
  

Elective care 
access 
 
This leaflet will help you understand 
how long you should wait to be seen 
for out-patient and in-patient care 
(non-emergency care) and answer any 
of your questions about waiting times 
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Summary 

The Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust is 
committed to providing timely access to services and 
treatment for all patients that are referred to our 
hospitals. The NHS Constitution gives patients the right 
to access services within maximum waiting times, and 
for the NHS to take all reasonable steps to offer you a 
range of suitable alternative providers if this is not 
possible.  
 
We have devised an ‘elective service access policy’ to 
ensure patients are aware of their rights and 
responsibilities when they are referred to us. Patients 
will be treated in order of clinical priority – urgent before 
routine. Patients with the same clinical need will be 
offered dates in order of referral date. 
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Patient and GP responsibilities 
Everyone has a part to play to ensure that your care is 
managed appropriately when you are referred to 
hospital for treatment.  
 
Your GP should establish whether you are fit and 
available to attend appointments. Your GP should also 
explain that you need to be ready and available to 
attend appointments within 18 weeks for routine, non-
urgent conditions. If you have other commitments 
preventing you from attending, please discuss this with 
your GP who may decide to delay your referral. 
 
You need to inform the hospital or GP if treatment 
and/or appointments are no longer required. You should 
attend agreed appointments and give sufficient notice in 
the event you need to change the agreed date or time. 
 
Your GP should also explain to you that should you fail 
to keep appointments, you may be discharged by the 
trust back to the care of your GP if a clinician feels it is 
appropriate. 
 
The Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust will 
always take particular care to ensure cancer patients, 
children and vulnerable adults are appropriately 
managed if they do not attend appointments. 
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Waiting time starts 

The maximum waiting time for non-urgent consultant-
led treatment is 18 weeks starting from the date we 
receive your referral letter and ending on the date you 
receive treatment for the condition for which you have 
been referred. We use a ‘clock’ to monitor your waiting 
time from referral to treatment. Treatment can include 
advice, prescriptions, therapy for example 
physiotherapy, and surgery. Your clock will also stop if a 
decision is made that you do not require treatment for 
your condition. 
 

1. Your maximum 18-week waiting time may be 
affected if:  

 you choose to delay treatment  

 delaying the start of treatment is in your best 
clinical interests – for example, where stopping 
smoking or losing weight is likely to improve the 
outcome of the treatment  

 it is clinically appropriate for your condition to be 
actively monitored by us without clinical 
intervention or diagnostic procedures at this stage 
– for example a patient with knee pain may be 
given exercise advice and monitored for three 
months to see if this resolves the pain.  

 you fail to attend appointments that you had 
chosen from a set of reasonable dates offered  

 the treatment is no longer necessary.  
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2. During your 18-week waiting time you may be 
required to:  

 attend out-patient appointments  

 undergo tests, scans or other procedures to help 
ensure that your treatment is tailored appropriately 
to your condition  

 have medication or therapy to manage your 
symptoms until you start treatment  

 be referred to another consultant or department  

 be added to the waiting list for surgery.  
 

Services not included in the 18-week waiting time 

The following services provided at the Royal Free 
London NHS Foundation Trust are exempt from the 18-
week waiting time: 

 maternity services 

 non-consultant led services, eg physiotherapy, 
unless such a service forms part of the consultant-
led treatment plan 

 emergency services 

 referrals to diagnostic services made directly by 
your GP 

 patients being observed at regular intervals as 
part of an agreed management plan, eg 
surveillance endoscopy every 6 months. 
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Agreeing a date for your first appointment  

Your GP should book your appointment through the E-
referral service. This service offers direct access to 
hospital appointments. Alternatively, we will contact you 
to agree an appointment date. If you are unable to 
agree an appointment within 18 weeks, you may be 
discharged back to the care of your GP. 
 

Agreeing a date for a follow-up appointment or 

diagnostic test  

If you require a follow-up appointment or diagnostic test, 
we will contact you to agree a date. If you are unable to 
agree a date within 18 weeks, you may be discharged 
back to the care of your GP. 
 
Agreeing a date for your admission 

If you require surgery we will make you a ‘reasonable 
offer’ of a procedure date – this means we will give you 
at least three weeks’ notice and offer two different 
dates. If you choose to delay your operation for an 
extended period of time, your notes will be reviewed to 
ensure it is clinically appropriate to do so, and if it is not 
appropriate there will be further discussion with you. 
The clinician may also decide that it is more appropriate 
to discharge you back to your GP until you are ready for 
treatment. 
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You must ensure you follow all of the instructions given 
to you prior to your surgery. These could include fasting 
instructions, where to attend, time of attendance and 
transport arrangements.  
 
Re-arranging your appointment or admission  

You can request to reschedule an agreed appointment 
or admission once, and this will have no impact on your 
18-week waiting time. However, further requests to 
reschedule an appointment may be declined and 
following clinical review of your case, you may be 
referred back to the care of your GP. 
 
Appointments changed by the hospital  

We are committed to reducing hospital cancellations 
and reschedules, and will take all reasonable steps to 
avoid changing your appointment. If we do need to 
change the date of your appointment, we will ensure 
this is rebooked for you as soon as possible and your 
18-week clock will not be affected. 
 
