European Heart Journal - Quality of Care and Clinical Outcomes (2022) 0, 1-11 ORIGINAL ARTICLE
E S C https://doi.org/10.1093/ehjqcco/qcac077

European Society
of Cardiology

Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
secondary care for cardiovascular disease in
the UK: an electronic health record analysis
across three countries

F. L. Wright!, Kate Cheema?, Raph Goldacre', Nick Hall', Naomi Herz?,

Nazrul Islam', Zainab Karim?, David Moreno-Martos?, Daniel R Morales3*,

Daniel O’Connell?, Enti Spata', Ashley Akbari®°, Mark Ashworth®, Mark Barber’,
Norman Briffa®, Dexter Canoy?, Spiros Denaxas '%'!, Kamlesh Khunti'?,

Amanj Kurdi ®'3, Mamas Mamas ©'4, Rouven Priedon'!, Cathie Sudlow'’,

Eva JA Morris', Ben Lacey' and Amitava Banerjee 7'%'%*, on behalf of the
CVD-COVID-UK Consortium

"The Big Data Institute, Nuffield Department of Population Health, University of Oxford, Oxford OX3 7LF, UK; 2British Heart Foundation, London NW1 7AW, UK; 3Division of
Population Health and Genomics, University of Dundee, Dundee DD1 4HN, UK; 4Department of Public Health, University of Southern Denmark, Odense DK-5000, Denmark;
5Population Data Science, Swansea University Medical School, Faculty of Medicine, Health & Life Science, Swansea University, Wales, Swansea, SA2 8QA, UK; 6Primary Care Research
Group, King's College London, London SE1 1UL, UK; 7Scottish Stroke Care Audit, Public Health Scotland, Glasgow G2 6QE, UK; 8Departmen‘c of Cardiothoracic Surgery, Sheffield
Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Sheffield S10 2JF, UK; ?Population Health Sciences Institute, University of Newcastle, Newcastle NE2 4AX, UK; "Institute of Health
Informatics, University College London, London NW1 2DA, UK; " British Heart Foundation Data Science Centre, Health Data Research UK, London NW1 2BE, UK: "2Leicester
Diabetes Centre, University of Leicester, Leicester LE5 4PW, UK; 13Strathclyde Institute of Pharmacy and Biomedical Science, University of Strathclyde, Glasgow G4 ORE, UK; T4Keele
Cardiovascular Research Group, Keele University, Stoke on Trent ST5 5BG, UK; and "*Department of Cardiology, Barts Health NHS Trust, London E1 1BB, UK

Received 4 November 2022; revised 9 November 2022; accepted 14 November 2022; online publish-ahead-of-print 16 November 2022

Background Although morbidity and mortality from COVID-19 have been widely reported, the indirect effects of the pandemic
beyond 2020 on other major diseases and health service activity have not been well described.

Methods and Analyses used national administrative electronic hospital records in England, Scotland, and Wales for 2016—21. Admissions

results and procedures during the pandemic (2020-21) related to six major cardiovascular conditions [acute coronary syndrome
(ACS), heart failure (HF), stroke/transient ischaemic attack (TIA), peripheral arterial disease (PAD), aortic aneurysm (AA),
and venous thromboembolism(VTE)] were compared with the annual average in the pre-pandemic period (2016—19).
Differences were assessed by time period and urgency of care.
In 2020, there were 31 064 (—6%) fewer hospital admissions [14 506 (—4%) fewer emergencies, 16 560 (—23%)
fewer elective admissions] compared with 2016—19 for the six major cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) combined. The
proportional reduction in admissions was similar in all three countries. Overall, hospital admissions returned to pre-
pandemic levels in 2021. Elective admissions remained substantially below expected levels for almost all conditions in all
three countries [—10 996 (—15%) fewer admissions]. However, these reductions were offset by higher than expected
total emergency admissions [+25 878 (+6%) higher admissions], notably for HF and stroke in England, and for VTE in
all three countries. Analyses for procedures showed similar temporal variations to admissions.

Conclusion The present study highlights increasing emergency cardiovascular admissions during the pandemic, in the context of a
substantial and sustained reduction in elective admissions and procedures. This is likely to increase further the demands
on cardiovascular services over the coming years.
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Monthly total admissions for CVD as primary diagnosis across subtypes, across three countries in the UK and across

Key question: What is the impact in 2020 and 2021 of the COVID-19 pandemic on hospital admissions and procedures

Graphical

Abstract pre-pandemic (2016-2019) and pandemic (2020-2021) periods.
for six major CVDs in England, Scotland, and Wales?

Keywords .............................................................................

