Article published online: 2021-09-15

% Thieme

Effects of the First COVID-19 Lockdown on Ophthalmological

Patient Care

Die Auswirkungen des ersten COVID-19-Lockdowns auf die
Patientenversorgung im Bereich der Augenheilkunde

Authors

Anna Schuh?, Stefan Kassumeh’, Valerie Schmelter?, Lilian Demberg’, Jakob Siedlecki1®, Andreas Anschiitz',
Thomas Kreutzer', Wolfgang J. Mayer‘®, Thomas Kohnen?, Mehdi Shajari’-2, Siegfried Priglinger!

Affiliations

1 Augenklinik und Poliklinik, Klinikum der Universitat
Miinchen, LMU Minchen, Germany

2 Augenklinik, Goethe-Universitdt Frankfurt am Main,
Frankfurt am Main, Germany

Key words
Covid-19, Corona Virus, pandemic, lockdown

Schliisselworter
COVID-19, Coronavirus, Pandemie, Lockdown

received 23.2.2021
accepted 14.6.2021
published online 15.9.2021

Bibliography

Klin Monatsbl Augenheilkd 2021; 238: 1220-1228
DOl  10.1055/a-1529-6726

ISSN  0023-2165

© 2021. Thieme. All rights reserved.

Georg Thieme Verlag KG, RiidigerstraRe 14,
70469 Stuttgart, Germany

Correspondence

PD Mehdi Shajari

Klinikum der Universitdt Miinchen, LMU Miinchen,
Augenklinik und Poliklinik

MathildenstralRe 8, 80336 Miinchen, Germany

Phone: +49(0)89440053811, Fax: +49(0)89440055160
gmsams2020@gmail.com

@ Supplementary material is available under

1220

https://doi.org/10.1055/a-1529-6726

ABSTRACT

Purpose To determine the effect of lockdown on medical
care, with the example of ophthalmology.

Methods Patients in a period during the first lockdown were
compared to a non-lockdown period, with a total of 12259
patients included in an observational study. Changes in differ-
ent areas (elective, emergency, inpatients, surgeries) and eye
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care subspecialties were compared. Emergency patients were
analyzed according to severity and urgency. Patients showing
hints requiring treatment for urgent cardiovascular diseases
were determined. Differences in patients who would have suf-
fered severe vision loss without treatment were identified and
the QALY (quality-adjusted life years) loss was determined ac-
cordingly. A model to prioritize patient visits after the end of
lockdown or in future lockdown scenarios was developed.
Data were collected at the University Eye Hospital LMU Mu-
nich and patient files were reviewed individually by ophthal-
mologists.

Results The average patient number decreased by -59.4%
(p<0.001), with a significant loss in all areas (elective, emer-
gency, inpatients, surgeries; p <0.001). There was a decline of
-39.6% for patients at high risk/high severity. Patients with
indications of a risk factor of future stroke declined signifi-
cantly (p=0.003). QALY loss at the university eye hospital
was 171, which was estimated to be 3160-24 143 for all of
Germany. Working up high losses of outpatients during these
8 weeks of projected lockdown in Germany would take 7-23
weeks under normal circumstances, depending on ophthal-
mologist density. The prioritization model can reduce mor-
bidity by up to 78%.

Conclusion There was marked loss of emergency cases and
patients with chronic diseases. Making up for the losses in ex-
aminations and treatments will theoretically take weeks to
months. To reduce the risk of morbidity, we recommend a pri-
oritization model for rescheduling and future lockdown sce-
narios.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Hintergrund Erfassung der Auswirkungen eines Lockdowns
auf die medizinische Versorgung am Beispiel der Augenheil-
kunde.

Methoden In einer Beobachtungsstudie wurden Patienten in
einem Zeitraum wahrend des ersten Lockdowns mit einem
Zeitraum ohne Lockdown verglichen. Hierbei wurden ins-
gesamt 12259 Patienten eingeschlossen. Es wurden Verdnde-
rungen in verschiedenen Bereichen (elektive Falle, Notfalle,
stationdre Fdlle, Operationen) und augendrztlichen Subspe-
zialitdten verglichen. Notfallpatienten wurden nach Schwere-
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grad und Dringlichkeit analysiert. Patienten mit ophthalmolo-
gischen Erkrankungen, die einen Hinweis auf behandlungs-
bediirftige, dringende kardiovaskuldre Erkrankungen darstel-
len, wurden ermittelt. Unterschiede von Patienten, die ohne
Behandlung einen schweren Sehverlust erlitten hatten, wur-
den identifiziert und der QALY-Verlust entsprechend ermit-
telt. Ein Modell zur Priorisierung von Patientenbesuchen nach
dem Ende des Lockdowns oder in zukiinftigen Lockdownsze-
narien wurde entwickelt. Die Daten wurden an der Univer-
sitdtsaugenklinik LMU Miinchen erhoben und die Patienten-
akten einzeln von Augendrzten gepriift.

