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7.1 Top tips for marketing  
your practice

It’s not necessary to spend big to be effective in marketing. Here are some tips  
to help you make good use of social marketing with websites, leaflets, posters, 
display systems and brochures. Effective marketing will help you support 
patients in making their own decisions about care and understanding what 
to expect from the service and what is expected from them in return.

Consider three key factors:

1.	What are the features of your service that you want to communicate and promote? Do you 
want to reduce your did not attends (DNAs)? Can patients book appointments in new ways? 

2.	Who are you targeting? Will different groups of patients be interested in different services  
or features?

3.	What marketing method will you choose? Is this the best method for the group of patients  
you have chosen?

Things to consider

What’s unique about your service that patients should be told about?
Are you running new clinics such as weight management or smoking cessation?•	
Are you offering appointments in the evenings or at weekends?•	
Do you offer telephone consultations?•	
Can patients book appointments over the internet?•	

Who wants to know?
Is it everyone? Or selected groups? •	
Do you want to target the younger working population who are time-poor and would like •	
to see their GP in the evening?
Do you want to target older people for flu jab clinics? •	
Would patients with diabetes like to know that they can email their blood pressure reading •	
to the practice or take it themselves in the waiting room?

How are you going to market your message?
Is it a poster in the waiting room or a message on your LCD display?•	
A banner on your website?•	
If you have email addresses, can you send a mailshot to patients or include something  •	
in your newsletter?
A notice in the local newsagent?•	
Use the local paper?•	
Leaflets in nearby services such as pharmacies or libraries?•	
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7.1 Top tips for marketing your practice  
continued

Practical advice on producing a good leaflet

For simple and practical information about practice leaflets and general communications 
advice, go to pages 59–102 of the brand guidelines for GP services: 

www.nhsidentity.nhs.uk/all-guidelines/guidelines/general-practitioner/practice-leaflets 

Advice includes: 

information about Core Information Requirements;•	
suggested additional information to be included;•	
writing your leaflet – advice on the writing of practice leaflets; •	
important advice on how to communicate with hard-to-reach groups;•	
how to make your leaflets readily available;•	
how to evaluate your leaflet;•	
practical advice on technical design issues; and•	
design templates.•	

Examples of good practice leaflets

Bromley by Bow Health Centre:

www.eastendgp.co.uk/docs/practice%20leaflet%20BBB.pdf

Perth and Scone Medical Group:

www.perthandscone.co.uk/leaflets/practiceleaflet.pdf
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7.2 Why and how to create  
a website

Patients have an increasing appetite for information about GP services.  
A website can be a cost-effective way to communicate and engage with  
your patients 24/7. Setting up a website is not too difficult, can cost very  
little and generally pays for itself through efficiency savings such as fewer 
calls to reception.

Benefits

Usually quick and easy to set up and •	
edit the content.
Can be used to promote the practice.•	
Can host a range of innovative •	
features such as online booking,  
ordering of repeat prescriptions 
and pre-registration – freeing 
up telephone lines and reducing 
the pressure on reception and 
administrative staff.
Can provide patients with live, up- •	
to-date information about services.
Use it to interact with patients •	
through newsletters, videos, pod-casts 
and pictures.

Drawbacks

A member of the practice team •	
will need to take responsibility for 
keeping the site up to date.
Not all patients have access to a •	
computer or the internet.
Technological problems can irritate •	
patients and be time-consuming  
to fix.

Costs

Costs can vary significantly. If you want to 
design a site yourself it can be done very 
cheaply but might be very time-consuming. 
There are lots of companies that will do it 
for you but look around for a good deal.
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7.2 Why and how to create a website  
continued

Features to consider

You can make a website do a few simple things or go for a fully interactive and comprehensive 
site that offers many convenient features for patients. Use the functionality of your website to 
its full potential as this will increase how much it is used.

Common features include:

core information and advice taken from your practice leaflet, and a version that can be •	
downloaded by patients and printed;
online appointment booking and cancelling (linking to your GP system);•	
repeat prescription forms and systems;•	
a registration page with a downloadable GMS1 form (or interactive form) with instructions  •	
on how to register and a map of the boundary;
newsletters and bulletin boards;•	
pictures of staff and of the practice – which patients like;•	
patient survey zones and feedback forms;•	
links to other helpful sites;•	
a secure summary of patient records; and•	
useful phone numbers and email addresses.•	

Tip

You can make text available in •	
different sizes and languages  to 
make the website as accessible as 
possible. Have a look at BrowseAloud 
(www.browsealoud.com).

Tip

Don’t make the site too lengthy or •	
text heavy as it will become harder  
to update and may appeal less  
to patients.
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7.2 Why and how to create a website  
continued

1. Who is responsible?

Is there an IT-literate member of the team who can research, set up and manage the 
project? If not, is there a member of staff willing to train and take responsibility for 
updating the site? What do patients think? Could the Patient Participation Group take 
responsibility or would they like to manage their own section of the site? Can your 
PCT help? Some have their own web teams. Are there any local practices that have 
developed a website? Could they give you some ideas?

