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Abstract

Background: PaTz (palliative care at home) is a method to improve palliative care in the primary care setting in the
Netherlands. PaTz has three basic principles: (1) local GPs and DNs meet at least six times per year to identify and
discuss their patients with a life-threatening illness; (2) these meetings are supervised by a specialist palliative care
professional; (3) groups use a palliative care register on which all identified patients are listed. Since the start in
2010, the number of PaTz-groups in the Netherlands has been growing consistently. Although the theory of all
PaTz-groups is the same, the practical functioning of PaTz-groups may vary substantially, which may complicate
further implementation of PaTz as well as interpretation of effect studies. This study aims to describe the variation
in practice of PaTz-groups in the Netherlands.

Method: In this prospective observational study, ten PaTz-groups logged and described the activities in their
meetings as well as the registered and discussed patients and topics of discussions in registration forms for a 1 year
follow-up period. In addition, non-participatory observations were performed in all participating groups. Meeting
and patient characteristics were analysed using descriptive statistics. Conventional content analysis was performed
in the analysis of topic discussions.

Results: While the basic principles of PaTz are found in almost every PaTz-group, there is considerable variation in
the practice and content of the meetings of different PaTz-groups. Most groups spend little time on other topics
than their patients, although the number of patients discussed in a single meeting varies considerably, as well as
the time spent on an individual patient. Most registered patients were diagnosed with cancer and patient
discussions mainly concerned current affairs and rarely concerned future issues.

Conclusion: The basic principles are the cornerstone of any PaTz-group. At the same time, the observed variation
between PaTz-groups indicates that tailoring a PaTz-group to the needs of its participants is important and may
enhance its sustainability. The flexibility of PaTz-groups may also provide opportunity to modify the content and
tools used, and improve identification of palliative patients and advance care planning.
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Background
Palliative care is challenging care, primarily focused on
multidimensional symptom relief and quality of life rather
than on curation and life prolongation [1]. In the
Netherlands, palliative care is provided according to a co-
ordinated palliative care model [2], and in the primary
care setting, general practitioners (GPs) and district nurses
(DNs) are the designated palliative care providers [3, 4].
The provision of good palliative care requires proper com-
munication, coordination and collaboration between
healthcare providers and with patients [5–8]. Already fa-
cing a high work load [9, 10], the combination of an aging
population and the Dutch policy to provide palliative care
at home where possible [11], is likely to put a strain on
GPs [12] and DNs [13] alike. At the same time, market
mechanisms in the Dutch health care system have led to
scattering of home care organisations, impeding commu-
nication and collaboration between GPs and DNs [14].
Evidently, the provision of good palliative care in the pri-
mary care setting is under threat.
In 2010, an initiative to reinforce communication and

collaboration between GPs and DNs, called PaTz (acro-
nym for ‘Pallatieve Thuiszorg’; palliative care at home)
was introduced in the Netherlands [15]. Derived from the
British Gold Standards Framework (GSF) [16], PaTz aims
to improve palliative care in the primary care setting
through timely identification of patients eligible for pallia-
tive care, improving expertise and reinforcing the collab-
oration and communication between key healthcare
providers in the primary care setting. The basic principles
of PaTz are summarized in Table 1. Recurrent interprofes-
sional meetings between local GPs and DNs, supported by
a specialist palliative care professional (physicians and
nurses with formal palliative care training) are the founda-
tion of each PaTz-group. Participants identify patients
with palliative care needs using the Surprise Question [17]
(SQ: would I be surprised if this person died in the coming
year?), put them on a register and code the patients with a
colour indicating the urgency, intensity and/or the com-
plexity of the care needs of that patient and his or her rel-
atives. As such, the register provides an overview of all
identified patients in the PaTz-group and serves as the
backbone for the meetings. Currently, two versions of the
PaTz-register are in use. The first version is the original
version, a simple Excel-file in which basic information re-
garding all patients, their diagnosis and their stability is

registered in a single Excel-sheet. The second version is an
extended, web-based register called the PaTz-portal in
which, apart from the basic information and the colour
code, members of the PaTz-group can click on a patient
to open that patient’s page, where they are prompted to
provide additional information regarding the patient. This
includes a description of the patient’s current problems in
four dimensions as well as future problems and care
needs. In the PaTz-portal, other tools and interventions
that may be helpful in the care for the patient are sug-
gested, like a joint home visit of GP and DN.
While clear benefits in terms of patient outcomes have