Ergebnisse Die durchschnittliche Patientenzahl sank um
-59,4% (p<0,001) mit einem signifikanten Verlust in allen
Bereichen (elektive Falle, Notfille, stationdre Falle, Operatio-
nen; p<0,001). Bei Patienten mit hohem Risiko/hohem
Schweregrad ergab sich ein Riickgang von - 39,6 %. Patienten
mit ophthalmologischen Erkrankungen, die einen Hinweis auf

ein mogliches erhdhtes Risiko fiir einen zukiinftigen Schlag-
anfall geben, nahmen signifikant ab (p=0,003). Der QALY-
Verlust an der Universitdtsaugenklinik betrug 171, geschatzt
fir Deutschland 3160-24143. Die Aufarbeitung der hohen
Verluste an ambulanten Patienten wéhrend der 8 Wochen
Sperrung wiirde auf Deutschland hochgerechnet unter nor-
malen Umstdnden je nach Augenarztdichte 7-23 Wochen
dauern. Das Priorisierungsmodell kann die Morbiditdt um bis
zu 78% reduzieren.

Fazit Es kam zu eminenten Verlusten sowohl bei Notfall-
patienten als auch bei Patienten mit chronischen Erkrankun-
gen. Das Aufarbeiten der verpassten Untersuchungen und Be-
handlungen wird theoretisch Wochen bis Monate dauern. Um
das Morbiditatsrisiko zu reduzieren, empfehlen wir ein Priori-
sierungsmodell fiir die Wiedereinbestellung nach dem Lock-
down und kiinftige Lockdownszenarien.

Introduction

In times of international crisis, politicians are forced to make cru-
cial decisions regarding social and individual human welfare. The
COVID-19 pandemic started as an unprecedented crisis of our
time and had, as all catastrophes, its own particular character.
There was no historical blueprint in modern civilization that could
be used to properly react to this pandemic. Not knowing what will
be ahead, most governments decided to conduct a lockdown in
order to restrict the spread of the virus. In Germany, the first lock-
down period lasted 7 weeks (22.03. to 04.05.2020). Already in the
beginning, the medical benefit of this step was often discussed
against the economic harm it causes. What was and is still re-
quired, however, is a scientifically led discussion not just on the
benefits of “flattening the curve” through mass quarantining,
but also the harm the lockdown causes to our health by restricting
medical care [1, 2]. Especially in the first weeks of lockdown, many
patients suffered from not being treated for their diseases due to
the lockdown restrictions and because of this may have to live
with irreversible health consequences. To better understand the
impact of the lockdown on medical care, its effects were analyzed
at the largest single-center eye hospital in Germany. Due to the
high number of outpatients, as well as inpatients, and including
many diseases, which require an interdisciplinary treatment ap-
proach in ophthalmology (e.g., retinal arterial occlusion - neurol-
ogist, uveitis - rheumatologist, diabetic retinopathy - endocrinol-
ogist, etc.), implications could be estimated for acute and chronic
eye care as well as interdisciplinary patient care. Furthermore, a
prioritization model is presented to decrease overall population
morbidity caused by the backlog of untreated patients due to
the mandatory shutdown.

Methods

Permission to conduct the study was obtained by the institutional
review board of Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich (Ethik-
kommission LMU Miinchen). The same review board declared,

that due to the retrospective nature of the study, informed pa-
tient consent was not necessary. The Declaration of Helsinki and
its ethical principles were followed. Data was collected at the Uni-
versity Eye Hospital Munich (60 ophthalmologists/54 full-time
equivalents, corresponding to 5.18% of 1042 in-hospital ophthal-
mologists in Germany). In calculations evaluating the pan-Ger-
man situation, measured quantities were projected on the total
number of ophthalmologists (7639 - according to the German
Medical Association) [3] or only on the number of in-hospital oph-
thalmologists depending on the specific question.

