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Background

The 2-week-wait (2ww) referral pathway 
from primary care was established to 
ensure urgent specialist assessment of 
individuals with “red-flag” symptoms.¹ 
We investigated the impact of 
COVID-19 in 2020 on the number of 
urgent referrals, the interval between 
presentation and referral, and the 
interval between referral and specialist 
appointment for patients presenting to 
Star Lane Medical Centre (SLMC), 
Newham, London.

Methods

Population Reporting lists were run on 
EMIS system for patients registered at 
SLMC who were coded as “fast-track” 
or “2-week-wait referral” from January 
2020 (pre-COVID-19) to January 2021. 
The primary outcome investigated was 
the delay in the 2ww referral pathway. 
Secondary outcomes included the 
number of 2ww referrals made in 
primary care and the delay between 
presentation of “red-flag” symptoms and 
referral. We compared the delay in the 
2ww referral pathway to data obtained 
from the Newham Care Commissioning 
Group (CCG) for 2015-2019 using a 
Mann-Whitney U test². We also used 
linear regression on the  CCG data to 
forecast and compare the delays for 
2020.

Results

When compared to the previous five years the 
number of 2ww pathway delays per month in 
2020 were significantly higher (p < 0.0001).On 
linear regression analysis, the percentage of 
delays in the 2ww pathway for each month 
(excluding August 2020) was higher than those 
forecasted. The percentages for March 2020 
and December 2020 were significantly higher 
than those forecasted, corresponding to the 
first lockdown and the end of the second 
lockdown respectively.  Results show a 
decrease in the number of referrals made from 
February 2020 to January 2021 compared to 
pre-COVID-19. The delay between 
presentation with “red-flag” symptoms and 
referral was consistently higher across this 
period compared to pre-COVID-19. Breast and 
skin cancers represented 48.1% of the delays 
in referral. 

Conclusion 

Delays in the 2ww referral pathway 
significantly increased during the year 
2020 compared to the previous 5 years. 
Additionally, the number of 2ww 
referrals made decreased, and the 
delay between  presentation and 
referral increased during this period. 
Delays in referral from primary care 
may reflect doctor uncertainty 
concerning referral guidelines, 
hesitancy towards exposing patients to 
high risk environments, as well as 
challenges adapting to the online triage 
system.³
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Figure 1: Box-plot comparison of 2020 vs. previous 
years 2015 - 2019

Figure 2: Linear Regression forecast of 2ww failure rate (orange) vs. observed 2ww failure rate for 
2020 (red bars) 

Table 1: Data collected from the SLMC EMIS 
system for Jan 2020 - Jan 2021