4. Supplier

Many independent web designers and organisations specialise in setting up GP 
practice websites. Look them up on the internet and compare your specification to the 
various packages on offer. Consider the ease with which you can update the website – 
some use Microsoft Word templates. Also take into account the fees for web hosting 
and maintenance.

2. What is the purpose of the site? 

Is it simply to promote the practice leaflet/brochure or do you want something more 
innovative that patients can interact with?

3. Specification

Before you start, develop a specification of what’s required and the budget you  
have in mind.

5. Communicate

Once the site is up and running, make sure patients know about it. Put the address on 
posters and letterheads, in your newsletter and in your leaflet.

Step-by-step guide
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7.2 Why and how to create a website  
Case study

The College Surgery Partnership in Devon serves 
around 14,000 patients. Many live in rural 
communities over an area of 100 square miles, 
and its ten doctors operate over four sites.

On the lookout for ways to 

communicate better with its patients•	
offer more choice •	
and highlight its broad range of services•	

the partnership set up its own website in 2004.

The website (www.collegesurgery.org.uk) 
displays basic information, from surgery hours 
to site locations. It also updates patients on 
health campaigns and upcoming talks held at 
the practices. It’s enhanced by photographs of 
the doctors and of the practice premises.

In addition, the website serves as the gateway 
to the partnership’s online facilities, including 
appointment booking and repeat prescription 
services. The practice’s Patient Support Group 
can also upload information to the site.

The website is well used and well liked by 
patients, who often point out when something 
is out of date. Statistics show that the website 
got 1,542 hits on one day in May 2009, and the  
practice gets hundreds of repeat prescription 
requests through the site every week. 

The website was built by the partnership’s 
IT Manager, Nick Bunn, with the help of an 
external supplier, and it took about a month  
to get off the ground. 

The external supplier was initially paid £1,000. 
The website costs another couple of thousand 
pounds a year to maintain, split between the 
external supplier and the time Nick spends on 
maintenance. (He says he works on the site 
monthly.)

‘Some of our patients can’t always come to the 
practice, so it’s great to be able to communicate 
with them electronically. The website makes it 
easy for them to access information about us,’ 
says Wendy Evans, the partnership’s Strategic 
Manager. 

Andy Barrett, chair of the Patient Support 
Group, says the website is clear and simple to 
use, although he notes that many of  
the practice’s patients – mostly the older 
generation – do not use it.

‘It provides useful content on who is who at 
the surgery, opening hours, and the various 
ways that you can get treatment. The repeat 
prescription service is very useful, as well as 
easy to use – I’m a regular!’ Andy says.

Continued on the next page

College Surgery Partnership

Contact

Wendy Evans, 01884 831301
wevans@nhs.net
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7.2 Why and how to create a website  
Case study

Contact

Wendy Evans, 01884 831301
wevans@nhs.net

College Surgery Partnership continued

Benefits

The practice can communicate •	
effectively with patients across a wide 
geographical area.
Patients can access a whole range •	
of information and services at the 
touch of a button, including booking 
appointments and requesting repeat 
prescriptions.
It reduces telephone queries about •	
simple information.
It gives the practice a human face, •	
with photographs of the various 
surgeries and doctors.
Patients know they have arrived  •	
at the right place if they have seen 
photographs of the surgery on  
the website.

Tips

A website requires an investment  •	
of time and money.
Provide information posted on the •	
website in paper form, for patients 
lacking access to computers.
Keep the website up to date and •	
assign one or more staff members  
to refresh it regularly. An out-of- 
date website may be worse than 
none at all.
Make sure you maintain strict •	
controls over what is posted on  
the site.
Note that some doctors may be •	
reluctant to have their photographs 
on display.
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Marple Cottage Surgery, on the outskirts of 
Stockport, near Manchester, has around 6,000 
registered patients. Some were not visiting the 
practice regularly and were unaware of the 
range of services on offer.

The practice was also finding that some 
patients were telephoning or dropping in to 
the practice with simple queries that could be 
answered online. 

After developing its own website  
(www.marplecottage.co.uk), Marple Cottage: 

keeps its patients better informed of the •	
services it offers; 
can educate them about health issues; and •	
can enable them to perform a number of •	
tasks online that would otherwise require a 
phone call or an appointment (these include 
emailing doctors, ordering repeat prescriptions 
and booking appointments online).

Patients access the online facilities through a 
security portal, which requires a log-on password 
and identification number. These are easily 
obtained from the practice. 

Marple Cottage outsources the technical 
maintenance of the site, but all staff members 
are responsible for updating the information on 
it. Websites cost anything from several hundred 
pounds to thousands of pounds to build, 
depending on the structure and provider.

‘We’re a business, and a business needs to 
inform its customers about what it’s offering,’ 
says Practice Manager Johan Taylor. 

