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ACUTE PERSPECTIVE

David Oliver: Should single rooms be the default for NHS inpatients?

David Oliver consultant in geriatrics and acute general medicine

The national medical director for NHS England,
Stephen Powis, recently told the House of Commons
health and social care committee that, after the
pandemic, “single rooms should be the default” for
patients in NHS hospitals, to “improve infection
control, privacy, dignity, and patient flow issues.”*
Most NHS hospital wards have a mixture of open
bays, with multiple beds, and single or double side
rooms. With the exception of some recent new builds,
the beds in open bays still predominate.

Many of our hospitals are decades old and subject to
a major maintenance backlog. Insufficient capital
has been made available for new builds, upgrades,
and redesign. The government has repeatedly
promised “40 new hospitals” (sometimes 48), but the
Health Service Journal has reported that NHS
England’s “communications playbook” states that
new facilities on existing sites should be described
as new builds.? We saw this in action recently when
the secretary of state for health and social care, Sajid
Javid, opened a new hospital wing in Carlisle and
spun it as a new build.

On 19 October Emma-Jane Houghton, the senior civil
servant leading the “new hospitals” programme,
revealed that limitations in capability and capacity
in the construction centre were major obstacles to
the government programme.3

Of the 233 hospital trusts in England, some have
hospitals on multiple sites. So even if Powis’s vision
comes true, it will be long after his retirement. If we
refit existing hospital buildings, bed capacity will
inevitably reduce. England already has the fewest
beds per 1000 people among countries in the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, and hospitals are running close to full
capacity all year round.

For covid-19 and other respiratory infections, the
main cause of hospital acquired infection is close
contact or shared air in poorly ventilated spaces with
infectious patients. For gastrointestinal bacterial or
viral infections or multidrug resistant organisms such
as MRSA, isolation is a key component of good
infection control policy. Some infections also require
negative pressure ventilation.

Reports on nosocomial covid transmission, notably
from the Healthcare Safety Investigation Branch,*
have made it clear that failings in infection control
practice include failings in the built physical
environment and the ability to isolate patients,
although ventilation, protective equipment, testing,
staff behaviour, and streaming of patients into
different areas also count. Powis also has a point in
that single rooms could aid patient flow through beds,
if this meant that entire wards didn’t have to be closed
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to admissions or discharges during an outbreak and
could continue to function.

Although this may all seem like common sense, we
need some caution. Surveys show that many older
inpatients prefer open bays to side rooms, where they
can feel isolated, neglected, and lonely. Falls among
patients are the most commonly reported safety
incident in NHS hospitals, and wards designed for
visibility of several patients have been shown to
reduce the incidence of falls.>

A recent evaluation found that two thirds of adult
patients preferred side rooms because of privacy,
dignity, confidentiality, and flexibility for visitors.
Ward staff also perceived improvements in those
domains. However, staff also reported more problems
with visibility, surveillance, teamwork, monitoring,
and patient safety. Walking distances increased after
the move to single rooms. And we have very serious
workforce shortages just now.”
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I understand Powis’s reasoning, not least when
around one in four of all covid-19 cases in the UK
have been categorised as hospital acquired.® But the
capital programme to replace, refurbish, or
reconfigure NHS hospitals will take many
parliaments, so we have a good opportunity to think
about how best to solve the problem. Should our goal
perhaps be a greater proportion of single rooms,
rather than these exclusively?

Competing interests: See bmj.com/about-bmij/freelance-contributors.

Provenance and peer review: Commissioned; not externally peer reviewed.

1 lllman J. Single rooms should be “default” in hospitals, says Powis. Health
Serv /2021 0ct 19. https://www.hsj.co.uk/quality-and-performance/single-
rooms-should-be-default-in-hospitals-says-powis/7031132 article

2 West D. DHSC “playbook” orders trusts to describe big building projects
as “new hospitals”. Health Serv/2021 Aug 26. https://www.hsj.co.uk/acute-
care/dhsc-playbook-orders-trusts-to-describe-big-building-projects-as-new-
hospitals/7030790.article

