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Introduction 

Across its operational area in 2015/16 North East Ambulance Service (NEAS) attended 
14,484 emergency incidents with the location flagged as being a care home.  During the 
first six months of the year, there was an average of 38 incidents per day, rising to an 
average of 41 per day in the latter half of the year.    There were 30 care homes that NEAS 
were called upon to attend on 90 or more occasions in 2015/16.  Of those, 10 accounted 
for over 9% of the total care home activity that year. One care home in Northumberland 
made this list.  
 
While this showed that Northumberland based care homes made only a small call on NEAS 
emergency services, from feedback we understood that some care homes were concerned 
about the length of time they have had to wait for an emergency ambulance to attend for 
their residents when they did call. 
 
Between September 2016 and January 2017, Healthwatch Northumberland took a closer 
look at the issue. We specifically wanted to know the extent of the issues and understand 
what the ramifications could be for residents and the operation of the care homes. 

 
Background 
 
Healthwatch Northumberland is the independent champion for people who use health and 
social care across the county. Our aim is to gather the everyday experiences of people 
using services and take these to commissioners and service providers to ensure they are 
responsive to the actual needs of people in the community.  
 
There are 75 registered care homes in Northumberland1  for older people whose health 
means they can no longer live independently.  Some of these care homes offer additional 
services, including specialist dementia care and/or nursing care. 
 
It is important to note that both the Northumberland County Council website and the Care 
Quality Commission (CQC) website do not reflect “real time” information about care 
homes. At the time of our investigation only 68 care homes were contacted because of 
closure or lack of contact information.  This means our findings provide a snapshot and 
indications of the wider experiences of the care homes in Northumberland.  
 

In 2015/16 NEAS attended 14,484 emergency incidents with the location flagged as being a 
care home.  During the first six months of the year, there was an average of 38 incidents 
per day.  However, during the latter half of the year, this increased to an average of 41 
per day.  Nearly 35% of incidents are prioritised as Red 2, with 27% prioritised as Green 2 
(30 minute blue light response) and a further 25% of incidents having an N (or Urgent) 
priority.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Northumberland County Council website 2016 
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Red 1 

(Respiratory / 
cardiac 
arrest) 

Red 2 Green 1 Green 2 Green 3 Green 4 

Response in 
8 minutes 

Two 
resources 
should be 
despatched to 
these 
incidents 
where 
possible. 
Patient 
suffered 
cardiac arrest 
or stopped 
breathing. 

Response in 8 
minutes 

All other life 
threatening 
emergencies. 

Response in 20 
minutes 

Blue lights and 
sirens 

Response in 
30 minutes 

Blue lights 
and sirens 

Telephone 
assessment 
within 20 
minutes 

Response 
within one 
hour (no blue 
lights 
required) 

Telephone 
assessment 
within 60 
minutes. 

Telephone 
assessment 
within 60-
minutes. 

Figure 1, taken from the NEAS website 

 

Aims of Project 
 
What we wanted to do understand was: 

 Why and how often an ambulance is requested from Northumberland based care 

homes  

 How emergency ambulances are requested by a care home 

 How long it takes for the ambulance to arrive  

 The effect this wait has on those involved  

Method 
 
To gauge the extent of the issue Healthwatch Northumberland spoke to care homes by 
telephone. 50% reported waits for emergency ambulances once requested beyond the 
priority response times. We also received three case studies from different care homes, 
which reported similar problems.  

This gave us a basis for conducting further research.  We decided upon a quantitative 
research method such as a questionnaire, because we were interested in collecting data 
that could be used to inform statistics about how often, when, who, and how long it takes 
for ambulances to arrive. We also had free text boxes for care homes to share their 
experiences in more detail. We sent a questionnaire to all 68 care homes in 
Northumberland in order to understand their experiences of ambulance response times.  

The questions covered aspects such as staff training on policies and procedures for 
requesting emergency ambulances, what staff do if there is a delay in the response to the 
request for the ambulance, and a table where staff at care homes can complete to tell us 
about how often they have requested an emergency ambulance over a 15 month period. 
(Full questionnaire can be found in appendix 1 at the end of the report).  
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What we found 
 
Due to an initial slow response rate from the posted questionnaire, we decided to ring up 
each care home in order to complete the questionnaire over the telephone.  We were able 
to get 44 out of 68 responses (65%). 

Where care homes could not provide the exact details of delays over a 15 month period, 
they were asked them to share their experiences within the preceding six months.  

