
 

The Value of a Well-Prepared Referral 
A clear, comprehensive referral is essential for providing specialists with the information they need to 
deliver timely and effective care. Thoughtful referrals help minimize delays, reduce the risk of 
miscommunication, and streamline patient management. They foster trust and collaboration between 
family physicians and specialists, improve workflow efficiency, and enhance the patient experience by 
ensuring smooth transitions and avoiding unnecessary repeat investigations. 
 

1. Essential Elements of a High-Quality Referral 
• Patient and referring physician contact details and relevant identifiers. 
• Lead with the specific reason for this referral, or clearly stated clinical question, and the 

expected outcome (diagnosis, treatment, opinion). 
• Relevant history, examination findings, investigations, and any social context impacting care. 
• Clear level of urgency to help with triaging. 

2. Practical Tips from Colleagues 
• Maintain patient-centered communication by preparing patients for what to expect and 

sharing how they can contribute to the process. 
• Include your direct contact information to facilitate streamlined communication from the 

specialist if clarification is needed. 
• Encourage a two-way relationship where specialists acknowledge receipt and outline next 

steps for shared understanding. 
3. Best Practices for Effective Referrals 

• Organize and document patient charts to ensure easy access to relevant information. 
• Build collegial relationships with specialists through respectful, collaborative 

communication. 
• Use a systematic approach when preparing referrals: 

o Who is the patient (key demographics and context)? 
o What is the clinical concern or provisional diagnosis? 
o When is specialist assessment needed (urgency)? 
o Why is this referral necessary (goals of referral)? 
o What else should be included (relevant tests, consult notes)? 

4. Managing Urgent vs. Routine Referrals 
• Direct, real-time communication (phone, text) is essential for urgent cases to ensure timely 

assessment and avoid delays. 
• For routine referrals, leverage tools like Pathways, specialist directories, or regional 

resources to guide appropriate specialist selection and referral processes. 
5. Enhancing Communication with Specialists 

• Be specific about the reason for referral and what outcome you are seeking. 
• Share psychosocial details that may influence management or access to care. 
• If referrals are declined or redirected, clarify next steps and document the plan for follow-up 

care. 
6. When to Call or Text Consultants 

• Use phone calls or secure texting for urgent clinical situations or when clarification is 
needed to prevent delays in care. 

 
Additional Resource: 

Navigating Burnout, Overcoming Isolation and Rediscovering Your Identity, Dr. Katie Caldwell 
https://www.para-ab.ca/publications-resources/blog/recent/happy-happy-holidays-navigating-burnout-overcoming-
isolation-rediscovering-identity-84/# 
 

To learn more about the VDFP Specialist Referrals Project, email mmurray@victoriadivision.ca 
 
 


