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bstract

ne-year survival after head and neck cancer in England has been reported to be worse than that in Europe, despite five-year conditional
urvival being similar, which implies that patients present later in England. One country with better rates is The Netherlands. There are many
ossible causes, one of which may be the system of referral from primary to secondary care. We have compared the views of secondary care
pecialists in the two countries about their systems for referral, and identified aspects that might have an impact on outcomes. We organised
emistructured qualitative interviews of surgical specialists in head and neck cancer in England and The Netherlands (n = 12 in each). The
ost common theme was communication between primary care and specialists. Surgeons in England identified this as the aspect most lacking

nder the English “two-week” rule, while Dutch specialists felt that the good communication in their system was one of its best points.
ther themes included the educational needs of primary care practitioners, criticism of “tick box” referrals in England, and too many patients

eferred who do not have cancer. Overall, specialists in both countries identified good aspects of their respective referral systems, but those in
ngland felt strongly that the “two-week” rule/NICE guidance system could be improved with better direct communication between primary
nd secondary care, which might improve the speed and quality of referrals, reduce unnecessary ones, and assist in educating primary care
hysicians. It is not clear whether such improvements would improve survival, but further research and piloting of such a system should be

onsidered in England.

 2019 The British Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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E
ntroduction
here is broad agreement that the outcomes of some can-
ers in England (and the rest of the UK) are inferior to the
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uropean best, initially reported in the first “EUROCARE”
ancer studies.1 The fifth version of EUROCARE indicated
hat though improvements had been made in the UK, some
utcomes remained inferior to the best in Europe.2 Many
onsider that the UK’s relatively poor outcomes result at
east partly from diagnostic delay, so the patient has a more
dvanced cancer at the time of diagnosis.3
Data from EUROCARE-5 indicate that, for head and neck
ancer, five-year conditional (on one-year survival) outcomes
n the UK compare well with the best in Europe, yet one-year
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urvival was still poorer than in several European countries.4

ne example is The Netherlands, where one-year survival
fter head and neck cancer in 2000–2007 was reported by
atta et al to be 74.7% (95% CI 73.7 to 75.7) compared
ith one-year survival in England of 70.3% (95% CI 69.7

o 70.9).4 Five-year conditional survival rates for the same
eriod were similar: Netherlands 65.7% (95% CI 64.1 to
7.5) and England 65.6% (95% CI 64.6 to 66.6).

However, finding out exactly why diagnostic delays occur
s complicated for all cancers, and probably has many com-
onents that require different solutions.5,6 It is also important
hat different types of cancer are considered separately when
e attempt to find out the causes of delay.7 Many studies have

ttempted to identify both the factors that delay the diagnosis,
nd the differences between developed European countries
ith comprehensive healthcare systems.8 The International
ancer Benchmarking Partnership, initiated by the Depart-
ent of Health in England,9 has explored several possible

auses of international variation in the outcome of cancer,
ncluding patients’ knowledge about it and willingness to
onsult a health professional,10 international variation in
rimary care practitioners’ willingness to refer,11 and socioe-
onomic inequalities.12

For the more common cancers, some work has focused
n clinicians’ views on the effectiveness of the diagnostic
athway.13 However, there has been relatively little study
f clinicians’ views on the “fast-track” diagnostic process
or head and neck cancer,14 and nearly all published work
n clinicians’ views has focused on studies done in single
ountries.15,16

The purpose of this study, therefore, was to gain in-depth
nsight into the views of specialists in head and neck cancer
n England and The Netherlands about their referral sys-
ems for suspected early cancer, with an emphasis on the
erceived strengths and limitations, and how the process of
eferral might be made more effective. We aimed to com-
are the referral system for suspected head and neck cancer
n each country through the views of the surgical specialists,
nd to identify aspects of both systems of “fast-track” referral
or cancer that might potentially contribute to differences in
urvival after cancer of the head and neck.