Key finding: In 2020, there were 6% fewer hospital admissions (emergency:
—4%, elective: —23%) compared with 201 6—19 for six major CVDs, across
three UK countries. Overall, admissions returned to pre-pandemic levels
in 2021, but elective admissions remained below expected levels.
Take-home message: There were increasing emergency cardiovascular
admissions during the pandemic, with substantial and sustained reduction
in elective admissions and procedures. This is likely to increase further the
demands on cardiovascular services over the coming years.

Introduction

Since the early stages of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, acute
workload on health systems managing those with the virus has led
to direct effects (e.g. hospitalisations, intensive care admissions, and
mortality of infected individuals).""* In addition, indirect effects have
impacted non-COVID diseases by health system strain and changes
in behaviours, documented across some individual specialties, clinical
procedures, and countries but only in the first year of the pan-
demic.*’

The role of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and their care
as a COVID-related risk factor and outcome is consistent with a
‘syndemic’—'characterised by biological and social interactions be-
tween conditions and states, interactions that increase a person’s
susceptibility to harm or worsen health outcomes'® However, pan-
demic planning and preparedness excludes modelling of indirect
effects, which have not been of this scale in prior public health
emergencies. Moreover, pandemic monitoring has focused on metrics
of infection, excluding NCDs as a risk factor or indirect outcome.’

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the greatest burden of disease in
UK and globally.!® Any attempt to quantify indirect effects or NCDs
must consider CVD. Even in the early first wave, there were indirect
effects across six CVD subtypes in nine UK hospitals with reduced
admissions, emergency department attendances and procedures after
lockdown (23 March 2020) by 58, 53, 31, and —88% respectively,
compared with prior years.? Several studies confirmed indirect effects
in different CVD subtypes and countries.”""~"3 However, over 2
years into the pandemic with increasing non-COVID care backlogs
in the UK and other countries, three questions remain. First, ‘was
the risk profile of individuals with CVD different before and during
COVID-19?, which could inform risk prediction models and CVD

prevention priorities during pandemics. Second, ‘How has clinical
activity varied across subtypes', admissions and procedures during
the pandemic?, to understand impact of changing pandemic waves
and policy landscapes, including vaccinations and lockdowns. Third,
‘Are CVD admissions and procedures affected more for elective
or emergency activity?, to inform service planning and resource
utilisation during and post-COVID-19. In the CVD-COVID-UK/
COVID-IMPACT consortium, national electronic health record (EHR)
data are available for pandemic-related research.™1¢

Objectives

Using EHR phenotypes for CVD and associated procedures,' the
indirect impact of the COVID pandemic on CVD can be stud-
ied with access to data for 65.7 million individuals across multiple
sources with > 700 validated phenotyping algorithms. For six major
CVD subtypes [acute coronary syndrome (ACS), heart failure (HF),
stroke/transient ischaemic attack (TIA), peripheral arterial disease
(PAD), aortic aneurysm (AA), and venous thromboembolism (VTE)]
in three UK countries (England, Scotland, and Wales), we investigated
hospital activity before (2016—19) and during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (2020-21) by: (i) demographic characteristics; (i) admissions
and procedures; and (iii) urgency of care.

Methods

Setting and data sources
National administrative hospital records for England, Scotland, and Wales
were used for this study and data sources are shown in supplementary
material online, Figure S1. Data were accessed through each country’s
trusted research environment (TRE), which was made possible through
agreements with Health Data Research UK for the British Heart Founda-
tion Data Science Centre’s CVD-COVID-UK/COVID-IMPACT research
programme.'>'® For England, data were obtained from the Admitted
Patient Care Hospital Episode Statistics in NHS Digital's TRE service
for England. For Scotland, the Scottish Morbidity Records (SMR 01) for
General/Acute Inpatient and Day Case admission in the Scottish National
Safe Haven was the data source'” and for Wales, it was the Patient
Episode Database Wales in the Secure Anonymised Information Linkage
(SAIL) Databank.'® These datasets cover inpatient admissions to all NHS
hospitals including day cases.

Data extraction and analysis of patient-level hospital data was under-
taken in each nation’s TRE using common data specifications and analysis
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codes, accounting for differences in data structure and clinical coding
procedures between the three nations. In the raw form, each record rep-
resents a new admission, a change between medical specialists within the
same admission or an inter-hospital transfer. To minimise over-counting, a
record that represented a continuous hospital stay and included changes
between medical specialists within the same admission and accounted
for inter-hospital transfers was created. Only aggregated data were
shared.

Study population

The study population included all individuals admitted to hospital in Eng-
land, Scotland, or Wales with a primary diagnosis of each CVD subtype
between 1 January, 2016 and 31 December, 2021- the study period covers
4 years before the COVID-19 pandemic for comparison with the first 2
years of the pandemic. The study population also included all individuals
admitted for each of the associated CVD procedures to ensure that all
procedures were captured, since the associated CVD subtype diagnosis
might not necessarily be recorded as the primary diagnosis for these
admissions.

