
A Case Study  Efficiency and innovative partnerships

Darlington Integrated 
Musculoskeletal Service

A CASE STUDY

 The Connect Health MSK 
service provides high quality, safe, 
evidence-based care that delivers 
clinically effective specialist triage of 
musculoskeletal referrals, ensuring 
patients are seen in the right place,  
by the right person at the right time.”

POSITIVE EFFECTS OF INTRODUCING  
THE SINGLE POINT OF ACCESS (SPOA) 
ON SECONDARY CARE AND DIAGNOSTICS 
ACTIVITY 

The Darlington locality is part of Tees Valley 
CCG and is made up of 11 member GP practices, 
covering a total population of c108,000 over a 
mainly urban area, coterminous with Darlington 
Borough Council (DBC). Life expectancy is lower 
than the England average and 20% of children are 
from low income families. 

The waiting time for orthopaedic surgical 
procedures has traditionally been the longest for 
any surgical specialty and the direction of travel 
was to bring services into a community setting 
and streamline the pathway for patients. 

Connect Health was commissioned to deliver 
the integrated MSK (musculoskeletal) service in 
April 2017 in order to offer patients a single point 
of direct access for musculoskeletal needs and 
physiotherapy support, rather than seeing their 
GP for their MSK problem.

IN SUMMARY 

Summary outcomes  
(comparing 17/18 to 18/19)

•  The SPOA was introduced by 
Connect Health within the first 
year of the contract which 
resulted in a 30% increase in 
anticipated patient referrals. 

•   19% reduction in orthopaedic 
outpatient first attendances 
(figure 1)

•   25% reduction in Trauma 
and Orthopaedics Ortho Day 
cases (figure 2)

•   15% reduction in outpatient 
follow up attendances  
(figure 3)

•   13% reduction in secondary 
care joint injections (figure 4)

•  30% increase in Connect 
Health MSK appointments 
(figure 5)

•  EQ5D +0.21 - Patient’s 
average quality of life score is 
+0.21 for year 19/20 

•  FFT 92% of patients would 
recommend Connect Health 
to family and friends  
(figure 6)
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Challenge Solution

There was the potential for all 
orthopaedic referrals to be sent to 
secondary care, resulting in long 
waiting lists 
Without making a change, waiting lists would 
continue to increase, with patients being 
referred to secondary care when potentially 
the condition could be treated holistically in 
the community, particularly when multiple 
investigations were required.

Appropriate treatment could be 
provided very adequately in a 
community setting rather than an 
acute hospital
The experienced clinicians at Connect Health 
are more than capable of assessing and 
treating patients to ensure care is provided at 
the right time in the right place with the right 
level of health care that is needed thereby 
reducing possible multiple appointments.

Low surgical conversion rate 

Previously referrals to secondary care were 
through GP referral. A large proportion of 
those referred directly to orthopaedics did 
not result in a surgical procedure.

GPs refer all patients with an 
orthopaedic/MSK condition 
excluding red flags through the 
single point of access (SPOA)
There is a higher conversion (ave 76%) 
amongst those who had been referred 
initially for MSK assessment before referral to 
orthopaedics. (Journal of Trauma and Orthopaedics: 
Volume 01, Issue 02, 2013)

The Solution

A single point of contact
•   For patient management through the 

pathway by trained practitioners providing 
an improved patient experience.

Centrally located hub
•   Clinic located in the centre of the town.  

Full range of digital options available. 

Access to highly specialised advice 
and treatment
•   For both patients and other professionals in 

the management of all MSK conditions.

Provision of developed  
care pathways
•   Allowing a smooth transition between 

primary and secondary care, ensuring timely 
intervention / referrals and rapid access to 
priority diagnostics and treatment.

Challenges in Darlington prior to new approach 

DIRECTING PATIENTS STRAIGHT TO A MSK SERVICE RATHER THAN VIA  
A GP CAN IMPROVE EARLY MANAGEMENT AND PREVENT CHRONICITY.

MSK triage services provide a single point of access for local MSK referrals. They provide 
specialist clinical review of incoming referrals and triage patients to the most appropriate 
setting for further treatment and/or diagnosis. Link to NHS England resources

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/msk-orthopaedic-elective-care-handbook-v2.pdf
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Secondary care orthopaedic statistics show reductions in 18/19 when SPOA 
was introduced which is maintained the following year. This is against a 
backdrop of orthopaedic appointments doubling from 2005-2017 (NHSE).

Reductions in orthopaedic activity  
including joint injections 

There was a 19% reduction 
in orthopaedic outpatient 
first attendances, moving 
from 2642 in 17/18 prior to 
SPOA being introduced, to 
2145 in 18/19.

Figure 1

Orthopaedic Outpatient 
First Attendances

17/18
Pre SPOA SPOA Yr 1 SPOA Yr 2

Pre SPOA SPOA Yr 1 SPOA Yr 2

Pre SPOA SPOA Yr 1 SPOA Yr 2 Pre SPOA SPOA Yr 1 SPOA Yr 2
18/19 19/20

2,145
2,122

2,642
Down 
19%

Down 
1%

There was a 13% reduction 
in secondary care joint 
injections from 499 in 17/18 
prior to SPOA to 435 in 18/19.

Figure 4

Secondary care  
joint injections

17/18 18/19 19/20

435
400

499

Down 
13% Down 

8%

There was a 15% reduction 
in outpatient follow up 
attendances, from 8047 
in 17/18 prior to SPOA to 
6814 in 18/19.

Figure 3

Outpatient follow  
up attendances

17/18 18/19 19/20

6814
6684

8047
Down 
15%

Down 
2%

There was a 25% reduction 
in Trauma & Orthopaedics 
Ortho Day cases moving from 
613 in 17/18 to 461 in 18/19.

