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Higher risk of death for patients admitted to NHS hospitals at 
the weekend 

 Fewer patients are admitted at weekends, but are more likely to be 
sicker and have a higher risk of death from Friday through until 
Monday 

 Authors caution against using the data to estimate avoidable 
deaths, but call for more research into how services can be 
improved to reduce risk 
  

Patients admitted to hospital at the weekend are more likely to be sicker 
and have a higher risk of death, compared with those admitted during 
the week, finds an analysis published in The BMJ this week. 

The analysis was carried out as a collaboration between University 
Hospital Birmingham NHS Foundation Trusts and University College 
London, and included Sir Bruce Keogh, National Medical Director of 
NHS England. It examined the effect of hospital admission day on death 
rates across NHS England hospitals for 2013-2014. 

The results confirm findings from an analysis they undertook for 2009-
2010. 

In the latest analysis, the authors found that around 11,000 more people 
die each year within 30 days of admission to hospital on Friday, 
Saturday, Sunday, or Monday compared with other days of the week 
(Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday). 

This suggests a generalised “weekend effect” which can be partly 
explained by the reduced support services that start from late Friday 
through the weekend, leading to disruption on Monday morning, say the 



 

 

 

authors. Patients already in hospital over the weekend do not have an 
increased risk of death. 

These results remained the same even when taking into account the 
severity of illness. 

The authors caution that it is not possible to show that this excess 
number of deaths could have been prevented, adding that to do so 
would be “rash and misleading.” 

Nevertheless, they say the number is “not otherwise ignorable” and “we 
need to determine exactly which services need to be improved at 
the weekend to tackle the increased risk of mortality.” 

They also looked at patient characteristics, length of hospital stay, and 
time to death. 

An average of 2.7 million patients were admitted to hospital on each 
weekday, while an average of 1.2 million patients were admitted on a 
Saturday and 1 million patients admitted on a Sunday. 

Saturday and Sunday admissions were more likely to be emergencies, 
50% and 65% respectively, than on weekdays (29%) and length of stay 
was also higher for patients admitted on a Saturday and Sunday. 

A higher proportion of patients admitted on a Saturday and Sunday had 
diagnoses that placed them in the highest risk of death category, 24.6% 
and 29.2% respectively, compared with less than 20% of weekday 

admissions.  

The debate on seven day working was reignited following health 
secretary Jeremy Hunt's recent call for hospital doctors to work 
at weekends to improve quality of care and reduce deaths. 

But an accompanying feature article by Helen Crump at the Nuffield 
Trust says it is not clear how or to what extent investment in seven day 
services will reduce weekend deaths, and that the costs may outweigh 
any benefits. 
 
She also warns that, unless overall staffing levels increase, ramping up 
services at the weekend “will leave a gap in the hospital’s weekday rota, 
with potentially serious consequences across other services.” 

 



 

 

 

In a linked editorial, Paul Aylin, from Imperial College London, suggests 
more research is needed to determine the “complex” relation between 
staffing levels and services, and patient safety. He says promised 
changes to how the NHS provides weekend and out of hours care “will 
be an ideal opportunity to evaluate their impact on the weekend effect.” 

Seven day working has also been a central part of negotiations between 
the government and doctors about proposed changes to the standard 
contract for NHS consultants. Hunt announced that the government 
would remove a clause in the contract which allowed doctors to opt out 
of non-emergency work at weekends. But figures obtained from freedom 
of information requests by BMJ Careers show that just 1% of consultants 
have opted out of non-emergency weekend work. 

[Ends] 

Note to Editors:  
 
1) Analysis: Increased mortality associated with weekend hospital 
admission: a case for expanded seven day services? 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h4596 

2) Briefing: Seven day working: why the health secretary’s proposal is 
not as simple as it sounds 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h4473 

3) Editorial: Making sense of the evidence for the “weekend effect” 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h4652 

4) News: 1% of consultants have opted out of elective weekend working 
http://careers.bmj.com/careers/advice/1%2525_of_consultants_have_opt
ed_out_of_elective_weekend_working 
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BMJ is a healthcare knowledge provider that aims to 
advance healthcare worldwide by sharing knowledge and expertise to 
improve experiences, outcomes and value. For a full list of BMJ products 
and services, please visit bmj.com. 
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Media Coverage 
 

NHS Weekend: Action demanded over death risk - BBC News  
 
'The weekend effect' means 11,000 extra NHS deaths a year - 
the Telegraph  
 
Hospital patients admitted at weekends '15% more likely to die' 
- The Observer  
 
This story was also covered by The Sunday Times, the Daily 
Mail, the Sunday Telegraph, the Daily Mirror, the Independent 
on Sunday, the Sun on Sunday, International Business Times 
AU, Times of India, Focus News, OnMedica, WebMD, Medical 
Xpress, Western Morning News, The Sen Times Online 
Newspaper, Financial Express, Business Standard, Yahoo 
News UK, AOL UK, Big News Network, Daijiworld, CanIndia 
News and New Kerala. Also broadcast by World News Today 
on BBC News, BBC 1 London, BBC Radio 5 Live, BBC Radio 
2, ITV 1 News and Sky News. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-34150669
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/11845465/The-weekend-effect-means-11000-extra-NHS-deaths-a-year.html
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/sep/05/bruce-keogh-hospital-patients-risk-death-admitted-weekends