eferrals  for  cancer  in  the  English  and  Dutch  health
ystems

n 2018, the English and Dutch health systems provided for
opulations of 53 million (UK = 66 million) and 17 million,
espectively. The Netherlands spent 12% of GDP on health
are whilst the UK spent 8.8%. In the UK most funding is
erived from general taxation, while in The Netherlands it is
n insurance-based system, and all residents are required by

aw to have health insurance. In both countries, the general
ractitioner (GP) provides a “gatekeeping” service and refers
atients, when required, to secondary care.17
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The English system for “fast-track” referral for all sus-
ected cancers, including those of the head and neck, is the
two-week” rule, which requires that referrals from a GP are
een by a specialist within 14 days. GPs are provided with a
ist of potential signs and symptoms of cancer to assist with
eferral.18

In The Netherlands there is no specific fast-track referral
ystem for cancer. Hospital and specialist care (except emer-
ency care) are accessible only by referral from GPs, who
re guided by an on-line, evidence-based, guideline system
NHG-Standaarden), and refer to a specialist if alarm symp-
oms are present. Specialists at both secondary and tertiary
entres will assess new patients with cancer within a week

 and if necessary the same day – after consultation by tele-
hone. Patients with head and neck cancer in a secondary
NT centre may be referred to a dedicated outpatient clinic
t a tertiary head and neck centre to be seen the same week.

ethods

thics approval for the study was obtained in England
rom the Medical Sciences Interdivisional Research Ethics
ommittee of the University of Oxford (CUREC reference
52175/RE001) and in The Netherlands from the Medi-
al Ethics Committee of the VU University Medical Centre
msterdam (reference 2017.116). In accordance with good

linical practice, a formal presentation was delivered to a
roup of PPI (Patient and Public Involvement in Research)
olunteers, who were invited to comment on and discuss
he study. Secondary care surgical specialists who dealt with
eferrals of patients with head and neck cancer were cho-
en for the study. Such specialists have extensive experience
f referrals for head and neck cancer compared with GPs.19

he Netherlands was chosen to compare with England, as
hey have superior one-year survival yet an almost identical
ve-year conditional survival.

ecruitment

elective (non-probability) sampling was used to obtain con-
istency across the Dutch and English samples with respect
o: ENT and maxillofacial specialists; sex; “secondary” care
pecialists (general ENT and maxillofacial surgeons); “ter-
iary” (specialists in head and neck only); and the age and
xperience of the participants.

Potential participants in the UK and The Netherlands were
dentified from national lists of specialists and through pro-
essional networks. Participants were all accredited surgical
pecialists – trainees were excluded. Participants in each

ountry were provided with an information sheet, in English,
hich described the nature and purpose of the study. Recruit-
ent and interviews continued to the point of data saturation.
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Table 1
Profile of participants (n = 12 in each group).

Variable England Netherlands

Mean (range) age (years) 53 (43–60) 46 (36–59)
Sex:

Male 11 10
Female 1 2

Specialty:
ENT-based 6 8
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nterviews  and  collection  of  data

 semistructured interviewing technique was used. A flexible
nterview template was developed, based on existing publica-
ions (Appendix 1), together with an iterative approach that
e used to question development further as the interviews
rogressed. Interviews were conducted in English in both
ountries by a single interviewer, who was an experienced
ead and neck surgeon. Interviews in The Netherlands took
lace between June and October 2017, and in England from
ugust 2017 – February 2018. Interviewees were contacted

nd interviewed at a time and place of their choice (includ-
ng, in some instances, their own homes). All participants
ere issued with an information sheet and signed an appro-
riate consent form. All interviews commenced with the same
road question: “Could  you  describe  the  typical  process  of
eferral of a  patient  with  suspected  head  and  neck  cancer  to
our out-patient  clinic?” Interviews (all in English) typically
asted 30–40 minutes and were securely audiorecorded.

Although interviews were not restricted to prearranged
uestions, several important issues were included in the inter-
iew: the strengths and limitations of the referral system in the
articipant’s country; the participant’s view of the effective-
ess of the system and how it might be improved; referrals
hat have only a small possibility of cancer and the effect
n the system; the quality of referrals and the quality of the
nformation provided by the primary care practitioner; and
he need for education of GPs and what form it might take.

nalysis

ecorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and the

ranscribed files imported into NVivo 11 Pro for Win-
ows qualitative analysis software (version 11.4.1.1064, QSR
nternational, 2017). Qualitative thematic analysis, using the
onstant comparison method20 was made concurrently with

t

p
a

able 2
omments on communication.