Admissions for cardiovascular diseases

diagnoses and procedures

Included CVD diagnoses were ACS, HF stroke/TIA, PAD, AA, and
VTE. Associated CVD procedures were percutaneous coronary inter-
vention, coronary artery bypass graft surgery, pacemaker/cardiac resyn-
chronisation therapy, ventricular assist device/heart transplant, stroke
thrombolysis/thrombectomy, carotid endarterectomy/stenting, cerebral
aneurysm coiling, AA repair, peripheral limb angioplasty, limb revas-
cularisation, bypass/amputation, and pulmonary artery embolectomy/
embolisation.

Phenotypes for CVD diagnoses were defined using the international
classification of diseases, 10th revision (ICD-10 codes) and procedures
using office of population censuses and surveys classification of interven-
tions and procedures, version 4 (OPCS-4 codes). These were chosen to
align with an earlier study? and a few minor modifications were made to
OPCS-4 codes after clinical and academic expert consensus (e.g. additional
codes for coronary artery bypass surgery or pacemaker insertion). For
procedures, we counted all recorded procedures in a single admission.
Details of diagnostic and procedural clinical terminology codes are in
supplementary material online, Table S1.

Admissions, not individuals, were counted. One patient may have been
readmitted for a CVD subtype or procedure, or had an admission for
other CVD subtypes or procedures during the study period, and each ad-
mission was counted. Admissions were classified as emergency or elective
using the admission type variable in each dataset. Generally, emergency
admissions were, when the admission was unpredictable and at short
notice due to clinical need, such referrals from accident and emergency,
a general practitioner, or a clinic. Admissions were classified as elective
when the decision to admit could be separated from the time of the
actual admission such as being admitted from a waiting list, or having the
admission booked or planned at the time when it was deemed clinically
necessary.

Statistical analysis

Analyses were for men and women combined and for all ages. Demo-
graphic characteristics of individuals admitted to hospital pre-pandemic
with those admitted during the first 2 years of the pandemic for CVD
subtypes and procedures were investigated. The characteristics were for
each admission and included sex, age, and ethnic group, and Charlson
comorbidity index using ICD-10 codes from the admission.'” The average
number of people in each category of the selected demographic char-
acteristic was divided by the average number of admissions. Due to small
numbers (<5) in some categories, characteristics for 2020 and 2021 were
reported as an average of the 2 years. For all other analyses, 2020 and

2021 are reported separately. The average of 2016-19 was selected as
the comparator for all analyses, using a four-year period to give stability
over time.

Initially all admissions (emergency and elective combined) were as-
sessed. To explore indirect effects of the pandemic on unplanned and
planned CVD care and inform policy responses, admissions were reported
separately as emergency or elective, respectively on CVD admissions to
hospital separately from hospital capacity to provide planned care during
the pandemic. Annual counts were calculated within the three time peri-
ods of interest: pre-pandemic 2016—19, and pandemic 2020 and 2021. The
percentage change between time periods was calculated by subtracting
the total for each pandemic year from the 2016—19 average and dividing
by the 2016-19 average. Percentage changes were calculated with 95%
confidence intervals, assuming pre-pandemic annual counts followed a
negative binomial distribution. Monthly counts of admissions were also
calculated and plotted to show trends during the years. The analyses were
performed according to a pre-specified protocol and analysis plan with
phenotyping and analysis code, which is available at https:/github.com/
BHFDSC/CCU003_04.

Results

Study population

We identified a total of 19 73 104 and 970 374 admissions and
16 16 550 and 635 187 procedures in 201619 and 2020-21 respec-
tively.

Demographic characteristics

There were no major differences by age, gender, or ethnic group be-
tween 201619 and 2020-21 for admissions (Supplementary material
online, Table S2) or procedures (Supplementary material online, Table
$3) across countries, or CVD subtypes. The Charlson comorbidity
profile was more severe in 2020-21, compared to 2016-19, for all
admissions and all procedures in England, except ventricular assist
device)/transplant and PA embolectomy. In Scotland, individuals with
PAD (20.4 vs. 17.9%) and VTE (18.8 vs. 17.9%) had more severe co-
morbidities in 202021, compared with pre-pandemic, but otherwise,
in Scotland and Wales, there were no notable differences by comor-
bidities in admissions or procedures between pre- and post-pandemic
periods.

Hospital admissions

Total admissions

In 2020, there were 31 064 (-6%) fewer admissions for all six CVD
subtypes combined in the three countries overall, compared with the
expected 2016—19 numbers. In 2021, there was an overall increase of
14 884 (43%) admissions. Figure 1 shows annual counts and percent-
age change in total admissions for CVD as the primary diagnosis for
all CVD and across subtypes for each country. In 2020, admissions for
all CVD in the three individual countries were lower than expected
(—6% in England, —6% in Scotland, and —7% in Wales). In 2021,
admissions in England were 4% higher than expected, but in Scotland
and Wales, numbers were similar to 2016-19.

