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Introduction
Access to healthcare at the right time is very important for patients. When people become ill, they expect to receive medical advice, tests, or treatment without unnecessary delays. The National Health Service (NHS) was created to provide healthcare that is free at the point of use and available to everyone based on their clinical needs. However, in recent years, waiting times for appointments have become a major challenge across the NHS. Many patients now wait longer to see a General Practitioner (GP), receive a specialist referral, have diagnostic tests, or begin treatment. This has become an important issue because delays can affect both patient health and the quality of healthcare services.
There are many reasons why appointment delays happen. One of the main reasons is the increasing demand for NHS services. The UK has an ageing population, and more people are living with long-term health conditions that require regular medical care. At the same time, the NHS is experiencing staff shortages in different healthcare professions, including doctors, nurses, and other healthcare workers. Limited funding, high workloads, and increasing patient numbers have placed additional pressure on healthcare services. The COVID-19 pandemic also had a significant impact on the NHS, creating long waiting lists that many services are still trying to reduce.
Appointment delays can have a serious impact on patients. Waiting a long time for an appointment may cause a patient’s condition to become worse before treatment begins. Some illnesses may be diagnosed later than expected, which can reduce the chances of successful treatment. Delays may also increase pain, discomfort, and stress for patients and their families. Many people feel worried or anxious while waiting for appointments because they do not know whether their condition is becoming more serious. In some situations, delayed care may lead to emergency hospital admissions that could have been prevented if treatment had been provided earlier.
Appointment delays also affect healthcare professionals and the NHS as a whole. Doctors and nurses often have to care for patients whose conditions have become more serious because of long waiting times. This increases pressure on healthcare staff and may reduce the quality of care that can be provided. Long waiting lists can also reduce patient satisfaction and public confidence in NHS services. Understanding these challenges is important because it may help healthcare organisations develop better strategies to improve access to care and reduce waiting times.
This research report will use a scoping review to explore the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. A scoping review is suitable because it allows the researcher to examine a wide range of published evidence and identify the main themes found in the literature. The review will focus on peer-reviewed studies that investigate how appointment delays affect patients, healthcare services, and health outcomes. It will also identify common findings and gaps in the current evidence.
The findings of this report may help improve understanding of the effects of appointment delays on patient care and highlight areas where improvements could be made. Better understanding of this topic may support healthcare professionals, service managers, and policymakers when planning future changes that improve access to NHS services and provide better care for patients.

This research report uses a scoping review to explore the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. A scoping review was chosen because it allows the researcher to examine a wide range of published evidence and identify the main themes in the peer-reviewed literature. This review aims to answer the following research question: What is the impact of appointment delays on patient care in the NHS? To achieve this aim, the review will identify the main causes of appointment delays, explore how these delays affect patient health outcomes, examine their impact on patient experience and satisfaction, identify the main themes reported in the peer-reviewed literature, and provide recommendations for improving access to NHS healthcare services. The findings of this review may help healthcare professionals, service managers, and policymakers better understand the effects of appointment delays and support future improvements in patient care.

Background
The National Health Service (NHS) is one of the largest healthcare systems in the world. It was created in 1948 to provide healthcare that is free at the point of use for everyone living in the United Kingdom. The NHS is based on the idea that people should receive healthcare because they need it, not because they can afford to pay for it. Every day, millions of people use NHS services, including GP appointments, hospital care, diagnostic tests, emergency treatment, and community healthcare services.
In recent years, the NHS has faced many challenges. One of the biggest problems is the growing demand for healthcare services. The UK population is getting older, and more people are living with long-term health conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, and dementia. These patients often need regular appointments and ongoing treatment. As more people require healthcare, it becomes more difficult for the NHS to provide appointments quickly.
Another important challenge is the shortage of healthcare staff. Many hospitals and GP practices do not have enough doctors, nurses, or other healthcare professionals. Staff are often very busy and work under pressure. At the same time, the NHS has limited resources and funding, making it difficult to increase the number of appointments available. These problems can lead to longer waiting times for patients.
The COVID-19 pandemic also had a major impact on NHS services. During the pandemic, many routine appointments, operations, and diagnostic tests were delayed or cancelled. Hospitals had to focus on treating patients with COVID-19 and protecting staff and patients from infection. As a result, waiting lists became much longer. Although the NHS has made progress since the pandemic, many patients are still waiting a long time for appointments and treatment.
Appointment delays can happen at different stages of a patient’s healthcare journey. Some patients wait several weeks to see a GP, while others wait months to see a specialist or receive treatment in hospital. Delays can also happen while waiting for scans, blood tests, or other investigations. For some patients, waiting may only be frustrating. However, for others, it can lead to worse health, delayed diagnosis, increased anxiety, or more serious medical problems.
Because of these challenges, reducing waiting times has become one of the main priorities for the NHS. Understanding why appointment delays happen and how they affect patients is important for improving healthcare services. This is why many researchers have studied the impact of waiting times on patient care and health outcomes.

