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1) Review Question
What factors contribute to waiting times for treatment and consultation within the National Health Service (NHS), what impact do prolonged waiting times have on patients and healthcare delivery, and what strategies have been proposed to reduce these delays?

2) Objectives
1. To define the concept of waiting time for consultation and treatment within the NHS. 
2. To examine the current evidence on the causes of prolonged waiting times across NHS healthcare services. 
3. To evaluate the effects of waiting times on patient health outcomes, patient satisfaction and healthcare service delivery. 
4. To review current NHS policies and strategies introduced to reduce waiting times. 
5. To identify gaps in the literature and recommend areas for future research and policy development. 
3) Rationale
Timely access to healthcare is an important indicator of good health. Although the National Health Service (NHS) provides healthcare based on clinical need rather than ability to pay, increasing demand, workforce shortages, financial pressures and the COVID-19 backlog have resulted in prolonged waiting times for consultation and treatment (NHS England, 2024).
These delays can worsen patients' physical and mental health, reduce quality of life, delay diagnosis, produce poorer treatment outcomes and increase pressure on emergency services. Long waiting lists may also reduce patient trust and contribute to inequalities in access to care (The King's Fund, 2024).
Although many studies have examined NHS waiting times, the evidence is spread across emergency care, elective surgery, cancer and mental health services. Bringing this evidence together through a scoping review will provide a clearer understanding of the causes of delays and the effectiveness of current strategies. The findings will support future healthcare policy, service planning and research aimed at improving patient access and NHS service quality.

4) Methods
This study will adopt a scoping literature review.
Literature will be identified from PubMed, Scopus, CINAHL, Web of Science and Google Scholar, together with reports from NHS England, NICE and The King's Fund. Searches will use terms including NHS waiting times, treatment delay, consultation waiting time, patient access and elective care backlog.
Only English-language publications from 2015–2026 will be included. Eligible sources will comprise peer-reviewed articles, systematic reviews, government reports and policy documents relating to NHS waiting times.
Data will be analysed using thematic synthesis to identify the causes of waiting times, their impacts on patients and healthcare services, and interventions to reduce delays. The review will follow the PRISMA-ScR framework.
5) Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval will not be required because the study uses published literature only. However, the review will follow the principles of academic integrity through accurate referencing, objective reporting and transparent interpretation of the evidence.
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