For most CVD subtypes, admissions in 2020 were lower than
expected across countries compared with 2016-19 (Figure 1). Ad-
missions for ACS, AA, and PAD were lower in all three countries
(annual % change range: —6——27%), and for HF in Wales (—13%).
For stroke/TIA in England, admission numbers were somewhat lower
(—3%). For the remaining CVD subtypes, the observed numbers of
admissions in 2020 were similar to those in 2016—19. In 2021 in all
three countries, admissions for AA and PAD continued to remain
lower than expected (range: —10% AA in Scotland to —19% AA
in Wales) and there were more admissions for VTE than expected
(range: +11% in Scotland to + 27% in Wales). In England, there
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Mean No. Ditference
Condition 2016/19 Total o, 2020 2016/19 102020
ALl Admissions
Al conditions
England 428487 401487 27080 .
scotland 3929 7 -7 .
Wales 254 23645 1849 .
AGS
England 106217 97039 9178 ——
Scotland 10447 8807 540 .
Wales 6857 6462 <295 .
HE
England 92300 #7386 4914 .
Scotland 670 6325 -245 .
Wales 925 4286 39 .
Stroke/TiA
England 112141 108689 2452 .
Scatland 12471 1213 358 .
Wales 7467 712 158 .
Ar
England 11975 sus -ans7 .
Scotland 2 8 276 .
Wales 674 480 -185 .
PAD
England 4376 3211 9265 .
Scotland 708 3085 640 .
Walos 2248 1737 508 -
VIE
England 62378 5004 2626 .
Scotland 5091 5125 1) ——
Wales 12 1359 n .

ACS= Acute Coranary Syndrome, HE = Heart Failure, TIA= Transient lschaemic Attack, AA= Aortic Aneurysm, PAD = Peripheral Arterial Dise ase, VTE= Venous Thromboembolism

Mean No. Difference
Procedure for,  2016/19 Total No. 2020 2016/19 ta 2020

AL Procedures
Al procsdures
England 352353 205447 86906 .
Seotland 31013 26057 49% .
Wales 0775 16083 4692 -
Cardinc
Pl
England 196830 143370 53560 -
Scotand 18649 15439 210 -
Wales sz 8596 255 -
CABG
England 15551 9961 5590 .
Scotland 1309 1012 -297 b
Wales 1019 568 451 .
Heart Failure
PPM/resynchronisation
England 77545 64106 1343 .
Scotland 4096 3001 195 -
Wales 4650 3842 808 *
VAD transplant
England 266 155 RETY -
scotland 16 n 4 .
Wales 12 ] 3 .
Stroke/TiA
Thrambolysis or thrombetomy
England 3863 4166 303 .
scotland 0
Wales 243 276 n -
Caratid endartectomy or stentls
England 3468 2638 830 .
Scotland 308 91 107 .
Wales 226 1= a .
Colling of carebral artery
England 1578 1626 a8 +
Scotland 247 231 16 .
Wales 143 126 17 .
Other vascular
AR ropair
England 12113 8128 4185 .
Seolland 159 1059 -400 -
Wales 766 512 254 .
PAD
Limb angloplasty
England 22824 17402 5422 3
Scotland 1995 1679 318 *
Wales 1028 nr o -
Revascularisation, bypass or amputation
England 17083 13152 931 -
scotland 70 2348 376 e
Wales 1482 1280 -202 -
vIE
PA embolectomy
England a2 743 180 .
Scotland 124 n a3 .
Wales 54 » 25 .
pe= [