Based on Clinical Commissioning Group Boundaries, 18 responses came from Central 
Northumberland, 14 from North Northumberland, five from West Northumberland and six 
from Blyth Valley.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the questions had a better response rate than others so we have focussed analysis 
on those questions. 

Policy for calling an ambulance (Question 6 - 10) 
 
There were 31 positive answers, 13 indicated ‘not applicable’ or no response.   

The table below summarises the situations in which a care home would contact NEAS.  It is 

worth noting that of the responses 25 or 80% involve an assessment by care staff or a GP 

prior to calling for an ambulance (although this is implicit in the case of those who said 

the care home would not request an ambulance on behalf of family).   
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When requested on behalf of family member  6 

Family member requested – staff would assess situation first 1 

Family member requested - staff  would call 111 first 2 

Family requested it  - would call GP first 6 

Would not request an ambulance on behalf of family 2 

When requested by GP  1 

Care staff assess when to call a GP or ambulance  10 

Call 111- unless seriousness/condition warrants paramedics   1 

Head injury or fall  2 

 

Experience of ambulance delays and care home response 
 
44 care homes responded to this question. 10 expressed issues with delays to emergency 

ambulances requested.  

 

This is a reassuring headline figure but one which needs to be read in conjunction with the 

more detailed answers given to question 18. This question asked for specific instances of 

when care homes had requested an emergency ambulance from April 2015-June 2016. 

Many care homes struggled to give specific details for the 15 month period so in following 

up we focussed the question on any delays within the preceding 6 months.  On this basis 

five care homes reported six incidents. 

 Case 1 North Northumberland 

Number of beds in care home 24 

Date of request November 2016 

Reason for request Resident collapsed  

Need for ambulance identified by: Care staff 

Urgency of request Serious 

Time of request 18.50 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

0 

Time of ambulance arrival 20.15 

Staff member travelled with person? No 

Person admitted to hospital? No 

 

23%

77%

Delays experienced

No delays
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Case 2 North Northumberland 

Number of beds in care home 24 

Date of request July 2016 

Reason for request Fall 

Need for ambulance identified by: Care staff 

Urgency of request Serious 

Time of request 16.45 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

0 

Time of ambulance arrival No time  

Staff member travelled with person? No 

Person admitted to hospital? No 

 

Case 3 Blyth Valley 

Number of beds in care home 63 

Date of request December 2016 

Reason for request Head Injury  

Need for ambulance identified by: Care staff 

Urgency of request Serious- very large open wound to head 

Time of request 20.50 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

Several including by staff and daughter 
of injured person 

Time of ambulance arrival Did not arrive by 1am so daughter took 
injured person to hospital 

Staff member travelled with person? No- Daughter and friend escorted at 
their request 

Person admitted to hospital? No 

 

Case 4: West Northumberland 

Number of beds in care home 50 

Date of request August 2016 

Reason for request E/A 

Need for ambulance identified by GP 

Urgency of request Serious  

Time of request 12.00 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

0 

Time of ambulance arrival 16.00 

Staff member travelled with person? Yes 

Person admitted to hospital? Yes 

 

Case 5: Central Northumberland 

Number of beds in care home 60 

Date of request January 2017 

Reason for request Fall 

Need for ambulance identified by: Care staff 

Urgency of request Serious – facial wound 

Time of request Not stated 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

Phoned 45 minutes later- patient had 
dementia, was distressed 
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Case 6: Blyth Valley Northumberland 

 
The comments below (some drawn from above) illustrate the details and different issues 
that were being faced by care home and NEAS staff. 
 
 ‘Before Christmas a resident had to wait 22 hours for an ambulance. Maybe because we 

are a care home, (NEAS) don’t take us seriously’- Care home Central Northumberland 

‘December 2016, someone had a fractured wrist. NEAS wouldn't come as they felt that 

the family and care home had a responsibility to get the lady to the hospital. Son had to 

sort out transport for her.  