yet to be determined, evaluation studies of PaTz have
shown positive results. PaTz-participants feel that PaTz
improves collaboration, while strengthening participants’
expertise and providing emotional support [15], and
PaTz is associated with improved communication, both
between healthcare providers and with patients [18].
The PaTz-register seems a crucial element in PaTz-
groups, as compared to patients who are not on the
register, the preferred place of death is more often
known for patients who are on the register, who also are
less often admitted to the hospital in the final month
[19]. In addition, their death is anticipated earlier by
their GP, treatment is aimed at palliation earlier and
they more often have conversations on end of life topics,
like life expectancy and palliative care treatment options
[19].
Since the first PaTz-groups in 2010, over 180 PaTz-

groups have been established throughout the Netherlands
[20]. Before the start of a new PaTz-group, the PaTz-
foundation provides training for the chair and, if needed,
the Comprehensive Cancer Centre Netherlands (IKNL)
provides a specialist palliative care professional [21]. But
from that moment on the group is left without regulation
from outside, and although the three principles are the
basis for any PaTz-group, there are some practical exam-
ples of variation between PaTz-groups in composition and
use of additional elements. For example, there are groups
in which a coordinator of volunteers in palliative care joins
the meetings, while in other groups a spiritual caregiver is
present. Also, some groups use the original PaTz-register,
while others have switched to the web-based version, or
have been using this version from the start. Thus, while
the theory of PaTz is known, the functioning of PaTz-
groups in practice remains unclear. A clear perspective on
the extent of this variation is primarily important for fur-
ther implementation and development strategies. Sec-
ondly, uncertainty regarding the variation in practice of
PaTz-groups complicates interpretation of studies on the
effect of PaTz-groups. Therefore, this study aims to de-
scribe the practice of PaTz-groups by investigating how
the basic principles of PaTz are applied in practice, and
what the content of PaTz-meetings is.

Table 1 The three basic principles of PaTz

(1) In a PaTz-group, local GPs and DNs meet at least six times per year
to identify and discuss their patients with a life-threatening illness;

(2) PaTz-meetings are supervised by a specialist palliative care
professional;

(3) PaTz-groups use a palliative care register on which all patients with a
limited life expectancy are listed.
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Methods
Design
To investigate the practice of running PaTz-groups in the
Netherlands we used a prospective observational design.
For a follow-up period of 1 year, chairs of participating
PaTz-groups were asked to log and describe the activities
in their meetings. In addition, non-participatory observa-
tions were performed in all participating groups. A mor-
tality follow-back design was used to register the date of
death of patients in included PaTz-groups.

Recruitment of participants
Recruitment of PaTz-groups took place between January
2017 and September 2017. PaTz-groups were eligible for
inclusion if they had been running for a year or longer,
and were not participating in another study, influencing
their performance. At that time, approximately 100
PaTz-groups were eligible for inclusion. At first, PaTz-
groups were recruited through contacts at the PaTz-
foundation, who provided a list of 19 PaTz-groups who
might be interested in participation. The chairs of these

19 groups were sent an information letter regarding the
content of study and asked whether the group was inter-
ested in participating. Non-responding groups were sent
a reminder once. Three groups responded to neither the
initial invitation nor the reminder, six groups refused to
participate and one group was already participating in a
conflicting study. The nine remaining groups agreed to
participate. In an attempt to add more groups to the
sample, we issued a call to participate through the um-
brella organisation of palliative care networks in the
Netherlands (Fibula), which provided a list of four other
groups that were interested in participation. A member
of the research team visited these groups to explain the
study and three groups agreed to participate, adding up
to a total sample of 12 PaTz-groups. Although the ob-
servations were performed in all 12 groups, one group
stopped participating after the observations, and one
group did not start registration at all. In the end, 10
PaTz-groups completed registration in the follow-up
period and were reimbursed for their efforts. Fig. 1 sum-
marizes the inclusion in a flowchart.

Fig. 1 Flowchart of inclusion of PaTz-groups
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Data collection
Data collection took place between January 2017 and
November 2018. Chairs were asked to register who were
present at the meetings, which patients were put on the
PaTz-register, and which patients were discussed. They
were also asked to describe what topics were covered in
the discussions, both regarding the patients as well as
general topics and how much time was spent on each
subject. A form was created to guide the chairs through
the registration of activities (see Additional file 1) and
reminders were sent to chairs who did not return the
forms. The first two meetings, a researcher performed
non-participatory observations using a topic list (see
Additional file 2), paying extra attention to the basic
principles of PaTz in each PaTz-group and the inter-
action between members of the group. After the follow-
up period, a researcher (IK) visited the GPs of the par-
ticipating PaTz-groups to assess which patients on the
PaTz-register had died in that period, and registered
their date of death.

