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Change and future proofing are needed while maintaining some stability

NHS England's review of the Quality and Outcomes Framework (QOF) in England, a pay-for-performance scheme for general practice, sets out its vision for QOF and proposals for how to get there.1 Introduced in 2004, QOF is one of the largest of such schemes globally, with general practice receiving almost £700 million (€780m; $900m) in 2016-17. Much has changed since QOF was introduced.
General practice is the bedrock of the NHS, but epidemiological and financial pressures facing the NHS are driving changes in its role.2 It is seen as a key enabler in the health system’s structural reform, with new models of care designed to deliver more for less through, for example, collaboration with local partners and shifting care from hospitals into the community. Despite this sea change in its role and volume of work, funding for general practice has grown at only half the rate of that for hospitals and GP numbers are falling even though the UK is already under-doctored relative to comparable healthcare systems.3 UK GPs reported the highest stress levels in an international survey.4
NHS general practice is seen globally as a lead among primary healthcare systems, and nationally as a jewel in the NHS crown, and despite these difficulties it has one of the highest (84%) satisfaction ratings of any public service. But patient surveys show falling performance5—further evidence, if it were needed, of a service struggling to cope.
Proposed solutions
The General Practice Forward View outlines ambitious plans to tackle these problems, including through additional funding and recruitment of overseas doctors.2 Whether it succeeds remains to be seen. Meanwhile, against this backdrop, what happens with QOF is all important since it is core to general practice’s role, workload, funding, and ways of working.
The review aims to respond to the need for change and future proofing while maintaining some stability at this challenging time for general practice. This measured response is prudent. The proposed review of indicators, and their measurement, to better align with the evidence and professional values has obvious merits, as does the proposal to reduce the risk of polypharmacy with QOF’s disease based approach. As the overseer of QOF indicators, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) has a key role in ensuring rigour and an evidence based approach in this process. 
Evidence shows that performance can fall when indicators are retired,6 so the overall effect of changes to indicators also needs consideration to ensure funding is not destabilised and quality of care compromised. The introduction of a quality improvement domain could add a new dimension to QOF provided that the activities (proposed examples include medicines safety, end-of-life care, and local priorities) are not overly bureaucratic and meet the design requirements of pay for performance.
More radical are the proposed incentives for primary care networks rather than individual practices. There is precedence for this—Scotland has retired QOF indicators in favour of network level quality improvement initiatives. With the steady expansion of primary care networks there is, as the review notes, potential for harnessing the benefits of collaboration and “scaling up”—for example, improving population health and providing critical mass for interventions impractical at individual practice level, such as improving the health of people with serious mental illness. Though network incentives are seemingly a natural progression, attribution and performance management could be problematic when accountability is shared; furthermore, practices in England are more numerous and diverse than in Scotland. Such incentives should be phased, piloted, and evaluated before wider rollout.

Challenges
A cautious approach is also advisable in how general practice is used to help deliver pressing health policy goals, such as reducing hospital admissions.7 Past attempts to use QOF in this way failed, and developing integrated care models is complex, takes time, and doesn't guarantee lower costs or fewer hospital admissions.8 Changes to QOF should support general practice in prevention, improving population health, delivering quality improvement, and building on the important contribution QOF has made to embedding structured management of long term conditions and secondary prevention in general practice. This plays to the strengths of general practice, enabling it to contribute to wider system goals of improving quality, managing overall demand, and sustainability. Any changes should have professional support and credibility.
Finally, continuity of care gets scant mention in the review. It may not lend itself to incentives but is valued by patients and has multiple benefits, including lowering mortality.9 It should not be compromised in the scaling up of general practice.
Like many pay-for-performance schemes, QOF’s effect on patient outcomes has been modest.1011 It has substantially altered how care in general practice is organised and delivered but, longer term, strategies for high quality primary care will need to evolve beyond QOF.12 The challenge for decision makers now is how QOF can build on the achievements of general practice, the professional motivation and skills of its staff, and the potential to do more in collaboration with others, without jeopardising the fragile edifice. The review provides important learning from the QOF experience, has lessons for pay-for-performance schemes more generally, and is useful reading for policy makers in other countries looking to introduce incentive based schemes for quality improvement.
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