upsetting for patients and their families, and may also lead to cancelled operations and 
longer waits for other patients who need hospital treatment. 
 
In an innovative project, Audit Scotland has worked with the NHS board and three councils that make up the 
Tayside Partnership to share an understanding of how its local care system works; identify key factors that lead to 
delays in Tayside; and develop a computerised model to help Tayside test out strategies to reduce delayed 
discharges. While the Tayside model cannot simply be transferred and used by other partnerships, they may 
benefit from adopting a whole systems approach to improve their understanding of a complex system. 
 
Auditor General, Robert Black, said: 
 
“It’s important to acknowledge the good work that’s being done by local health and council partnerships, aided by 
the Scottish Executive, to reduce the numbers of patients who have to stay in hospital longer than they need to. But 
it’s a very complex issue to try to resolve, and needs an in-depth understanding of how the local health and social 
care systems work together. Audit Scotland has tried to get beneath some of this complexity by working with the 
Tayside Partnership to get a better, shared understanding of its local care system, and identify what action might 
reduce delays from hospital.”  
 
Chair of the Accounts Commission, Alastair MacNish, said: 
 
“It is good news that the number of people delayed in hospital is reducing. But we are still seeing that about three in 
every four delayed patients remain in hospital because they are waiting for community care services to be put in 
place. Councils need to continue working with their local NHS partners to reduce these kinds of delays. ”  
 
The key findings of the report were: 
 
• The number of patients delayed in hospital has reduced over the past few years, although it remains a 

problem. The total number of people delayed in hospital has fallen by 40% from September 2000 to January 
2005 (from 3,021 to 1,785). 

 
• The Health Department has set a national target of a 20% annual reduction in delayed discharges in all 15 

partnerships. But the way in which the target is set potentially penalises partnerships that perform well against 
their target as the best performers are set a more challenging target for the following year. This acts as a 
possible deterrent. A uniform national target also does not necessarily recognise the complexity involved in 
reducing delayed discharges, nor does it reflect local circumstances. 
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• Local partnerships use a range of initiatives to reduce delayed discharges in their areas. But these need better 
evaluation to assess their success and whether they deliver value for money. 

 
 
Ends 
 

For further information contact: 

Audit Scotland, Alexis Burnett, tel: 0131 624 9974 or Anne McCubbin, tel: 0131 624 9970 
 

Tayside Partnership, Jane Davidson, Strategic Clinical Care and Discharge Manager, NHS Tayside, tel: 01382 
424021 or Jenny Bodie, Head of IT Implementation & Training, tel: 01382 537700 
 
Notes to editors 
 

1. Data from the General Register Officer for Scotland projects that the number of people aged 75 and over 
will increase by nearly two-thirds between 2003 and 2028, from 367,000 people to 598,000 people. 

 

2. Local delayed discharge partnerships are made up of representatives from NHS boards and councils. 
These partnerships are based on the 15 NHS board areas. 

 
3. The Tayside Partnership comprises NHS Tayside and Angus, Dundee City and Perth & Kinross Councils. 

 
4. More detail about the methodology and findings from the whole systems modelling work in Tayside, are 

available in a separate handbook. Both the handbook and the computer model are available online at 
www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/publications/ddischarges.htm  

 
5. National data on delayed discharges is reported quarterly by the Information Services Division (ISD) of 

NHS National Services Scotland. The report on the census carried out in April this year will be reported on 
30 June 2005. 

 
6. The Health Department has allocated £30 million a year until 2007/08 to partnerships to reduce delayed 

discharges. It has also established networks to share good practice. 
 

7. This is a report for the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission. 
 

8. Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public Finance and Accountability 
(Scotland) Act 2000. It provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts 
Commission. Together they ensure that the Scottish Executive and public sector bodies in Scotland are 
held to account for the proper, efficient and effective use of public funds. 
 

 
 
 
 