% change (95% C1) Ditference %% change (95% C1)
2016/19t02020  Totsl Mo, 2021 2016/19 to 2021 2016/19 10 2021
6110,2) 443865 1537 . 418
6(-8-2) 9194 -102 * 0(-33)
29,5 25101 03 . 2143
-9(-11,6) 105182 1035 . 1(:3,)
61-13,1) 10458 1 4 0(-58)
-6(-8:3) 6541 316 . 5(-7,2)
5(145) 101242 8942 . 10(-1,21)
5 (-155) 6623 a7 . “1(-10,0)
-13(-17,8) 4897 28 . 10531
a(s,1) 116684 asa . a8
306,) 12502 an . 0(-34)
21-5,) 626 541 . 7(-10,4)
24(-28,20) 987 nm . 18(-22-18)
25(31,18) w4 88 - 10( 16, 3)
27(-26,48) 545 A . 19(-28,9)
-21(-23,19) 37647 5820 . -13(-1511)
17(-24,8) 348 561 . -15(-22.7)
23(30,15) 1974 m . 12(20,4)
41818 72064 10886 . 17(6,30)
1i-4.6) 5613 552 . 1i5.17)
187 ans 592 . 27(20,34)
% change (95% 1) Diffarence % changs (35% €1)
2016/19t02020  Totsl No. 2021 2016/19 to 2021 2016/19 o 2021
25(29,20) 281926 10427 . 20(25,15)
16(-17,15) 27979 3034 . 10(-11,9)
-23(-27,18) 17695 -3080 . 15(-19,10)
27(33,21) 153202 43728 . 22(:28,16)
17(-19,16) 16581 2068 . 111-13,10)
23(-27,19) 9661 1491 . -13(-17,9)
3640, 31) 1181 4370 . 2833, 23)
23(-28,16) 1062 -2a7 . -19(-25,12)
44(51,27) n 2 . 20(-37,20)
17(-20,15) 66032 11513 - 18(17,12)
5(-10,) 4190 ] . (38
17(-21,43) 476 an . 8(-12,3)
-420-5131) uy e . 45 (-54,34)
79 22,114) » 12 . #1(16,182)
23(-62,56) ] - . 49(78,19)
8(2.14) 4517 654 . 17(10,24)
0
14(1553) 2 1 . 5(2241)
-241:28,19) 2939 529 . -15(-20,10)
27136,17) ] 7% . 19(-28,9)
43061, 18) 116 110 . 49 63, 25)
31815 1608 30 - 2(-9,14)
7(1958) 300 53 . 21(7,38)
12(-22,7) 128 15 . 10(-269)
-34(-42,25) 8110 -a003 . -33(-41,23)
-271:35,19) 7 -342 . -231-31:15)
33 (44,20} 526 240 . 31042,18)
24(-28,19) 18678 4146 - -18(-22,-14)
~161-20,11) 1757 238 . -12(-16,7)
30(-48,5) 78 20 . 28(-47,3)
23(-26,20) 14583 2500 . 15(-18,12)
14(-19,8) 519 an . 6(-12,1)
-14(-216) 1232 -250 . A7(-24.9)
20(-31,7) ] 208 . 22(-23,9)
35 (57,2) n 51 . 41(-61,11)
46(64,71) n 2 . 43(61,186)

Graft, PPM= Permanent Pocemaker fmplantation, VAD= Ventrieular Assist Device, AA= Aorie Aneurysm, VTE= Venous Thramboembolism, PA = Pulmanory Artery

Figure I. Annual counts and percentage change in total admissions and procedures between pre-pandemic (2016—19) and pandemic (2020-21)
periods for cardiovascular disease as primary diagnosis for all cardiovascular disease and across subtypes and across three countries in the UK.

were somewhat more admissions for stroke/TIA in England (+4%). In
Scotland, admissions for ACS, HF, and stroke/TIA were similar in 2021
compared to 2016—19. In Wales, admissions for ACS and stroke/TIA
were lower, —5 and —7% respectively.

The observed changes were not uniform throughout the two
pandemic years (Graphical abstract). In 2020, monthly admissions
for all CVD subtypes in all three countries decreased from January,
with greatest reductions in April, compared to 2016—19. Admissions
remained lower than expected during the rest of 2020, except VTE
admissions which increased above 2016-19 levels by May/June 2020
and throughout 2021. In 2021, monthly admissions for all CVD sub-
types were lower than 2016—19 levels in January and February in
all three countries, except VTE. Timing and extent of recovery to
expected levels varied by CVD subtype and country.

Urgency of care

In 2020, there were 14 506 (—4%) fewer emergency admissions
than expected for all CVD in the three countries combined, and the
proportion reduction was similar in all three countries. For most CVD
subtypes, emergency admissions in all three countries were similar to
those in 201619 (Figure 2). The exceptions were ACS in England
(—8%), HF in Wales (—13%), stroke/TIA in England (—3%), AA in Eng-
land and Scotland (=9 and —12% respectively), and PAD in England
(—5%). There were also fewer elective admissions for all CVD in 2020
with a total of 16 560 (—23%) fewer in the three countries (—22%
for England and Wales, —30% for Scotland). For most CVD subtypes
across countries compared with 2016-19, elective admissions were
lower (e.g: —16% ACS in England and stroke/TIA in Scotland, —35%
HF in Scotland). Admissions with the greatest reductions were AA
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Figure 2. Annual counts and percentage change in total emergency and elective admissions between pre-pandemic (2016—19) and pandemic
(2020-21) periods for cardiovascular disease as primary diagnosis for all cardiovascular disease and across subtypes and across three countries in

the UK.

(—34, —38, and —37%) and PAD (—30, —36, and —40%) in England,
Scotland, and Wales respectively. Admission numbers were similar
to 201619 for ACS in Scotland and Wales, Stroke/TIA in England
and Wales and VTE in England and Scotland. No admissions for CVD
subtypes were higher than expected.