‘It’s a two-way thing. We ask patients to 
communicate with us, and we put things 
up there to communicate with them, like 
patient or screening questionnaires. We’re 
currently updating the website to make it more 
interactive, to get more involvement from the 
patients,’ adds Johan.

He says the website is well used and well liked 
by patients, a view supported by Sandy, a 
62-year-old patient and regular website user, 
who is disabled.

‘The online system is a lifesaver. I use it to book 
appointments and get repeat prescriptions and 
I can also email my doctor – which if you’re 
housebound is marvellous. I can also access my 
medical records,’ she says.

Continued on the next page

Marple Cottage Surgery

Contact

Johan Taylor
johan.taylor@gp-p88006.nhs.uk

7.2 Why and how to create a website  
Case study
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Contact

Johan Taylor
johan.taylor@gp-p88006.nhs.uk

Marple Cottage Surgery continued

Benefits

The website informs patients who •	
don’t visit regularly about available 
services.
It provides a central database for •	
practice information, such as opening 
hours and address.
It can save time on telephone calls •	
and appointments, as patients can 
order repeat prescriptions, book 
appointments and email doctors 
through the website. 
It enables patients to be better •	
informed about health issues before 
they see their GP.
It encourages patient–practice •	
interaction and feedback, which can 
help improve services.

7.2 Why and how to create a website  
Case study

Tips

Before setting up a website, think •	
about what you want to achieve with 
it, in terms of benefits it can offer the 
practice and patients.
Keep the website updated.•	
Start with a simple site and develop it •	
slowly. Ignore the fancy add-ons until 
you have mastered the basics.
Ensure that your technology is sound, •	
so the website doesn’t crash.
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7.3 Taking control of your  
information on NHS Choices

NHS Choices (www.nhs.uk) is an online health information service, designed 
to meet the huge public demand for reliable and authoritative health information. 
It’s important that the information on your GP practice is up to date. This 
explains how to do it.

Over 7 million people visit NHS Choices every month. It is quickly being recognised as the primary 
online source of health information for the public. 

People are looking for:

details of local health services (GP surgeries, pharmacies, dentists);•	
information on different medical conditions; and•	
information about changes of lifestyle to help them make decisions.•	

Making the most of your information

One of the most visited parts of the site is 
the service directory. This includes a detailed 
profile of every GP practice in England, with 
information on opening hours, clinics, staff, 
how to register or make an appointment, and 
contact details. 

You need to keep your details as up to date 
and accurate as possible. GP Practice Profiles 
are designed to complement a practice’s own 
website (if you have one) and include a link so 
users can go straight to your site. 

Your profile gives you an opportunity to engage 
with your patients. You can include videos, 
newsletters and pictures of staff and premises.

Is your GP practice registered? 

To get the most out of this resource you 
need to register for a username and 
password. To register, call the NHS Choices 
service desk on 0845 4023089 or email  
thechoicesteam@nhschoices.nhs.uk 

If you have an NHS email address, NHS 
Choices will email you the practice’s 
username and password. If you don’t have 
an NHS email account, you will receive a 
new username and password by post. This 
is necessary for security.

To help you to start changing your profile 
information, NHS Choices (www.nhs.uk) 
has created a Practice Based Editing (PBE) 
Guide. This includes examples of good profiles 
and offers some ideas of how you can 
make the best of the space. This is available 
to download from www.nhs.uk/pbe
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7.3 Taking control of your information  
on NHS Choices continued

GP patient feedback

Soon the public will have the opportunity to give feedback on their experience of their GP and put 
this on NHS Choices (this starts in autumn 2009). 

This will not be a mechanism to ‘rate your GP’. Comments will be restricted to a patient’s 
experience of their practice (opening times, out-of-hours service, ease of making an appointment, 
disabled access and so on). Comments on individual GPs will not be published.

A careful pre-moderation policy will be in place to prevent offensive or potentially defamatory 
comments going on the site. Practices will have the right to reply online to all comments and  
this is highly recommended. 

Further details of the patient feedback mechanism will be made available to GPs shortly.

Frequently asked questions

Where does the information already on my profile come from? 
NHS Choices automatically transferred existing information on your practice from the Primary 
Care Information System and from PCTs to avoid patients being presented with a blank page.

What can I do to correct a mistake when editing?
Just go back into your profile and re-publish it. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.

Once I start editing, will anyone else be able to change my information?
No. But this also means that you are responsible for accuracy. If NHS Choices gets a complaint 
from the public it will be referred to your practice, not the PCT.

Do I have to check everything with my PCT?
No, but nothing should be published on your profile which does not accurately reflect your 
contract.

If I don’t fill in a box, what will appear?
Nothing. The system is designed to show only what you complete.

Can I promote a particular clinic or service on the front page?
Yes. If for instance you are giving out flu jabs, put the announcement in the news box on the 
‘news and documents’ page. This will then appear across the top of the front page.

Do we have to add details of every member of staff?
No, but there is clear evidence that suggests that patients really value this information – to see 
if there is a female GP at a particular practice, for example.
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