The eye hospital is located in the center of Munich and 10 km
away from the main hospital buildings where COVID-19 patients
were treated during the analyzed period. With the start of the in-
ternal hospital lockdown on March 14, 2020 (1 week before the
official lockdown of the federal state of Bavaria), most elective ap-
pointments (except follow up of critical cases e.g. post-operative
follow-ups, follow-ups of emergency patients and tumor patients,
ongoing IVT [intravitreal] treatment) and surgeries were cancelled
and a triage station where patients were checked for possible
COVID-19 infection signs was installed at the hospital entrance.
Furthermore, measures were taken to reduce the viral spread of
the infection (increasing hygiene measures, phone consultation,
no visits, etc.).

Patient decline

To evaluate reasons for the patient decline, we compared ophthal-
mology patient numbers to number of infections in Germany [4].
Furthermore, as patients may change their behavior due to a rise
of infections in other regions outside of Germany, we compared
patient numbers to the number of searches of the term “corona
virus” on Google via Google Trends [5]. The analyzed period of
time stretched from 20.01.2020 to 26.04.2020. For deeper analy-
sis and better comparison to the regular setting, we included all
patients seen between 16.03.2020 and 12.04.2020 (COVID Peri-
od, CP) to all patients seen between 25.03.2019 and 21.04.2019
(non-COVID Period, NCP). The NCP was postponed by 8 days in
order to have an equal number of working days, weekends, and
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public holidays in both groups. Patients over 60 years were classi-
fied as COVID-19 high-risk patients. To avoid systematic errors by
automatic analysis of patient visits, all patient files during NCP and
CP were reviewed by one of five ophthalmologists (M.S., A.S.,
S.K., V.S., L.D.). Subgroup analysis was performed based on
ophthalmic subspecialties (e.g., glaucoma) and medical care units
(e.g., elective care).

Assessment of patient care

Two senior ophthalmology consultants (A.S. and M.S.) catego-
rized each emergency patient during CP and NCP based on the pa-
tients’ charts individually and compared their results (83 % initial
agreement level). In cases of discrepancy, an agreement was
reached after discussion. The categorization was based on poten-
tial severity of visual decline (low: <1 line on Snellen chart, me-
dium: 2 lines, high: = 3 lines) or on meaningful impact on general
health (e.g., stroke) and the likelihood of deterioration (1: low
probability, 2: medium probability, 3: high probability) in case of
delay of the ophthalmological examination or treatment for
1 week. Information on visual acuity is in decimals.

Emergency patients in whom the weak eye was at least moder-
ately impaired (according to WHO [6] visual acuity of 0.3) and the
better eye had a pathology that would lead to a visual acuity
worse than that of the weak eye if left untreated (meaning the pa-
tient would be disabled due to binocular moderate visual impair-
ment < 0.3, severe impairment < 0.1, or blindness < 0.05) within a
week were identified by A.S. and M.S. (initial agreement level
71%). Quality-adjusted life year (QALY =year of life*utility value)
was calculated by the difference in the age of the patient to aver-
age life expectancy in Germany (80.8 years). To further calculate
the productivity loss (according to Wittenborn [7] $ 50000/QA-
LY =€45670/QALY), the difference to retirement age (67 years)
was calculated. The utility value [8] was calculated with U =
(0.374)(visual acuity in better seeing eye) + 0.514. Furthermore,
diseases forming a vascular ophthalmologic event were counted
and classified as mild (hyposphagma), moderate [central retinal
vein occlusion, branch retinal vein occlusion, branch retinal artery
occlusion, non-arteriitic anterior ischemic optic neuropathy
(NAION)], and severe (central retinal artery occlusion, transient is-
chemic attack (TIA) hints for general events (e.g., stroke).

To assess chronic ophthalmologic diseases, the number of pa-
tient visits and executed operations for glaucoma, diabetic reti-
nopathy (DR), and age-related macular degeneration (AMD) were
analyzed. The number of weeks required to see all lost patients
(NCP-CP) under normal circumstances was analyzed by federal
states in Germany (supplement A).