Data analysis
Analysis of meeting characteristics derived from the
non-participatory observations and registration forms
and patient characteristics derived from the registration
forms were performed using descriptive statistics. Selec-
tion of specific groups of patients was performed where
appropriate. The descriptions of topics in patient discus-
sions were analysed by IK and discussed with RP and
BOP using conventional content analysis, in which codes
and categories are derived from data during the analysis
rather than established beforehand [22]. Two thirds
(248/384) of the topic descriptions contained informa-
tion eligible for analysis. During the first analysis, the
codes and categories that were generated from the data
underwent content and definition changes, resulting in a
final coding tree consisting of three categories: current
or future situation, the content of the discussion and the
domain of discussed situation. This coding tree was dis-
cussed with RP and BOP before using in a second ana-
lysis of the data. In the second analysis new codes were
added for data that did not fit into an existing code.
Meeting and patient characteristics were compared be-

tween the groups to establish practice variation, while
the topics of patient discussion were analysed collect-
ively to describe their general content.

Results
Of the 10 PaTz-groups that completed follow-up and
mortality follow-back, four groups were situated in a
major city, five in a town or suburb and one group was
situated in a rural area. At the time of inclusion, seven
groups had been active for more than 5 years, two for

more than 3 years, and one group had been active for
just over a year.

Completeness of data
In all 10 groups, observations of two meetings were per-
formed. Regarding the registration data, there was one
PaTz-group that did not return a registration form for
all meetings, due to absence of the chair on one occa-
sion. In total, 78 out of a possible 79 registration forms
were included in the analysis. Unfortunately, data on the
(changes in) colour coding of registered patients was in-
sufficiently reported and could not be analysed.

Application of basic principles of PaTz
From the observations and registration we found that in
all groups but one, the basic principles of PaTz were
met. The core of all but one groups consisted of GPs,
DNs and a specialist palliative care professional, all
groups used a PaTz-register, whether it be the original
Excel-sheet or the more advanced PaTz-portal, and all
groups met at least six times per year.
One particular group stood out as GPs were not the

driving force of this group. The backbone of this unique
group consisted of palliative care specialists from an aca-
demic hospice and local DNs, while GPs only joined the
meeting when deemed necessary, by the chair’s invita-
tion. This hospice-centred group also had a different
meeting frequency, as this group met once every 2
weeks, while we found that the other groups met once
every 6–8 weeks. The specialist palliative care profes-
sionals in the different groups fulfilled their role di-
versely. Some experts kept a low profile, only giving
advice or information when asked directly. Others were
more involved, and one specialist palliative care profes-
sional, albeit unofficially, even took over chairmanship of
a meeting, deciding which patients to discuss and elab-
orating on palliative care subjects without being asked.
Some groups planned their meetings after working
hours, other groups met during lunch time, whichever
was preferred by the group members. In most groups,
healthcare providers from other disciplines, like spiritual
caregivers, a coordinator of palliative care volunteers
and nurse specialists, joined the meetings, and observa-
tions showed that they incidentally contributed to pa-
tient discussions by asking questions, expressing their
view on a subject or proposing involvement in a patient.
We found that in all groups a palliative care register was

used to list patients with a limited life expectancy. In the
groups using the PaTz-portal, we observed that the PaTz-
portal provided guidance and structure when discussing a
patient. The hospice-centred group used a custom online
register, and for each patient a separate online care plan,
featuring a four-dimensional description of the patient, his
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or her problems and wishes and care, was filled out. An
overview is presented in Table 2.

Content of PaTz-meetings
Meeting characteristics
An overview of the characteristics of the meetings of the
participating PaTz-groups during the follow-up period
can be found in Table 3. It shows that all groups but the
hospice-centred group met 5–7 times in the follow-up
period. Generally, the groups were made up of 4–6 GPs, 3
or 4 DNs, 1 consultant in palliative care and 1 additional
discipline, varying from a coordinator of volunteers in pal-
liative care to a spiritual caregiver or a nurse elderly care
specialist. From the observations we found that while all
PaTz-groups were on a first-name basis, the interaction
between participants varied across groups, likely depend-
ing on their personalities and familiarity with each other.
Consistent throughout all groups, however, was the seem-
ing reluctance of DNs to introduce a patient for discussion
or engage in patient discussions started by others.
Table 3 shows that the mean number of individual pa-

