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Background 

Delays to the handover of patients from ambulances to the 

emergency department (ED) cause operational challenges 

for hospitals and the ambulance service, and have attracted 

considerable public and policy concern. As part of a wider 

study of handover delays, we sought to understand the 

perspective of health service staff on their impact and 

causes, in the ED of a large teaching hospital.  
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Methods 

We conducted semi-structured interviews with a stratified 

sample of key staff from the hospital and the ambulance 

service, including doctors (n=5); nurses (n=7); hospital 

based support staff (n=2); paramedics and ambulance 

technicians (n=12); and other ambulance service staff (n=8). 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed in full, then 

analysed using the Framework approach.  

 
 

 
 
         

Results 

All staff groups expressed concerns about the impact of 

crowding and handover delays on the quality of patient 

care, with a minority of respondents identifying clinical risk 

to patients. Handover delays were associated with high 

levels of stress for all staff groups, and in particular 

frustration for ambulance clinicians tied up waiting with 

patients outside the hospital. Delays were felt to have an 

impact on the relationship between professional groups. 

The negative impact on ambulance service performance 

measures was felt to be substantial.  

There was a high level of consensus that problems of 

crowding in the ED were complex, with issues right through 

the system. Almost all respondents identified lack of 

capacity elsewhere in the hospital as an immediate cause, 

and reflected positively on the impact of recent initiatives 

to improve patient flow.  Batched arrival of ambulances, 

associated in part with shift patterns, was reported as 

causing knock-on delays from which it was hard to recover.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications 

Handover delays at the ED have a negative impact on 

patients, staff and health service organisations. System-

wide impacts suggest that system-wide approaches to 

resolving delays are required.  

‘On busy days...you’re 
worried that you’ve got 
to free that ambulance 
up and get the patient 
handed over, so let’s just 
put them somewhere 
and hope for the best’ 
ED nurse 

‘We’re certainly not 
meeting targets but 
that’s the least of our 
worries. I think the main 
thing is lack of patient 
care because we’re not 
getting to the patients’ 
Paramedic 

‘Well, we’re the jam in 
the sandwich aren’t we, 
down here in A&E? We 
get it from the wards 
because they are often 
full to capacity and can’t 
offer the care that they 
would like to in a timely 
fashion. But then we 
often get it from the 
ambulances because 
they want to be out on 
the road. And we really 
get a lot of flack but 
there’s not a lot we can 
do about it. We’re trying 
to provide the best care 
we can.’ ED nurse 

‘It increases apathy, it 
decreases morale, it 
decreases your faith in 
your – not so much your 
employer, but in the 
NHS on a local level. So 
yeah, it does grind you 
down.’ Paramedic 


