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The aims of the task force were to review information technology systems currently available and thus provide information and assistance to the membership.  This was achieved by compiling a register of computer users and a reference file of systems.  This information on the state of computerisation in cytology departments around the country was acquired by circulating a questionnaire.  A total of 194 questionnaires were circulated and 90 (46%) were returned.
Of the 72% of laboratories who had a computer system, 23% were cytology systems alone, 55% were cytology and histology systems, and 20% were multi-disciplinary.  Two per cent did not specify.  The longest time a department had been computerised was 13 years, with up to 10 years data on line.

When asked if computerisation had affected working routines, only 2/64 laboratories replied “No”.  Most stated that computerisation required more clerical support but provided better abnormal results follow-up, better statistics, and had generally stream-lined their operations.  When asked - “would you revert to a manual system?”, all responded with “No”.

It was generally felt that most systems in use satisfied requirements such as accurate identification of records, production of printed reports, statistical analysis programmes, the entry of existing records, and the production of letters for abnormal follow-up.  Data transfer to the FHSA was effected by a number of means, ranging from hard copy to magnetic tape-transfer.  It appeared that very few multi-disciplinary systems had a facility to transfer data direct to the FHSA, whereas all cytology systems and approximately 50% of cytology/histology systems did.  Most laboratories felt that they satisfied the requirements of the Data Protection Act, however, it was noted with some concern that some laboratories did not appreciate the need to make security copies of their on-line data, on a daily basis.

Of the 27% of laboratories without a computer, the majority stated that it was for reasons of finance that they had not installed a system.  Two laboratories sited staff shortages as a factor; and one laboratory sited a lack of confidence in the systems currently available.  84% of all laboratories in this category indicated that it was their intention to install a system at some future point in time.

In most cases, laboratories felt that the quality of installation and training offered by companies was inadequate.  It was felt that user groups should be encouraged in order to help with the resolution of software problems and to make users more aware of essential activities such as regular system and data back-up, and disk maintenance procedures.

As a result of the task force’s activities, the NAC is now able to assist members who require advice.  It can put members in touch with others who have an identical system and direct members to an appropriate computer manager, in such cases. 
