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Summary

Background How international migrants access and use primary care in England is poorly understood. We aimed to
compare primary care consultation rates between international migrants and non-migrants in England before and
during the COVID—19 pandemic (2015—2020).

Methods Using data from the Clinical Practice Research Datalink (CPRD) GOLD, we identified migrants using
country-of-birth, visa-status or other codes indicating international migration. We linked CPRD to Office for
National Statistics deprivation data and ran a controlled interrupted time series (ITS) using negative binomial regres-
sion to compare rates before and during the pandemic.

Findings In 262,644 individuals, pre-pandemic consultation rates per person-year were 4.35 (4.34—4.36) for
migrants and 4.60 (4.59—4.60) for non-migrants (RR:0.94 [0.92—0.96]). Between 29 March and 26 December
2020, rates reduced to 3.54 (3.52—3.57) for migrants and 4.2 (4.17—4.23) for non-migrants (RR:0.84 [0.8—0.88]).
The first year of the pandemic was associated with a widening of the gap in consultation rates between migrants and
non-migrants to 0.89 (95% CI 0.84—0.94) times the ratio before the pandemic. This widening in ratios was greater
for children, individuals whose first language was not English, and individuals of White British, White non-British
and Black/African/Caribbean/Black British ethnicities. It was also greater in the case of telephone consultations,
particularly in London.

Interpretation Migrants were less likely to use primary care than non-migrants before the pandemic and the first
year of the pandemic exacerbated this difference. As GP practices retain remote and hybrid models of service deliv-
ery, they must improve services and ensure primary care is accessible and responsive to migrants’ healthcare needs.
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Research in context

Evidence before this study

How international migrants access and use primary care
services in England, including the effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on access and usage, is poorly understood. We
conducted literature searches in MEDLINE and Embase for
articles published from 2002 to 2 February 2022 on
migrants’ primary care access and utilisation in the UK,
including during the pandemic and studies using data
from the Clinical Practice Research Datalink (CPRD). We
found 37 studies that examined migrants’ primary care
access and utilisation in the UK, with 34 of these conducted
before the pandemic. Of these 34, the majority had limited
geographical coverage with small sample sizes, employed
a qualitative design, included only individuals with specific
conditions (e.g. HIV), or used survey methods to measure
quantitative outcomes. There were only three large-scale
studies that described migrants’ primary care access or uti-
lisation. Two studies that used linked data for individuals
from countries with a high incidence of TB found low levels
of primary care registration in this migrant group. The third,
a population-wide study, linked prescription data with data
from the 2011 Census in Northern Ireland, reported
reduced dispensing of psychotropic medication in most
migrants compared to non-migrants.

There is little evidence on the impact of the pan-
demic on migrants’ primary care utilisation. Of the three
studies that examined this, two employed qualitative
designs, and one mixed-methods study analysed data
from vulnerable migrants who accessed volunteer-led
clinics. All three studies suggest that the COVID-19 pan-
demic may have exacerbated existing inequalities. How-
ever, no large-scale studies have used electronic health
records to compare primary care utilisation in migrants
in England before and during the pandemic.

Added value of this study

This study explored migrants’ primary care utilisation in
England both prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic
in a large cohort of over 130,000 migrants. We found that
migrants were less likely than non-migrants to use primary
care services before the pandemic and that the gap
between migrants and non-migrants increased during the
first year of the pandemic. This widening of the gap in con-
sultation rates was greater in children, certain ethnic
groups, and migrants whose first language was not English.

Implications of all the available evidence

Building on existing qualitative evidence, this study shows
that migrants’ use of primary care in England was dispro-
portionately impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. As mod-
els of primary care service delivery continue to change in
response to the pandemic, policy-makers, commissioners,
and service planners must ensure that primary care is
accessible and adequately resourced to understand and
meet the diverse needs of their local migrant and ethnic
communities across different age groups, especially individ-
uals whose first language is not English.

Introduction

Effective primary care is linked to better health outcomes
in the general population.” In the United Kingdom (UK),
access to primary care is free of charge for all.* However,
barriers to general practice (GP) registration and low reg-
istration rates are long-standing issues among interna-
tional migrants, particularly those who are socially
excluded.*”” For migrants who do register, there are bar-
riers to accessing care, including insufficient translation
support, discrimination, and transportation costs.® '
However, differences in primary care utilisation between
migrants and the UK-born population are poorly under-
stood and have relied on self-reported surveys with lim-
ited sample sizes and mixed results.”"”"* Examining these
differences is of particular importance for service plan-
ning given the UK is home to the fifth largest number of
international migrants in the world.”