NGLAND
It is just a shame to me that we are encouraged not to pick up the phone. The gene
genuinely feel that that’s a quicker way forward for a lot of the patients.”

We have lost the direct contact with primary care practitioners, which historically
worried about Mrs Jones who I think has got a cancer. You see the patient that af
patient, doctor to doctor contact.”

It’s all based on that person to person communication. You can run a healthcare s
that human interaction aspect of this. I cannot speak too strongly that that is imp
critical.”

In the 17 years I’ve been a consultant I have seen GPs and secondary care clinici
don’t really interact socially. We don’t really interact academically.”

HE NETHERLANDS
I think it’s very important that the GP must feel confident to call the specialist. It 

thing. Of course, we make time for those people. The first weeks are important to
It’s necessary that you have short lines. And you only have short lines if you know
every now and then. I think this system works.”

If they want they can always talk to us. They have got a special telephone number
Maxillofacial-based 6 4

he on-going interviews. Analysis started after the first inter-
iew, and continued throughout the study.

After multiple readings of the transcriptions, codes were
nitially assigned by one researcher (SL) to phrases and sen-
ences that identified concepts that had been described by the
linicians. Coding was reviewed in a sample of interviews by

 second researcher (CB). Codes were subsequently organ-
sed into groups of common themes. New codes and themes
ere developed iteratively as the interviews progressed. Data
ere analysed to identify different perspectives among the
articipants, including a focus on similarities and differences
etween Dutch and English participants and their perceptions
f the effectiveness of their respective systems for referrals
f patients with cancer.

esults

welve participants were interviewed in each country
Table 1). Several themes emerged from the interviews:

Communication
“The other  thing  that’s  largely  broken  down  is  the

nterpersonal contact  between  specialists  and  general  prac-
itioners”  (English  head  and  neck  surgeon).
By far the most common theme among the English partici-
ants was the lack of direct communication between primary
nd secondary care practitioners during the referral process.

ral practitioners don’t pick up the phone and refer any more. I

 was a phone call. Dr Smith phones you up and says, listen, I am
ternoon and you can use a lot of the filtering systems through the direct

ystem in as protocolised way as you choose. That doesn’t overcome
ortant especially in something as complex as head and neck. I think it’s

ans move further and further and further apart in a general sense. We

must be easy for them to call. They don’t know. That is an important
 do it quickly.”

 the names and you know the person and you have them on the phone

 to call the department.”
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Table 3
Comments on speed of referral.

ENGLAND
“The typical referral process is a standard two-week referral form, which comes in a standard proforma. We actually have no interaction with the

process prior to the patients arriving at the clinic.”
“These patients ought to be seen very quickly, much quicker than the 14 days allocated, perhaps two or three days.”
“If you were referred to the neck lump clinic on Tuesday afternoon, you have to wait eight days for an appointment. I aim to see most patients at less

than seven days and currently that is only about 50% of patients. As a rule, I think we could be quicker.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“I always offer to see the patient the same day. Same day or the day after. As soon as possible. Patients appreciate it if they can come the same day and

well, just meet the surgeon and to get started with all the diagnostics.”
“We call the patients and invite them for a visit on the outpatient clinics on Monday or on Wednesday so that’s twice a week, so they never have to wait

longer than five days.”

Table 4
Comments on patients referred who do not have cancer.

ENGLAND
“I think it is inevitably going to be part of a process where screening occurs and you are going to have to look at a lot of people with symptoms before

you actually find the cancers. In some respects, from a patient’s perspective and population perspective I think it’s good because they are getting
seen quicker. But from a resource perspective, I think it’s appalling.”

“I think our colleagues in the primary care sector are quite acutely aware of that. I think they would rather send something which they probably know
in the back of their mind that it probably isn’t, but they are not willing to take that chance and put it in a routine referral and so they will just put it
on a two-week referral and I think that probably accounts for a lot of why we are getting a lot – 80–90% of them – that are just benign disease.”

“But currently the way things stand, it penalises people in the routine pathway and encourages patients, doctors and dentists to use the two-week rule
pathway for non-malignant conditions.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“It’s part of the job. It’s better that we do the whole work up and get to say, lucky you, you haven’t got cancer.”
“You have patients who are referred with either a bit of a bulk at the tongue base which might just be lingual tonsil which is a bit bulky and all the

alarm bells are sounding and you try to figure out if it’s cancer or not. We get the lateral neck mass which turns out to be a bronchogenic cyst and
not the lymph node from the unknown primary. We  get them. We all get them.”

