NHS introduces 'Jess’s Rule' to prevent missed cancer diagnoses after young woman's tragic death
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Jessica Brady, a vibrant 27-year-old from Hertfordshire, tragically lost her life to cancer after her condition was repeatedly missed by her GP surgery despite more than twenty appointments over five months. Her case starkly exposes the gaps in the NHS system that can lead to catastrophic outcomes for patients, particularly younger adults whose symptoms may not fit conventional patterns expected by clinicians. 
Jessica’s parents, Andrea and Simon Brady, who have bravely campaigned for change following their devastating loss, inspired the introduction of a new patient safety initiative across NHS England called "Jess’s Rule." This scheme encourages general practitioners to adopt a "three strikes and rethink" approach—if a patient attends three appointments without a diagnosis or with worsening symptoms, the GP must take a fresh look by ensuring face-to-face consultations, seeking second opinions, or ordering further tests. The initiative is part of broader efforts to improve early diagnosis rates, aiming to catch diseases like cancer while still at an early and more treatable stage.
Research underscores the urgency of such measures. Young people and ethnic minorities often face prolonged delays in diagnosis because their symptoms may not align with typical profiles developed around older, white patients. Jess’s Rule, named in her memory, hopes to drive systemic reform to save lives and reduce suffering caused by late or missed diagnoses.
Jessica’s illness was ultimately identified as stage 4 adenocarcinoma, a diagnosis delayed due to multiple virtual GP appointments during which her symptoms, including persistent abdominal pain, were overlooked. The reliance on remote consultations during the COVID-19 pandemic made securing an in-person appointment challenging—a factor her parents insist contributed to the late detection of her cancer. They argue that had Jessica been physically assessed earlier, her symptoms might have been taken more seriously, possibly altering the tragic outcome.
The Jessica Brady CEDAR Trust, founded in her honour, focuses on equipping GPs with better training and resources to spot cancer early, especially in younger adults where symptoms may be atypical. Early diagnosis not only improves patient survival rates but also reduces pressure on NHS resources, enabling support for other patients.
Government figures provide some cause for optimism: over 160,000 more people received cancer diagnoses or had cancer ruled out within 28 days in the year spanning August 2024 to July 2025 compared to the previous year. Additionally, more than 2,000 extra GPs have been recruited, alongside record funding exceeding £1 billion for GP practices in 2025-26, with patient satisfaction on the rise. Yet experts caution that enhanced funding alone cannot solve the problem; systemic reform and genuine engagement with patient experiences are essential.
According to NHS England leadership, Jess’s Rule represents a vital step in restoring confidence in primary care by ensuring doctors reflect when symptoms persist or escalate, thereby preventing future tragedies like Jessica’s. The Brady family continues to work closely with the NHS, advocating for sustained improvements in patient safety and diagnostic vigilance.
Jessica Brady’s story is a poignant reminder of the human cost behind systemic shortfalls and the urgent need for responsive, patient-centred healthcare reform. While Jess’s Rule seeks to change the landscape, many hope it will serve as a catalyst for a deeper transformation in how the NHS listens to and acts on the concerns of all patients—particularly the most vulnerable.
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