Substantial reductions in primary care consultations
were observed across the UK during the first wave of
the COVID-19 pandemic,'*" with people from minority
ethnic groups reporting greater healthcare disruption
than individuals from White ethnic groups.® However,
the difference in primary care utilisation between
migrants and non-migrants in England and how the
pandemic has affected this, including the important
interplay between migration and ethnicity within
increasingly diverse communities, has not been studied.
This is needed to help identify inequalities, and to
inform service provision and policy.” Shifts from in-
person to remote consultations may make primary care
access even more challenging for people at risk of digital
exclusion, including some migrants,”® although no
association was found between deprivation status and
the likelihood of accessing remote consultations.™

Recent validation of an electronic health record
(EHR) code list to identify a cohort of migrants largely
representative of the broader migrant population®®
presents a unique opportunity to quantify differences in
primary care usage between migrants and non-migrants
in England before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

This study aimed to compare National Health Ser-
vice (NHS) primary care consultation rates between
migrants and non-migrants from 2015 to 2020 in
England, specifically:

1. Did consultation rates differ between migrants and
non-migrants before the pandemic?

2. Did this change during the pandemic?

3. Did differences between migrants and non-
migrants vary across ethnic groups?

Methods

Study overview and data management
Of over goo GP practices in the UK contributing to
Clinical Practice Research Datalink (CPRD) GOLD, 413
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were in England and had linked Office for National Sta-
tistics (ONS) 2015 Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD)
data. Data flows are shown in Figure 1. Pseudo-anony-
mised data were stored, cleaned, and analysed using R
(versions 3.6.2 and 4.0.3) in the University College Lon-
don Data Safe Haven during 2021. All code for data
cleaning and analysis is freely available https://doi.org/
10.5281/zen0do.6345286.

This study was approved by the UK Medicines and
Healthcare products Regulatory Agency Independent
Scientific Advisory Committee (protocol 19_062R,
approval on 29 April 2019) and it was carried out as
part of the CALIBER programme under Section 251
(NHS Social Care Act 2006), which has NHS research
ethics approval (09/Ho810/16).

Exposure and outcomes

The exposure of interest was international migration to
the UK, determined by a validated migration code list
comprising migration-related ‘Read Version 2’ codes.*®
The code list produces a binary indicator (migrants,
non-migrants). It also disaggregates migrants into levels
of certainty: ‘definite’ migrants with country-of-birth
and/or visa-status codes, ‘probable’ migrants with
main-language-other-than-English codes, and ‘possible’
migrants with non-UK-origin codes.

The outcomes were primary care consultation rates
(per person-year) and rate ratios (RRs) comparing
migrants to non-migrants. We derived consultation
counts using 28 out of 62 consultation types in CPRD
indicating direct consultations (as opposed to indirect
administrative activities) and further disaggregated
them into face-to-face and telephone consultations, the
latter of which may also include other types of virtual
consultations (Table S1).

Study cohort

The initial eligible cohort comprised individuals of all
ages registered before January 2021, for any length of
time, at a CPRD GOLD GP practice in the UK that was
contributing ‘up-to-standard’ data (see Supplementary
Box 2 for details) for any length of time in the January
2021 database build.*" We reduced this initial cohort to
individuals registered at a GP practice in England who
were eligible for all linkages pre-specified in the study
protocol** and we identified migrants by applying the
migration code list. To comply with CPRD’s data mini-
misation policy, we randomly sampled non-migrants
from the reduced initial cohort at a ratio of 1:4 migrants
to non-migrants and then linked this cohort to IMD
data.

Follow-up commenced at the latest date of: a) an
individual registering at a CPRD GOLD practice; b)
their practice’s first ‘up-to-standard’ date; ¢) 1 January
2015. Follow-up ended at the earliest date of: a) a
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patient’s transfer out of a CPRD GOLD practice; b) their
date of death; c) the last data collection date for the prac-
tice; d) 26 December 2020 (end date of available data).

We made exclusions at the patient and consultation
level (Figure 1 and Supplementary Box 2). To prioritise
specificity, we excluded ‘possible’ migrants due to
uncertainty around their migration status.

Statistical analysis: before the pandemic

We compared pre-pandemic annual consultation rates
between migrants and non-migrants using RRs derived
from unadjusted and adjusted negative binomial mod-
els to account for overdispersion in the data. Covariates
were individual’s time-varying age (i.e., their age in
each study year represented by 5-year age categories),
sex, study year, and practice region; the offset was the
log person-years of follow-up. As socioeconomic status
is commonly recognised as a mediator of the relation-
ship between ethnicity and healthcare,” we considered
it a potentially important mediator of the effect of
migration on consultation rates. We, therefore, ran mul-
tivariable models with and without adjusting for index
of multiple deprivation (IMD; prioritising patient-post-
code-level IMD for individuals with linked IMD data
over practice-postcode-level IMD). We stratified models
by larger age groups (0—15, 16—24, 25—34, 35—49, 50
—064, and 65 and over) to account for differences in rep-
resentativeness of the migration code list across differ-
ent age groups.”” Due to interest from London
policymakers who were part of the steering group for
the study grant, we conducted a secondary analysis of
individuals in London only.