“If I speak to a general practitioner, I tell him what I think of his story and then I tell him, we will see the patient within one hour the same day, a few
 It’s sel
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days or a few weeks. We  agree. He follows my suggestion, nearly always.
than I suspect. We  will tend to stay on the same side, of course.”

any English specialists, particularly those aged over 50, felt
hat this had been better in the past, and the “two-week” rule
id not facilitate discussion between clinicians. There was a
trong view that improved communication between primary
nd secondary care would improve the effectiveness and effi-
iency of referrals for head and neck cancer. Specialists in
he Netherlands, on the other hand, reported close and direct
ommunication with their primary care colleagues, and often
ommented on the importance of this relationship (Table 2).

Speed of  referral
“If I  see  the  letter  myself  or  have  talked  to  the  GP,  I let  them

ome the  same  day  or  the  day  after” (Dutch  ENT  surgeon).
While both English and Dutch specialists agreed that there

as a need to see patients with suspected cancer rapidly,
nglish specialists commented on the lack of influence that

hey had on both the process and speed of referral of patients
ith suspected head and neck cancer. Unlike them, Dutch

linicians were often able to see patients much more quickly,
nd had substantial influence on the process of referral
Table 3).

Patients  referred  who  do  not  have  cancer
“So  you  sort  of  see  a  25-year-old,  the  history  says  they  get
outh ulcers  once  every  two  months  for  the  last  two  years.
hey have  ticked  oral  cancer  and  they  have  got  a  two-week

a
(

dom a general practitioner thinks the sense of urgency is larger

eferral.  In  my  experience  it  is  fairly  common” (English  head
nd neck  surgeon).

This was a common theme in the English interviews. There
as a mixed view – on one hand, frustration at the perceived

inefficiency” of large numbers of patients referred with only
 remote chance of cancer, while on the other there was an
cknowledgement that a system such as the “two-week” rule
asts a wide net by design. English clinicians expressed con-
ern that other routine cases might be disadvantaged by the
arge number of patients with suspected cancer but only a
mall risk of having the disease. They also suggested that
Ps in some instances used the “fast-track” pathway when

he prospect of cancer was low for fear of missing a diag-
osis of cancer. Specialists in The Netherlands, particularly
general” ENT/maxillofacial surgeons, who get the bulk of
P referrals rather than those consultants in tertiary centres,

lso had many patients referred who had only a small risk of
ancer, but they were more inclined to view this as inevitable.
hey also felt that direct discussion with the GP was helpful

n deciding the urgency of the case (Table 4).
Quality of  referrals
“I think  it’s  utterly  awful  that  patients  can  be  referred  with
 diagnosis  of  a  suspected  malignancy  with  a  tick  in  a  box”
English  head  and  neck  surgeon).
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Table 5
Comments on the quality of referrals.

ENGLAND
“Essentially what we’ve created is a tick box exercise, so you tick a box in terms of where you feel that they might follow the criteria with actually very

little in the way of free text and actually, as you and I know, the free text actually gives you more information. Very few people actually put any free
text in now at all.”

“Just ticking a box that says, you know, hoarse voice with no duration of symptoms or anything like that.”
“I think if you referred an unresolved lump in the neck that is actually a fair cop. That is exactly what secondary care should be dealing with, because

unless you have got access to an ultrasound scan and aspiration services you aren’t going to get a diagnosis on that.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“I really think that the quality of the general practitioners here is fairly good.”
“It’s only rarely that I really think, okay, this is really a late referral by somebody and so I think, in general, everything is doing okay.”

Table 6
Challenges in primary care.

ENGLAND
“The GP is overworked. They are not having adequate time to see patients. They are ticking boxes and getting them off the plate as quickly as possible.”
“What we used to have was ‘urgent’, ‘soon’ and ‘routine’. We don’t stratify the referrals any more. So, if a doctor or a dentist wants to have somebody

seen quickly they just use that pathway.”
“The difficulty with head and neck cancer diagnosis is that the GP can’t nasendoscope the patient. To a certain extent that diagnostic test is not

available to them and therefore, the need for somebody to examine the larynx and pharynx becomes the issue.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“  a lot of
“
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I think the GP is a busy man or woman here in the Netherlands, they have
The GPs, they have to know so many things, but they are not specialists.”

