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Some may have a bad reputation for 
being rude, but there could be 
more going on behind the 
scenes than you realise…

Right now in ‘GP Land’, there’s 
lots for patients to complain 
about – namely, lengthy waits 
for just about everything, 
from getting through on the 
phones to hospital referrals. 
But one complaint that’s stood 
the test of time is of ill-mannered 
GP receptionists – stereotypically 
assumed to be fierce and uncaring. 

While I have witnessed this curt behaviour 
(as a patient and a GP), which isn’t acceptable, 
I also think GP receptionists are often 
misunderstood and largely undervalued.

TOUGH ON THE FRONT LINE
There’s indeed no excuse for rudeness in 
this role – patients are often scared, sick or 
vulnerable and usually asking for help. But 
what you may see of a GP receptionist is the 
tip of the iceberg – it’s an incredibly hard 
job for relatively low pay. They often get 
charred by the constant stream of abuse 
and dissatisfaction, which is levelled at 
them as the first point of contact. In reality, 
they have no control over the perils of the 

expanded over recent years and include 
in-house clinical pharmacists, physios and 
mental health practitioners, and so on. It’s 
become more common for receptionists to 
ask what the problem is in order to 
undertake care navigation (getting you to 
see the right person at the right time). 

I understand you may just want to see the 
doctor, but with thousands-fewer GPs than 
we need, plus an ageing population and 
patients sitting on never-ending waiting 
lists, it is challenging. Someone else in the 
team may well be more skilled than your GP 
to deal with your problem and receptionists 
are trained to navigate this. While it is 
extremely helpful to know what your 
problem is to prioritise and navigate 
patients (and for me as a GP to prepare), it’s 
also your right to keep this private. 

Above all, it’s important to point out that 
I’ve never actually met a receptionist who 
wants to block a patient from having an 
available appointment. 
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FACT OR FICTION? EGGS GIVE YOU HIGH CHOLESTEROL
The yolk of eggs does contain cholesterol, but as long as you eat a varied diet, the 
NHS doesn’t limit how many eggs you should eat. However, those with an inherited 
tendency to very high cholesterol should limit intake to no more than four a week. 

NHS. The level of daily abuse they endure 
has escalated beyond all recognition since 
COVID, to the point where it’s increasingly 
hard to recruit and retain reception staff. 

As well as answering the phones, GP 
receptionists are the administrators for the 
practice and responsible for tasks including 
recalling patients for check-ups, stock 
ordering, scanning and sifting letters coming 
in and out, filtering prescription requests, 
liaising with national systems, such as 
screening – to name just a few. 

PROBING QUESTIONS
And they’re not being nosey when they ask 
you why you’re calling. GP teams have 

The truth  
about doctors’  
receptionists

DID 
YOU KNOW?

Reception staff are only able 
to access your record when they 
have an official need to, and are 

bound by the same confidentiality 
clauses as clinicians. They can’t 

look at your record for no 
reason or talk about why you 

are there. We take these 
things very seriously.