In 2021, there were 25 878 (+6%) more emergency CVD ad-
missions in the three countries combined. This was driven by the
7% higher number of admissions in England, while in Scotland and
Wales numbers returned to expected levels (Figure 2). For most
CVD subtypes across countries, the number of emergency admissions
returned to expected levels, although there were some exceptions.
Admissions were higher than expected in all three countries for
VTE (England 4+19%, Scotland +29%, and Wales +13%). In England,
admissions were higher than expected for HF (+11%), stroke/TIA
(+5%), and PAD (46%) and somewhat lower for AA (—4%). Elec-
tive admissions remained lower in 2021 with 10 996 (—15%) fewer
CVD admissions than in 2016—19 in the three countries combined
(England —149%, Scotland —25%, and Wales —15%). For individual
CVD subtypes, elective admissions remained below pre-pandemic
levels across all subtypes and countries, except HF in Wales (+23%)
(Figure 2). Monthly emergency and elective admissions across CVD
subtypes and across countries decreased between January and April
2020 (Figures 4 and 5 respectively). Emergency activity returned to
2016—19 levels by June/July 2020, except for VTE which remained
higher throughout the rest of 2020 and 21. Between February and
April 2021, emergency CVD admissions exceeded 2016—19 levels,

then decreased, particularly in Wales, where ACS, HF, and stroke
admissions decreased to lower than pre-pandemic levels (Figure 3).
Other than VTE, elective admissions did not return to expected
levels by end of 2021, across CVD subtypes and countries (Figure 4).
Reductions for elective and emergency admissions were greater in
England and Wales.

Procedures

Total procedures

In 2020, there were 96 554 (—24%) fewer total procedures for all six
CVD subtypes combined in the three UK countries compared with
the expected number in 2016—19.1n 2021, there were 76 541 (—19%)
fewer CVD procedures. In 2020, admissions for all CVD procedures
in the three individual countries were lower than expected and varied
by country (England —25%, Scotland —16%, Wales —23%) (Figure 1).
In 2021, there was a small increase (5-8%) in all CVD procedures
in the three countries, but numbers remained below expected levels
(England -20%, Scotland —10%, and Wales —15%).

There were major reductions across most individual CVD proce-
dures in 2020 compared to 2016—19. These included percutaneous
coronary intervention (range: —17% in Scotland to —27% in England),
coronary artery bypass graft surgery (—23% in Scotland to —44%
in Wales), carotid endarterectomy (England —24% to Wales —43%)
and limb angioplasty (—16% in England to —30% in Wales). Only
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ACS= Acute Coronary Syndrome, HF = Heart Failure, TiA= Transient Ischaemic Attack, AA= Aortic Aneurysm, PAD = Peripheral Arterial Disease, VTE= Venous Thromboembolism

Figure 3. Monthly emergency hospital admissions for cardiovascular disease as primary diagnosis across subtypes, across three countries in the
UK and across pre-pandemic (2016—19) and pandemic (2020 and 21) periods.

stroke thrombolysis in England was higher than expected (+8%), and
cerebral artery coiling in all three countries was similar to 2016-19.
In 2021, although there was some improvement, most CVD proce-
dures remained well below the expected levels in all three countries,
ranging from —6% for PAD re-vascularisation in Scotland to —49%
for carotid endarterectomy in Wales. Only stroke thrombolysis in
England (4+17%), cerebral artery coiling in Scotland (4+-21%), and
ventricular assist device or heart transplant in Scotland (+81%) were
higher, but numbers were low and confidence intervals wide. Gener-
ally, monthly numbers of CVD procedures were lower in 2020 and
21, compared to 2016—19 across countries (Figure 2).

Observed changes were not consistent throughout 2020 and 2021
(Figure 5). In 2020, monthly admissions for all CVD procedures in
all three countries decreased from January, with greatest reductions
in April, compared to 2016—19. Overall admissions for procedures all
CVD subtypes remained lower than expected during the rest of 2020
and 21 in all three countries.

Urgency of care

In 2020 there were 11 775 (—9%) fewer emergency CVD procedures
than in 2016-19 in all three countries combined. The proportion
reduction varied between countries (England —10%, Scotland +3%,
and Wales —4%) (Figure 6). The total number of individual emergency
CVD procedures was either lower than or similar to 2016—19. Exam-
ples of procedures that were lower were coronary artery bypass graft
surgery (—26% in England, —57% in Wales), carotid endarterectomy

(—36% in Wales), AA repair (—23% in England and—25% in Wales)
and pulmonary artery embolectomy (—20% in England). Some pro-
cedures were higher in 2020 than expected: permanent pacemaker
or resynchronisation therapy in Scotland (+20%) and cerebral artery
coiling (+15% in England and +47% in Wales), although numbers
were relatively low.

