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Primary care 
Primary care is the first point of contact for someone when they 

contract an illness, suffer an injury or experience new symptoms.  

 

It is generally regarded as the ‘gateway’ to receiving more specialist 

care. This contact will usually be with a GP, dentist or optician. 

 

For example, a service user might visit their GP when they 

experience the early signs and symptoms of Type 2 diabetes, such 

as frequent urination, increasing thirst, sudden unexpected weight 

loss and feeling very tired. 
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Secondary care 

A person who has been provided with primary care may be referred for 

secondary care. These are specialist, consultant-led services which 

include cardiology, oncology and endocrinology. 

 

Secondary care is usually (but not always) delivered in a hospital or 

clinic. The initial referral is usually made by the primary care 

professional (GP). 

 

For example, a service user who is experiencing the early signs and 

symptoms of Type 2 diabetes may be referred by their GP to an 

endocrinologist for further tests and investigations.  
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Tertiary care 

Tertiary care involves highly specialised treatment and care within a 

hospital setting.  

 

Tertiary care requires professionals (usually surgeons) with specific 

expertise in a given field, to carry out advanced investigations and 

treatment for the patient.  

 

For example, following investigations for coronary heart disease, a 

service user may be admitted to hospital for a coronary artery bypass 

graft, which would be performed by a cardiothoracic surgeon.  
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Palliative care 

Palliative care is an approach that improves the quality of life of 

service users and their families facing the problems associated with a 

life-threatening illness. 

 

Palliative care provides: 

 relief from pain and other distressing symptoms 

 a support system to help service users live as actively as possible 

until their death 

 a support system for families 

 a team approach towards planning end of life care with service 

users. 
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