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Agenda

• Introduce the Health Survey for England

• How has it been used at each stage of the 
policy cycle
- Agenda setting
- Policy development and 

implementation
- Evaluation and Monitoring

• Strengths of the Health Survey for England 
as official statistics

• Possible future directions
Health Survey for England webpage on the NatCen website



The Health Survey for England



I’m going to put 
Britain at the 

heart of Europe

1991
The year of the first Health Survey for England!



Images of the command paper from the Wellcome Collection

1988: Acheson Report



The Health Survey for England

• Funded by the Department of Health and Social Care specifically to allow 
government to plan health services and make important policy decisions

• Samples a nationally representative random cross section of the free-living 
general population of England

• An interviewer visits to recruit up to ten adults and up to two children per 
household

• Interviewer collects socio-economic data, information on health and health-
related behaviours and measures height and weight

• Trained nurse takes physical measurements such as waist and hip circumference 
and blood pressure and collect biological samples and information on 
medication use





How has the Health Survey for 
England been used by policy-
makers?





Methods

In 2012
• Systematic searches of CMO reports, command papers and clinical guidance
• Interviewed stakeholders at Department of Health and Health and Social Care 

Information Centre
• Retrieved additional policy documents identified through the interviews
In 2023
• Sought information from those running national HES in Europe and the 

Americas
• Asked for examples of use of their examination data in national or regional 

policy-making
• Snowballing to colleagues in national ministries and governmental agencies to 

ask for examples



Measurements Recognition of health issue Strategy Development Monitoring, evaluation and 
review PQs

Height and weight 
measurement; 

Demispan; 
Upper arm 

circumference; 
Waist/hip 

circumference (11+);
Infant length

Acheson report 1998; 
Health Profile of England; 

CMOs annual report 2003 and 
2004; Healthy Lives Healthy 
People: A call to action on 

obesity

Healthy Lives Healthy People: 
A call to action on obesity (2 

targets);
Responsibility Deal, calorie 

reduction target

The Health of the Nation 
obesity target; 

The Public Health Outcomes 
Framework;

Monitoring of PSA Delivery 
target 12

PQ48492; 
PQ47026; 
PQ3094

Blood pressure 5+ Acheson Report 1998

The Health of the Nation 1992, 
blood pressure target states 
"baseline to be derived from 
new national health survey"

The Health of the Nation blood 
pressure target; Falaschetti et 

al, 2009; Primatesta P et al, 
1998

HDL cholesterol;
Total cholesterol;
LDL cholesterol; 

Triglycerides; 

CMO 2012 Used in economic modelling 
for vascular checks DH 2008

Mindell, 2006, 2011; Mainos et 
al, 2010; Bajekal et al 2012

PQ64112

Blood cotinine; Saliva 
cotinine

Acheson Report; Jarvis et al, 
2001; Healthy Lives, Healthy 

People: A Tobacco Control Plan 
for England

"A New Vision for Tobacco 
Control in England" 2010; 

Bauld 2011; Sims et al 2012; 
Jarvis et al, 2011



Target

Without the Health Survey for England

• Health of the Nation 1992 obesity target: 

• “To reduce the proportion of men and 
women aged 16-64 who are obese by at 
least 25% and 33% respectively by 2005 to 
no more than 6% of men and 8% of 
women”

• (in 2005, HSE data showed that 23.1% of 
men and 24.8% of women had obesity)



Agenda-setting: Chronic Kidney Disease

Health Survey for England 2010
Aitken GR, Roderick PJ, Fraser S, et al Change in prevalence of chronic kidney disease in England over time: comparison of nationally representative cross-sectional surveys from 2003 to 2010 
BMJ Open 2014



DHSC Calorie model from the technical consultation document, 2018

Policy development: Department of Health and Social 
Care Calorie Model

• Uses age-group and sex specific height and weight 
data

• Tested:
- Ending the sales of energy drinks to children
- Mandating energy labelling of food and drink in 

out-of-home settings
- Restricting price promotions for HFSS foods
- Restricting checkout, end of aisle and store 

entrance sales of HFSS food and drinks

• Used in the 2020 obesity strategy



The Lancet Regional Health – Europe 2022 15DOI: (10.1016/j.lanepe.2022.100315) 

Monitoring and evaluation: Impact of smoke-free 
legislation



Strengths of the Health Survey 
for England



Health data and tool for measuring health

How are Health Survey for England data well suited to 
use by policy-makers

• National sampling frame and random sample
- Can estimate non-response rates
- Captures the health burden for those not seeking 

care
- No matter where the population is receiving care

• Objective measurement of disease control
- Which drugs are being taken and whether they are 

working effectively

• Standardised methods, comparable data across 
locations, years (and countries)

• Linked with vital statistics and health records



Future directions



Future directions

• Objective assessment of cost-effectiveness

• International initiatives to produce guidelines on how to 
use the results of health examination surveys to 
support additional studies
- Normative studies, care cascade and health system 

performance studies, global burden of disease and 
attributable risk…

• Digital tools to reduce costs?

• Increase in marketing or dissemination could improve 
response rates?

Futuristic data



Conclusions



A crowd of people

The use of the Health Survey for England in policy-
making and monitoring

• Used extensively in policy-making and monitoring 
across all phases of the policy cycle

• Provides unique data that can act as an external quality 
control for the entire health system

• Further work could be done collaborating with 
international partners

• Future developments could focus on reducing costs and 
increasing response rates
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