Statistical analysis: before versus during the pandemic

We explored any changes in the gap between migrants’
and non-migrants’ consultation rates before versus dur-
ing the pandemic via an interrupted time series (ITS)
analysis using a step-change model adapted from Mans-
field et al."* (see Supplementary Box 3). We compared
the pandemic period, defined as the time following
introduction of national restrictions (29 March 2020 to
26 December 2020), with the pre-pandemic period
(4 January 2015 to 7 March 2020). We added an interac-
tion term between the pandemic period and migration
status, which is interpreted as the change in the ratio of
consultation rates between migrants and non-migrants
during the pandemic compared to the consultation rate
ratio between migrants and non-migrants before the
pandemic (i.e., the multiplicative effect of migration).
We did not include a recovery slope term as our focus
was on the average effect of migration on consultation
rates during the initial months of the pandemic. We
removed data for 8—28 March 2020 to account for
healthcare utilisation changes in anticipation of pan-
demic restrictions. We matched migrants and non-
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sampled for each migrant in
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Linked IMD and
patient demographic
file
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consultation counts

n(events) = 431,570,681

each year

n(events) = 119,239,672
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Patients outside of
2015-2020 study period

n(patient) = 775,213

!

Consultations recorded
outside of a patient’s

follow-up start and end

n(events) = 176,876

Age 2100

n(patient) = 225

Annual cohort

n(patient) = 601,033

Join cohort and consultation data

Full dataset for annual analysis
n(patients) = 601,033
n(events) = 7,159,516

Migrants
n(patient) = 145,233
n(events) = 1,279,736

Non-migrants
n(patient) = 455,800
n(events) = 5,879,780

Interrupted time-series (ITS) cohort

n(patient) = 262,644

Join cohort and consultation data

Matched dataset for ITS analysis
n(patients) = 262,644
n(events) = 2,498,639

Migrants
n(patients) = 131,322
n(events) = 1,175,270

Non-migrants

n(patient) = 131,322

n(events) = 1,323,369

Figure 1. Data flow diagram with patient and consultation exclusions.
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migrants in the ITS cohort on a 1:1 ratio by sex, practice
region, IMD and age at study start. In secondary analy-
ses, we limited the analysis to London, and also strati-
fied by consultation type (face-to-face and telephone)
given considerable changes to service delivery during
the pandemic.

Statistical analysis: effect modification by ethnicity

In the pre-pandemic analysis, we examined effect modi-
fication by ethnicity using a two-way interaction term
between migration and ethnicity, based on the 2011
Census’ 18 categories grouped into 6 broader categories
and derived using an ethnicity code list adapted from
Pathak et al. (Table Sz2), with an ‘Unknown’ category for
individuals with no ethnicity data.>® We calculated the
relative excess risk due to interaction (RERI, additive)**
and multiplicative effects. We also calculated the effect
of migration across each ethnicity strata, and compared
migrants of each ethnicity to White British non-
migrants.” In the ITS analysis, we included a three-way
interaction term between migration, ethnicity and pan-
demic to determine the effect of migration across each
ethnicity strata (see Supplementary Box 3).

Bias

We replaced the binary migrant status with the categori-
cal migration certainty variable (‘definite’ and ‘probable’
migrants) to assess potential misclassification bias in
the annual pre-pandemic and ITS analyses. To examine
any potential bias introduced by migrants’ younger age
at cohort entry, later cohort entry, shorter time between
entering the CPRD GOLD database and entering the
cohort, and shorter follow-up time, we conducted two
pre-pandemic and one ITS sensitivity analyses. First, we
matched migrants and non-migrants on a 1:1 ratio by

practice region, and age and year at entering CPRD
GOLD. Second, we replaced the age and year at entering
CPRD GOLD matching variables with follow-up time.
Finally, we conducted an ITS sensitivity analysis by
matching on age and year at entering CPRD
GOLD (in addition to sex, practice region, and
IMD). To examine potential bias introduced by match-
ing migrants to non-migrants by deprivation level and
geographic region, we conducted two further ITS sensitiv-
ity analyses; firstly, by matching on age at study start, sex,
and practice region; and secondly, matching on age at
study start and sex only. We visually inspected RRs from
the pre-pandemic annual analysis and ITS analysis for
differences.

Role of the funding source

The funder of this study had no role in the study design,
data collection, analysis, interpretation, writing of this
report, or in the decision to submit the paper for publi-
cation.

