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HOSPITAL TRUST LAUNCHES INNOVATIVE SELF-REFERRAL SERVICE FOR PROSTATE CANCER TESTING
 

Doctors at University Hospital Southampton (UHS) have launched a new self-referral service for men who have symptoms of prostate cancer or are at higher risk of developing it.
 

It comes following a “dramatic drop” in referrals which led to a decrease of 23 per cent in men starting treatment across the region at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Although referrals have increased in recent weeks, experts say there are still many men “missing” from the usual numbers seen in clinic.

The project focuses on improving access to specialists, raising awareness of early symptoms and information about testing.

  

If considered high risk after completing an initial assessment questionnaire, men will be offered a range of investigations without the need for a GP referral.

 

These include a blood test known as a prostate specific antigen (PSA) test which measures levels of a protein in the blood that is only found in the prostate gland and is often elevated in men with this form of cancer.

 

They will also be offered other tests if required, such as scans, urinary function assessment and prostate biopsies.

 

More than 47,500 men are diagnosed with prostate cancer every year in the UK and it is the most common form of cancer in men. It occurs mainly in men aged over 50.

 

Ethnicity, family history and gene-related cancers – specifically carriers of the BRCA1 and BRCA2 gene mutations most commonly associated with breast, ovarian, prostate and pancreatic cancers – can also increase the risk.

 

It is estimated that one in eight men will be diagnosed with it in their lifetime and more than 11,500 die from the disease every year in the UK.

 

Prostate symptoms or lower urinary tract symptoms (LUTS) can include slow urine flow, going frequently, getting up at night, difficulty emptying the bladder or blood in the urine.

 

Men with early disease often have no symptoms while those who do suffer symptoms could find they are related to prostate enlargement, though they can also occur with advancing prostate cancer.

 

Doctors are hoping the new system will combat the drop in referrals by allowing men to access the specialist service directly while also helping to reduce pressure on primary care settings such as GP practices.

 

Tim Dudderidge, consultant urological surgeon at UHS who is co-leading the pilot scheme, said: “The dramatic drop in referrals caused by the Covid pandemic means far more men are living with high grade prostate cancer with the potential to spread without knowing it which is very worrying.
 

“Unfortunately, many of these missing men won’t be referred to our clinic until the cancer has spread and curative treatment is no longer an option.

 

“That’s why we’re committed to raising awareness of the disease and developing a new self-referral system that will make it easier for men who are at higher risk to access our service with ease.”

 

The service launch will be supported by a local awareness campaign led by the Wessex Cancer Alliance which aims to encourage black males aged 45 and over – as well as partners, children and grandchildren of men who are at heightened risk of prostate cancer – to seek advice and act if they have any concerns.

 

Latest research by Prostate Cancer UK shows that one in four black men will get prostate cancer in their lifetime, compared to one in eight men of other ethnicities.

 

Mr Dudderidge added: “We desperately need an effective early detection process for prostate cancer in the UK and this project should take us one step closer to making that a reality.

 

“I hope that with greater awareness and better diagnostics, coupled with less risky treatments, men will experience the benefits of treatment without the same harms.

 

“If successful, this project may also form the basis of a solution to the national decline in numbers of men coming forward for testing.”

 

Since 2014, Mr Dudderidge and his colleagues at UHS have enhanced the service by offering scans and, if required, targeted biopsies to help detect cancer as early as possible.

 

With improved and earlier diagnosis, men can be offered a wider range of options such as active surveillance, less invasive high intensity focused ultrasound or cryotherapy – which freezes and kills cancer cells – for smaller cancers. 
 

The service at UHS also provides access to MRI-guided biopsy, robotic surgery and image-guided radiotherapy for those with more advanced disease.

 

Edmund Chedgy, consultant urological surgeon and project co-lead responsible for the prostate biopsy pathway, added: “With the range of treatment options available we hope men will be encouraged to come for testing so we can intervene earlier and less aggressively in those cancers we catch early.

 

“It will also enable us to find more of the advanced cancers that threaten lives.”

 

The team plan to rollout the project across the Wessex region using a web platform for interactive information, risk assessment and self-referral to local hospitals.

 

Men can self-refer to UHS by emailing prostatehealthtest@uhs.nhs.uk where they will receive an automated response with information and a prostate cancer risk assessment questionnaire 

 

If they wish to proceed to testing they can request an appointment for a PSA test and nurse-led urinary assessment.

 

If this assessment highlights the need for further investigation, an MRI will be performed to determine if a cancer is present or advice and treatment of urinary symptoms will be provided.

Men are also able to check their PSA results and see clinic letters using the My Medical Record app which is free and available to any patient who has used services at UHS. They will need to register to use the app and can find out more here.
 

The project is supported by Prostate Cancer UK (PCUK) who recently appointed Mr Dudderidge as one of their Clinical Champions, a project designed to help deliver significant improvements to prostate cancer care in the UK.
 

Amy Rylance, head of improving care at Prostate Cancer UK, said: “The Covid pandemic has resulted in far fewer men speaking to their doctor about their risk of prostate cancer. As a result there are 13,000 missing men with prostate cancer who have not been diagnosed. 
 

“This self-referral service is a great opportunity for men in the Southampton area to understand their personal risk of prostate cancer and the pros and cons of the PSA test, as well as getting bothersome urinary symptoms investigated.”

 
Ends

Notes to editors 
 

1)         University Hospital Southampton NHS Foundation Trust (UHS) is one of the largest acute teaching trusts in England with a turnover of more than £1 billion in 2020/21. UHS provides hospital services for 1.9 million people living in southern Hampshire and specialist services – including neurosciences, respiratory medicine, cancer, cardiovascular, obstetrics and specialist children’s services – to more than 3.7 million people in central southern England and the Channel Islands. Southampton General Hospital is a designated major trauma centre serving the Wessex Region and Channel Islands and is one of only two places in the south of England to offer adults and children full onsite major trauma care provision.

2)         Every year more than 12,000 staff see 650,000 people at outpatient appointments, deal with 150,000 attendances at the emergency department and treat 160,000 admitted emergency, inpatient or day case patients. In addition, the trust delivers more than 100 outpatient clinics across the south of England to keep services local for patients. Providing these services costs £2.7 million per day. 
3)         Following the Care Quality Commission’s most recent inspection (report published in April 2019), all sites and services across UHS are now rated as ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ in the effective and caring domains. Overall, the trust received a ‘good’ rating – and ‘outstanding’ for providing effective services. Among individual services, the CQC rated urgent and emergency services, medical care, surgery, services for children and young people and end of life care ‘good‘, with critical care ‘outstanding’. To view the full report, visit www.cqc.org.uk/provider/RHM/reports. 
4)         UHS is consistently one of the UK's highest recruiting trusts of patients to clinical trials and in the top ten nationally for research study volume as ranked by the NIHR Clinical Research Network. In partnership with the University of Southampton, UHS has £27 million of NIHR infrastructure dedicated to bringing the latest treatments to patients. For more information, visit www.uhs.nhs.uk/ClinicalResearchinSouthampton. 
5)         To help shape the future of hospital services and raise issues that are important to patients, families and visitors, become a UHS member. Anyone interested in finding out more or joining can contact the membership office on www.uhs.nhs.uk/members. Follow us on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn for all the latest news updates. 
6)         Southampton Hospitals Charity enhances the care and treatment of our patients by raising funds to support areas that lie beyond the scope of NHS funding. For more information, visit www.southamptonhospitalscharity.org 

For more information email communications@uhs.nhs.uk.  
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