tients that was discussed per group during the follow-up
period was 24 (42% of all patients on the register), ran-
ging from 13 (or 12%) to 39 (or 98%). The majority of
discussed patients were discussed once, and one quarter
was only discussed after death. Regarding group com-
position, the proportion of patients discussed and fre-
quency they were discussed, the hospice-centred group
is a clear outlier here.
The number of patients discussed and associated

amount of time spent per patient varies both between
and within all groups. Some groups averaged less than 4
patients per meeting, while others averaged more than 6,
and while some groups never spent more than 15 min
discussing an individual patient, other groups spent 40

min or more. The number of patients discussed and
time spent on individual patients also varied per meeting
within the same group, as can be seen by the ranges dis-
played in Table 3. Interestingly, two groups had one
meeting were no patients were discussed: group 1 and
group 5. Further enquiry revealed that group 1 had dedi-
cated that meeting to cooperation with local pharmacists
and had spent the entire meeting on this topic, while
group 5 simply had no patients to discuss at that time.
Finally, Table 3 shows that the time spent on the dis-

cussion of other topics differed greatly between groups,
and between meetings. While some groups spent 2.5
min on average on other topics beside patients, there is
one group that spent 18.1 min on other topics on aver-
age. At the same time, in this group, the time spent on
other topics ranges from 0 to 90min.

Patient characteristics
In Table 4 the characteristics of patients that were regis-
tered and patients that were also discussed in the follow-
up period are displayed. On average, patients on the
register were 74 years old, ranging from 34 to 101 years
and 50% was male. The majority was diagnosed with
cancer, and a minority was diagnosed with either organ
failure or frailty/dementia. Ten percent had a different
diagnosis. From the observations, it was not always clear
how individual patients had been identified, but in gen-
eral all PaTz-groups seemed to use the Surprise Ques-
tion to identify patients with palliative care needs.
Communication from the treating clinical specialist that
curative treatment options had been exhausted also
seemed an important identifying trigger.
A few striking differences can be seen between PaTz-

groups. The mean age of registered patients ranged from
66 years to 78 years, and while most groups also registered

Table 2 Application of the basic principles of PaTz in 10 PaTz-groups during a one-year follow-up period

PaTz-
group

1. Group composition 2. Use of PaTz-register 3. Meeting
frequency

Basic
principles
met?

Specialist palliative care professional GP DN

1 Yes, a GP Yes Yes Excel-sheet Once per 2 months Yes

2 Yes, a GP Yes Yes Excel/PaTz-Portal Once per 2 months Yes

3 Yes, a GP and a nurse specialist Yes Yes Excel/PaTz-Portal Once per 2 months Yes

4 Yes, a hospital nurse Yes Yes Excel-sheet Once per 2 months Yes

5 Yes, a GP and a nurse specialist Only on request Yes Custom version of register Twice per month No

6 Yes, a GP and a nurse specialist Yes Yes PaTz-Portal Once per 2 months Yes

7 Yes, an elderly care specialist and
a nurse specialist

Yes Yes PaTz-Portal Once per 2 months Yes

8 Yes, an elderly care specialist and
a nurse specialist

Yes Yes PaTz-Portal Once per 2 months Yes

9 Yes, a GP Yes Yes Excel/PaTz-Portala Once per 2 months Yes

10 Yes, a GP Yes Yes Excel-sheet Once per 2 months Yes
aDuring the follow-up period this group switched to the PaTz-portal

Koper et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2020) 19:10 Page 5 of 11



Ta
b
le

3
C
ha
ra
ct
er
is
tic
s
of

m
ee
tin

gs
of

10
Pa
Tz
-g
ro
up

s
in

a
on

e-
ye
ar

fo
llo
w
-u
p
pe

rio
d,

de
riv
ed

fro
m

re
gi
st
ra
tio

n
da
ta

To
ta
l

G
ro
up

1
G
ro
up

2
G
ro
up

3
G
ro
up

4
G
ro
up

5
G
ro
up

6
G
ro
up

7
G
ro
up

8
G
ro
up

9
G
ro
up

10

G
ro
up

co
m
po

si
tio

n
(n
um

be
r
pr
es
en

t
on

av
er
ag
e)