(In) January 2017, man had broken his shoulder bone. Ambulance asked if a family 

member could take him, were not happy about coming, because they would be many 

hours. In the end he got a taxi’- Blyth Valley Care Home  

‘Have concerns about the response time on some occasions. The service does ring to let us 

know there is a delay and to check how the resident is. However, on more recent 

occasions, there have been delays of 14-17 hours’- Blyth Valley Care Home 

‘Historically the delays with ambulances have been for non-urgent calls but on the 

(December) 2016 a call for a serious head injury waited over four hours before her 

daughter cancelled the request and took the injured lady with severe dementia to A and 

E by car’- Central Northumberland Care Home  

Recent experience on (October) 2016. Resident was unwell, called an ambulance and it 

never came, was told by NEAS to take her to Alnwick by car. Resident had a broken hip- 

felt because of the time called at 4pm, no ambulances available. Used taxi and got to 

Alnwick X Ray but they don’t do hips, so they had to call an ambulance. How does it work 

with patients with dementia or if they are deaf, if handler needs to speak to other 

patients’- North Northumberland Care Home 

Time of ambulance arrival Arrived 1hour 10 minutes after initial 
call 

Staff member travelled with person? Not stated 

Person admitted to hospital? Not stated 

Number of beds in care home 32 

Date of request November 2016 

Reason for request Resident with COPD and Low Stats 

Need for ambulance identified by: Nursing staff 

Urgency of request Serious  

Time of request 4.00am 

Number of follow-up calls before 
ambulance arrived 

Several 

Time of ambulance arrival 10.00am NEAS waited to see if condition 
worsened 

Staff member travelled with person? Not stated 

Person admitted to hospital? Yes 
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‘Recent incident in November 2016. Resident had low stats so called an ambulance at 

4.00am. Did not arrive until 10.00am, took 6 hours to come. Kept updating NEAS who said 

they would send an ambulance if condition worsened, staff felt frustrated. Nursing home, 

clinical judgement on her condition- outcome for patient, identified further heart 

condition’ –Blyth Valley Care Home 

 ‘An incident occurred where we had a guest with suspect hip. GP reviewed and called 

ambulance around midday. Ambulance did not arrive until almost tea time to take her to 

hospital’ – West Northumberland Care Home  

Seven care homes mentioned problems with delays when called during the night.   

Other matters raised with regard to NEAS 
 
Some of the care homes expressed different issues with the ambulance service. For 

example, the patient transport service, loss of “passport” of information that goes with a 

resident.  These are of concern but outside the scope of this report and may be followed 

up in subsequent research. 

However one issue, although not technically a ‘delay’ in attending, does represent a delay 

in the process for patients.  Four responses mentioned the expectation that a care home 

staff member will attend with a patient with dementia. This is not always possible due to 

staffing levels at the home, particularly at night and the distance to the Northumbria 

Specialist Emergency Care Hospital.  One case mentioned by a West Northumberland Care 

Home was- 

“We had an incident where an ambulance arrived to take a guest to hospital from the 

dementia unit at around 7.30pm-7.40pm. Our policy is not to send a carer with a guest to 

hospital after 8pm. The ambulance crew refused to take the person to hospital without a 

carer even though the nurse in charge explained that this was our policy and it was 

leaving the floor short of staff and unsafe”. 

Conclusions 
 
The aim of this project was: 

 

• To understand why and how often an ambulance is requested from Northumberland 

based care homes  

• To understand how emergency ambulances are requested by a care home 

• To gain an understanding of how long it takes for the ambulance to arrive when called 

a by a care home 

• To understand the effect this wait has on those involved 

We have been able to understand who requests an emergency ambulance. For instance 

care homes have a triage system by clinical staff or those that have training in assessing 

when there is a serious incident with a resident. Family members do not request 

ambulances often, but if they do, care staff would either call 111, a GP, or would do 

another assessment before they would phone 999.  
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We have been able to understand why emergency ambulances are requested - if a GP 

requested an emergency ambulance, the care staff would request an ambulance. 

However, an overarching factor for requesting an ambulance depends on the type of injury 

– if it is a head injury or a fall, the care staff would call because of the serious 

consequences associated with the issue. 

From the responses, it appears there is proper consideration about the need to call an 

ambulance but there is a perception from care home staff that delays arise because the 

incident does not seem urgent to NEAS and insufficient credence is given to care home 

views or an assumption that the care home or family have a responsibility to take 

residents to hospital. 

It has been more difficult to get an understanding of how often ambulances are requested, 

because care homes noted not having access to the information to give specific details of 

when, over a 15 month period, they requested an emergency ambulance. However as 

NEAS record this information it would be possible to address this in further research. 

We have also been able to understand how long it can take in some circumstances for an 

ambulance takes to arrive. The length of waits mentioned ranged from 1-22 hours.  

The effect for those involved was unclear as the care homes did not explicitly report how 

the residents felt. However, a few key points were noted from the questionnaires. For 

example, for residents with dementia, when an ambulance was delayed, care homes 

reported them becoming distressed and anxious. In some cases, family members or taxis 

were called to arrange transport to the hospital incurring expense, worry and upset. 

