Rising self-presentations of stroke patients due to ambulance delays prompt calls for urgent action
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Long ambulance waits are increasingly prompting stroke patients to forgo emergency medical services and make their own way to hospital, putting their chances of rapid treatment and better recovery at risk, a report by the Stroke Association warns. The charity stresses that while ambulance response delays are a genuine concern, emergency vehicles remain the fastest and most effective route to specialist stroke care.
A stroke is a critical medical emergency, occurring when blood supply to part of the brain is interrupted, necessitating urgent intervention to prevent death or long-term disabilities such as paralysis or speech loss. According to new analysis from the Stroke Association, more stroke patients than ever are arriving at hospital by private means instead of via ambulance—around 26.8% of stroke patients (approximately 23,491 people) in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland in 2024/25. This marks a noticeable rise from 19.4% in 2020/21 and is the highest recorded since stroke audit data collection began over a decade ago.
Specialist stroke treatment centres are equipped to provide fast, targeted care including brain scans and clot removal procedures such as thrombectomy, which can significantly improve survival and recovery outcomes. Paramedics trained to identify strokes also ensure patients are taken directly to acute stroke units where evidence shows survival odds and rehabilitation potential improve markedly. The Stroke Association highlights that timely access to these services is crucial, reinforcing the advice for anyone showing stroke symptoms—facial drooping, arm weakness, slurred speech—to call 999 immediately and wait for ambulance transport.
Professor Deb Lowe, medical director of the Stroke Association, emphasised the continuing importance of ambulance transport despite NHS pressures. Speaking to the Daily Mail, she said: “Stroke is a medical emergency so anyone who is experiencing symptoms should call 999 and wait for an ambulance... we stand firm on that advice as it is the best way to get rapid and evidence-based care.” She highlighted the UK’s ageing population and the forecasted 50% increase in annual stroke cases by 2035, urging that swift, expert treatment will remain essential to save lives and reduce disability.
Recent data shows some promise in ambulance performance, with average response times for category 2 emergencies (which include strokes) recorded at 28 minutes and 40 seconds in July—within the official 30-minute target. Additionally, ambulance handover delays at hospitals have been decreasing, though they still exceed the 15-minute target on average. Nonetheless, the wider NHS is under growing strain: a separate report revealed that NHS waiting lists have hit an unprecedented 6.1 million for routine operations, and ambulance response times for less urgent calls including strokes increased in early 2024, heightening concerns over the healthcare system’s capacity to cope.
To address these challenges, technological advancements such as prehospital video triage are being used to assist paramedics in diagnosing stroke on the way to specialist units. Cutting-edge research is also exploring rapid diagnostic tools including brief photoplethysmography (PPG) recordings, which have shown promise in detecting severe stroke types like large vessel occlusions, potentially enabling faster targeted treatment.
Beyond the urgent hospital pathway, broader public health and medical research continues to refine stroke risk understanding and prevention. For instance, studies have linked physical signs like diagonal earlobe creases to increased cardiovascular and stroke risk, underscoring the value of early detection and lifestyle management. Meanwhile, investigations into behavioural factors reveal that public fears about seeking treatment during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic may contribute to treatment delays, highlighting a need for clear health communications.
In summary, while ambulance delays have contributed to a rising number of stroke patients self-presenting to hospitals, expert advice remains unchanged: calling 999 and utilising ambulance services is crucial for accessing specialist stroke treatment swiftly. As the NHS grapples with demand pressures, further integration of technology and public education will be essential to improve outcomes for stroke patients moving forward.
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