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"A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away...."
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and then the world continued to turn around,
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Policy Journey to Pathology Networks in England 

2006

Carter Review of NHS 
Pathology

Carter identifies 
fragmentation and cost 
pressure

Finds pathology is 
fragmented, variable and 
expensive.

Calls for consolidation 
into managed networks / 
hub-and-spoke models to 
improve quality and 
efficiency.

2010 to 2014 

Early regional 
consolidation 

pilots

Regional pathology 
consolidation pilots 
begin

Strategic Health 
Authorities launch 
ñpathology 
transformationò.

Trusts form joint ventures 
(shared labs, shared IT) 
targeting ~20% cost 
savings.

2016

Carter Review on 
operational 
productivity

Carter shifts from 
variation to 
consolidation

Exposes unwarranted 
variation in pathology cost 
and productivity across 
acute trusts.

Recommends all acute 
providers move to 
consolidated pathology 
networks.

2017 to 2019 

NHS Improvement 
& NHS Long Term 

Plan

National expectation for 
29 pathology networks

NHS Improvement 
proposes 29 regional 
pathology networks for all 
non-specialist pathology.

The NHS Long Term Plan 
embeds pathology 
networking as part of the 
national diagnostics 
strategy.

2021 to 2024

Near-universal 
network adoption

Standardising the 
approach

National benchmarking of 
network maturity 
(governance, workforce, 
shared LIMS, hub-and-
spoke logistics).

Capital investment in 
digital pathology 
infrastructure.

2025+

Shaping the 
Future of 
Pathology 
Networks

Next phase

Sustain networks at scale 
- workforce, digital 
interoperability, 
turnaround performance, 
and system resilience 
across ICSs.

From initial Carter recommendations to mandated regional networks and future optimisation.

Pre Mandate Mandate and Rollout Future
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Pathology Networks
Maturity Map 2025

The Maturity Map shows the geographical distribution of 

maturity across the 27 Pathology Networks in England 

following the Spring 2025 assessment: 

Å16 network asses at Maturing or Above

Å11 networks assess at Developing

Regional variation in maturity may correlate with differential 

productivity and cost performance - an opportunity for 

targeted support.

Overall Pathology Network Maturity 2025
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67,403 

51,334 

40,820 
38,305 

42,633 

Thriving Mature Developing Emerging Overall

Tests per Pathology Workforce

£1.42

£2.18

£2.55 £2.46
£2.34 

Thriving Mature Developing Emerging Unspecified

Cost per Pathology Test

More cost 

effective

More 

productive

Improved Efficiency and 
Cost Savings

Enhanced Access to 
Specialist Expertise

Increased Service 
Resilience

Innovation and 
Standardisation of 

Practices

Improved Turnaround 
Times and Patient 

Outcomes

Benefits of Pathology Networks
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Providing NHS Pathology Services in England

For further information contact: england.pathservices@nhs.net  

Pathology services are fundamental to the provision of health care services for patients across 

England with an estimated 95% of all healthcare decisions that affect diagnosis or 

treatment involving a pathology investigation.

Pathology Networks were established to address the disparities in access to high -quality 

pathology services identified in the Carter Review and further emphasised in the Richards 

Review. 

These networks have matured to become essential mechanisms for fostering innovation and 

delivering large-scale improvements across England with efficiency and speed. 

The NHS Long Term Plan committed to all pathology networks achieving 'maturing' status. 

The Digital Diagnostic Capability Programmes , aimed at enhancing the digital infrastructure of 

pathology services, including Laboratory Information Management System upgrades, 

replacements, order communications, and the implementation of Digital Pathology, have been 

made possible through the establishment of pathology network structures. 

Building on this foundation, pathology networks are coordinating resources, efforts, and strategic 

planning to bolster performance in the historically fragile histopathology services .90%

8%

Blood Sciences Cellular Pathology Microbiology Genetics

Pathology 

services deliver 

1.4 billion tests 

and 

investigations 

per year

mailto:england.pathservices@nhs.net
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The world will continue to turn and evolve éé
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and, looking ahead towards 2035, will we evolve, will we 
revolt, will we just ñlet it happenò ?

Mischief, purpose and power

Dr Tammy Watchorn, Innovation, NHS

ñThis book has reignited our approach and weôre 

gaining more pirates by the dayò
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But will NHS Pathology still ñjust do testingò ?
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NHS Pathology can do more then ñjustò testing
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10 Year Health Plan

For further information contact: england.pathservices@nhs.net 

The Government launched Fit for the Future: 10 Year Health Plan, which set out three big shifts: 

ÅMore care will be available on peopleôs 

doorsteps and in their homes

ÅNew technology will liberate staff from 
admin and allow people to manage their 
care as easily as they bank or shop 
online

ÅWeôll reach patients earlier and make 
the healthy choice the easy choice

From hospital 

to community

From 

analogue to 

digital

From 

sickness to 

prevention 
To find out what the next decade of health 

and care looks like, read Fit for the Future: 

10 Year Health Plan for England.

mailto:england.pathservices@nhs.net
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/10-year-health-plan-for-england-fit-for-the-future
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/10-year-health-plan-for-england-fit-for-the-future
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Neighbourhood Health

Opportunities to re -imagine ?
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Future Digital Vision