G
Ps

5
6

5
6

6
0a

3
6

4
6

5

D
N
s

3
3

3
3

2
4

2
4

4
3

4

C
on

su
lta
nt

in
pa
lli
at
iv
e
ca
re

1
1

1
1

1
2

2
2

2
1

1

O
th
er

di
sc
ip
lin
es

1
1

0a
1

0a
2

2
0a

1
1

1

N
um

be
r
of

m
ee
tin

gs
79

6
5

6
6

25
7

6
6

7
5

N
um

be
r
of

pa
tie
nt
s
on

th
e
Pa
Tz
-r
eg

is
te
r

58
3

75
10
7

12
2

48
40

45
29

39
36

42

Pa
tie
nt

di
sc
us
si
on

s

In
di
vi
du

al
pa
tie
nt
s
di
sc
us
se
d

24
3
(4
2%

)
39

(5
2%

)
13

(1
2%

)
21

(1
7%

)
23

(4
8%

)
39

(9
8%

)
22

(4
9%

)
21

(7
2%

)
27

(6
9%

)
26

(7
2%

)
12

(2
9%

)

N
um

be
r
of

tim
es

in
di
vi
du

al
pa
tie
nt
s
w
er
e
di
sc
us
se
d

O
nc
e

16
3/
24
3
(6
7%

)
33

(8
5%

)
10

(7
7%

)
19

(9
1%

)
16

(7
0%

)
10

(2
6%

)
12

(5
5%

)
18

(8
6%

)
18

(6
7%

)
20

(7
7%

)
7
(5
8%

)

Tw
ic
e

54
/2
43

(2
2%

)
5
(1
3%

)
3
(2
3%

)
2
(9
%
)

7
(3
0%

)
10

(2
6%

)
8
(3
6%

)
2
(1
0%

)
6
(2
2%

)
6
(2
3%

)
5
(4
2%

)

Th
re
e
or

m
or
e
tim

es
26
/2
43

(1
1%

)
1
(3
%
)

0
0

0
19

(4
9%

)
2
(9
%
)

1
(5
%
)

3
(1
1%

)
0

0

D
is
cu
ss
ed

on
ly
af
te
r
de

at
h

58
/2
43

(2
4%

)
4
(1
0%

)
6
(4
6%

)
12

(5
7%

)
3
(1
3%

)
1
(3
%
)

11
(5
0%

)
8
(3
8%

)
12

(4
4%

)
0

1
(8
%
)

N
um

be
r
of

pa
tie
nt

di
sc
us
si
on

s
pe

r
m
ee
tin

g
(m

ea
n,
ra
ng

e)
4.
8
(0
–2
0)

7.
7
(0
–2
0)

3.
2
(1
–5
)

3.
8
(2
–7
)

5.
0
(3
–7
)

4.
8
(0
–1
0)

5.
0
(1
–1
1)

4.
2
(1
–6
)

6.
7
(4
–1
4)

4.
6
(3
–6
)

3.
4
(1
–6
)

D
ur
at
io
n
pe

r
pa
tie
nt

M
ea
n
(ra
ng

e)
,m

in
ut
es

8.
8
(1
–4
5)

3.
5
(1
–8
)

13
(3
–4
0)

15
(3
–4
5)

11
(5
–2
0)

11
(1
–2
0)

9
(3
–2
0)

8
(1
–2
0)

5
(3
–1
6)

12
(1
–2
0)

8
(5
–1
5)

25
–7
5%

,m
in
ut
es

5–
10

3–
4

3–
18

5–
23

5–
13

8–
12

5–
12

3–
10

5–
5

9–
15

5–
10

D
is
cu
ss
io
n
of

ot
he

r
to
pi
cs

N
um

be
r
of

ot
he

r
to
pi
cs

di
sc
us
se
d

94
4

13
3

17
5

24
6

12
6

4

M
in
ut
es

sp
en

t
di
sc
us
si
ng

ot
he

r
to
pi
cs

pe
r
m
ee
tin

g
(m

ea
n,

ra
ng

e)
5.
7
(0
–9
0)

2.
5
(0
–5
)

18
.1
(0
–9
0)

3.
3
(0
–1
0)

3.
6
(5
–2
0)

3.
4
(0
–1
0)

2.
5
(5
–1
5)

5.
8
(0
–1
5)

3.
6
(1
–2
0)

7.
5
(0
–1
0)

3.
8
(0
–1
0)

a l
es
s
th
an

0,
5
pr
es
en

t
on

av
er
ag

e

Koper et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2020) 19:10 Page 6 of 11



Ta
b
le

4
C
ha
ra
ct
er
is
tic
s
of

pa
tie
nt
s
w
ho

w
er
e
re
gi
st
er
ed

on
th
e
Pa
Tz
-r
eg

is
te
r
an
d
w
ho

w
er
e
al
so

di
sc
us
se
d
in

10
Pa
Tz
-g
ro
up

s
in

a
on

e-
ye
ar

fo
llo
w
-u
p
pe

rio
d

Pa
tie
nt
s
w
ho

w
er
e
re
gi
st
er
ed

To
ta
lN

=
58
3

1
N
=
75

2
N
=
10
7

3
N
=
12
2

4
N
=
48

5
N
=
40

6
N
=
45

7
N
=
29

8
N
=
39

9
N
=
36

10
N
=
42

A
ge

,y
ea
rs
(m

ea
n,
ra
ng

e)
74

(3
4–
10
1)