In 2021 there were only 1990 (—2%) fewer emergency CVD proce-
dures in all three countries combined, with some variation observed
between countries (England —2%, Scotland +10%, and Wales 0%).
Generally, there was variability across individual CVD procedures
and countries (Figure 6). For example, emergency coronary artery
bypass graft surgery was lower in England (—9%) and Wales (—53%)
and higher in Scotland (4+46%). However, AA repair across all three
countries remained lower in 2021 than in 2016-19 (England —19%,
Scotland —18%, and Wales —33%).

For elective CVD procedures in 2020, there were 84 766 (—31%)
fewer procedures combined for all three countries (England and
Wales —32%, Scotland —21%). Individual elective procedures were all
lower in 2020 compared to 2016—19 across countries, except stroke
thrombolysis was higher in England (+230%, N +81). The reduction
in CVD procedures varied by country and procedure, e.g. —39, —39,
and —24% for CABG, and —29, —24, and —41% for limb angioplasty
in England, Wales, and Scotland, respectively.

In 2021, the reduction in elective procedures persisted with 74 566
(—27%) fewer elective CVD procedures combined for all three coun-
tries (England —29%, Scotland —15%, and Wales —23%) (Figure 6).
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Figure 4. Monthly elective hospital admissions for cardiovascular disease as primary diagnosis across subtypes, across three countries in the UK

and across pre-pandemic (2016—19) and pandemic (2020-21) periods.

The reductions continued for all individual elective procedures, ex-
cept stroke thrombolysis in England. Between January and April
2020, monthly emergency procedures decreased for AA, ACS, HF,
and PAD, recovering to pre-pandemic levels in late 2020 and 2021.
(Supplementary material online, Figure S2). Monthly elective pro-
cedures decreased in January to April 2020, across subtypes and
countries, and had not recovered to 2016—19 levels by end of 2021
(Supplementary material online, Figure S3).

Discussion

In the first comprehensive study to use national routinely collected
electronic hospital data in the pandemic context across CVD sub-
types, admissions, procedures, urgency of care, and countries, we
demonstrate three major findings. First, there were profound re-
ductions across CVD subtypes and countries during the pandemic,
particularly for procedural activity which reduced by a third in 2020
and by a quarter in 2021, compared with pre-pandemic levels. Second,
except for VTE, although emergency admissions and procedures had
returned to pre-pandemic levels by 2021, elective activity remained
significantly reduced, especially for procedures. Third, the comorbidity
profile for CVD admissions and procedures was more severe during
the pandemic than pre-pandemic in England for most CVD subtypes
but did not generally differ between 2020-21 and 2016—19 for Scot-
land and Wales.

Despite multiple analyses of indirect effects in the UK and other
countries using EHR,""1420 these effects have been neglected in
pandemic surveillance and policy responses.?' Moreover, prior anal-
yses have tended to be disease- or procedure-specific and have not
taken a system-level view across diseases and countries.”> We now
confirm previous reports of reduced activity for admissions and for
PCl and other CVD-related procedures, showing variation by timing,
speed, and extent of recovery across subtypes. Given the significant
backlogs across services in the UK?3~2> and other countries,® there
is an urgent need to monitor and understand these indirect impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic, to develop coordinated, but tailored
responses, based on subtype, type and urgency of care, and country.
Without urgent action, indirect and long-term consequences could
create far greater burden and cost to individuals, populations, and
health systems than acute, direct effects.

Reductions in emergency care are likely to require different ap-
proaches to workforce and resource planning, compared with elective
care, and for admissions vs. procedures.27'28 Therefore, the greater
effect on procedural activity and the relatively slower recovery of
elective procedural activity, especially in England and WVales, re-
quires further investigation, explanation, and mitigation strategies. The
widespread strain on health systems due to COVID-19 is unprece-
dented and staff and resource shortages over successive waves may
provide part of the explanation. In 2021, some emergency admissions
were greater than pre-pandemic levels, which may in part, be related
to the reduction in elective admissions and procedures the year
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Figure 5. Monthly total procedures for cardiovascular disease across subtypes, across three countries in the UK and across pre-pandemic

(2016—19) and pandemic (2020-21) periods.

before. There may also have been changes in coding of admissions
as ‘emergency’ or ‘urgent’ so that they were less delayed during the
pandemic.

Although projections from national and international efforts such
as the Global Burden of Disease Study provide important con-
text,”” more detailed national-and local-level data regarding CVD
re-admissions, and non-COVID and CVD deaths are required for
informed health policy. Ultimately, answers require standardised, near
real-time data which has become possible in the COVID-19 con-
text but has historically not been a priority. To-date, admissions and
procedures have been tracked in a ‘rear view mirror’, which is not
fit-for-purpose for surveillance and planning during public health emer-
gencies such as pandemics, due partly to specialty- and disease-specific
silos, and partly due to a culture of retrospective data collection,
monitoring, and analysis. For example, the UK’s National Heart Failure
Audit and National Audit of PCl publish annual reports with a one
year delay, which has been further delayed or de-prioritised during
the pandemic®® and national AA screening data during the pandemic
has not been published.>! National EHR data can and should be used
to study CVD and non-COVID diseases and services at scale, with
low-hanging fruits for public health and policy planning during and
post-pandemic.

