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The problem

 A fixed ‘budget’ and lost ‘opportunity costs’





NHS disinvestment: the ‘List’
Relatively   
Ineffective 
Interventions 

Largely 
Cosmetic   
Interventions

Effective  
Interventions 
with 
a Close benefit/  
risk balance in 
Mild cases

Effective  
Interventions 
where cost –

 
effective 
alternatives 
should be tried 
first

Dilatation and 
Curettage Under 40
Grommets
Knee washouts
Spinal cord 
Stimulation
Tonsillectomy
Trigger finger

Breast, ENT,
Opthalmology,
Plastic Surgery
Minor skin lesions
Varicose veins
Orthodontics

Female Genital 
Prolapse/stress 
incontinence
Hip, Knee and Joint 
replacement/revisio

 
n Dupuytren’s 
contracture
Wisdom tooth 
extraction
Simple hernia repair
Cataract surgery

Carpal tunnel
Hysterectomy for 
heavy menstrual 
bleeding



The pilot
• Sources

– existing sources of effectiveness evidence
– cost information 
– NHS topic selection the opportunity to suggest topics.
– NICE database

• Criteria
– Interventions are thought to be of equal or lesser effectiveness 

than a cheaper alternative
– The annual resource cost to the NHS is in excess of £1 million
– Recommendations on the use of the technology are not already 

covered by NICE guidance (published or in preparation) 
• Process

– Development of scope and evidence directory
– Consultation
– Scoping workshop



Topics investigated
• Atopic eczema - bath emollients
• Varicose veins 
• Grommets for otitis media
• Corticosteroids acute head injury
• Lumbar puncture
• Anticoagulants TIA
• LMW heparin
• Cervical screening (BMJ 1996)
• Tetracyclines for acne
• Topical antibiotics/steroids for acute superficial 

inflammatory dermatoses
• Topical antibiotics for suspected acute bacterial 

conjunctivitis
• Antibiotics for  RTI



Lessons from the pilot

• NHS is responsive
• NICE already issuing disinvestment guidance 

– over 200 in 2006
• Very few candidates for total disinvestment

– Antibiotics/ Diagnostic tests ?
• New things implicitly replace old things
• Refocus (sub-group targeting)
• Different types

– Evidence of lack of (cost) effectiveness or harm
– Uncertainty- lack of evidence of (cost) effectiveness
– Low quality or no evidence, lack of clinical or statistical 

significance









The Cochrane report – the results 
In 62.7%* (1590) of Cochrane reviews the authors suggest that an 
intervention is harmful, neutral or unproven.

Evidence base Cochrane recommendation Percentage 
of total (2535)

Evidence of lack of 
effectiveness or harm

“The intervention should NOT 
be used”

8.1% (206)

Uncertainty – lack of 
evidence of effectiveness

“The intervention should only 
be used in the context of 
research”

2.6% (67)

Low quality or no 
evidence, lack of clinical 
or statistical significance…

“The intervention cannot be 
recommended”

54.9% (1391)



Interventions already covered by NICE guidance 
(published/in progress) or in the Topic Selection 
process

17

Interventions to be recommended to include in a 
Review of NICE guidance

7

Interventions not in NICE remit or unsuitable for 
NICE

5

Interventions to be put through the Topic Selection 
process as potential Disinvestment topics 31

Issues 1,2 and 3 2007 
60 possible topics



Challenges

• Evidence or lack of effectiveness or harm → DISINVEST
• Uncertainty

- Lack of evidence of effectiveness
- Weak evidence base/low quality
- Lack of statistical significance
- Lack of clinical significance

• Role of cost-effectiveness?
• Clinical importance?
• Budget implications?



Future developments…
1. PCT survey and liaison
2. Collaboration on methodology and topics
3. Topic selection (Cochrane and NHS)
4. Raise awareness during guidance production
5. Promoting guidance (EGAP)

• New technologies: clinical and cost-effective 
standards

• Established practice: review and/or targeting 
6. Recommendation reminders 

• Review and make necessary modifications
• Searchable web database

7. Service delivery?
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