77
(3
9–
98
)

78
(4
7–
99
)

78
(3
4–
10
1)

66
(3
6–
89
)

74
(5
5–
97
)

71
(4
1–
97
)

70
(4
3–
88
)

71
(3
7–
95
)

72
(5
8–
90
)

67
(4
0–
95
)

Se
x
(%

m
al
e)

50
49

50
49

55
43

51
66

40
59

51

D
ia
gn

os
is

C
an
ce
r
%

65
36

63
57

81
78

89
10
0

72
58

71

O
rg
an

fa
ilu
re

%
17

19
19

30
13

23
7

0
10

6
12

Fr
ai
lty

/
de

m
en

tia
%

10
28

13
12

2
0

4
0

3
0

5

O
th
er

%
10

28
7

8
0

3
4

0
5

28
7

Pa
tie
nt
s
w
ho

w
er
e
al
so

di
sc
us
se
d

To
ta
lN

=
24
3

1
N
=
39

2
N
=
13

3
N
=
21

4
N
=
23

5
N
=
39

6
N
=
22

7
N
=
21

8
N
=
27

9
N
=
26

10
N
=
12

A
ge

,y
ea
rs
(m

ea
n,
ra
ng

e)
73

(3
7–
98
)

78
(3
9–
98
)

79
(6
3–
94
)

74
(3
7–
95
)

67
(4
6–
81
)

75
(5
5–
97
)

71
(4
1–
92
)

73
(5
8–
88
)

70
(3
7–
90
)

75
(5
8–
90
)

62
(4
9–
92
)

Se
x
(%

m
al
e)

54
49

54
62

73
41

50
71

54
52

55

D
ia
gn

os
is

C
an
ce
r
%

70
39

69
76

87
77

86
10
0

59
58

83

O
rg
an

fa
ilu
re

%
13

18
23

14
13

21
5

0
15

8
0

Fr
ai
lty

/
de

m
en

tia
%

6
26

8
5

0
0

0
0

4
0

8

O
th
er

%
12

28
15

5
0

3
9

0
7

35
0

Koper et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2020) 19:10 Page 7 of 11



patients with organ failure or frailty/dementia as primary
diagnosis, one group only registered patients with cancer.
Further, the proportion of male patients on the register
also varied per group, ranging from 40 to 66%. For the pa-
tients that were also discussed (243/583), we found similar
figures and variation: their mean age was 73 years, 70%
was diagnosed with cancer, varying from 39 to 100% be-
tween groups. Interestingly, most groups discussed more
men than women during the follow-up period (49–73%).

Topics of patient discussions
The analysis of the topics of the patients discussions was
based on 248 descriptions. An overview can be found in
Table 5. More than half (139/248) of the discussions of
patients occurred less than 3 months before death, while
one fifth (53/248) of the discussions occurred more than
3 months before death, and another fifth (56/248) oc-
curred after death. While we found no major differences
in the topics of discussion pre or post 3 months before
death, the topics of discussion after death logically
mainly concerned evaluation of care. We found that the
majority of discussions pre-mortem concerned current
problems, treatment or wishes, mainly in the physical
domain although none of the other domains are com-
pletely ignored. A relatively small proportion of the dis-
cussions concerned future situations. An overview can
be found in Table 5 and some exemplary descriptions of

patient discussions with their assigned codes is provided
in Additional file 3.

Other topics
Table 3 showed that, although the number of other
topics discussed differed greatly per group and per meet-
ing, all groups spent time on other topics, beside dis-
cussing patients. From the descriptions of the discussion
of these topics we derived a number of categories of
topics that were addressed. A large part of the discus-
sions concerned [1] collaboration with other healthcare
providers, like pharmacists and spiritual caregivers, or
healthcare institutions, like local hospitals or hospices
[2]; specific illnesses, treatment or medication, following
from but unrelated to a specific patient, like the suitabil-
ity of certain medication in palliative sedation. Other
discussions concerned [3] the functioning of the PaTz-
group [4]; difficult (situations regarding) patients, such
as patients or families with demanding attitudes [5]; op-
tions in palliative care, such as the option to involve vol-
unteers in palliative care; and [6] tools and knowledge
centres that can be of help in palliative care.