Late presentation, greater severity of illness, and inequalities in
access to healthcare have been invoked to explain increased rates
of CVD during the pandemic. The finding of similar baseline char-

acteristics before and during the pandemic among most individuals
presenting with CVD and undergoing CVD-related procedures in
Scotland and Wales suggests that these patient-level factors (including
age, sex, and ethnicity) do not fully explain the reductions in CVD
care during the pandemic, and that system-level factors may be more
important. However, for most CVD subtypes in England, there was
greater comorbidity burden in those presenting during pandemic
years than during pre-pandemic years, which could suggest decreased
prevention, late presentation, and/or reduced access to CVD services.
We show differences by subtype, by urgency of care, and by country,
which may signify different reasons for reductions in activity and
therefore different, nuanced solutions. For example, the higher impact
on CABG, carotid endarterectomy, and PAD procedures needs to be
explored. There is now clear evidence of increased VTE risk associ-
ated with COVID-19, up to 1 year after infection, which at least partly
explains the observed increase in VTE admissions and procedures.>
We have only considered certain CVD admissions and procedures,
but indirect effects across all diseases and procedures are likely. A
complex interplay of factors makes analysis difficult with successive
pandemic waves, lockdowns, vaccination programmes, and changing
COVID-19-related policies. However, without a whole-system per-
spective and better up-to-date data, the indirect effect across diseases
cannot be quantified, tackled, or predicted. Only then can the correct,
nuanced approaches to workforce, public health priorities, and health
resource utilisation be planned.
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Figure 6. Annual counts and percentage change in total emergency and elective procedures between pre-pandemic (2016—19) and pandemic
(2020-21) periods for cardiovascular disease for all cardiovascular procedures and across subtypes and across three countries in the UK.
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Strengths/limitations

Our analyses used standardised, validated, open-source coding in
national level EHR data in the most comprehensive investigation of
indirect effects to-date. We used pre-pandemic data for comparison.
We used the same methods for admissions and procedures across
diseases, CVD subtypes and comparable datasets across countries.!”
Our study does have some limitations. First, we only investigated
some, not all CVD admissions and procedure. Second, there were low
numbers for certain procedures, particularly in Scotland and Wales.
Third, we only examined inpatient and not outpatient or emergency
department activity. Fourth, we only had socio-demographic and
comorbidity data at baseline and not tracked over time. Fifth, we do
not look in detail at impact of lockdowns, vaccination, and successive
waves. Sixth, we are reliant on EHR and coding errors are possible
though prior published studies suggest that this is unlikely to be a
major issue. Seventh, we did not investigate impact of changes in
CVD admissions or procedures on CVD-related mortality, which
should be considered in future studies. Eighth, using these data and
analyses, we could not conclude whether observed changes were
due to patient-driven (e.g. fear of hospital attendance), staff shortage
(e.g. redeployment, sickness), or hospital policy (e.g. cancelation of
elective procedures), which will require further research. Finally, our
analyses only concerned UK healthcare system and data, and may not
be necessarily generalisable to other countries and settings.

Implications for clinical practice and
policy

Our results suggest that procedural activity needs to be prioritised
and planned to provide timely services for high-risk patients during
pandemics. Data about potential indirect effects needs to be collected
and monitored, and ways of collecting, storing, and analysing data need
to be standardised across diseases and procedures, i.e. we cannot
have every specialty and disease developing its own methods and ‘re-
inventing the wheel’. During planning for pandemics, NCD surveillance
needs to be a part of the preparation and during pandemics, it should
be a part of the dashboards.

Implications for research

With the advent of national TRE data, the type of research which
we have conducted needs to be scaled up. Open-source data and
methods can facilitate valid comparisons within and across countries,
but differences in capture and coding of data need to be taken into
account. Our methods and our results have application to other dis-
eases'??% and other countries, with potential implications for current
and future pandemic policy. The science of pandemic preparedness
has been largely restricted to infection dynamics. Future prediction
models have to incorporate NCDs, and should include indirect effects,
which may be as profound as direct effects.

Conclusions

There have been wide and far-reaching reductions in secondary care
for CVD throughout the pandemic, with incomplete recovery, par-
ticularly for procedural and elective activity, even 2 years into the
COVID-19 pandemic. Monitoring and protection of cardiovascular
and non-COVID services should be part of pandemic planning in
future.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at European Heart Journal—Quality
of Care and Clinical Outcomes online.
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