Results

Cohort characteristics
The pre-pandemic annual cohort comprised 601,033
individuals, of which 145,233 were migrants. Migrants
were younger than non-migrants at cohort entry and
exit, and their median time between entering CPRD
GOLD and entering the study cohort was shorter (Table
S3). These differences were generally attenuated in the
matched annual-analysis cohorts (Tables S4 and Ss).
The ITS cohort comprised 262,644 individuals, with
half identified as migrants (Table 1). A greater propor-
tion of migrants and non-migrants were located in Lon-
don versus other regions. Fewer migrants were of

Year of cohort entry, n (%)

Table 1 (Continued)
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2015 196,541 (74.8%) 106,327 (81.0%) 90,214 (68.7%)
2016 17,470 (6.7%) 6642 (5.1%) 10,828 (8.2%)
2017 16,001 (6.1%) 6752 (5.1%) 9249 (7.0%)
2018 14,520 (5.5%) 5256 (4.0%) 9264 (7.1%)
2019 16,368 (6.2%) 5171 (3.9%) 11,197 (8.5%)
2020 1744 (0.7%) 1174 (0.9%) 570 (0.4%)

36,601 (78.6%)
3326 (7.1%)
2396 (5.1%)
2112 (4.5%
2035 (4.4%
113 (0.2%)

)
)

Characteristic Overall Non-migrant Migrant Defini ig Probable migrant
N = 262,644 n=131,322 n=131,322 n =46,583 n =84,739
(50.0%) (50.0%) (35.5%) (64.5%)
Follow up, person—years
Total 563,116 289,267 273,849 90,894 182,956
Mean (SD) 2.14(1.89) 2.20(1.92) 2.09 (1.86) 1.95 (1.85) 2.16 (1.85)
Median (IQR) 1.55(2.89) 1.55(2.95) 1.55 (2.80) 1.39(2.78) 1.65 (2.78)
Sex, n (%)
Male 126,108 (48.0%) 63,054 (48.0%) 63,054 (48.0%) 22,812 (49.0%) 40,242 (47.5%)
Female 136,536 (52.0%) 68,268 (52.0%) 68,268 (52.0%) 23,771 (51.0%) 44,497 (52.5%)

53,613 (63.3%)
7502 (8.9%)
6853 (8.1%)
7152 (8.4%)
9162 (10.8%)
457 (0.5%)
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Asian/Asian British
Black/African/Caribbean/Black British

43,126 (16.4%)
19,442 (7.4%)
Other ethnic group 10,475 (4.0%)
Unknown 57,377 (21.8%)

Practice region, n (%)*

Patients in each study year, n (%)

Characteristic Overall Non-migrant Migrant Definite migrant Probable migrant
N = 262,644 n=131,322 n=131,322 n=46,583 n =84,739
(50.0%) (50.0%) (35.5%) (64.5%)
Age at cohort entry, years
Mean (SD) 33(18) 33(18) 33(18) 35(17) 32(19)
Median (IQR) 32(21) 32(21) 32(21) 33 (20) 32(24)
Age at cohort exit, years
Mean (SD) 35(18) 35(18) 35(18) 36 (17) 34(19)
Median (IQR) 34(22) 34(22) 34(22) 35(21) 34 (24)
Time between CPRD GOLD entry and
study cohort entry, years
Mean (SD) 43(5.8) 6.2 (6.7) 2.4 (3.8) 2.5(3.7) 24 (3.8)
Median (IQR) 1.8 (6.4) 3.8(11.3) 0.4 (3.5) 0.4 (3.7) 04 (3.4)
Ethnicity, n (%)
White British 62,762 (23.9%) 58,561 (44.6%) 4201 (3.2%) 1883 (4.0%) 2318 (2.7%)
White non—British 63,118 (24.0%) 12,036 (9.2%) 51,082 (38.9%) 13,177 (28.3%) 37,905 (44.7%)
Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups 6344 (2.4%) 2456 (1.9%) 3888 (3.0%) 1542 (3.3%) 2346 (2.8%)

7415 (5.6%)
7642 (5.8%)
1572 (1.2%)
41,640 (31.7%)

