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Managed networks within cancer services: 
an organisational perspective

Ewan Ferlie, Chris Hawkins and Beth Kewell

Introduction
Policy background

The ‘managed-care network’ is a novel mode of organisation and management that is
currently being used within the reorganisation of NHS cancer services. It builds on
the recommendations of the Calman–Hine Report (1995) which first proposed a 
networked approach as opposed to a highly centralised approach or a market-led
approach. The Calman–Hine Report suggested that cancer centres, units and primary
care teams should work in partnership with each other in a network form, with
patients being treated at the most appropriate level. Care pathways between the various
providers need to be smooth for this model to work. The Calman–Hine Report (1995)
also suggested important leadership roles for lead clinician and lead nurses within the
implementation process and this may have had the effect of consolidating 
professional ownership of the model. Network-based working is in any case consistent
with the ways in which many healthcare professionals work, albeit this has historically
been on a more informal basis and usually only within their own profession. 

The network model was a radical proposal at the time – given the then dominant
model of the internal market – but has been increasingly accepted by policy-makers.
After the change of political control in 1997, overall health policy accorded less
stress to the previous guiding ideas of competition and choice and more stress to
alternative values: ensuring high quality, and coordinated and integrated care across
the whole of the NHS. The policy stress on network-based forms of management
within cancer services is strengthening and likely to continue as a major theme over
the next 5 years. It is seen as especially appropriate because the ‘care pathways’ of
many cancer patients are complex, likely to cross conventional primary, secondary
and tertiary healthcare boundaries, and may also involve social care and some 
voluntary agencies (such as hospices). Such care pathways can best be managed
through a network approach. If successful, this model of the ‘managed network’ may
be exported to other healthcare services, so this is potentially a management innovation
of some significance. Note, however, the term ‘managed network’ implies that it may
take a very different form from the tacit and self-regulated professional networks of
the past.
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In brief, the model must be modified somewhat, but it must be accepted that, in
modifying it, some of the characteristic features and behaviours of networks are 
compromised. At its best, this may lead to a new model relevant specifically to the
health sector. At worst, it may lead to disillusionment with network models, unless
the issues and tensions above are carefully considered, understood and accepted from
the start.
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