Discussion
Summary of the results
While the basic principles are found in every PaTz-group
but the hospice-centred group, there is considerable
variation in the practice and content of the meetings of

Table 5 Content of patient discussions derived from informative descriptions

Total
N = 248

More than three months before death or
end of follow-up N = 53

Less than three months before death or end
of follow-up N = 139

After death
N = 56

Discussion concerned:

Past situation 51 (21%) – – 51 (91%)

Current situation 181
(73%)

48 (91%) 127 (91%) 6 (11%)

Future situation 28 (11%) 8 (15%) 18 (13%) 2 (4%)

Content of discussed situation:

Problems 134
(54%)

37 (70%) 91 (66%) 6 (11%)

Treatment (options) 70 (28%) 19 (36%) 39 (28%) 12 (21%)

Wishes of patient/family 61 (25%) 16 (30%) 35 (25%) 10 (18%)

Evaluation of care 51 (21%) – – 51 (91%)

Domain of discussed situation:

Physical 103
(42%)

29 (55%) 62 (45%) 12 (21%)

Psychological 45 (18%) 10 (19%) 30 (22%) 5 (9%)

Social 59 (24%) 12 (23%) 34 (25%) 13 (23%)

Existential 31 (13%) 7 (13%) 21 (15%) 3 (5%)

Practical 44 (18%) 14 (26%) 21 (15%) 9 (16%)

Healthcare provider –
patient relationship

10 (4%) 3 (6%) 7 (5%) –
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different PaTz-groups. Most groups spend little time on
other topics than their patients, although the number of
patients discussed in a single meeting varies considerably
as does the time spent on an individual patient. Most reg-
istered patients were diagnosed with cancer and patient
discussions mainly concerned current affairs and rarely
concerned future issues.

Strengths and limitations
A strength of this study is that through the combination of
registration and observations, we experienced the function-
ing of PaTz-groups first-hand in addition to the complete
picture we received from the registration. A limitation of
this study lies in the fact that we included only 10 of ap-
proximately 180 PaTz-groups in the Netherlands. Consid-
ering that they were willing to participate in research, it is
possible that they perform better than the average PaTz-
group, regarding attendance and registration. Another
weakness of the study is that one third of the topic descrip-
tions was not informative, and the number of informative
descriptions differed per group, with a large part of the in-
formative descriptions coming from the hospice-centred
group (110/248). But, as we found no major differences in
topics between this group and the other groups, and the
purpose of the analysis of these descriptions was to create
an overview of topics in the patient discussion in general
and not to compare topics between groups, we feel that
the impact is limited.

Reflections on the application of the basic principles of
PaTz
All groups consist of GPs, DNs and a specialist palliative
care professional, use a palliative care register and meet
at least six times per year. The hospice centred-group is
the exception, as GPs are not the driving force of this
group and join only incidentally when invited by the
hospice team, and the group meets fortnightly. This
group runs by a different model, hospice care at home
(HaHo), which incorporated the element of recurrent
meetings from the PaTz-model as the second of four
components [23]. The first component is a GP requested
home visit to a patient from a hospice nurse consultant
(HNC), who performs a multidimensional assessment,
develops a care plan and provides specialist support to
patients and relatives. The third and fourth component
are telephone backup provided by the hospice and the
assignment of one coordinator of care respectively [23].
As a lack of time is considered the most important bar-
rier to participate in a regular PaTz-group [18], the
higher meeting frequency may explain the practical ab-
sence of GPs in this group. The deviant group compos-
ition and the application of the HaHo-model suggest
that this group cannot be seen as a regular PaTz-
group. Whether it is both desirable and feasible to

diffuse this model throughout the country deserves fur-
ther empirical study.
How specialist palliative care professionals fulfilled

their role varied across the PaTz-groups. While the
added value of their knowledge and expertise is clear
[15], incongruence between the specialist palliative care
professional’s style and the PaTz-group’s needs and pref-
erence may cause friction and dissatisfaction. Finally, it
is also worth noting that some PaTz-groups include
other disciplines, like a spiritual caregiver, a volunteer in
palliative care or a nurse specialist in mental health, but
we could not determine whether this influenced the
topics discussed.