Furthermore, a reported issue by three care homes was about NEAS having a policy which 

requires an escort to go to the hospital with a patient who has dementia. This is 

particularly difficult for staff during the night, when they have a lower rate of staff and 

leaving residents to go in an ambulance, can put them at risk.  We feel this is something 

that NEAS could usefully investigate with care homes to ensure clarity, safety and support 

for all parties including patients 

The response rate to the questionnaire of 65% from across the county gives us sufficient 

information to form a general picture of the delays to emergency ambulances requested 

by care homes.  As only 23% of the care homes who responded expressed problems with 

delays, this suggests emergency ambulance delays are not a widespread problem in 

Northumberland.  

Having said this, because 23% of care homes did report significant issues, with delays of up 

to 22 hours in one case, it is evident that there are some underlying issues which NEAS 

could usefully investigate. There may also be a degree of underreporting of problems to 

avoid disrupting relationships. 

Recommendation  
 
Our aim is to help to help the emergency ambulance service work well for people who live 

in Northumberland’s care homes.  We have made one recommendation based on the 

experiences shared with us by care homes. 
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Healthwatch Northumberland recommends that NEAS carries out a specific investigation of 

the issues experienced by care homes in Northumberland and brings forward suggestions 

for change where required.  From feedback the focus for the investigation would be - 

Waiting times  

How the reported policy of care home residents with dementia having to travel with an 

escort, particularly at night, is working in practice and if it contributes to delays. 

How call handlers assess patients’ need for an ambulance including taking into account 

the opinion of trained care staff or GP. 

The extent of care home staff or family members being given the responsibility of 

arranging transport to hospital. 
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Appendix 1  

                                      Please provide your contact information: 

1. Care home name: 

2. Address:   

3. Postcode:  

4. Person completing the form: 

5. Is the care home:  (Please tick) 

 Nursing 

 Residential 

 Specialised Dementia  

 

Policies and procedures for the use of emergency ambulances: 

6. Do you have a policy or procedure on emergency ambulance use? (Please tick) 

 Yes                      No               Don’t know   

      

7. Would you be willing to share this information with us? 

  Yes   No              Don’t know   

 

8. Do your care and nursing staff receive training about the policy/procedure?  

 Yes    No                    Don’t know   

 

9. In this policy or procedure, what situations require a request for an emergency 

ambulance?  

Please answer according to the examples below.  

 An accident e.g. falls 

 Acute health crisis e.g. breathing problems, chest pain  

Someone else’s request e.g. family, GP 

 Other 

 Please specify:  

 

10. Do you have any further comments? 
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11.  If there is a delay in the response to the request for the ambulance, what steps do 

staff take to:  

 

12. Ensure the person’s safety and minimise risk? Please be as detailed as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

13.  Report delays and impact? E.g. to North East Ambulance service (NEAS), the County 

Council, Clinical Quality Commission? Please be as detailed as possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

14. If someone is taken to hospital by emergency ambulance, are they always 

accompanied by a staff member?  

 

 Yes                      No               Don’t know   

 

15. Do you have a ‘passport’ of key information that goes with the person to the hospital?   

 

 Yes                      No               Don’t know   

 

16. Would you be willing to share this information with us?  

 Yes                      No               

 

 

17. Do you have other information you would like to share about this?  
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18. This is to tell us about how often you requested emergency ambulances from April 

2015 until June 2016- 15 months in total   

(Please fill out the following tables) 

  

 

Date Reason 
for 
request 

 

Was the need for 
an emergency 
ambulance 
identified by care 
home staff or 
someone else? 

Urgency of 
request based on 
care home 
assessment 

(serious / not 
serious + threat 
to life / no threat 
to life) 

Time of 
request 

 

Number of 
follow up 
calls before 
ambulance 
arrival 

Time of 
ambulance 
arrival at home                      
(24 hour clock) 

Staff member 
travelled with 
person 

Y/N 

Person 
admitte
d to 
hospital 
ward 

Y/N 

         

         

         

         

         

 

19.  Is there anything else you wish to share on this issue? 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 April – June 
2015 

July – Sept 
2015 

Oct – Dec 
2015 

Jan – 
March 
2016 

April – 
June 

2016 

Number of beds in care home      

Occupancy in care home in each 
quarter 

     

Total requests in each quarter       