3 Carding N. Government hospital building chief warns of “huge constraint”
in construction. Health Serv /2021 Oct 19. https://www.hsj.co.uk/service-
design/government-hospital-building-chief-warns-of-huge-constraint-in-
construction/7031131.article

4 Healthcare Safety Investigation Branch. COVID-19 transmission in hospitals:
management of the risk—a prospective safety investigation. 29 Oct 2020.
https://www.hsib.org uk/investigations-and-reports/covid-19-transmission-
in-hospitals-management-of-the-risk/

5 Ugboma |, Drahota AK, Higgins B, Severs M. Effect of bedroom size on
falls in hospital: does one size fit all?/ Am Geriatr Soc 2011;59:1153-4.
doi: 10.1111/j.1532-5415.2011.03466.x. https;//agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wi-
ley.com/doi/10.1111/1.1532-5415.2011.03466.x. pmid: 21668927

6 Maben J, Griffiths P, Penfold C, etal. One size fits all? Mixed methods
evaluation of the impact of 100% single-room accommodation on staff
and patient experience, safety and costs. BMJ Qual Saf 2016;25:241-56.
https://qualitysafety.bmj.com/content/25/4/241.
doi: 10.1136/bmjgs-2015-004265 pmid: 26408568

"y6uAdoo Ag paiosioid 1senb Ag 20z 1dy 6T UO /wod fwg mmmy/:dny woly papeojumod "TZ0Z J8GWBAON € uo ZT9zu lwa/9eTT 0T se paysiand 11y :CINg


http://bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors
https://www.hsj.co.uk/quality-and-performance/single-rooms-should-be-default-in-hospitals-says-powis/7031132.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/quality-and-performance/single-rooms-should-be-default-in-hospitals-says-powis/7031132.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/acute-care/dhsc-playbook-orders-trusts-to-describe-big-building-projects-as-new-hospitals/7030790.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/acute-care/dhsc-playbook-orders-trusts-to-describe-big-building-projects-as-new-hospitals/7030790.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/acute-care/dhsc-playbook-orders-trusts-to-describe-big-building-projects-as-new-hospitals/7030790.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/service-design/government-hospital-building-chief-warns-of-huge-constraint-in-construction/7031131.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/service-design/government-hospital-building-chief-warns-of-huge-constraint-in-construction/7031131.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/service-design/government-hospital-building-chief-warns-of-huge-constraint-in-construction/7031131.article
https://www.hsib.org.uk/investigations-and-reports/covid-19-transmission-in-hospitals-management-of-the-risk/
https://www.hsib.org.uk/investigations-and-reports/covid-19-transmission-in-hospitals-management-of-the-risk/
https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1532-5415.2011.03466.x
https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1532-5415.2011.03466.x
https://qualitysafety.bmj.com/content/25/4/241
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmj.n2612&domain=pdf&date_stamp=03-11-2021
mailto:davidoliver372@googlemail.com
https://twitter.com/mancunianmedic
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2612
http://www.bmj.com/

VIEWS AND REVIEWS

7 Maben ), Griffiths P, Penfold C, et al. Evaluating a major innovation in hospital design: workforce
implications and impact on patient and staff experiences of all single room hospital
accommodation. Southampton (UK): NIHR Journals Library; 2015 Feb. (Health Services and
Delivery Research, No. 3.3.) Chapter 7, Patient experience of the single room ward environment.
https://www.nchi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK274426/

8  Discombe M. Over 450 people a day caught covid in hospitals during January. Health Serv /2021
Jan 29. https://www.hsj.co.uk/coronavirus/over-450-people-a-day-caught-covid-in-hospitals-
during-january/7029404.article

2 the bmj | BMJ 2021;375:n2612 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.n2612

BLAdo Ag pa1dalold 1sanb Ag 20z |udy 6T UO /W09 g Mmmy/:dny Wwoly papeojumMoq “TZ0Z JOqWaAON € U0 ZT9ZuU lua/9eTT 0T Se paysiand 1s11y :rNg


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK274426/
https://www.hsj.co.uk/coronavirus/over-450-people-a-day-caught-covid-in-hospitals-during-january/7029404.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/coronavirus/over-450-people-a-day-caught-covid-in-hospitals-during-january/7029404.article
http://www.bmj.com/

