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Four million patients who failed to attend

SIR,-In 1977 I asked a medical student, now
Dr P A Oliver, to conduct a study into non-
attenders (23 June, p 1928) at the outpatient
clinics of the Nottingham City Hospital,'
where I was a consultant physician and the
nephrologist. I was concerned about the
wasted time for myself and the administrative
staff as a result of missed appointments. There
are some whose non-attendance should not be
ignored as the implications for them and for
the service can be very serious. The loss from
follow up has resulted in the death of some
patients with failed kidney function who
might with supervision have been kept alive
using their own kidney function.
Our study in 1978 showed that half of the

patients recorded as "did not attend" con-
sidered that this was the result of the hospital
failing to cancel an appointment after an
attempt by the patient to cancel it. It remains
uncertain whether their information or that
in the hospital records was correct. The rest of
the missed appointments mostly resulted from
120O' of patients who regularly defaulted. This
120% had accounted for 76% of all the missed
outpatient appointments in the previous year.
We concluded that it should be possible to
predict who would cause most of the missed

appointments, and counselling individual
patients should reduce the size of the problem.
Our suggestions for future research were

for larger studies, which are now being
requested at this time of increased political
interest. We also suggested a cost benefit
analysis of a computerised appointments
system. My current view is that the problem
may still most often be one of a failure of
human beings to do simple and obvious
things rather than one of non-existent com-
puters, and improving the effectiveness of
individuals should share priority with any
drive to introduce computing. Some plans to
introduce administrative computing should
perhaps be slowed up until the simpler
problems are resolved: new technology can
sometimes divert senior staff from supervising
and monitoring human activities using more
old fashioned methods.
Another reason for carefully considering the

speed at which administrative computing
systems should be introduced is the important
contribution that computers should be making
to patient care. This is sometimes being delayed
because administrative systems are getting
most of the attention and most of the money.
The potential to improve management by

better and faster diagnosis, or by computer
controlled or monitored treatment, is not being
fully exploited.
The result of implementing good clinical

patient care computing can be better admini-
stration as well. The quality of data recording,
and of data transfer can be much greater when
the clinical team are regularly using a computer
based record system. Administrators can then
have reliable facts on which to make decisions
without the introduction of major linked
administrative systems. I am not yet convinced
that good administrative computing will not
in the first phases of its introduction slow
down the rate of improvement in health
service administration.

MARTIN KNAPP
Unit of Medical Information
Technology,

Queen's Medical Centre,
Nottingham NG7 2UH

Oliver PAD. "Did not attend": an outpatient problem.
Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 1978,
80 pp. (Dissertation).

SIR,-After Mr William Russell's article
you may like to hear from one of the "four
million who failed to attend" (23 June, p 1928).