London 100,020 (38.1%) 50,010 (38.1%) 50,010 (38.1%) 22,003 (47.2%) 28,007 (33.1%)
North East 984 (0.4%) 492 (0.4%) 492 (0.4%) 77 (0.2%) 415 (0.5%)
North West 28,982 (11.0%) 14,491 (11.0%) 14,491 (11.0%) 4769 (10.2%) 9722 (11.5%)
Yorkshire & The Humber 612 (0.2%) 306 (0.2%) 306 (0.2%) 73 (0.2%) 233 (0.3%)
East Midlands 64 (0.0%) 32(0.0%) 32(0.0%) 10 (0.0%) 22 (0.0%)
West Midlands 20,080 (7.6%) 10,040 (7.6%) 10,040 (7.6%) 1333 (2.9%) 8707 (10.3%)
East of England 14,326 (5.5%) 7163 (5.5%) 7163 (5.5%) 957 (2.1%) 6206 (7.3%)
South West 16,306 (6.2%) 8153 (6.2%) 8153 (6.2%) 3692 (7.9%) 4461 (5.3%)
South Central 40,764 (15.5%) 20,382 (15.5%) 20,382 (15.5%) 10,232 (22.0%) 10,150 (12.0%)
South East Coast 40,506 (15.4%) 20,253 (15.4%) 20,253 (15.4%) 3437 (7.4%) 16,816 (19.8%)
IMD, n (%)
IMD 1 (least deprived) 36,336 (13.8%) 18,168 (13.8%) 18,168 (13.8%) 7502 (16.1%) 10,666 (12.6%)
IMD 2 38,976 (14.8%) 19,488 (14.8%) 19,488 (14.8%) 6116 (13.1%) 13,372 (15.8%)
IMD 3 48,688 (18.5%) 24,344 (18.5%) 24,344 (18.5%) 7742 (16.6%) 16,602 (19.6%)
IMD 4 66,990 (25.5%) 33,495 (25.5%) 33,495 (25.5%) 11,548 (24.8%) 21,947 (25.9%)
IMD 5 (most deprived) 71,654 (27.3%) 35,827 (27.3%) 35,827 (27.3%) 13,675 (29.4%) 22,152 (26.1%)

2015 196,541 (27.5%) 106,327 (29.4%) 90,214 (25.6%) 36,601 (31.2%) 53,613 (22.8%)
2016 138,899 (19.5%) 73,028 (20.2%) 65,871 (18.7%) 24,212 (20.6%) 41,659 (17.7%)
2017 115,280 (16.1%) 59,524 (16.5%) 55,756 (15.8%) 16,921 (14.4%) 38,835 (16.5%)
2018 103,295 (14.5%) 49,249 (13.6%) 54,046 (15.3%) 16,314 (13.9%) 37,732 (16.0%)
2019 94,498 (13.2%) 43,561 (12.1%) 50,937 (14.5%) 13,417 (11.4%) 37,520 (16.0%)
2020 65,296 (9.1%) 29,697 (8.2%) 35,599 (10.1%) 9857 (8.4%) 25,742 (10.9%)

(
35,711 (27.2%) 9858 (21.2%) 25,853 (30.5%)
(

11,800 (9.0%) 6030 (12.9%) 5770 (6.8%)
8903 (6.8%) 2586 (5.6%) 6317 (7.5%)
15,737 (12.0%) 11,507 (24.7%) 4230 (5.0%)

? See Supplementary Box 4 for a map of England and its regions.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the ITS cohort (matched on age at study start, sex, practice region, and IMD).

White British ethnicity (3.2%) compared to non-
migrants (44.6%). The proportion of White British non-
migrants is lower than the national average, possibly
due to unrecorded ethnicity for 31.7% of individuals.
Migrants had a shorter time between CPRD GOLD entry
and study entry compared with non-migrants (median of
0.4 and 3.8 years, respectively). However, matching

migrants to non-migrants based on age and year of
CPRD GOLD entry removed this difference (Table SG).

Before the pandemic
Migrants in the annual cohort attended fewer consulta-
tions than non-migrants; 4.31 (4.31—4.32) compared
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with 5.62 (5.62—5.62) consultations per person-year
(Table S9). A similar, although less pronounced, trend
was observed in the pre-pandemic period of the ITS
analysis (4.35 [4.34—4.30] versus 4.6 [4.59—4.6] consul-
tations per person—year; Table S10).

Migrants had a 6% lower rate of consultations than
non-migrants  after = multivariable  adjustment
(Figure 2A and Table S11, RR:0.94, 95%CI:0.93—0.94).
A similar RR was obtained when IMD was removed
from the model (RR:0.95, 95%Cl:0.94—0.95). Consul-
tation rates in migrants were slightly higher than non-
migrants for individuals aged o—15 years, 50—064 years,
and 6j5 years and above, while migrants aged 16—24
years, 25—34 years, and 35—49 years had lower consulta-
tion rates than non-migrants (Figure 2A).

In London, migrants had higher rates of consulta-
tion than non-migrants after multivariable adjustment
(Figure 2A; RR:1.10, 95%CI:1.09—1.11). Consultation
rates were only lower among migrants aged 16—24 years
and 25—34 years. However, the differences in consulta-
tion rates between migrants and non-migrants in these
age groups were not as great as those seen in the same
age groups in England.