Among the English specialists there was a wide range
f views on the quality of referrals. One prominent theme
as a dislike for “tick box”’ referrals without any additional

nformation, and many felt that the referrals were better when
ome more clinical information was included. However, other
articipants noted that often symptoms did require urgent
nvestigation. Dutch specialists, however, had few criticisms
bout the quality of their referrals (Table 5).

Primary care  challenges
“But  again,  I  am  aware  of  the  pressures  GPs  are  under,

here they  haven’t  got  much  time,  six,  seven  minutes  to  really
ee a patient  and  then  sort  things  out”  (English  head  and  neck
urgeon).

Specialists in both England and The Netherlands com-
ented on the difficulties faced by primary care practitioners.
nglish specialists commented on the pressure of time and the
ifficulties of identifying malignancy of the head and neck in
rimary care. The overall view in The Netherlands was sim-
lar, and specialists also commented on the volume of work
n general practice and the difficulties in identifying cancer
f the head and neck (Table 6).

Primary care  education
“A  typical  graduate  who  comes  through  UK  medical

chooling would  have  done,  at  the  most,  five  days  of  ENT,
f they  are  lucky” (English  ENT  surgeon).

In both England and The Netherlands there was a broad
ange of views about the need for education of GPs about
ead and neck cancer. On the one hand, some practitioners
dvocated regular primary care education (either face-to-face

r internet-based) while others suggested that such educa-
ion was of limited value. Participants in England suggested
hat – while primary care education was potentially useful

I
e
s

 busy practices.”

 the practicalities of delivering it were challenging. In The
etherlands several views emerged, broadly similar to those

n England. Dutch specialists generally agreed that primary
are practitioners’ knowledge of ENT cancer was not exten-
ive. The views on the need and type of education were,
owever, diverse, and ranged from marked enthusiasm for
raining sessions to the opinion that such training was of little
alue (Table 7).

The  English  and  Dutch  systems  of referral:  perceived
enefits

“It works  well.  I  think  it  does,  anyway  just  from  my  expe-
ience over  the  last  ten  years.  It’s  not  perfect  by  a long  shot,
othing  is.  Certainly,  it’s  getting  better” (English  maxillofa-
ial surgeon).

“I am  quite  happy  with  the  way  the  admission  to  the  hospi-
al is  working.  I  am  quite  happy  with  it.  I  don’t  see  –  I  rarely
ee –  problems” (Dutch  maxillofacial  surgeon).

Many English specialists, while being aware of shortcom-
ngs in the “two-week rule/NICE guidance” system, did think
hat it had benefits. The Dutch specialists were, overall, happy
ith their system of referral, and considered GP/specialist

ommunication, speed of service, and highly centralised sec-
ndary treatment centres, to be key benefits (Table 8).

iscussion

ummary  and  main  findings
n this study we have highlighted both similarities and differ-
nces in the views of English and Dutch specialists about their
ystems of “fast-track” referral for patients with suspected
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Table 7
Primary care education.

ENGLAND
“The logical idea is that if we take a chunk of our time to educate primary care about what oral cancer looks like and what premalignant areas are

and all that kind of stuff that will reap the benefits, because they won’t refer as much unnecessary stuff that is filling up the clinics using resources
that could otherwise be used more appropriately. My experience of that is that it doesn’t work. All that happens is they send in more.”

“The most important thing would be to make the doctors and the dentists more aware of the clinical signs and symptoms and to be able to educate
them and tell them about which would be the appropriate cases and what cancers looks like.”

“I have done myself a few sessions and teaching sessions and lectures to the primary care physicians. Unfortunately, I must admit that there was a
very poor response in attending these sessions.”

“One of my roles is about making sure examination of the oral cavity is in the curriculum for every doctor. It’s hard to get it in, but I have insisted it
goes in.”

