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Dilemmas in decision making: How evidence informs changing services and 

systems.  

Decommissioning is the planned process of removing, reducing or replacing a service 

or activity, or terminating a contract in line with objectives. In health care the 

imperatives for identifying services of little or no benefit are outlined by Elshaug et al.1 

as:  

1. Ethical imperatives to ensure patient safety (and thus avoid harm directly or 
indirectly) 

2. A quality imperative measure to reward best practice 
3. Economic imperative to reduce spending and enhance diffusion of cost-effective 

innovations. 
 

Other drivers may include changing demographics which result in changes in demand 

or need. 

Providing the right treatment to the right people is central to delivering the best care. 

Evidence-based guidelines direct the use of ‘what works’ yet identifying treatments 

that are ineffective or of low clinical value can be more challenging. In 2018 NHS 

England produced a list of ineffective or risky treatments2 attracting media attention 

when released into the public domain3.  

Identification of obsolete health interventions is difficult because there are few existing data 

sources specifically dedicated to locating them. Unlike the emergence of new technologies, 

systems are not in place to identify and prioritise the decommissioning or disinvestment of 

health care interventions.  

During its 20 years of existence, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 

has piloted and promoted disinvestment4 with varying levels of success, experience showing 

there are few candidates for total disinvestment. Yet uncertainty prevails around the best 

course of action due to lack of data, access to evidence and lack of mandatory guidance. 

 

How can librarians support decision making and priority setting locally? 

Williams et al (20175) highlight the lack of robust evidence to guide decommissioning, but 

suggest the first step towards good practice is to draw on evidence, reviews and policies to 

frame the problem that decommissioning is required to solve. A review by Hollingworth et 

al (20156) concluded that geographic variation could be used by commissioners in 

benchmarking to identify potential over treatment where high local use is identified. 

Older health technology assessment literature identifies three main approaches to the 

identification of obsolete interventions, which should be used to develop a co-ordinated 

approach: 7-9 
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1. Searching existing resources for identifying new interventions for possible reports of 
disinvestment opportunities in HTAs and clinical guidelines. 

2. Searching the literature for studies which report disinvestment in potentially 
obsolete or low health gain interventions.  

3. Contact with clinical experts. 
 

Two recent knowledge cafes in the library network on embedding knowledge in 

transformation of healthcare services highlighted the unique contribution of 

librarians in supporting change, including: 

 Skills and capabilities to save time of frontline staff by identifying and 
sharing information they wouldn’t otherwise find 

 Connect partners across boundaries, spanning different disciplines and 
sectors  

 Reduce duplication by sharing ideas, knowledge and learning via 
networks 
 

Furthermore, commissioners and practitioners can contribute to the evidence base by 

publishing their work or sharing their practice. 

 

Where could you start looking for evidence to support decommissioning/disinvestment? 

Suggested sources for identifying evidence: 

 The NHS Atlas of Variation fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile/atlas-of-variation  

 NICE Cost Saving and resource planning: www.nice.org.uk/about/what-we-do/our-
programmes/cost-savings-resource-planning  

 NICE Guidance www.nice.org.uk/guidance 

 NHS Evidence www.evidence.nhs.uk  

 Clinical Knowledge Summaries cks.nice.org.uk/  

 Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews www.cochranelibrary.com  
 

 Public Health England. The prioritisation framework: making the most of your budget 
www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-prioritisation-framework-making-the-
most-of-your-budget  

 For Health Technologies try INAHTA member websites: 
www.inahta.org/members/members_list/  

 Databases such as: Medline, HMIC and PsycINFO could also be searched and some 
suggested terms are outlines below. 

 

 

 

 

https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile/atlas-of-variation
http://www.nice.org.uk/about/what-we-do/our-programmes/cost-savings-resource-planning
http://www.nice.org.uk/about/what-we-do/our-programmes/cost-savings-resource-planning
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/
http://www.cochranelibrary.com/
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-prioritisation-framework-making-the-most-of-your-budget
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-prioritisation-framework-making-the-most-of-your-budget
http://www.inahta.org/members/members_list/
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Terminology relating to disinvestment varies widely and changes over time. Several papers 

note search strategies used to identify articles on this topic. The terms used in these 

strategies have been compiled and shown below (in Medline): 

 

Possible MeSH (Medical Subject Headings) terms to consider, depending on the context of 

the area being investigated: 

 Resource Allocation/  “Health Services Needs and Demands” 

 Health Care Rationing/  Health Resources/ 

 Health Priorities/  Decision making, Organizational/ 
 

When the evidence is unclear about an emerging technology/pharmaceutical: 

 EU Clinical Trials Register www.clinicaltrialsregister.eu/ctr-search/search 

 US Clinical Trials clinicaltrials.gov/ 

 ISRCTN Registry www.isrctn.com/  

 UK PharmaScan www.ukpharmascan.org.uk  

 NIHR Horizon Scanning www.community.healthcare.mic.nihr.ac.uk/reports-and-
resources/horizon-scanning-reports  
 

Further sources of information on disinvestment/decommissioning: 

 The Commissioning handbook for librarians: disinvestment. 2019 update. 
https://commissioning.libraryservices.nhs.uk/commissioning-cycle/disinvestment  

 Health economics: a guide for public health teams. 2018. 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/health-economics-a-guide-for-public-health-teams  

http://www.clinicaltrialsregister.eu/ctr-search/search
https://clinicaltrials.gov/
http://www.isrctn.com/
http://www.ukpharmascan.org.uk/
http://www.community.healthcare.mic.nihr.ac.uk/reports-and-resources/horizon-scanning-reports
http://www.community.healthcare.mic.nihr.ac.uk/reports-and-resources/horizon-scanning-reports
https://commissioning.libraryservices.nhs.uk/commissioning-cycle/disinvestment
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/health-economics-a-guide-for-public-health-teams
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 King’s Fund. Ten priorities for commissioners. 2015. 
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/articles/transforming-our-health-care-
system-ten-priorities-commissioners/summary  

 Midlands and Lancashire Commissioning Support Unit. Decommissioning evidence 
review. 2014. https://commissioning.libraryservices.nhs.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/06/141222decommissioning.pdf  

 Daniels T, Williams I, Robinson S, Spence K. Tackling disinvestment in healthcare 
services. J Health Organ Manag. 2013. 27(6):762-80 [Log in with OpenAthens]. 

 NESTA. The art of exit: in search of creative decommissioning. 2012. 
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/the_art_of_exit.pdf  
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