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Efficiency and innovative partnerships
Streamlining services to cut waiting  
lists and optimise onward referrals

A CASE STUDY

 Our relationship with Connect  
 Health has been instrumental in 
reducing physiotherapy waiting times 
for patients and making better use of 
digital technology. Since we started 
working together, the service has 
evolved to transformation of the whole 
MSK pathway so that people in Brent 
can get earlier access to interventions 
they need outside of hospital.”

Jonathan Turner, Borough Lead Director (Brent), 
North West London Federation of CCGs

BRENT COMMUNITY MSK 
PHYSIOTHERAPY SERVICE

NHS Brent Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) 
is responsible for a population of approximately 
375,305 patients across 54 practices. They 
selected Connect Health in January 2019 
to provide the Community Physiotherapy 
Service for the patients of Brent. In October 
2019 the contract was extended to include a 
Tier 2 Clinical Assessment and Triage Service 
(CATS) which provides a single point of 
access gateway for musculoskeletal (MSK) 
health,  rheumatology, pain, women’s health, 
orthopaedics and diagnostics.

As part of the NHS Brent Out of Hospital Strategy, 
the redesigned community physiotherapy services 
provision and new clinical model aimed to ensure 
that referrals are dealt with quickly by qualified 
and experienced practitioners, ensuring rapid 
access to the right point of care.

IN SUMMARY 
Achievements of the new  
community-based service:

•   Improved clinical model – patients have 
access to a high quality, safe, effective and 
standardised service

•   Improved waiting times – from 12 weeks 
previously, to 5 to 10 days depending upon 
priority

•   21% reduction in Trauma and Orthopaedics 
GP referrals to first appointment from  
April 19 – Mar 20

•   Just 4% of referrals into CATS are now 
referred onto secondary care

•   Direct access MRI requests reduced by   
over a half April 18-Feb 20

•   Integration - Services are much more 
integrated/joined-up across the system

•   Quality of life improvements – 4461 patients 
have shown an improvement in EQ5D score, 
with Mar 19- Mar 20 improvement score 
averaging at +0.23 (compared to the  
average of previous studies of +0.16)

•   80% of patients would recommend the 
service to family and friends

•   Increased access flexibility and availability  
– patients are referred to the service by their 
GP or patients may self-refer by telephone  
or online
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Brent Integrated 
Musculoskeletal Service 
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Languages
It’s unusual for a physio 
service to have so many 
multiple language speaking 
clinicians. We try and match 
the right clinician with 
the patient and offer 11 
languages, as well as having 
a web and telephone based 
interpreter service.

Women’s Health
We offer a specialist 
community Women’s 
Health service and 
receive GP referrals 
for gynaecology and 
obstetric conditions.

Specialist Services

Subject Problems to solve

Backlog • There was a significant backlog of over 4000 patients in the service

Waiting lists • There was a 12 week wait for an MSK physiotherapy appointment

Impact of delays

• Long delays for an appointment meant conditions became more 
chronic in nature leading to potential implications on physical and mental 
well-being, as well as potential financial implications for work and home

•  The delay often means more physiotherapy appointments are required 
within a patient’s treatment cycle which has a negative impact upon 
administrative and clinical resources

Excessive secondary 
care referrals

• GP referrals being sent to secondary care were very high.

•  Many patients were referred for conditions that didn’t need secondary 
care input

Outpatients/imaging • Brent had a very high usage of services across outpatients and imaging

Fragmented pathway
• There was an urgent need to streamline the service in order to help the 

wider system

Problems to be solved prior to January 2019 by the new service

MSK Challenge

of all GP consultations 
are for MSK 
complaints

30% 80%
Up to MSK problems are 

cited by 60% of 
people on long term 

sickness. 40% of 
the over 70’s have 
osteoarthritis (OA) 

of the knee

of people report low 
back pain at some 
point in their life

In Brent, 64% of 
the population 
is from BAME 
background 

(20% non-English 
as 1st language)
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Backlog reduced
•  Connect Health successfully cleared the 

inherited 4,000 patient backlog within   
6 months

Primary care education
•  Reducing referrals to secondary care required 

a high level of collaboration with the GP 
community. Connect Health regularly attends  
GP locality meetings and provides service 
updates and newsletters

We’d heard about Connect 
Health’s work in neighbouring 
boroughs and knew we were 
one of only a few CCGs in 
the region that didn’t have 
a streamlined orthopaedic 
pathway in place.” 
Charis Croft, Former Head of Planned Care, 
Brent CCG

The graph shows a decline in outpatient 
activity, particularly OPFA, (first out-patient 
appointment) following the introduction of the 
Connect Health Interface in October 2019, by 
approx. 200 first appointments a month.