“I teach the GP ST3s every year for the region. I get two hours to teach them about head and neck cancer. So we do try and put the information out
there. But we know that because head and neck cancer is not that common, most GPs will only look after one or two head and neck patients in their
whole career.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“The GPs here don’t have a lot of ENT knowledge.”
“You know that it’s just as common as leukaemia or whatever and everybody knows about that but nobody knows about head and neck cancer, which

is strange.”

Table 8
Perceived benefits in England and The Netherlands.

ENGLAND
“I think there is no question that it’s a very patient-centred process. It is valued by patients that come and use it and they certainly appreciate the

speed at which things are done.”
“The best points? Probably the fact that we now have designated two-week cancer referral slots in our clinic, so we are not looking to crow bar them

into an existing clinic.”
“I am not against targets. I actually think targets concentrate the mind and where they work really well is actually in the hospital care setting. It’s a

thing that concentrates minds.”
“Pathways gave us a lever and we forget that we had a huge ridiculous waiting list in the 80s and 90s to access to care for all sorts of things.

Two-week wait emphasised cancer.”

THE NETHERLANDS
“I think it’s good. There is a quick referral from the GP and also quick referral from the general ENT to the head and neck.”
“I think one of the big advantages of the Dutch system is the fact that its head and neck oncology is restricted to the eight academic centres and three
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or four maybe preferred partners as we call them that really, I think that 

I think that is very important that there is a telephone number which you c

ead and neck cancer. In several respects the two countries
ace similar problems, such as GP’s limited experience of
ead and neck cancer, the large number of suspected cases
eferred who do not have cancer, and the uncertainty about
he best approach to the education of GPs.

However, there are aspects where clear differences exist,
ne important area of which is communication between
Ps and specialists. The most common theme among the
nglish participants was the diminishing direct communica-

ion between the two, often to the point of being non-existent,
bout referrals for head and neck cancer. There was a broadly-
eld view that professional discussion would be helpful both
o reduce the number of referrals with benign conditions, and
o allow urgent cases to be seen more rapidly. Interestingly,
he importance of good, direct, primary-care-to-specialist
ommunication was also the most common theme among
he Dutch participants. In contrast to England, telephone dis-
ussions about patients were common, often using dedicated
elephone numbers. Such communication was reported to

acilitate both stratification of urgency and, when appropri-
te, rapid referral. They often saw the patients on the day of
eferral, and felt that this brought several benefits, including

v
s
p

ggest advantage in achieving a good outcome.”
asily and they arrange it very fast.”

he ability to begin investigations at the earliest opportunity
nd to reduce the patient’s period of anxiety. In England spe-
ialists noted that while nearly every patient referred with
uspected head and neck cancer was seen within the required
4 days, there was no stratification of urgency, and nearly all
atients were seen after 12 or 13 days, which met the pre-
cribed target but with little or no input from the experts in
ead and neck cancer up to that time. Nearly all the English
articipants emphatically disliked “tick box” referrals, with
o further information in the correspondence.

In both countries participants mentioned that a large
roportion of patients referred did not have cancer. A sys-
ematic review by Langton et al21 reported that 8.8% of
nglish “two-week” rule referrals for head and neck can-
er were diagnosed with cancer, and positive predictive
alues of this order are typical for many types of cancer
eferred through the English “two-week” rule system, includ-
ng gastrointestinal,22 breast,23 colorectal,24 central nervous
ystem,25 and gynaecology.26 Similarly, in The Netherlands,

an Boven et al27 reported low positive predictive values for
ymptoms of potential cancer in patients who presented to
rimary care, including haemoptysis (2.7%), rectal bleeding
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2.6%), and haematuria (2.2%). However, we found that it
as notable that specialists in The Netherlands were more

nclined to accept that the investigation of patients who did
ot have cancer was “just part of the process”. Several of their
nglish counterparts commented that the presence of many
atients who were suspected to have cancer, but did not, had
n adverse effect on other patients. In contrast, several Dutch
pecialists commented on the “need to see patients”, and the
isks of them being sent to “rival” hospitals – presumably

 financial need – which may, at least in part, explain the
utch relative enthusiasm for seeing many patients who did
ot have cancer.

