
Using NHS Near Me to improve 
access to maternity services in 
NHS Highland

Argyll and Bute Maternity Services use 
video consulting to meet the needs of 
those accessing their support and services 
during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Argyll and Bute Maternity Services 
provide care to a large geographic area 
(690,946 hectares) in NHS Highland.

In this case study, members of the team 
and people accessing the services shared 
their experiences of using Near Me to 
overcome existing geographical 
challenges and the new challenges they 
faced as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

“The [virtual appointment] 
meant that I wasn’t in limbo 
for a long period wondering 
what the issue would be and 
[I could] understand why my 
baby was not feeding 
effectively and losing 
weight”

- Mum who accessed the infant 
feeding service



Argyll and Bute Maternity Services are integrated and 
provided by 39 midwives across 690,946 hectares of remote and 
rural localities with six towns, over 200 villages and settlements and 
26 inhabited islands.

Planned and unplanned care is provided or co-ordinated by the 
midwives. The wider obstetric multidisciplinary team is accessed 
through a service level agreement with NHS Greater Glasgow and 
Clyde. 

All midwives carry a caseload and in addition provide group work 
including hypnobirthing, baby massage, parent education and 
infant feeding support.

The geography plus the cross-boundary working, creates challenges 
for accessing care, particularly when snow, tides, or wind disrupts 
travel.  COVID-19 created additional barriers for face-to-face 
appointments due to social distancing and protecting shielded 
individuals, which NHS Highland were well placed to address.

Background 

• Make trial calls 
You will feel more confident and calmer during consultations if 
you are already familiar with using Near Me. Make trial calls 
with other staff members.

• Identify appropriate appointments for Near Me
Clinicians can triage their appointment lists to identify those 
that would be suitable.

• Learn to troubleshoot by experience
The more you use the system, the more comfortable you will be 
in supporting women to use the Near Me. This will help you 
resolve common issues without reverting to telephone 
consultations.

• Identify “super users/champions”
Staff members who are more familiar with Near Me can support 
other staff members with less experience. Buddying-up when 
appropriate can also enable smoother virtual consultations.

• Manage your waiting area
Keep women informed about changes or delays to the clinic, for 
example, via text or email.

• Engage with people
Positive feedback from people who have used Near Me can 
reassure staff that the service being delivered meets the 
expectations of those using it.

• Be creative and flexible
New technology enables different service offerings – it may be 
possible to run additional clinics or different classes to suit your 
population’s needs. 

Top Tips 

Driving Aspiration

“How do we ensure that women are 
enjoying their pregnancy and not in 
isolation?” 

- Midwife



Near Me had been implemented in October 2018 to increase access 
and flexibility for appointments in response to feedback from women.

• Information about Near Me was provided on the Argyll and Bute virtual 
appointment link, hosted by NHS Highland.  Appointment links were sent in 
advance via email, to enable test calls to be made prior to appointments. 

• Existing equipment such as laptops and mobiles provided as part of 
BadgerNet implementation were used. 

• BadgerNet provided a clinical system the multidisciplinary team could all 
access remotely, which ensured continuity and facilitated the use of remote 
consultations. This allowed the service to rapidly adopt Near Me in response 
to COVID-19.

• Senior midwives screened referrals to the Obstetric clinic to determine if a 
Near Me appointment was considered appropriate. Near Me appointments 
were offered to women living far away from clinics, and when weather 
conditions prevented travel. Initially this clinic was run virtually every 
second week, but began to run virtually every week as a result of COVID-19, 
thus reducing travel for women, midwives, and consultant obstetricians.

• In response to COVID-19 the use of video consultations increased for 
midwifery appointments as well. The type of consultation helped determine 
if Near Me was appropriate. 

• Certain appointments, such as the six week post-natal appointments 
typically worked very well. Multi-agency appointments were run using Near 
Me, to facilitate joint discussions, such as Child Protection Planning 
meetings. 

• “Super users” within each service team became experienced in using Near 
Me and helped colleagues get used to the new technology.

Approach Impact

• Enabling care during COVID-19
The pre-COVID-19 schedule of appointments was 
largely maintained despite social distancing 
requirements and widespread disruptions to travel.