Simulation model

Development of a simulation model in order to decrease overall
morbidity through prioritization of patient visits during a resched-
uling period or a possible future lockdown scenario was estab-
lished (detailed description in supplement B) for a single incident
(like, e.g., stroke) and chronic diseases (like, e.g., diabetes) with
two scenarios:

(1) scenariolcqre = severity
(2) scenario2cqre = severity X urgency

To simulate the different progression types, we used the following
functional formula, which reflects the progression of the severity
of the illness, as a function of time t, and the speed of progression
of the illness a, as well as the maximal severity of the illness:

(3) severity = (1 — €™ x severitymax

In our simulation study, o € {0.1;0.2;0.4] reflecting a slow, me-
dium, and fast progress of the illness, and t € [0;30] reflecting
30 time periods. We differentiate between low, medium, and high
maximal severity of the illness, severitymay € {1;2;3].

As it was a simultation, criteria for the different progress rates
and severity levels were not defined. Euler’s number was chosen
as the constant to estimate the progression of a pathology, as it
is found in many natural processes. The calculation of the correct
constant was not feasible as this would have required a different
patient cohort for each pathology and as this was not the primary
interest of this study a general assumption was accepted in this
matter.

Statistical analysis

Patients’ characteristics and outcomes were compared with the
use of independent t-tests or Mann-Whitney U test for continuous
variables and chi-square tests or Fisher’s exact test for categorical
variables. Poisson regression analysis was used to calculate the
change in emergency patient distribution. Linear regression anal-
ysis was used to analyze the effects of COVID-19 infections and
Google Trends results on patient numbers. Analysis was per-
formed with Stata 16 and SPSS 25. Graphics were created with
Excel, Thinkcell, and Tableau.

Results

Patient decline

The average number of patients (> Fig. 1) during workdays fell
from 247 before the lockdown to an average of 100 after the start
of the first lockdown (-59.4%; p<0.001) and on weekends from
55 to 33 patients (-40%; p<0.001), respectively. For the period
before the lockdown, regression analysis showed no significant ef-
fect of Google searches or number of COVID-19 infections on the
number of patients at the hospital (p =0.406, 95% Cl - 1.048 to
0.431and p=0.117,95% CI - 0.076 to 0.009).

During the first 28 days of lockdown, a significant decrease was
measured in the number of emergency (- 26.4%; p<0.001), out-
patient (- 78.7%; p<0.001), and inpatient (-53.5%; p<0.001)
patients as well as of surgeries (- 61.1%; p<0.001; » Fig. 2).

Effect on acute eye diseases

The number of emergency surgeries decreased from 91 to 81
compared to the elective and urgent surgeries, which decreased
from 511 to 171 (p<0.001). The distribution of emergency pa-
tients was significantly different in 2019 and 2020 (p =0.024,
» Fig. 3). For patients with a low risk for visual deterioration
(risk="1) and low amount of potential visual deterioration (severi-
ty=1), there was a decline of -59.2% compared to —39.6% for
high-risk/high-severity patients.
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> Fig. 1 The rise in awareness about COVID-19 as shown by the steep increase in Google searches with the term “corona virus” in Germany did not
lead to a fall in the number of low-risk (< 60 years) or high-risk (> 60 years) patients. The lockdown order by the clinic director led to a decline in
patient numbers. A week after the internal lockdown, a lockdown by the state of Bavaria was announced. During this period, the number of patients

with COVID-19 in Germany was rising continuously.

There was a decrease in patients with an incident, which is a
low-, medium-, or high-risk factor, for a future stroke of 27 to 5,
13 to 8, and 10 to 9, respectively (p = 0.003).

The number of patients with a change in disability level
changed from 14 to 8 for becoming potentially blind, 4 to 1 for
having a severely impaired visual acuity, and 10 to 2 for a moder-
ately impaired visual acuity (p =0.43), equaling an overall reduc-
tion of 39.3%. Due to this, there was a loss in QALY of 171 QALYs
at the university hospital and an estimated loss of 3160 to 24143
QALYs in Germany. The loss in QALY until retirement was
81 QALYs, equaling a productivity loss due to visual deterioration
of approximately € 3.7 M for patients of the eye hospital and an
estimation of € 69 M to € 529 M for eye patients in Germany.

Effect on chronic eye diseases

The number of visits declined from 304 to 276, 96 to 67, and 257
to 39 for AMD, DR, and glaucoma, respectively. The number of in-
travitreal injections (used to decrease intraretinal fluid to improve
visual acuity) declined from 284 to 231 and 80 to 55 for AMD and
DR, respectively (p =0.37) and glaucoma surgeries declined from
64 to 27.

Schuh A et al. Effects of the... Klin Monatsbl Augenheilkd 2021; 238: 1220-1228 | © 2021. Thieme. All rights reserved.