Participants from both countries commented on the dif-
culties that a generalist in primary care with limited time
ad in diagnosing a relatively uncommon malignancy such
s cancer of the head and neck. However, many English spe-
ialists felt the “two-week” rule was being used (in some
nstances) to gain access to secondary care when the risk of
alignancy was remote. In both countries there was a wide

ange of views on the need and type of education for GPs
bout head and neck cancer, although in both countries the
elivery of training was considered challenging.

Despite criticism of several aspects of the “Two-week”
ule/NICE guidance in England, there were many comments
n its benefits. These included the patient-centred process, the
evelopment of clinics organised in a timely manner around
he need to see patients who might have cancer, and the
mportance of an established access target to promote focus.

omparison  with  existing  publications

he most prevalent theme was the importance of commu-
ication between primary care and specialist. The English
articipants thought that this was inadequate – particularly
ince the introduction of the “two-week” rule/NICE guidance

 while Dutch participants often had direct contact, usually
y telephone, to facilitate rapid referral and assist with strat-
fication of urgency. The primary-secondary care interface
as long been recognised as important in the management
f patients in general,28 and many studies have emphasised
he importance of close communication in the effective treat-
ent of cancer.13,15,16 There is evidence that primary care

ractitioners also greatly value the sharing of information in
he care of patients with cancer.16 The importance of such
ommunication in relation to head and neck surgery was
mphasised in a questionnaire study of English primary and
econdary clinicians by Bethell and Leftwick,14 and our study
trongly supports this view.

We found that specialists in both countries considered that
nowledge about head and neck cancer in primary care was
ot extensive, which has been shown in several studies.29,30

owever, in agreement with other studies, Mansell et al31
oted there was little consensus on the value or type of edu-
ation that might be helpful. Interestingly, their systematic
eview, which included studies that used lectures, a training

o
N
o

axillofacial Surgery 57 (2019) 116–124

ession, or internet/video sessions, found that no educational
ntervention produced an effective long-term outcome.

We found that in The Netherlands patients were, in many
nstances, seen more rapidly for secondary care than in Eng-
and. In some other countries, such as Denmark, patients with
ancer attend secondary care typically in about two or three
ays.32 Patients often consider quality of care to be related to
apidity of diagnosis and treatment,33 but it is by no means
ertain that reductions of a few days in waiting time trans-
ate into superior outcomes for patients with head and neck
ancer,34 although a shorter interval may lead to a reduction
n the patient’s anxiety.35

Clinicians in both countries identified good aspects of their
espective systems. The Dutch specialists emphasised rapid-
ty of referral and a close relation with GPs, whereas the
nglish specialists thought that their system was patient-
entred and quick, and that targets provided a means to
chieve focus. In a qualitative study of the referral of patients
ith colorectal cancer,13 participants also commented on the
enefits of the “two-week” rule/NICE guidelines, including
peed of referral and reduction in anxiety for patients.

trengths  and  limitations

his study is, to our knowledge, the first to compare the views
n their referral systems of specialist surgeons in the field of
ead and cancer in two European countries with different sur-
ival outcomes for the disease. A cancer such as one in the
ead and neck is seen only rarely in primary care −  perhaps
nly once or twice in a GP’s entire career. The views of spe-
ialists on the referral of the condition are therefore valuable,
s they will have many referrals every week of their working
ives, and an in-depth understanding of the process. How-
ver, the perspective of both primary care practitioners and
atients could possibly be valuable.

The sample in this study is relatively small (12 in each
ountry) but it was judged that data saturation was achieved
n both countries after the interviews. The sample in Eng-
and included interviews in Yorkshire, Lancashire, Greater

anchester, Merseyside, and Cheshire. Clinicians in The
etherlands were interviewed in many parts of the country,
ut in both countries participants worked in a range of large
ities and smaller towns, and we interviewed clinicians in
cademic and non-academic posts.