reduction in GP referrals 
to first appointment for 

Trauma and Orthopaedics
April 19 – Mar 20

Referrals Total Oct 19 - 
Feb 20

Referrals Received for CATS 1832

Referrals referred to 
orthopaedics following CATS 
intervention

32

Referrals referred to pain 
management following CATS 
intervention

21

Referrals referred to 
rheumatology following CATS 
intervention

18

Figure 1

T&O Outpatient Appointments, GP referred,  
all providers, Brent CCG April 19 - Mar 20

Figure 2
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Outcomes – reductions in secondary care referrals  
 
“This case study is a perfect example demonstrating the amazing work that is being 
done in Brent regarding providing access to the right MSK intervention given the local 
demographic representation.” Champa Hirani, Service Manager 
 
Backlog reduced  

• Of the 4010 patients in the backlog, 2350 proceeded to have treatment. 
Connect Health cleared all backlogs in the first 6 months  

 
Primary care education  

• Reduced referrals to secondary care required a high level of education within 
the GP community which had to be handled sensitively, however most 
feedback was positive. Connect Health regularly attends GP meetings.   

 
Just 4% of referrals into CATS are referred to 
secondary care  

• Operational data shows the Connect 
Health interface was performing above 
expectations to February 2020  

• (this date is used as it is not affected by COVID-19 
lockdown or changes in service) 

• Note: GPs are continuing to refer directly to 
acute trusts, and so the drop in outpatient 
activity has not been as dramatic as this 
would suggest. 

 
  
 
 
 
21% reduction in GP referrals to first appointment for Trauma and 
Orthopaedics  
April 19 – Mar 20  
 
The graph shows a decline in outpatient 
activity, particularly OPFA, (first out-
patient appointment) following the 
introduction of the Connect Health 
Interface in November 2019, of approx. 
200 first appointments a month  
 
Key  
OPFA - First outpatient appointment  
OPFU - Outpatient follow-up 
OPPROC - Outpatient with procedure 
 
  

Referrals  
Total 

Oct19-
Feb20 

Referrals Received for 
CATS 1832 

Referrals referred to 
orthopaedics following 

CATS intervention 
32 

 Referrals referred to 
pain management 

following CATS 
intervention 

21 

Referrals referred to 
rheumatology following 

CATS intervention 
18 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 

Introduced Connect 
Interface

•  Operational data shows the Connect 
Health interface was performing above 
expectations to February 2020 (this date 
is used as it is not affected by COVID-19 
lockdown or changes in service)

Just of referrals 
into CATS 
are referred 
to secondary 
care (Figure 1)

Outcomes - Reductions in secondary care

Grand Total 

OPFU - Outpatient follow-up 

Key

OPFA - First outpatient appointment

OPPROC - Outpatient with procedure
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Outcomes - Reductions in diagnostics
Direct access MRI requests, GP referred, all providers, 
reduced by over a half April 18-Feb 20

 
 
 

Page 4 
Outcomes - Reductions in diagnostics  
  
Direct access MRI requests, GP referred, all providers, reduced by over a 
half April 18-Feb 20 
 

 
Figure 3 

Cost of direct access MRI requests was down from £140.3k in May 2018 to 
£47.6k in Dec 2019 
Clearly the decrease in MRI requests is part of a longer term trend and programme of work, 
but the introduction of the Connect Health Interface Service has supported this, and provides 
reassurance to GPs that patients will get appropriate treatment, without the need for ordering 
scans.  
 
Ultrasound referrals reduced by 55% 
This trend is seen more vividly when looking 
at MSK ultrasound activity in acute Trusts 
which reduced from 2385 in July 19 to 1033 
in March 2020  
 
 
 
Just 1% of cases required imaging  
This shows that in total, in the 5 months for 
which there is data, Connect requested 
imaging for just ~1% of the cases seen.  
 
This is lower than even the most ambitious 
estimates at the introduction of the service. 
While the early months of this service, GPs may not 
have referred all the most complex cases that would 
require imaging, this suggests that continuing the 
interface model and placing more emphasis on using 
it as a single point of access for all MSK referrals 
could provide even greater impact than seen 
currently.  

Connect Contract 
Data 

Total 
Oct 19-
Feb 20 

Number of Referrals 
Received for CATS 1832 
Number of MRI’s 

ordered 9 
Number of Ultrasounds 

ordered 0 
Number of x-rays 

ordered 8 

Figure 5 
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Figure 4 

This shows that in total, in the 5 months for which there is 
data, Connect requested imaging for just ~1% of the cases 
seen. This is lower than even the most ambitious estimates 
at the introduction of the service. While in the early months 
of the service, GPs may not have referred all of the most 
complex cases that would require imaging, this suggests that 
continuing the interface model and placing more emphasis on 
using it as a single point of access for all MSK referrals could 
provide even greater impact than seen currently.

Connect Contract 
Data

Total Oct 19 
- Feb 20

Number of Referrals 
Received for CATS

1832

Number of MRI’s 
ordered

9

Number of 
Ultrasounds ordered

0

Number of x-rays 
ordered

8

of cases  
required 
imagingJu

st

Cost of direct access MRI 
requests was down from 
£140.3k in May 2018 to 
£47.6k in Dec 2019
Clearly the decrease in MRI requests is part of 
a longer term trend and programme of work, 
but the introduction of the Connect Health 
Interface Service has supported this, and 
provides reassurance to GPs that patients will 
get appropriate treatment, without the need for 
ordering scans, if these are not clinically indicated.

