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Background

Laboratory workload has been increasing year on year from all sources for a considerable period, but in recent years, the rise has been especially pronounced from primary care. There are many recognised, underlying reasons for this: healthcare shift from secondary care, impact of new guidelines and protocols, development of new useful tests, patient pressure and litigation threat. However despite this, there is also a recognised element of over-requesting from all sources resulting from inappropriate test use, duplicate requesting, accelerated interval testing and also arising from the introduction of mechanisms and structures which simply make testing easier to do (i.e. the effect of the availability of phlebotomy services).

The new general medical services (nGMS) contract came into effect in Scotland on 1st April 2004. Amongst other things, it outlined a quality and outcomes framework providing guidance on the management of chronic conditions such as coronary heart disease (CHD), stroke and diabetes. Incorporated within these quality targets were specific guidance on the requesting of certain laboratory tests. Many laboratories have since reported large increases in the requesting of such tests associated with the introduction of the contract. The impact of this increasing workload has been acutely felt in Clinical Biochemistry with increased pressure being put on laboratory and clerical staff, analysers, storage space and clinical authorisation and interpretation structures. Appropriate increases in laboratory budgets have not in general been forthcoming to accommodate such changes. It is likely that there will be many new quality targets coming online in the near future that may incorporate increased laboratory testing.

The purpose of this Scottish wide audit is to assess the true nature of such increases in test requesting associated with the introduction of the nGMS contract.

Methods

A questionnaire was circulated to all Scottish Clinical Biochemistry laboratories in June 2005 (Appendix 1) asking for detailed data on the number of requests for specific tests covering the periods April to April for 2002/3, 2003/4 and 2004/5. It was felt appropriate to compare not only 2004/5 with previous years but also year 2003/4 as there was anecdotal evidence that specific test request increases had already begun in the year leading up to the introduction of the contract as general practitioners attempted to reach their targets for the start date.

Results

Questionnaire returns were received from 25 out of 26 laboratories (96% response rate). Two laboratories (children’s hospitals in Edinburgh and Glasgow) were excluded as they did not receive relevant requests from primary care. A further three hospitals (anonymous) provided incomplete data (primary year data missing) and so were not included in the summary statistics (20 hospitals).

Table 1 provides the raw data for the remaining 20 laboratories for the test groups indicated. The percentage changes comparing years 2 (2003/4) and 3 (2004/5) with year 1 (2002/3) are shown in Figure 1 for selected tests. NB percentage changes for microalbumin testing have been reduced by a factor of 10 in order to fit the same scale.

Figures 2 and 3 show the percentage change spread across all laboratories for years 2 and 3 versus year 1 respectively.
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Conclusions

Clearly, the introduction of the nGMS contract in Scotland has been associated with significant increases in primary care testing, especially for those tests specifically targeted by the legislation.

The parallel rises seen in testing in general and in non-targeted tests such as creatinine (although to be targeted from 2006 onwards as part of drive for eGFR) is suggestive of reflex requesting in addition to extra sampling for the targeted tests – ie sample taken of for lipids and TSH as part of nGMS contract resulting in U&Es and LFTs being added at the same time for good measure.

These rises in testing are associated with significant financial consequences for laboratory budgets. For example, the increases in primary care testing for lipids, HbA1c, TSH and urinary microalbumin alone at Aberdeen Royal Infirmary since the introduction of the nGMS contract has resulted in an increased spend of approximately £335K/annum.

Laboratories clearly need to be able to anticipate and respond quickly to any future policy change that may impact on laboratory test requesting and ensure that appropriate representation is made to the relevant groups/committees involved in policy derivation and implementation both at local level and the Scottish Executive Department of Health.
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Table 1.  Raw data for laboratory requesting rates for 20 laboratories.





Figure 1.  Percentage change in GP requesting rates for nGMS contract targeted tests for 2002 to 2005.





Figure 2.  Spread of percentage change in GP requesting rates for nGMS contract targeted tests across all laboratories for 2003/4 versus 2002/3.


*Microalbumin requesting rate change reduced by a factor of 10 to fit scale.








Figure 3.  Spread of percentage change in GP requesting rates for nGMS contract targeted tests across all laboratories for 2004/5 versus 2002/3.


*Microalbumin requesting rate change reduced by a factor of 10 to fit scale.
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