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An effective screening programme

Screening is the process 

of identifying apparently 

healthy people who may 

have an increased 

chance of a disease or 

condition.

Screening can do harm 

as well as good.

The UK NSC will only 

recommend a screening 

programme if evidence 

shows that the planned 

pathway will do more 

good than harm at a 

reasonable cost.

Effective

UK NSC Effectiveness Seminar
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The UK NSC has a set of criteria for 

appraising the viability, effectiveness 

and appropriateness of both population 

and targeted screening programmes…

UK NSC Effectiveness Seminar

Evaluating effectiveness

… plus an evidence review process 

which includes regular, scheduled 

reviews of existing recommendations.

Current  

screening 

programmes?

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evidence-review-criteria-national-screening-programmes/criteria-for-appraising-the-viability-effectiveness-and-appropriateness-of-a-screening-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-nsc-evidence-review-process/uk-nsc-evidence-review-process
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Evaluating effectiveness

… plus an evidence review process 

which includes regular, scheduled 

reviews of existing recommendations.

• The health benefits, harms and costs of a 

screening programme are not constants

• Various factors can impact the value of screening

• Changes in disease incidence

• Advances in diagnosis and treatment

• How the screening programme operates

• Maintaining the status quo may lead to harm over 

time

We can’t assume that a screening 

programme which was effective when 

implemented will continue to be 

effective years later.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-nsc-evidence-review-process/uk-nsc-evidence-review-process
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What do we mean by effectiveness?

Reduction in 

morbidity and 

mortality?

Effect on early 

detection and 

burden of disease?

Uptake and 

acceptability?

Cost 

effectiveness?

UK NSC Effectiveness Seminar
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What do we mean by effectiveness?

UK NSC Effectiveness Seminar

Each screening programme has a primary aim or objective:

Effectiveness can be defined as a measure of how successful 

the screening programme is at achieving its stated objective.
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Importance of assessing effectiveness
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Benefits Harms

Costs

Screening 

Programme

Over time, changes may be required to 

maintain the screening programme’s 

effectiveness

• Redefining the cohort

• Introducing a new test

• Updating the screening pathway

Inaction may = ineffectiveness

HPV vaccination Decline in smoking
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CERTIFIED

EFFECTIVE

Importance of assessing effectiveness
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Benefits Harms

Costs

Screening 

Programme

Over time, changes may be required to 

maintain the screening programme’s 

effectiveness

• Redefining the cohort

• Introducing a new test

• Updating the screening pathway

• Public confidence

• Transparency

• Reputation

• Engagement

HPV vaccination Decline in smoking
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Process for assessing effectiveness
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• Identify areas for improvement

• Confirm positive impact of screening

• Ensure processes remain valid

UK NSC Screening in Healthcare: 

Effectiveness

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/principles-of-population-screening/effectiveness
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/principles-of-population-screening/effectiveness
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Elements to review
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Screening programme data

Wider landscape

• Disease prevalence

• Treatment outcomes

Acceptability & Equity
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Elements to review
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Screening programme data

Wider landscape

• Disease prevalence

• Treatment outcomes

Acceptability & Equity

Coverage/uptake of 

the screening test

Number and proportion 

of people who screen 

positive

Rate of overdiagnosis

Number of false positive 

and false negative results

Referral time to treatment

Cost-effectiveness 

of screening

Prevalence of 

the condition

Mortality/morbidity due 

to the condition

Treatment outcomes
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Data sources
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Performance 

data

Incident 

reports

Audits

Service 

evaluations
Qualitative 

data Birth 

statistics

Mortality 

statistics

Outcomes 

data

Diagnostic 

data

Hospital 

admissions

Cost-

effectiveness 

data

WHO 

international 

data
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Effectiveness review advisory group

Help identify data sources

Agree the scope of 

the review

Advise on how best to 

measure effectiveness

Support data collection

Provide ongoing 

feedback

Contribute to final report
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Data collection and analysis
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• Differences in data collected

• Differences in definitions

• Historical data quality
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Written report

UK NSC Effectiveness Seminar

• Process, findings & 

conclusions

• SME input

• Story behind the data

• Recommendations

• Areas for further evaluation

Prompt future research
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