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NHS Context Pre-Pandemic

• Ageing population and increasing demand
• Resulting in increasing hospital activity – from general practice to A&E 

attendances and emergency admissions to referrals to outpatient 
services, diagnostic tests and elective admissions



NHS Context Pre-Pandemic

• Co-morbidities – complex long term conditions

• Biggest killers – heart disease, dementia, stroke, lung cancer

• Staffing challenges – 44,000 nurse vacancies and over 9,000 doctor 
vacancies in the NHS in 2019

• Variable adoption of tech, issues scaling – NAO report 2020 “the track 
record for digital transformation in the NHS has been poor, with the 
previous major national programme being closed early without achieving 
its objectives.”



Key Developments in 2020/21 – BaU pauses

• In March 2020 Simon Stevens asked hospitals in the public sector to 
“urgently discharge all hospital in-patients” who were medically fit to 
leave and “postpone all non-urgent elective operations” for at least three 
months.

• Focus on covid
• Heroic efforts on covid treatment, vaccinations
• 6 million fewer patients were referred to treatment in 2020 than in 2019
• 4.7 million patients waiting in April 2021
• By April, 52-week waits for care are projected to have risen 12,008% since 

March 2020 (by December they had already risen by 7139%)
• Cancellations of diagnostic testing and delayed treatment may lead to 1,660 

extra deaths from lung cancer alone



Key Developments in 2020/21 – NHSX view

• Significant digital 
transformation 
in 2020 



Key Developments in 2020/21

Virtual appointments – total triage in primary care and significant 
increase in acutes since spring 2020 incl virtual wards using devices 
and apps to measure their blood oxygen level



Key Developments in 2020/21

• Tech to manage the pandemic (eg NHS 111 online, text messaging)  

• Surge in patients’ uptake of remote health services, including registrations for the 
NHS App, NHS login and e-prescription services - Imagination gap closed but 
serious challenges ahead

• Health Foundation report (March 2021) looking at increased NHS use of 
technologies during the pandemic to reduce face-to-face contact and manage 
demand, such as video consultations, online appointment booking or remote 
monitoring at home. Most found the experience positive, but half of these users 
aged 55 and older (50%) and nearly half of those with a carer (46%) – groups that 
may have higher need for health care – thought these technology-enabled 
approaches made for worse quality of care.

https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/news/poll-reveals-positive-experience-of-nhs-tech-during-covid-19


What will probably stay

• Remote consultations

• Remote monitoring/self-management (for some ppl)?

• Remote working – more flexibility for staff

• NHS app, other apps

• Less fear around tech?  Increasing use of AI eg in radiology, skin cancer



What we’ve learned

• Tech can help but much quite straightforward 
• Importance of interoperability
• Transformation has occurred but need to keep momentum
• Purchasing too local, insufficient funding 
• Planned legislative changes may discourage innovation 
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