Before versus during the pandemic

Crude face-to-face consultation rates reduced during the
first eight months of the pandemic from 4.12 (4.11—4.13)
t0 3.02 (3—3.05) and 4.35 (4.34—4.36) 10 3.52 (3.49—3.55)
consultations per person-year for migrants and non-
migrants, respectively (Table S10). Telephone consulta-
tions increased during the pandemic in both groups
(from 0.23 [0.23—0.23] to 0.52 [0.51—0.53] in migrants
and 0.25 [0.25—0.25] to 0.68 [0.67—0.69] in non-
migrants).

During the pandemic, migrants had lower rates of
face-to-face (RR:0.86, 95%Cl:0.81—0.9) and telephone
consultations (RR:0.76, 95%Cl:0.71—0.81) compared to
non-migrants (Figure 3, Table 2). This resulted in a 9%
reduction (RR:0.91, 95%CL:0.86—0.90) in the ratio of
face-to-face consultation rates observed between migrants
and non-migrants pre-pandemic, and a 14% reduction for
telephone consultations (RR:0.86, 95%Cl:0.80—0.92).

This change was more pronounced in migrants aged
o—1;5 years, who attended more consultations before the
pandemic (RR:1.05, 95%Cl:1.02—1.07) and fewer dur-
ing the pandemic (RR:0.76, 95%Cl:0.71—0.82). It
resulted in a 27% reduction in the pre-pandemic ratio
of consultation rates between migrants and non-
migrants (RR:0.73, 95%CI:0.68—0.79). Other age
groups were also negatively affected to varying degrees
(Figure 4 and Table S12).

In London, migrants had slightly higher rates both
before and during the pandemic (Table S13). Migrants
and non-migrants in London had similar rates of
telephone consultations pre-pandemic (RR:0.99,
95%Cl:0.95—1.03; Figure S1 and Table S13). However,
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during the pandemic migrants had substantially lower
rates than non-migrants (RR:0.77, 95%Cl:0.70—0.86),
which equates to a further 22% reduction compared
with the pre-pandemic ratio of consultation rates
between migrants and non-migrants (RR:0.78,

95%Cl:0.7—0.88).

Effect modification by ethnicity

Pre-pandemic, White non-British migrants had the low-
est consultation rates compared to non-migrants of the
same ethnicity (Figure 2B Figure 2; RR:o.7s5,
95%Cl:0.74—0.706), followed by migrants of Unknown,
Mixed/Multiple, and White British ethnicities. Con-
versely, Asian/Asian British migrants (RR:1.19,
95%CI:1.r7—1.21) and Black/African/Caribbean/Black
British migrants (RR:1.13, 95%Cl:1.1—1.15) had higher
consultation rates than their non-migrant counterparts.
Multiplicative and additive effects are presented in Table
S14. For the majority of ethnicities, further disaggregation
resulted in rate ratios that were consistent with the wider
group estimate (Table S15). However, within the Mixed eth-
nic group, the lower consultation rate was primarily driven
by individuals from Mixed White and Black Caribbean or
African backgrounds, with no evidence of a difference
between migrants and non-migrants of Mixed White and
Asian or Other Mixed background.

Within ethnic groups, the largest reductions in con-
sultation rates during the pandemic in migrants versus
non-migrants were in the White British (RR:0.69,
95%Cl:0.64—0.73; Figure 5 and Table S16), Black/Afri-
can/Caribbean/Black British (RR 0.68, 95%CI 0.64
—0.73), and White non-British (RR:0.72, 95%CI:0.68
—o.77) Dbackgrounds. Within the Black/African/
Caribbean/Black British group the largest impact was
in individuals of African ethnicity (Figure S2 and Table
S1y). In the Asian/Asian British ethnic group, the mag-
nitude of the higher consultation rates observed pre-
pandemic between migrants and non-migrants further
increased during the pandemic (RR:r.11, 95%Cl:1.04
—1.18; Table S16), which was driven by consultations in
the Pakistani and Other Asian groups (Figure S2 and
Table Sty).

Sensitivity analyses
In pre-pandemic sensitivity analyses (Figure S3), RRs
were numerically lower than the main analysis RRs for
both matched cohorts (i.e. [1] matched on age and year
when an individual joined a CPRD practice and [2]
matched on follow-up). When replacing binary migra-
tion status with migration certainty, ‘definite’ and
‘probable’ migrants only differed slightly (Figure S4).
Pre-pandemic estimates obtained from multivariable
modelling largely corroborated findings from the ITS
analysis over the same period, except in the sensitivity
analysis where ‘definite’ migrants had higher rates.
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Figure 2. Forest plots of migrant versus non—migrant consultation rate ratios before the pandemic (2015—2019), including by age
group (A) and ethnicity (B). *All represents migrants of all ethnic groups compared to White British non-migrants.
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Figure 3. Weekly consultation rates by migration status in England: predicted rates from interrupted time-series analysis (solid line)
and actual observed rates (dashed line), truncated view July 2019—November 2020.