Another important effect of appointment delays is the impact on patients’ mental wellbeing. Many people feel stressed, worried, or frustrated while waiting for an appointment or test result. Some patients may become anxious because they do not know if their condition is becoming more serious. Long waiting times can also affect family members, who may worry about their loved ones or have to provide extra support while they wait for treatment.

Appointment delays can also have an impact on healthcare services. When patients cannot access care at the right time, some may become more unwell and need emergency treatment instead. This increases the number of people attending Accident and Emergency (A&E) departments and places more pressure on hospitals. In some cases, conditions that could have been treated earlier become more difficult and more expensive to manage. This creates extra work for healthcare professionals and increases the cost of providing care.

Researchers have found that long waiting times may affect different groups of patients in different ways. Older adults, people with long-term health conditions, and patients waiting for cancer treatment or mental health services may be more affected than others. For these patients, even a short delay can have a negative effect on their health or quality of life. This shows why it is important to understand which patients are most at risk and how waiting times can be reduced.

Many studies have explored the reasons for appointment delays and their impact on patient care. These studies have reported similar problems, including delayed diagnosis, slower access to treatment, reduced patient satisfaction, and poorer health outcomes. However, researchers have also suggested different ways to improve NHS services. These include increasing the healthcare workforce, improving appointment systems, using digital technology more effectively, and providing better planning of healthcare resources. Although these changes may not solve every problem, they could help reduce waiting times and improve patient care in the future.

This scoping review will examine the available peer-reviewed research to understand the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. It will identify the main findings reported in the literature and compare the results of different studies. The review will also highlight gaps in the current evidence and discuss how future research and improvements in healthcare services may help reduce waiting times and improve patient outcomes.
The NHS aims to provide safe, effective, and timely healthcare for everyone. According to the NHS Constitution, patients have the right to access healthcare within reasonable waiting times. However, meeting these targets has become more difficult because of increasing demand, staff shortages, and pressure on healthcare services. Reducing waiting times is now one of the main priorities for NHS England because long delays can affect patient safety, quality of care, and patient experience.

Appointment delays are not only a problem for individual patients but also for the whole healthcare system. When patients wait too long for treatment, they may need more complex care later, which increases the workload for healthcare professionals and places extra pressure on NHS services. Understanding the reasons for these delays and their impact on patient care is important for improving healthcare services and planning future changes. For this reason, this scoping review will examine the available evidence to better understand how appointment delays affect patient care within the NHS and identify possible ways to improve access to healthcare services.

Methods
This research report uses a scoping review to explore the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. A scoping review was chosen because it is useful for exploring a broad topic and summarising the available evidence. It also helps identify the main themes, gaps in the literature, and areas where more research may be needed. This review followed the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework for conducting scoping reviews. The reporting of the review was guided by the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) checklist to ensure that the review was clear and well organised.
A literature search was carried out using Google Scholar, PubMed, and CINAHL. These databases were selected because they provide reliable peer-reviewed research in health and social care. Background information was also collected from NHS England and other UK government publications to provide current information about waiting times and NHS services.
The search used the following keywords: “NHS appointment delays”, “waiting times”, “patient care”, “patient outcomes”, “delayed diagnosis”, “delayed treatment”, “healthcare access”, and “NHS waiting lists”. Different combinations of these keywords were used to find the most relevant studies. Only articles published in English between 2019 and 2026 were included to make sure the evidence was recent and reflected the current situation in the NHS.
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were used during the selection process. Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed, written in English, focused on NHS or UK healthcare services, and explored the impact of appointment delays on patient care or patient outcomes. Studies were excluded if they were published before 2019, were not peer-reviewed, were opinion papers, conference abstracts, or did not focus on appointment delays within healthcare.
After the search was completed, the titles and abstracts of all identified articles were reviewed. Studies that met the inclusion criteria were read in full. The findings from the selected studies were compared, and the main themes were identified. These themes were then used to organise the Results and Discussion sections of this report.
As this study is a scoping review based only on published literature, ethical approval was not required. No patients were involved, no personal data were collected, and no primary research was carried out. However, all sources were referenced using the Harvard referencing style to ensure academic honesty and avoid plagiarism.
Although every effort was made to include the most relevant studies, this review has some limitations. Only English-language articles were included, and the review focused mainly on NHS services. This means that some relevant international studies may not have been included. Despite these limitations, the selected evidence provides a useful overview of the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS.


