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How the NHS Works
The NHS in England is a large and complex organisation. It employs
more people than any other organisation in Europe and includes
many professionals working in a whole array of different settings
from specialist hospitals to local surgeries and health centres.

Government

Department of Health
The Department of Health develops policy,

allocates resources, sets targets and
manages the NHS

Planning

Strategic Health Authorities
(28)

A Strategic Health Authority is responsible for planning and overseeing
health services

Secondary Care

NHS Trusts
(290)

Pharmacists
(27,000)

NHS Walk-in Centres
(43)

Opticians
(7,517)

Care Trusts
(4)Ambulance services

(32)

Dentists
(17,715)

Doctors (GPs)
(28,800)

Hospitals
(1,627)

General hospitals
Specialist hospitals 

Mental health hospitals
Community hospitals 
Maternity hospitals

NHS Direct provides advice and
information to patients and

carers, free of charge, over the 
telephone or via its website.

Secondary care includes local
hospitals and specialist

institutions, such as children’s
hospitals and cancer centres.
As well as services for people
with learning disabilities and
mental health problems, as
well as ambulance services.

All of these services are run by 
NHS Trusts

Primary Care includes
professionals such as family doctors

(GPs), dentists, district nurses,
health visitors and chiropodists.

NHS Walk-in Centres, which are
open seven days a week to provide
fast access to healthcare and advice

to anyone who needs it.

Primary Care Trusts were launched
in 2001 to bring together family

doctors and other community-based
health services in local areas.

Care Trusts were created in 2002
as an experimental pilot to provide
both health and social services in a

single body.

Primary Care

Primary Care Trusts
(300)

Patient information

NHS Direct

Ensuring Medical 
Devices are Reliable

the performance of such equipment, and feedback
from the regional audiometer calibration
programme has helped with recommendations for
screening audiometers for community use.

Publications
Results of evaluation assessments are published
by the Department of Health in the Evaluation
series of reports, which are free to the NHS, and
are distributed to all NHS hospital libraries,
supplies officers and medical engineering
departments. In addition, the group at Freeman
is leading a project to publish evaluation
information on-line via the NHS net. The site can
be found at http://www.evaluation.nhs.uk .
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External cardiac defibrillators
Defibrillators are commonplace in hospitals and
ambulances, and are now being made available
in public places, such as airports, railway stations
and shopping centres. Evaluation work focuses
on assessing the performance of automated
external defibrillators (AEDs) which can detect
lethal heart rhythms and are intended for use by
minimally-trained operators. Adverse incidents,
where devices fail to operate as expected, can
occur throughout the NHS, and an additional role
of the group is to conduct incident investigations.

Blood pressure devices
Traditional mercury sphygmomanometers used
for blood pressure measurement are being
phased out for environmental reasons, and in
many cases are being replaced by automated
(self-measurement) blood pressure devices.
There is evidence that automated devices may be
inaccurate in some circumstances, and the group
is leading a pilot study to investigate the problem.

Patient monitors
Patient monitors are used in every NHS hospital,
especially in critical care. Evaluations have a
particular emphasis on new technologies, and
their relevance to the NHS.

Audiometer evaluation and
calibration
National initiatives in digital hearing aid dispensing
and hearing screening for new-born babies have
created demand for specialist hearing test
equipment. The evaluation programme assesses

Staff from the Regional Medical Physics Department, are funded by the
Department of Health, via the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory
Agency (MHRA) to provide a valuable service for the whole of the NHS. They
assess the performance of certain types of medical device (defibrillators,
patient monitors, blood pressure monitors and audiometers) to help NHS staff
make informed purchasing decisions.  The group also provides a region-wide
calibration service for hearing test equipment in hospitals, health centres, GP
surgeries and educational establishments that is complementary to the
evaluation service.