• Reallocation of resources and time savings
Additional clinics were run from staff travel time 
savings. Women also benefitted from reduced travel, 
previously being seen face-to-face required a half-
day’s travel or more

• Increased continuity of care
Women could see their named midwife more often 
due to the flexible scheduling enabled by Near Me.

• Family involvement
Partners or family members were able to be 
involved in appointments, where previously they 
would have had to have been excluded due to 
COVID-19 safety precautions. 

• Visual cues and building rapport
Near Me enabled women to see midwives without 
masks, and telephone appointments to be converted 
to video, leading to more ‘human’ interactions.

• More comfortable interactions
Some also felt more comfortable in their home 
environment, particularly when answering personal 
questions such as those asked in the 16 week 
appointment. 

https://www.nhshighland.scot.nhs.uk/AA/MA/Pages/Welcome.aspx


• “Near Me is an asset… and women are benefitting from it.”                                                       
– Infant Feeding Support Worker

• “Awesome! Will be so much easier to use this type of communication than driving for 
miles to our ‘local’ clinics!” – Expectant Mum

• “Women tend to ask more questions, as they’re less conscious of the other women in the 
waiting area... particularly if a clinic is running late” – Obstetrician

• “It’s nice to be able to see someone’s facial expressions. They might tell you that they’re 
happy with what they’ve heard and the advice you’ve given them, but their face will tell 
you something different.” – Obstetrician

• “Women want to secure that contact with a health professional and feel like they’re part 
of something [leading to more uptake of groups and classes].”                                                
– Infant Feeding Support Worker

• “By reducing the amount of travel needed, women are more accepting of travel when it 
is necessary.” – Midwife

Feedback Service Story

Using Near Me, one midwife                
was able to perform a full tongue-
tie assessment in collaboration 
with the infant feeding specialist
of a baby on one of the islands.

By communicating on video with 
the specialist, the midwife was 
able to “be the hands” and 
perform the physical components 
of the tongue-tie assessment, 
whilst the infant feeding specialist 
observed the baby and their 
responses. 

This prevented the mother and 
baby from travelling off the island 
and making a trip to Glasgow, 
saving significant time and 
resources, and addressing the 
mother’s concerns much quicker.  
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Saved me/service user having to travel

Avoided the clinician having to travel

Avoided the use of patient transport

Avoided the person having to travel by plane/ferry

Took less time

Other

Percentage of respondents (86 respondents in total)

Feedback: What were the benefits of video consulting for this appointment?



Picture

Challenges

Feedback: What were the disadvantages of video consulting for this appointment?

Visit the maternity and neonatal service page at NHS Highland to find out more about this work
Visit the Near Me webpages to find out more about Near Me. If you are a clinician interested in using Near Me, visit the Information for Professionals page.

More information 

Despite many successes using Near Me, Argyll and Bute Maternity Services have also experienced some challenges with implementation:

• Building the clinics for outpatient appointments and arranging for tasks, such as dictation facilities, cross boundary was complex.

• Some service areas particularly on the islands do not have access to fast and reliable internet connections. As a result, some Near Me 
appointments can not to be completed and alternate arrangements such as telephone calls)must be made. This can also limit the ability of 
staff to work from home. 

• Near Me is a new way of working and some service staff were initially apprehensive or found it challenging, particularly if they didn’t have 
previous experience of doing video-consultations.

• BadgerNet implementation and the scaling up of Near Me occurred almost simultaneously, and it proved challenging for staff to become 
familiar with two technologies whilst still delivering their clinical care schedules. However, it was recognised that they were “complementary”
and “when staff are completely confident with Badgernet… it will be an enhancement.”
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The video and audio quality impaired the consultation

Could not do everything via video, I need to re-arrange this appointment

A face-to-face consultation would have been better

The service user / patient was uncomfortable using the technology

The appointment took longer

No problems encountered
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https://www.nhshighland.scot.nhs.uk/Services/MaternityNeonatal/Pages/welcome.aspx
https://www.vc.scot.nhs.uk/attendanywhere/
https://www.nearme.scot/information-about-near-me-for-professionals

