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Introduction
• Diabetes affects over 5.8 million people in the UK; diabetic retinopathy (DR) 

is a leading cause of preventable blindness [1].

• Early detection through screening is essential; timely interventions (laser, 
anti-VEGF) 

• NHS Diabetic Eye Screening Programme (NDESP) established in 2003: 
population-based, annual screening for all patients ≥12 years with diabetes.

Effectiveness
• ~4 million individuals registered; 3.3 million screened annually (~83% 

uptake) [2]. 

• Structured referral pathways integrated with primary care records enable 
early detection of sight-threatening DR and diabetic macular oedema.

• By 2014, DR was no longer the leading cause of certified blindness in 
England and Wales [3].

Conclusion
• NDESP has significantly reduced DR-related blindness through systematic 

national coverage and structured referral systems.

• Persistent inequalities in uptake threaten gains; targeted interventions are 
essential.

• Emerging technologies and personalised approaches have the potential to 
improve efficiency, equity, and sustainability.

Future directions
• Expand community-based OCT and AI integration 

• Link retinal screening data with systemic risk factors (eg HbA1c, blood 
pressure, lipid profile) to  identify and prioritise individuals at highest risk of 
progression.

• Behavioural interventions: flexible appointments, culturally sensitive 
communication, non-mydriatic imaging.

• Consider de-prioritising very low-risk elderly populations to refocus 
resources towards high-risk groups, particularly younger individuals and 
those from South Asians and Black backgrounds, who have a 54% and 121% 
higher risk of sight threatening DR [7]. 

Challenges
• Lower uptake in:
o Socioeconomically deprived populations [5, 6]
o Minority ethnic groups 
o Young adults (<35 years)

• Non-attendance leads to preventable vision loss and financial burden (~£25 
per missed appointment) [5].

• Psychosocial barriers include 
o Unstable housing, contact details and stigma 
o Language and health literacy limitations 
o Appointment inflexibility
o Discomfort with dilating drops [6].

Progress and Innovations
• Biennial screening for low-risk individuals (two consecutive negative 

screens) reduces unnecessary appointments.

• Optical Coherence Tomography (OCT) in community settings reduces 
referrals by ~40% [4]. 

• AI-assisted grading and risk-stratified intervals show promise for 
personalised, efficient screening.

• Integration with community-based care (pharmacies, GP practices, 
opticians) improves accessibility.
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Figure 1: Pie chart showing that 3.3 million people were screened out 
of the 4 million that had registered. 
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