The study was restricted to two countries, but studying fur-
her countries with different health systems may shed further
ight on the primary to specialist referral process for patients
ith suspected head and neck cancer.

onclusions

he objectives of this study were to compare the systems

f referral of patients with head and neck cancer in The
etherlands and England from the point of view of sec-
ndary care clinicians, and to attempt to identify aspects
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hat might improve its early diagnosis. The most prominent
heme was primary care-specialist communication. Interest-
ngly, this was identified by the English clinicians as the
spect most lacking in the English referral system and by the
utch clinicians as the most useful feature of their system.
Other important themes included speed of referral (often

uch quicker in The Netherlands), the lack of ability to iden-
ify the urgency of referrals in England (good communication
n The Netherlands allowed professional discussion of this
spect), the large number of patients referred who do not
ave cancer (particularly in England), and variable views on
he need for education in primary care in both countries. Spe-
ialists in The Netherlands were satisfied with their system
nd, while English specialists identified many good points in
he “two-week” rule, there was an overall view that improve-

ents could be made.

mplications  for  practice  and  research

e suggest that improved direct communication between
rimary and secondary care practitioners would improve effi-
iency and effectiveness of referral for patients with head and
eck cancer (and possibly outcomes) in England. Better com-
unication might also improve other aspects of the referral

ystem that we identified – speed of referral, the quality of
eferrals, unnecessary referrals, and assistance with educating
Ps.
However, with increasing pressure on both primary and

econdary care, any such system would need to be carefully
iloted to ensure safety, effectiveness, and practicality. It is
rguable that improved efficiency of the referral system and
educing unnecessary referrals might prove cost-effective,
nd we suggest that these aspects require further research
or all types of cancer.

onflict  of  interest

P reports grants from the National Institute for Health
esearch (NIHR), and grants from NIHR School of Primary
are Research, during the study; and occasionally receives
xpenses for teaching evidence-based medicine.

CB receives funding from the NIHR Programme Grants
or Applied Research, NIHR School of Primary Care
esearch, Cancer Research UK, and the Oxford Centre for
iomedical Research.

inancial  support

his study was partly supported by a travel grant from Kel-

ogg College, University of Oxford, and a Small Project
nitiative from the British Association of Oral and Maxillo-
acial Surgeons.

i
o

axillofacial Surgery 57 (2019) 116–124 123

thics  statement/Confirmation  of  patients’
ermission

niversity of Oxford (CUREC reference R52175/RE001)
nd VU University Medical Centre Amsterdam (reference
017.116). Formal written signed consent was obtained from
ll participants.

ppendix  1.

emplate for semistructured interview.
1. Could  you  describe  the  typical  referral  process  of

 patient  with  suspected  head  and  neck  cancer  to your
ut-patient clinic?

a) What are the good points?
b) What areas could be improved?
c) Can you describe some examples from your experience

where things have gone well and not so well?

2. Could  you  explain  your  view  of  the  effectiveness  of
he system  overall,  in  identifying  and  referring  patients
ith potential  head  and  neck  cancer  as  early  as  possible?

a) What modifications in the referral system – if any are
needed – would help improve efficient early diagnosis of
head and neck cancer?

3.  What  kind  of  information,  both  in  quality  and  quan-
ity, is provided  by  the  written  referrals  that  you  receive?

a) Would you like to see this changed, and if so how?

4. We  know  that  only  a  small  percentage  of  referrals
ctually have  cancer.  What  do  you  think  of  this?

(a) Is it necessarily part of the process?
b) Can you describe how it influence your/the clinic’s effi-

ciency?
(c) Can you describe how this affects patients? (Do they

welcome being seen or does it cause anxiety?)
d) Does it need to be changed in any way? If so, what do

you suggest?

5. What  is  your  experience  of  patients  being  referred
hen cancer  is  extremely/very  unlikely?

(a) (If this happens), why do you think this is?
b) Could you describe some examples?

6. Could  you  describe  your  view  of  the  overall  quality
f referrals  with  suspected  head  and  neck  cancer?

a) In what way(s) are they (good/poor/indifferent)? Please
explain your view.
7.  Could  you  describe  your  view  of  the  training  needs,
f any,  of  primary  care  practitioners,  in  the  early  referral
f patients  with  head  and  neck  cancer?
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8.  Could  you  describe  your  experience  of  communica-
ion between  primary  and  secondary  care  (in  relation  to
eferrals for  head  and  neck  cancer)?

a) How do you think this could be improved (if at all).

9. What  else  might  improve  timing/quality  of  referrals
f patients  with  suspected  head  and  neck  cancer?

10. Is  there  anything  else  on  which  you  would  like  to
omment in  relation  to  fast-track  referral  of  patients  with
ead and  neck  cancer?
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