Figure 2

Trauma & Orthopaedics 
Ortho Day cases

17/18 18/19 19/20

461 473

613 Down 
25%

Up 
3%

Pre SPOA SPOA Yr 1 SPOA Yr 2

There was a 30% increase 
in Connect Health MSK 
appointments at 24,413 in 
18/19 compared to pre-SPOA 
in 17/18 at 18,710.

Figure 5

Connect MSK 
appointments

17/18 18/19 19/20

24,413
27,463

18,710

Up 
 30%

Up 
12%

The NHS national tariff (19/20) for an orthopaedic outpatient appointment is £151.

increase in 
Connect 
Health MSK 
appointments

30%

reduction in 
secondary 
care joint 
injections

13%
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The service provides an equitable, accessible, patient centred service in the 
community and offers the most efficient way of delivering care, promoting 
independence and self-management. 

92% of patients would recommend Connect Health to their family and friends.

Improved patient outcomes

FFT 92% positive

EQ5D +0.21  
quality of life score
Patient’s average quality of life score is +0.21 
(comparing favourably to the average of 
previous studies of +0.16) for year 19/20.

Activity
Despite there being a 30% increase  
in referrals in 18/19;

•  90% of patients are triaged within 5 days 
following implementation of SPOA  
(ave 18/19-19/20). 

•  93% of patients receive their physio 
appointment within 4 weeks (ave 18/19-19/20).

17/18  
(Pre SPOA)

18/19
(SPOA Yr 1 )

19/20
(SPOA Yr 2) Dec 20 - Feb 21

FFT rate 84.67% 88.01% 88.12% 92.35%

Response 
rate 32% 36% 33% 42%
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Retired medical secretary, Barbara, had a niggling back pain 
flare up, which thankfully was solved with physiotherapy 
advice, without having to leave her home. 

“I had a slipped disc many years ago and from time to time my 
lower back is very painful. The pain meant I couldn’t walk very far, 
I avoided housework and knew gardening would be difficult. 

Due to Covid restrictions, I had a telephone consultation and 
the physio recommended some tailored exercises which were 
emailed over along with video links. 

After about 10 weeks I can do all the things I couldn’t do before. I’ve even been digging – 
which is one of my favourite things to do in the garden. I wouldn’t have even attempted 
that before I spoke to the physio.” 

Read Barbara’s story here

Impact on patients

https://www.connecthealth.co.uk/people/barbaras-story/
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This service is excellent and makes a 
huge contribution to the patient journey. 
I have been seeing your patient referrals 
through to various sites and I am glad 
to inform you they are appropriate for 
the clinical conditions. Most of the time, 
their investigations are done to the level, 
where we can make the decisions straight 
away and hence don’t lose any more time 
in making surgical decisions for these 
cases. The non-surgical management is 
exhausted before they come and see us 
as well, so the patients are fairly confident 
to talk about the surgical treatment and 
make decisions.” 

 
Rajiv Limaye 
Consultant Orthopaedic Surgeon,  
University Hospital of North Tees  
and Hartlepool

Terry’s condition was so severe he was 
in an induced coma for 11 days. After 
discharge, following physiotherapy from 
Connect and gym work he is now almost 
back to full fitness.
 
Terry Fisher, 67 from Darlington, went 
from being in a coma and unable to walk 
to being back on the golf course with help 
from Connect Health and the Healthy  
Darlington Programme.
 
Read Terry’s story here

Impact on Staff 2020  
Positive

Connect Health is a physically 
healthy place to work 89%

Connect Health is a mentally 
healthy place to work 78%

Connect Health has special and 
unique colleague benefits 90%

I feel supported to be  
the best I can 91%

People look forward to  
coming to work here 86%

I enjoy working at Connect 84%

This is a fun place to work 87%

Connect Health is  
working to reduce its  
environmental impact 

91%

Connect Health support me to 
fulfil my career aspirations 87%

https://www.connecthealth.co.uk/people/terrys-story
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Future plans

The Darlington MSK service has demonstrated the value of a single point of 
access triage service to both patient and health economy. Patients can access 
the right care, in the right place at the right time ensuring that only those that 
require a secondary care opinion are referred to hospital services.”

Nick Livadas 
Clinical lead, Darlington service, 
Connect Health

Connect Health is working with the PCN and CCG to provide a First Contact Practitioner (FCP) 
service across Darlington Primary Care Network to offer a fully integrated pathway. 

Building on the successful orthopaedics Single Point of Access, the next step will be the 
development of a SPOA for all rheumatology referrals.

Working in the community
Connect Health has completed patient and public involvement and engagement with 
NRAS (National Rheumatoid Arthritis Society) and Healthwatch to improve the physical 
activity levels of the Darlington population.

Connect Health®, The Light Box, Quorum Park,
Benton Lane, Newcastle upon Tyne,
Tyne and Wear, NE12 8EU

0191 250 4580
generalenquiries@

connecthealth.co.uk

Connect Health®   CS_NHS-DL_v1.0_0721

New community 
hub 
The Darlington service moved into new hub 
premises in February 2021, at the Dolphin 
Centre – a leisure and community centre 
and home to Healthy Darlington with it’s 
motto - eat well, move more, live longer. 
Based in the heart of Darlington town centre, 
all appointments are offered from there, 
with access to state of the art gym facilities, 
leisure centre, bistro and soft play area.

mailto:generalenquiries%40connecthealth.co.uk?subject=
http://www.connecthealth.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/ConnectPhysiotherapy
https://twitter.com/Connect_Health_
https://www.linkedin.com/company/connect-physical-health