Results
Table 1 summarises the five peer-reviewed studies included in this scoping review. The studies investigated the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. Although different research methods were used, all studies examined how waiting times affected patient outcomes, healthcare services, and the quality of care. The studies included modelling research, retrospective studies, observational studies, and prospective cohort studies. Together, they provide a broad overview of the effects of appointment delays across different healthcare settings.
The first important finding was that appointment delays can negatively affect patient health outcomes. Sud et al. (2020) reported that delays in urgent cancer referrals reduced patient survival and resulted in the loss of life-years. The study showed that patients with some types of cancer were more likely to experience poorer outcomes when diagnosis and treatment were delayed. Similarly, Lesi et al. (2021) found that patients with colorectal cancer who received treatment after the NHS 62-day target had a greater risk of cancer progression. These findings suggest that timely diagnosis and treatment are important for improving patient outcomes.
Another common finding was the effect of long waiting times on emergency care. Jones et al. (2022) examined more than 5.2 million hospital admissions in England and found that patients who waited more than five hours for admission from the emergency department had a higher risk of 30-day mortality. This study highlighted the importance of reducing delays in emergency care to improve patient safety.
The studies also showed that appointment delays affected patients waiting for planned treatment. Yates et al. (2022) investigated patients waiting for cardiac surgery and found that many patients experienced long waiting times before receiving treatment. Some patients became more unwell while waiting, and a small number died before surgery could be carried out. These findings demonstrate that long waiting lists may have serious consequences for patients with complex health conditions.
The final study by James et al. (2024) focused on patients who waited longer than 18 weeks for treatment. The researchers found that these patients used more healthcare services and required more medical support than patients who were not on waiting lists. This suggests that long waiting times not only affect individual patients but also increase the workload and costs for the NHS.
Overall, the five studies reported similar findings. Appointment delays were associated with poorer patient outcomes, delayed diagnosis, disease progression, increased healthcare use, and greater pressure on NHS services. Although the studies examined different patient groups and healthcare settings, they all suggested that reducing waiting times could improve patient care and support better healthcare outcomes across the NHS.
[image: ]
Discussion
This scoping review explored the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. The findings from the five selected studies showed that long waiting times can have a negative effect on both patients and healthcare services. Although the studies focused on different patient groups and healthcare settings, they reported similar findings. The main themes identified were delayed diagnosis and treatment, poorer patient outcomes, increased pressure on NHS services, and greater use of healthcare resources.
One of the most important findings was that appointment delays may lead to poorer health outcomes. Sud et al. (2020) and Lesi et al. (2021) both showed that delays in cancer diagnosis and treatment may reduce the chances of successful treatment. These findings suggest that patients benefit from receiving healthcare as early as possible. Early diagnosis is especially important for serious conditions because treatment can begin sooner and may improve survival.
Another important finding was the effect of waiting times on patient safety. Jones et al. (2022) found that long delays before hospital admission were linked with a higher risk of death. This shows that reducing waiting times is not only about improving patient satisfaction but also about protecting patient safety. Patients who receive treatment quickly are less likely to experience complications or a worsening of their condition.
The review also found that appointment delays place extra pressure on the NHS. James et al. (2024) reported that patients waiting for treatment used more healthcare services than patients who were not waiting. This may increase the workload of doctors, nurses, and other healthcare professionals. Long waiting lists can also increase NHS costs because patients may require additional appointments, investigations, or emergency care while waiting for treatment.
The findings also highlight the importance of improving access to healthcare services. Better workforce planning, increased staffing, improved appointment systems, and greater use of digital technology may help reduce waiting times. Although these changes may require additional investment, they could improve patient outcomes and reduce pressure on healthcare services in the future.
This review has several strengths. It included recent peer-reviewed studies and examined different healthcare settings within the NHS. This provided a broad overview of the impact of appointment delays on patient care. However, there are also some limitations. Only English-language studies were included, and the review focused mainly on NHS services. Some relevant international studies may therefore have been excluded. In addition, only a small number of studies were included, meaning that the findings may not represent every healthcare setting.
Overall, the evidence suggests that appointment delays remain a significant challenge for the NHS. Reducing waiting times may improve patient outcomes, increase patient satisfaction, reduce pressure on healthcare professionals, and support better quality of care. Further research should continue to examine effective ways of reducing waiting times and improving access to NHS healthcare services.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review explored the impact of appointment delays on patient care within the NHS. The findings from the five selected studies showed that long waiting times can have negative effects on patients and healthcare services. Appointment delays were associated with delayed diagnosis and treatment, poorer health outcomes, increased use of healthcare services, and greater pressure on NHS staff. Although the studies examined different healthcare settings, they all highlighted the importance of providing timely access to healthcare.
The review also showed that reducing appointment delays could improve patient safety, patient experience, and the overall quality of care. Patients are more likely to receive effective treatment when they are diagnosed and treated as early as possible. Shorter waiting times may also reduce the number of emergency admissions and help the NHS use its resources more efficiently.
Based on these findings, several recommendations can be made. The NHS should continue to invest in increasing workforce capacity, improving appointment systems, and expanding the use of digital healthcare where appropriate. Reducing waiting lists should remain a priority to improve patient outcomes and reduce pressure on healthcare services. Future research should continue to investigate effective strategies for reducing appointment delays and improving access to NHS care.
In conclusion, appointment delays remain an important challenge for the NHS. Addressing these delays may improve patient outcomes, enhance the quality of healthcare services, and support a more efficient and sustainable healthcare system.
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