This is likely attributed to the lack of age adjustment in
the ITS analysis due to using aggregate data. The pan-
demic amplified the effect of migration on consultations
for ‘probable’ migrants (RR:0.87, 95%Cl:0.82—0.92),
while the effect on ‘definite’ migrants (RR:0.96,

95%Cl:0.91—1.02) was not significant (Figure S5 and
Table S18).

Results from the ITS cohort sensitivity analyses were
generally consistent with those of the main ITS analysis
(Figures S6—S8 and Tables S19—S21). In the sensitivity

e. the multiplicative effect)

Variable Interpretation RR (95%Cl)
All Face-to-face Telephone
Pandemic Comparing non-migrants’ consultation rates during the 0.96 (0.92—1) 0.85 (0.82—0.89) 3.45 (3.26—3.65)
pandemic to non-migrants’ consultation rates pre-
pandemic
Migration status Comparing migrants’ consultation rates pre-pandemic to 0.94 (0.92—0.96) 0.94 (0.93—0.96) 0.89 (0.86—0.91)
non-migrants consultations pre-pandemic
Migration status + inter- Comparing migrants’ consultation rates during the pan- 0.84 (0.8—0.88) 0.86 (0.81—0.9) 0.76 (0.71-0.81)
action term (between demic to non-migrants’ consultation rates during the
migrant status and pandemic
pandemic)
Interaction term Comparing the ratio of consultation rates between 0.89 (0.84—0.94) 0.91 (0.86—0.96) 0.86 (0.8—0.92)
(between migrant migrants and non-migrants pre-pandemic to the ratio of
status and pandemic) consultation rates between migrants and non-migrants

during the pandemic (the additional effect of the pan-

demic on the ratio between migrants and non-migrants i.

Table 2: Consultation rate ratios from interrupted time-series analysis (5 January 2015 to 26 December 2020) for England.
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analysis where IMD was removed from the matching
process (Figure S7 and Table S20) we observed lower
consultation rates in migrants both before and during
the pandemic, and found a widening of existing gaps
during the pandemic for telephone consultations. In
the sensitivity analysis that removed both IMD and prac-
tice region from the matching, we also found lower con-
sultations rates for migrants versus non-migrants
before the pandemic (Figure S8 and Table S21). How-
ever, we only observed lower rates during the pandemic
and a greater widening for telephone consultations.

Discussion

We present findings concerning migrants’ primary care
utilisation in England using one of the most compre-
hensive sources of primary care research data available
in the UK.*" We show that migrants had lower consulta-
tion rates than non-migrants before the COVID-19 pan-
demic and that the pandemic exacerbated this gap. Our
findings also highlight that the effect of being a migrant
on primary care utilisation varied significantly by age
group and ethnicity.

Lower pre-pandemic consultation rates for migrants
in this study are consistent with qualitative and UK-
based survey studies of the multiple barriers that
migrants face in accessing healthcare.>”” Similarly,
lower pre-pandemic consultation rates in migrants have
also been reported internationally.””3° Migrants in
young and middle adulthood attended fewer consulta-
tions than non-migrants, while the opposite was seen in
children and older adults. Higher rates in older adults
aligns with previous research™ and could be explained
by the diminishing ‘healthy migrant effect’ over time?’
and increasing primary care consultation rates with
time post-migration."

The exacerbation of the gap in consultation rates
between migrants and non-migrants during the pan-
demic was more prominent for telephone consultations
than face-to-face consultations. It was also more pro-
nounced for children, individuals of White British, White
non-British and Black/African/Caribbean/Black British
ethnicities, and individuals whose first language was not
English. The large impact on migrant children corrobo-
rates evidence showing reduced uptake of routine immu-
nisations in England during the pandemic, where
barriers to access particularly affected minority ethnic
families’*** Similarly, disproportionate reductions in
primary care during the pandemic have also been
reported for migrant children in Ontario, Canada.**
Focusing on middle adulthood, evidence prior to this
study showed that migrant women experience challenges
in accessing maternity care in the UK.** Gender-stratified
analysis based on this a-priori hypothesis should be con-
ducted in future in migrants of child-bearing age. The
considerable impact on individuals from Black/African/
Caribbean/Black British ethnic backgrounds could reflect

challenges accessing routine preventive care during the
pandemic as a result of health service information not
reaching minority ethnic communities.>

We found an exacerbation of the gap in consultations
rates in individuals whose first language was not
English. Whilst we were unable to ascertain English lan-
guage proficiency using the migration code list and
despite incentives for GPs to record main/first language
terms between 2008 and 2011 due to the Quality Out-
comes Framework,> the recording of a language code
in an individual’s record could suggest that there may
have been communication issues that prompted the
staff member to ask about language. Differences
between telephone and face-to-face consultations and
the impact on individuals whose first language was not
English corroborates evidence from England that the
shift from in-person to remote primary care exacerbated
existing language and access barriers."®*° In the Asian/
Asian British group, further increases during the pan-
demic to migrants’ already higher pre-pandemic consul-
tation rates build on existing pre-pandemic evidence of
higher primary care use in individuals of South Asian
ethnicity compared with other ethnic groups.’” Possible
differences in healthcare needs underlying this finding
within Asian/Asian British groups warrant further
investigation.