Standardise data 
for exchange and 

storage

Establish a 
national sharing 

architecture

Enable AI, 
decision support, 

and automation

Harmonise 
practice around

the patient

Decisions to be fully 

supported by 

personalised data and 

AI: requesting, testing, 

diagnosis, and reporting

Make diagnostic data 

available for research, 

feed learning back into

pathways, and 

processes become 

safer and more efficient

Common ways-of-

working to support a 

modern, mobile 

workforce,

and to better meet 

the needs of our 

patients

A system where any 

diagnostic order, 

digital image, or 

result/report

is available to 

everyone across 

consistently 

performant networks

Standardisation to 

support better like-for-

like comparison of 

diagnostic tests and 

results, for better 

safety and reduced 

repeat testing

0302

Invest in 
compatible 

systems01 04 05

Clarify standards and 

reference architecture to 

guide procurement, 

ensuring best return on 

investment.

Support service delivery 

in multiple locations, e.g. 

across labs, CDCs, 

community phlebotomy 

and mobile apps

Share diagnostic data 

with any other national 

consumers
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DDC 26/29 opportunities
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A greener future for pathology: work to date

Association for 

Clinical 

Biochemistry 

and 

Laboratory 

Medicine

Developing awareness to drive change: ћcŸƽШ]ƖĲĲŰШŔƚШòŸƨƖШxċĤќШĲƻĲŰƣ

Hosted by The Royal College of Pathologists in London, NHS England Pathology and Greener NHS supported by professional bodies, 
őŸƚƣĲĬШċШљcŸƽШ]ƖĲĲŰШŔƚШòŸƨƖШxċĤењШĲƻĲŰƣШĤƖŔŰŊŔŰŊШƣŸŊĲƣőĲƖШĦőċŰŊĲ-leaders to discuss, debate, and ultimately come together in 
recognising opportunities to integrate sustainability into pathology. 

For a recording of the event, papers and other supportive resources, please visit our NHS Futures Page: https://future.nhs.uk/Pathology/view?objectID=49464912 

https://future.nhs.uk/Pathology/view?objectID=49464912
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Externalise collaboration and alignment opportunities
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Externalise by working with key stakeholders 

Pathology Providers

Independent Sector 
Providers

Third Sector Bodies 
(Charities)

Patient Voice 
Advocacy Groups

MedTech 
Suppliers
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Effectiveness  or effectivity is the capability of 
producing a desired result or the ability to produce 
desired output. When something is deemed effective , it 
means it has an intended or expected outcome, or 
produces a deep, vivid impression.
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Focused on 12 tests that Diagnostics National 

Speciality Advisors (NSAs) and National 

Clinical Directors (NCDs) have advised are 

being used in breach of NICE Guidelines

Using engagement with testsô referrers to 

develop communications that will resonate, 

which is underpinned by patientsô views on 

diagnostics and tested with patient groups to 

make sure it doesnôt appear to be restricting 

patient access

Linked to reducing diagnostic waiting times, 

ensuring no patients wait for a test they do not 

need, so we free up diagnostic capacity to 

provide faster access to tests that add value 

to patient care

Delivered in partnership with the AoMRC 

(through relevant member professional bodies 

/ royal colleges) and underpinned by the 

alternative patient management, testing or 

Advice and Guidance that can be used in 

place of unwarranted tests

We are working up a further list 

of tests for a second wave to 

the campaign later in 2025/26 

with support from NSAs, NCDs 

and professional bodies / royal 

colleges. 

This could include a major focus 

on reducing routine repeat 

testing  as part of follow up 

appointments or patients on 

surveillance lists.

We are also working with Royal 

College of Pathologists and 

Association of Coloproctology of 

GB & Ireland to support 

dissemination of emerging 

guidance produced by the 

British Society of 

Gastroenterology and the 

Association of Upper 

Gastrointestinal surgery on 

endoscopy biopsies.

12 tests - requested in breach of NICE guidelines

Gastroscopy in people <55

Echo for suspected heart failure without a prior NT-pro BNP                                                               

CT for resolved transient ischaemic attack (TIA) unless clinical 
suspicion of alternative diagnosis that CT could detect

CT for suspected stroke unless indicated by National Optimal Stroke 
Imaging Pathway

CT for established epilepsy

EEG to exclude epilepsy when the clinical presentation is 
suggestive of an event other than an epileptic seizure

MRI for headaches, to rule out brain tumours

MRI for non-specific low backpain

MSK ultrasound for osteoarthritis without any atypical features

Routine vitamin D testing in adults/CYP who are asymptomatic for 
vitamin D deficiency

Chest X-ray in babies or children with suspected mild/moderate 
bronchiolitis

Ultrasound to diagnose undescended testes in children

Right Test, Right Time
NHS England is delivering a programme of diagnostic demand optimisation initiatives which will free up capacity for tests that 

add the most value to patients, helping to reduce waiting lists. It has three strands:
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But which pathway or pathways ?
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Data is vital: Open Pathology т ċШŰĲƽШљ ƣũċƚШŸŉШéċƖŔċƣŔŸŰњ
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But what can possibly get in the way ?
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љ~ŸŰĲǃњШввввЮЮ
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љìŸƖťŉŸƖĦĲњ
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љxĲċĬĲƖƚШċŰĬШxĲċĬĲƖƚőŔƓњ