This trend is seen more vividly 
when looking at 
MSK ultrasound 
activity in acute 
Trusts which 
reduced from 
2385 in July 
19 to 1033 in 
March 2020. 
(Figure 4)

Outcomes - Reductions in secondary care

Figure 3

 
 
 

Page 4 
Outcomes - Reductions in diagnostics  
  
Direct access MRI requests, GP referred, all providers, reduced by over a 
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MRI contract ceased

Engagement with GPs 
about use of MRIs and 

NWL pathways
Introduced Connect 
Interface to embed 

improvements

Ultrasound referrals 
reduced by 55%

Figure 3

Figure 5
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Impact on patientsImpact on staff
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Extremely rapid response. One thing I 
really liked is that the exercise programme 
is at the right level and takes into account 
that I’m active. The physio provided 
updated information on my condition 
and recommended activities as I’d been 
following outdated advice. Really happy.” 
Patient

“My physiotherapist was very thorough 
and the diagnosis was straight away 
after initial assessment. The advice and 
exercises were brilliant. The Physio App 
was really helpful and easily accessible, 
I can look at them anytime, shows real 
people doing the exercise. Best yet,  
well done!” Patient

of patients would recommend  
the service to family and friends,  
based on independently collected data

quality of life improvement

+0.23
Patients have shown an 
improvement in EQ5D score, 
with an annual improvement score 
averaging at +0.23 (compared to 
the average of previous studies 
of +0.16) based on data March 
19-March 20

“Connect Health attracted me because 
of the way it helps its staff progress 
in a team environment. There’s good 
leadership, with a clear strategy and a 
plan for moving forward. I’m exposed to 
such a wide variety of patients; everyone 
from fit 18-year olds to 95-year olds with 
osteoarthritis. As a clinician, it’s great 
to feel that you can help people to feel 
more comfortable and improve their 
wellbeing throughout their 
whole lifetime.” 

Consultant in Sports and Exercise Medicine, 
Dr Jonathan Korgaonkar

“We are pleased to offer patients a range 
of ways to access services via PhysioLine 
(telephone), PhysioNow (online), video 
call appointment or face to face, all within 
a couple of weeks. We have a huge gym 
facility in two locations in Brent. The 
facilities we have here are pretty special.” 

Daniel Townsend, Advance Physiotherapy 
Practitioner, Clinical Lead

“Onward referrals are quicker than the 
traditional route. Previously, you would write 

back to the GP with your recommendation 
which meant a long wait. The CATS team is 

extremely helpful and can get the patient 
to the correct speciality quicker, essentially 

providing a better patient care.”  
MSK Physiotherapist

“Connect Health access for patients is 
extremely fast and recently even quicker 
with the start of self-referrals. This results 
in patients’ symptoms not becoming 
chronic in nature and easier for them to 
manage and essentially recover quicker.” 
MSK Physiotherapist
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Connect Health®, The Light Box, Quorum Park,
Benton Lane, Newcastle upon Tyne,
Tyne and Wear, NE12 8EU

0191 250 4580
generalenquiries@

connecthealth.co.uk

Why Connect Health as a partner?
Working with Connect Health has been a really innovative collaboration 
between commissioner and provider and the benefits have been felt 
all around.

The patient facing aspect has seen fast appropriate care being delivered in 
community settings with a range of different modalities and languages to 
accommodate our diverse population.

With regards to the local GPs, there has been continued engagement and the 
team have been responsive to the local GP’s needs by also providing advice 
and education throughout the contract.

In terms of the impact on the delivery of good quality healthcare, we have 
seen a significant reduction in the use of diagnostics and also a reduction in 
unnecessary referrals into secondary care which ensures all aspects of the 
whole system is being used more appropriately.

As a service, this has been a pleasure to have developed and the Connect team 
has helped achieve our vision for an unrivalled MSK Service for the patients 
of Brent.”

Dr Shazia Siddiqi – GP Lead Brent CCG

We have worked with Connect Health partners to ensure that our patients 
receive the best care possible in a timely manner. The recent MSK patient 
self-referral pathway has increased access for our patients and it is a 
service development that has been welcomed by our residents and 
primary care colleagues.”

Dr Madhukar Patel, Chair of Brent CCG 

Impact on patients

Connect Health®   CS_NHS-B_v1.0_1220

Connect Health is constantly striving to achieve their KPIs. Putting patients 
at the heart of everything we do, we work collaboratively to ensure the 
service successfully accommodates the needs of our patients in Brent.  
We are proud of our achievements together.”

Keerthiga (Keetha) Hariharan, Programme Delivery Manager, Brent CCG

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