The loss in outpatient patients within the analyzed 4 weeks of
lockdown compared to 2020 was 3010 patients. The estimated
loss in outpatient visits for Germany was, accordingly, 425800 pa-
tients. Depending on the ophthalmologist density of each federal
state, this would under normal non-pandemic circumstances the-
oretically lead to a required time period of 7 to 23 weeks to see all
patients that have been lost during the total 8 weeks of the ana-
lyzed period during the first lockdown (> Fig. 4).

Optimizing a reschedule scheme after lockdown
and guidance for future lockdowns

The model for single incident diseases would result in a decrease
of overall morbidity for the whole population of 56% if patients
are prioritized based on severity only, and a decrease in morbidity
of 78% if prioritized based on severity and urgency (> Fig. 5). The
model for chronic diseases would result in a decrease of overall
morbidity for high-severity diseases of 31% if patients are priori-
tized based on severity only, and a decrease of 33% if prioritized
based on severity and urgency.
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> Fig. 2 Compared to 2019, a significant decline in the number of emergency, outpatient, and inpatient patients as well as surgeries was mea-
sured. In the line graph, the first day is a Monday (further decline during weekends visible, e.g., days 6 and 7). The distribution between different
subspecialties was similar between 2019 and 2020. For outpatients, there was a relative increase of 22% for retina and a relative decrease of -43%
for oculoplastics. For inpatients, a relative decrease of - 63 % could be observed for pediatrics and a relative increase of 47% for retina. In terms of

surgeries, there was a relative decrease of - 73% for pediatrics, a decrease of - 57 % for oculoplastics, and an increase of 52% for retina.

Discussion

Hu et al. [9] observed a correlation between the daily relative
searches for COVID-19 via Google and the number of new infec-
tions. It could be assumed that increased awareness of the
COVID-19 virus would lead to a decrease in the number of pa-
tients, as patients want to avoid exposing themselves to an in-
creased risk of infection in hospitals. However, the decrease in
the number of patients was unchanged during first 3 weeks of in-
creased awareness of the virus as measured by Google searches.
After the hospital’s internal lockdown, a dramatic decrease in pa-
tients was observed. But not only elective patients whose appoint-
ments were cancelled or rescheduled declined, also emergency
patients [emergency (-26.4%; p<0.001), outpatient (- 78.7%;
p<0.001)]. Although lockdown measures concerning scheduling
played the main role, patients’ anxieties are reflected in the de-
cline of emergency patients.

Across Germany, a reduction in patient care was observed in
eye hospitals during the first months of the pandemic [10,11]. A
strength of this study was that all patient files were analyzed by

ophthalmologists individually and not automatically by a data sys-
tem. This way not only a quantitative analysis for the whole popu-
lation but also a qualitative assessment of each patient’s individu-
al situation could be drawn. It is worrying that of emergency
cases, not only trivial cases had fallen. The decline in high-severi-
ty/high-urgency patients (- 39.6%) was unfortunately also very
high compared to the decline in low-severity/low-urgency pa-
tients (-59.2%). Patients evaluate their situation very subjec-
tively. Ozamiz-Etxebarria [12] reported an increase in anxiety lev-
els of 976 adults in Spain with the onset of the SARS-CoV-2 virus
alert. Anxiety can become an important influencing factor. Pa-
tients were forced to decide whether it was more important to re-
ceive medical care or to protect themselves from a possible
COVID-19 infection, a decision which they had to make without
all the required medical knowledge. Without knowing all of the
required information, this difficult decision was consequently
prone to mistakes [13].

Besides providing ophthalmologic treatment, a diagnosis from
an ophthalmologist can be helpful in early detection or prevention
of internal, sometimes life-threatening diseases such as a stroke.
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» Fig. 3 Emergency patients were categorized based on their potential loss of visual acuity if not treated within a week (severity, 3 = high) and the
likelihood that this case actually happens (risk, 3 = high), e.g., a beginning retinal detachment can lead to severe visual deterioration (severity = 3)
and has a high likelihood that this incidence will occur if left untreated for a week (risk = 3).