Reflections on the content of the meetings of the PaTz-
groups
The number of patients on the register during follow-up
varied greatly between PaTz-groups, ranging from 29 to
122. Although this variation may be due to differences
in patient population, a more likely explanation is that
different groups have different registration practice.
Considering that in the three groups with highest num-
ber of patients, the patients also have the highest mean
age, it could be that some groups use the SQ to include
all patients who they think might die in the coming year,
including all elderly patients, while other groups only
register patients who are certain to die due to advanced
illness in the coming year. In general, GPs find the
timely identification of palliative non-cancer patients
particularly challenging [24, 25], and PaTz-groups ap-
pear to be no exception. As cancer was the cause of
death in 30% of all deaths in the Netherlands in 2017
and 2018 [26], the proportion of cancer patients among
the registered and discussed patients is remarkably high,
ranging from 36% up to a notable 100%. At the same
time, it is worth noting that these patients were also
more often identified closer to death. While this may ex-
plained by the typical illness trajectories [27] of these
patients, late identification leaves little room for anticipa-
tory action [28]. In addition, as these results reflect the
poor performance of the SQ in the identification of non-
cancer patients reported in previous literature [17], it
might be worthwhile to investigate the performance of
other identification tools like SPICT [29] or RADPAC [30]
in this context.
Regarding the proportion of registered patients that

are also discussed, we found that the hospice-centred
group discussed 98% of their registered patients, which
is inherent to the HaHo-method described earlier. In
PaTz-groups this proportion ranges from 12 to 72%, in-
fluenced by both the groups’ registration practice, as well
as their differences in discussion practice, as is shown in
Table 3. While some groups seem to briefly touch upon
all patients of interest and discuss on average nearly 8
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patients in a single meeting, other groups seem to select
a few patients per meeting to discuss more in-depth. It
is also worth noting that one in four discussed patients
was only discussed after death. While undoubtedly valu-
able and informative, this does not seem to match with
one of the prime goals of PaTz, looking ahead and plan-
ning care in advance. The same applies to the topics of
patient discussions which mostly concerned current af-
fairs and rarely future situations. While the abundance
of discussions of current situations probably benefits
participants and possibly also future patients, it also
shows that there is room for improvement regarding ad-
vance care planning.
Further, we saw that although problems and treatment

options in the physical domain are the predominant sub-
ject, problems in the psychosocial and spiritual domain
are also discussed. As previous research shows that pa-
tients’ and carers’ psychosocial and spiritual needs are
frequently unmet in home-based palliative care [31], this
is an encouraging finding. At the same time, this does
not necessarily imply additional and sufficient attention
for these domains in every patient that needs it. We rec-
ommend examining the added value of discussing a pa-
tient in a PaTz-group on the psychological, existential
and the social domain in future studies.

Reflections on the variation between PaTz-groups
Overall, this study shows that, even though the basics
are the same, the structure and content of PaTz-groups
can be adapted to the preferences of the group mem-
bers. As healthcare providers in all settings, including
primary care, generally have a high workload and are
pressed for time, multidisciplinary meetings like PaTz
need to provide value. Tailoring the structure and con-
tent of the meetings to their needs and wishes is likely
to increase the perceived added value, thus increasing its
sustainability [32]. In addition, the apparent flexibility of
PaTz-groups introduces opportunities to improve the
performance of the PaTz-groups regarding palliative pa-
tient identification and advance care planning.
As mentioned earlier, the GSF was the basis for the

PaTz-method in the Netherlands. The original GSF
programme required general practices to identify and
register patients with a life-threatening illness and dis-
cuss these patients in quarterly team meetings [33]. Re-
ported shortcomings of this programme included a
tendency ‘to focus on mainly patients with cancer and
most only in the final weeks or days of life’ [33]. Al-
though the latter does not seem to apply to PaTz-
groups, we saw that similarly, in PaTz-groups the focus
lies on patients with cancer, leaving patients with other
diseases overlooked. Since the start, the GSF developed
‘silver’ and ‘gold’ levels of the programme, which involve
considerably more training and tools, and require more

time and commitment from its participants. These ‘up-
grades’ are reported to result in an increase of registered
patients both with and without cancer, more patient-
focused care including advance care planning and im-
proved active support for informal caregivers [33]. It
may be worthwhile to investigate whether upgrading
PaTz-groups in such a fashion is both feasible and bene-
ficial for participants and patients.

Conclusion
Although the foundation of all PaTz-groups is the same,
there is considerable variation in practical implementa-
tion of PaTz-groups, regarding organization, number
and types of patients on the register and discussed dur-
ing meetings between PaTz-groups. While the basic
principles are essential in the functioning of PaTz-
groups, the variation between PaTz-groups is also im-
portant, as tailoring a PaTz-group to the needs of its
participants is likely to enhance its sustainability. The
flexibility of PaTz-groups also provides ample opportun-
ity to modify the content and tools used, and improve
identification of palliative patients and advance care
planning.
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