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Referral guidelines for colorectal cancer - do they work? 
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Aims and Methods: Urgent referral guidelines for patients with suspected 
colorectal cancer were introduced in 2000. In a district general hospital, we 
prospectively assessed the effect of these guidelines on the number of urgent 
referrals received and the number found to have cancer. RESULTS: Over the first 
year, 180 urgent referrals were received of whom 95 (55%) fitted the guidelines. 
Of these 95 patients, 24 (25%) had colorectal cancer. Conversely, only 2 of the 
85 patients (2%) who did not fit the guidelines had colorectal cancer. During 
the same time period, a total of 145 new cancers were identified within the 
district of which 119 (82%) were in patients who had not been urgently referred 
to out-patients as suspected colorectal cancer. DISCUSSION: The guidelines are 
effective in that patients who fit them have a significant chance of having 
colorectal cancer. However, the majority of cancers are identified outside the 
new system. Efforts to reduce delays in diagnosis need to recognise that many 
patients do not have features which fit published referral criteria. Improved 
support for general practitioners and better access to specialist services are 
required to reduce delays in diagnosis. 
 
PMID: 12648341 [PubMed - in process] 


