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Plain English summary

M issed hospital appointments are common and costly and can have a negative effect on the health
of patients. Hospitals use reminder systems to increase the likelihood of patients attending their

appointments. This study looked into which reminder systems work best for which patients with regard
to improving attendance, cancellation or rescheduling of appointments. This review included any
kind of study investigating any type of system used to remind patients that they have a booked
hospital appointment.

The results showed that all types of reminders can reduce non-attendance at health appointments,
regardless of the type of appointment or patient groups being treated. Standard reminders should be sent
to all patients, unless there is a clear reason not to do so. The reminder can be sent to the patient any time
within 7 days of the appointment and it is still likely to be effective. Hardly any studies looked at whether
or not certain reminders would be better for certain patient groups. Patients who come from poor
communities or ethnic backgrounds, who are addicted to drugs or alcohol, or who have multiple health
problems are at a high risk of not attending their appointment. More intensive reminders may help these
patients. Many patients never receive their reminder and do not cancel appointments because they have
problems getting in touch with the hospital. If it was made easier to contact the hospital, then more
hospital appointments could be cancelled and reallocated to another patient. We are developing a
practice guideline to help managers to tailor their reminder systems for their service and client groups.
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