
It is important to code in a standard and consistent way, so that information can 

be shared between organisations efficiently. Data created should be delivered in a 

consistent manner, so it can be merged and aggregated to provide useful and 

actionable information. This ability to exchange data is called interoperability 

which allows different systems to work seamlessly together. Consistent and 

reliable data will lead to meaningful and timely information which can be used for 

better clinical decision-making.

Reasons to standardise 

coding in pathology

The publication of the National Standard for Pathology is the first step in helping to 

achieve the goal of standardisation and interoperability across the NHS. Currently 

laboratory information management systems use multiple coding schemes, 

making sharing information difficult. There is a lot of work to do to align these 

different systems and provide the necessary electronic links between different 

departments and organisations to ensure standardisation and full interoperability.

The National Standard for Pathology has been approved and will be included in 

the new NHS Contract in April 2022. A number of organisations will struggle to 

implement the standard due to old laboratory information management systems. 

However, there are investments planned to help replace those older systems.
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PRIME GOALS:            

WHAT IS THE CURRENT STATE OF PLAY?

Current 

thoughts on 

standardisation 

and reporting?

Clinical and scientific practices are constantly evolving, and this includes pathology data standards. 

Pathology is leading the way in the use of digital technology to enable the sharing of information which will 

support pathologists in the use of a common set of terms and standards.

Pathologists use the same tests; however, they sometimes describe them in slightly different ways, often 

consisting of different steps. For example, one of the most frequent tests requested is U&E (Urea and 

Electrolytes); this test consists of multiple steps, which can vary between different pathology departments. 

This can result in different information being recorded for the same test, leading to inconsistencies when 

sharing the information.

To establish and spread best 

practice and ensure that 

resources are consistent and 

available across all pathology 

departments. 

To drive the uptake of the new 

pathology standards across 

organisations in the UK. This 

needs to be supported by 

modernisation of infrastructure 

that is much needed in 

pathology. 

To recognise that the more we 

standardise, the easier it will 

be to share information, use 

data effectively, improve 

quality control and reduce 

unwarranted variation.

What is the 

vision and what 

steps are being 

taken to 

standardise?

Has the NHS 

implemented 

the new 

standards? 

1

2

3



Key benefits for pathologists include being able to share and see pathology results 

across different care settings and organisational boundaries in a consistent way. 

Other benefits include the seamless exchange of data between systems without 

effecting information quality. Standardisation will also result in a reduced training 

burden and make the management of systems more efficient.

Some of the Pathology systems used in the NHS are now 20 to 30 years old and not 

fit for purpose. These older systems will need upgrading to ensure they can make 

best use of the new standards as well as tests, techniques and methodolgies that 

could be introduced over the next few years. In the future, new, transformative 

technologies will ensure the seamless transfer of information between different 

organisations. The process of standardisation is an ongoing requirement to ensure 

maximum efficiency and help deliver the best service for pathologists, clinicians and 

patients.

Pathologists will continue to do their clinical work, but using the National Pathology 

Standard. This should lead to a reduction in confusion and variability in data entry, 

therefore improving the quality of information. Standardisation in coding and 

improved interoperability of systems will also reduce the need for training if a 

pathologist moves between different pathology labs.

Follow us on social media
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Interoperability is the ability to share, exchange and combine data seamlessly 

across multiple systems. The start of achieving this is by using standards, in this 

case the National Pathology Standard. The standard defines how the 

information is stored and transmitted and is independent of any one system or 

supplier. Suppliers adopting the standards ensures that they are compatible with 

other systems, and procurement teams will need to make sure the systems they 

buy can use the standard.

Pathologists are already aware of differences and variations in practice. In some 

cases, a different way of working or delivering a service may be appropriate, but 

ideally these differences should be minimised to align with the standards. In 

practice, the benefits of standardisation are not just limited to practitioners, 

but benefit others such as like clinicians, managers, patients, and those managing 

systems.

WHAT LEARNING RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE?

Pathologists use an app called eCPD, which can be downloaded for free for all to use. There are over 300 modules 

created by the Queen Mary University of London and Barts Health NHS Trust. The majority of this content has been 

provided by nurses, biomedical scientists, pathologists etc. The Royal College of Pathologists has also developed a new 

adaptive learning platform with Health Education England – The Pathology Portal including exciting new areas such as 

data sciences, informatics and AI.
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Who maintains 

the system 

changes and
updates?

How will 

standardisation 

and 

interoperability 

help pathologists 

in their work?

Are current 

systems fit for 

purpose and how 

long should we 

standardise for?

Will 

standardising 

prevent 

dissimilarities  

amongst 

practices? 

What are the 

benefits of 

interoperability 

and 
standardisation

What is 

interoperability 

and how can it 

be achieved in 
the NHS?

The National Pathology team develops the standard which is updated on a regular 

basis. They work with clinicians to ensure the quality of the information. Updates 

are released on a regular basis for suppliers to integrate into their systems which in 

turn filter down to Trusts and organisations that use their systems. Requests for 

new terms can be made, for example, when the COVID pandemic hit. A huge 

interoperability programme with a massive data exchange programme was 

initiated and an agreed set of codes were developed to be used for COVID testing 

across all organisations. 

https://twitter.com/nhsdigital
https://digital.nhs.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/NHS%20Digital
https://www.linkedin.com/company/nhs-digital/
https://www.facebook.com/NHSDigitalOfficial