In London, the large gap in telephone consultation
rates between migrants and non-migrants that emerged
during the pandemic could be due to changes in
London’s emigration patterns following the onset of the
pandemic, which altered its migrant composition.38
This change could have seen more migrants experienc-
ing access barriers (e.g. digital and language barriers)
remaining in London.

Limitations of our study include the under-record-
ing of migration-related indicators in EHRs, which
could result in migrants being misclassified as non-
migrants®® and a selection bias towards migrants who
are more engaged with primary care. Additionally, the
way that migration-related information is elicited by
GP practices and regions may vary, which could affect
whether an individual is classified as a definite or prob-
able migrant and thus, the proportions of definite and
probable migrants in a given area. However, this would
have a limited effect on the main analysis that exam-
ined the entire migrant group. We also observed differ-
ences in ethnicity recording between the definite and
probable migrant sub-groups; however, as we did not
analyse the interaction between ethnicity and migra-
tion status in these sub-groups, these differences are
unlikely to affect our results. As we reported previ-
ously, the migration code list used in this study is less
representative of migrants aged over 50.”° As a result,
findings concerning older migrants should be inter-
preted with caution. In the context of superdiversity in
the UK’s migrant population, another limitation is that
we did not differentiate between newly arrived and
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more established migrants who may have very differ-
ent experiences of accessing healthcare.>® Finally,
there was a lack of power in the 18-category ethnicity
ITS analysis; therefore, these findings should be inter-
preted with caution.

Our study could also have been affected by changes
in size and composition of the migrant population dur-
ing the study period due to the pandemic itself and/or
other factors e.g. the UK’s exit from the EU. We found
pronounced widening of gaps between migrants’ and
non-migrants’ consultation rates in both White British
and White non-British groups, who may represent EU
migrants. The lack of timely de-registration of migrants
who leave GP practices and/or emigrate from the UK
could contribute to a greater amount of false follow-up
time (i.e. a numerator-denominator bias) and, thus, an
underestimation of consultation rates. Finally, we pro-
vide quantitative evidence on migrants’ primary care
utilisation, which is useful for service planning; how-
ever, we did not assess clinical need and, therefore, can-
not make firm conclusions regarding the inequity of
these differences.

As GP practices continue to use remote consulta-
tions,*® concerted efforts are needed to ensure all GP
services are accessible to migrants. Clinical commis-
sioning groups should address supply-side factors to
support efficient and effective use of primary care (e.g.
professional interpreting and translation services, cul-
turally responsive service delivery plans) and demand-
side factors (e.g. improving migrants’ knowledge of
their healthcare entitlements and supporting migrants
to make informed decisions about healthcare use dur-
ing the pandemic and beyond).”® Future studies could
identify GP practices where there was a lesser widening
of the gap between migrants and non-migrants' primary
care utilisation during the pandemic, and provide exam-
ples of how culturally responsive care and reduction of
access barriers have supported migrants’ use of healthcare.
Additionally, improvements are needed in both the com-
pleteness and accuracy of migration and ethnicity record-
ing in primary care.*' Disaggregation of health outcomes
by migrant sub-group is needed to better understand the
needs of this diverse population** and inform service plan-
ning. However, socially excluded migrant sub-groups (e.g.
asylum seekers, undocumented migrants, survivors of
human trafficking) experience greater barriers accessing
NHS services, fear data sharing for immigration enforce-
ment purposes, and are thus rarely captured in routine
health data.#® Further research is also needed to explore
factors that affected migrants and non-migrants differently
during the pandemic, whether differences during wave
one persisted or reduced to pre-pandemic levels in subse-
quent waves, and whether specific groups of migrants are
adversely affected in the long term.

To conclude, we found that the pandemic impacted
migrants’ primary care usage more than that of non-
migrants. Although our findings do not provide
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explanations for this disproportionate impact, they rein-
force the role of health services in mitigating service-
delivery-related barriers to ensure migrants receive pri-
mary care proportionate to their need. Addressing the
widening of inequalities will mitigate the future risk of
a significantly higher burden of longer term conditions
for our healthcare system. This requires policy-makers,
commissioners, and service planners to ensure ade-
quate resourcing of primary care to meet the diverse
needs of their local migrant and ethnic communities
across age groups. Further research is also needed to
investigate whether changes in migrants’ primary care
usage during the pandemic resulted in inequities in
health outcomes.
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