In CP, there were significantly less patients with hints for a poten-
tial cardiovascular issue as during NCP. For example, non-con-
trolled arterial hypertension can become noticeable for the first
time by conjunctival bleeding (hyposphagm) [14] or Amaurosis
fugax, a TIA of the central retinal artery, which has a 3 to 20% risk
for stroke and central retinal artery occlusion and a 44 % risk for a
second ischemic event within the next week [15]. Early recogni-
tion and treatment of the underlying diseases is crucial and can
prevent severe courses. Similar to our findings, different neurol-
ogy departments reported on a dramatic decline in strokes during
the first lockdown [16 - 19]. Not only did they observe a reduction
in the total number of events of 23-45%, but also a reduction in
referrals [17] and an increase in severe cases [16, 18, 19]. Naccar-
ato et al. even reported a worse functional outcome after reperfu-
sion compared to an NCP [18]. The decline is thought to be due to
patients’ fear of contracting COVID-19 in a hospital setting, which
led them to report symptoms late.

Impaired vision can lead to loss in QALY, loss in productivity,
and the need for care, with a dramatic increase in costs for society
[7,20]. Our projected loss of 3160 to 24 143 QALYs nationwide is a
relatively high number considering that only 4 weeks of lockdown
were evaluated. Furthermore, our results show the situation due

to undertreatment in eye care. Many diseases have a much higher
utility value than blindness (e.g., stroke 0.5 to 0.7) and can lead to
a much stronger change in QALY. Similarly, in other specialties, a
high number of patients, who had a mild preceding incident for
which they did not get medical care during the lockdown, might
now suffer severely from a potential secondary incident that could
have been prevented.

Unprepared for a pandemic, appointments were cancelled
without sufficiently outweighing the loss in medical care against
the goal to reduce viral spread. This led to a marked decrease in
treatments of chronic diseases like AMD or glaucoma. Lim et al.
[21] reported a considerably worse outcome for patients with
AMD who receive delayed therapy. It will probably take 7 to
23 weeks under normal circumstances, depending on the region,
to catch up on missed appointments. Foot and MacEwen showed
that 72% of patients with a median delay in consultation of
22 weeks for AMD, DR, and glaucoma experienced a permanent
reduction in visual acuity [22]. The postponement of medical ap-
pointments caused by the COVID-19 pandemic gives reason to
expect similar losses.

Furthermore, the proportion of physicians working in private
clinics has risen steadily in recent years [3]. At our university clinic,
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> Fig. 4 The required time period to see all lost outpatient patients
varies between the German states from 7 weeks (light blue, Saxony-
Anhalt) to 23 weeks (dark blue, Saxony). The estimated number of
lost outpatient patients that need to be seen is displayed as a yellow
circle.

the number of low and medium urgent elective surgeries declined
by 67%. A similar decline in elective cases in the private sector, if
not even higher, would cause a dramatic drop in revenues. It is es-
sential for the private clinics to remain profitable in order to main-
tain medical care. This was underlined already in the beginning of
the crisis by Cavallo and Forman [23] in their report on the
dramatic changes for radiology practices. State financial support
was considered, but they also appeal to the heads of private insti-
tutions to consider restructuring. The ongoing pandemic led to
higher costs due to the hygienic concepts and lower revenues
due to lower utilization of the normal services. According to a cur-
rent report, several clinics and practices in Germany fear going in-
solvent without governmental aid, which would lead to further
deterioration in medical care [24].

Even though the number of infections was declining with the
first lockdown, experts [25] already in the beginning of the pan-
demic believed that new waves of infection were ahead of us. Var-
ious measures [26 - 28] were proposed to minimize the spread of
infection and possible direct health damage in that scenario. But

unfortunately, it was not possible to protect the population from a
second wave. In autumn, the crisis was back and led to a second
lockdown in Germany, which started in December. Due to a lack of
intensive care capacity, many hospitals all over Germany had diffi-
culties maintaining reqular care during the second pandemic
wave because they had to provide additional staff for the Covid-
19 patients [29,30]. Fortunately, at the University Eye Hospital
Munich, a drastic cancellation of appointments as during the first
lockdown was not necessary. The schedule was adjusted to ensure
spacing in the waiting areas; due to the shortage of anesthesia
staff, elective general anesthesia surgeries had to be postponed
sometimes. Even though there were now suggestions how to pro-
ceed in a pandemic, especially regarding hygiene measures [10],
there still remained uncertainty as to the necessary restrictions in
patient care. The uncertainty regarding the correct behavior dur-
ing lockdown is described by numerous physicians [31] - which
patients have to be seen, how much do | have to protect the pa-
tients and also the staff?