Admission dates changed by the hospital  

We will make every effort not to cancel dates for surgery 
or investigations, but on occasion we may have to.  
 
You will be kept fully informed of the reason for the 
cancellation. We will ensure this is rebooked for you as 
soon as possible and your 18-week clock will not be 
affected. 
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If the hospital cancels your surgery on the day due to 
non-clinical reasons, for example if your consultant is 
called away to an emergency, we will make every effort 
to offer you a new date for your surgery within 28 days 
of your cancelled date. 
 

Failing to attend your appointment or admission 

date 

If you fail to attend an appointment or admission without 
informing us, the clinician will review your case and 
decide whether it is appropriate for you to be discharged 
back to the care of your GP.  
 
The hospital will never routinely discharge children, 
vulnerable adults or cancer patients for failing to attend 
an appointment. 
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Waiting time ends  

Your waiting time will end for one of the following three 
reasons:  
 

1. When you start receiving treatment for the 
condition for which you were referred, this may 
include:  

 being admitted to hospital for an operation or 
treatment  

 medication provided to treat your condition as 
part of your out-patient appointment  

 having a treatment procedure performed as 
part of your out-patient appointment.  

 

2. A clinical decision is made that treatment is not 
required at this stage. Your condition may be 
monitored for a period of time by a clinician and/or 
you may receive advice and guidance from a 
clinician on how to manage your condition. You 
may be discharged back to your GP.  

 
3. You decide that you no longer require treatment 

for the condition for which you have been referred. 
You will then be discharged back to your GP.  
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What can you do if you feel you have waited too 

long?  

There are times where it may not be appropriate for you 
to receive treatment within 18 weeks. This may be 
because you: 

 need several tests completed in sequence 
 may not be medically fit enough to receive 

treatment in 18 weeks 
 choose to wait longer than 18 weeks 
 your clinician may need to monitor your condition 

before they can make a decision on the most 
appropriate treatment. 

 
If you feel your treatment has not started within 18 
weeks or you have concerns that you will not be treated 
within this time frame, please contact our patient advice 
and liaison service team (PALS). The PALS team will 
pass your concerns onto the relevant manager for 
investigation. 
 
If you are concerned about any adverse change to your 
condition in the meantime, you must consult your GP 
who will in turn inform your consultant as appropriate. 

 
Please be assured that our departments regularly 
review the situation of patients on the waiting list and 
will make arrangements to bring an appointment 
forward if this becomes necessary. 
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Top tips 

 Talk to your GP about what you expect from your 
referral to the hospital. 

 If your treatment is routine, please ensure you will 
be available for the next 18 weeks. 

 If you are unavailable to attend appointments or 
have other commitments, please discuss with your 
GP whether it would be best to delay your referral 
until you are available. 

 Tell us if you change your address or telephone 
number. 

 Attend your appointments and arrive on time. 
 Let us know in plenty of time if you are unable to 

attend an appointment so we can offer the date to 
another patient. 

 Write your questions down before you attend so 
you don’t forget to ask your healthcare team. 

 
 
  



 

14 
 

Useful contacts  

 
Your compliments, comments and concerns  
For advice, support, to give feedback or to raise a 
concern, please contact our patient advice and liaison 
service (PALS) at the relevant hospital: 
 
PALS team at Barnet Hospital and Chase Farm Hospital 
Phone: 020 8216 4924 
Email: bcfpals@nhs.net  
 
PALS team at the Royal Free Hospital 
Phone: 020 7472 6446/6447; (020 7472 6445 – 24 hour 
answer phone) 
Email: rf.pals@nhs.net 
 
Language and accessible support services  
We can supply British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters 
or lip-speakers. Ideally, we require 10 working days’ 
notice to do this, but we will always try to organise one if 
the notice period is less. We can also arrange foreign 
language interpreters. The majority of patients will be 
provided with telephone interpreters, while face-to-face 
interpreters can be booked if there is a specific need for 
it. 
 
Your GP should notify us of your need for 
communication support, and this will then be arranged 
by hospital staff when your appointment is booked. If 

mailto:bcfpals@nhs.net
mailto:rf.pals@nhs.net
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you wish to confirm that an interpreter has been 
booked, you should contact the clinic that you will be 
attending. This number will be available on your 
appointment letter. Alternatively, you can contact our 
PALS teams. 
 
NHS Choices 
Provides online information and guidance on all aspects 
of health and healthcare, to help you make choices 
about your health.  
Website: www.nhs.uk  
 
NHS 111 
Offers medical help and advice from fully trained 
advisers which is supported by experienced nurses and 
paramedics. The service is available over the phone 24 
hours a day.  
Phone: 111 
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More information  

For more information about the Royal Free London, 
please visit our website: www.royalfree.nhs.uk 
 

Your feedback 

If you have any feedback on this leaflet or for a list of 
references for it, please email: 
rf.communications@nhs.net 
 

Alternative formats 

This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need this 
leaflet in another format – for example Braille, a 
language other than English or audio – please speak to a 
member of staff. 
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