Already at the beginning of the first lockdown, voices rose to
remind us that the treatment of other critical diseases during the
pandemic cannot be forgotten and made first suggestions on the
prioritization of patients [1]. In contrast, Sether et al. [32] recom-
mend a “first come, first serve” approach to reduce long waiting
times. Over the last months, diverse suggestions from different
medical disciplines came up [33,34]. Our developed model for
patient selection according to prioritization through urgency and
severity showed, that above all, consideration of severity for both
single incident and chronic diseases plays a decisive role. Our
model has not yet been evaluated in a clinical setting, but it is rea-
sonable to believe that the mathematical benefit of prioritization
as opposed to randomization will also be evident in real life once
putin place.

Limitations

To estimate the undersupply of patients in CP the difference of
treated patients of 2019 to 2020 was calculated. This is an estima-
tion of potentially lost patients, not the actual loss. It is possible
that the counted difference between CP and NCP period results
from the fact that patients consulted smaller private practices in
order to avoid being infected in a big hospital. However, we be-
lieve due to the complete closure of many private practices during
lockdown, critical care should have even increased in our hospital
in relation to other places. Nevertheless, it must be taken into ac-
count that the loss of visits per ophthalmologist due to the first
lockdown may vary between different ophthalmic facilities and
regions. Therefore, the extrapolation for Germany based on our
hospital’s data might be falsified by regional and facility differ-
ences. Multicenter evaluations will be necessary to confirm our re-
sults. In a large German-wide survey, Hattenbach et al. found a
limitation in ophthalmic treatment during the first period of the
first lockdown in both conservative and surgical settings. Most of
the participating ophthalmologists reported restricted treatment
(63.5%), some only offered emergency treatment (27.7%) [11].
A possible visual impairment due to non-treatment was esti-
mated as well, because an actual omitting of therapy to monitor
its effectiveness is inconceivable. To achieve a relatively realistic
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> Fig. 5 Patients could be prioritized based on the product of urgency and severity of a disease to decrease overall population morbidity (red
graphic, a). This would mean that patients with high severity (= 3) and high urgency (= 3) would be seen first, as indicated by the “1” in the upper
right box and accordingly, patients with low severity (= 1) and low urgency (= 1) would be seen last, as indicated by the “6” in the lower left box.
Patients with high severity (= 3) and low urgency (= 1) achieve the same prioritizing level as patients with low severity (= 1) and high urgency (= 3),
indicated by “4” in the upper left and lower right boxes. To further analyze a single incident (like, e.g., central retinal artery occlusion, blue graphs,
b, ) and chronic diseases (like, e.g., diabetic retinopathy, yellow graphs, d, e), a simulation model was calculated. Patients with different severity
and urgency levels were analyzed. For example, patient A (b) has a medium severity (2) and medium urgency (2) single incident disease and patient
B (c) has a high severity (3) and high urgency (3) chronic disease (as seen by a plateau curve). The model showed that prioritization based on se-
verity results in a high level of decrease in population morbidity, especially in single incident diseases (- 56 % by severity prioritization and - 78 % by
severity and urgency prioritization, c) and high severity chronic diseases (- 31%, e). Therefore, patients should be prioritized based on the product
of severity and urgency with higher consideration of severity in case the product of severity and urgency is equal for two patients (green graphic, f).
This means after having seen patients with high severity, high urgency (upper right green box, “1”), patients with high severity and medium ur-

gency should be seen (“2”).

estimation, risk in every patient’s situation was evaluated from
two independent senior ophthalmologists.

Our results are not representative for individual regions of Ger-
many, but rather for similar metropolitan areas. This has to be
considered in the projection for Germany.

This is a single-center study and, consequently, it might be dif-
ficult to draw conclusions on a national level. However, the num-
ber of patients included in this study is quite high for such a short
period of time due to the large size of the clinic and allows to draw
assumptions on a larger scale. Proof that the numbers presented
might be a good reflection of the national situation is the decline
in overall cases, as reported by the largest health insurance com-
pany in Germany (26.3 million members), e.g., - 66% for muscu-

loskeletal diseases, —51% for respiratory diseases, and —41% for
cardiovascular diseases (no report on ophthalmologic cases)
[35]. We found a decline of -59% for overall ophthalmology pa-
tients. Concerning is the reported decline of =30% in patients
with a stroke, which is in line with our loss in patients with a me-
dium- to high-level hint for a stroke of - 26%.

Supplementary material

Supplement 1: Calculation of weeks required to see missed pa-
tients. Supplement 2: Development of a model to prioritize pa-
tient visits during and after lockdown.
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