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What are screening tests?  
Screening tests are used to detect potential health problems. This means they can get earlier, 
potentially more effective treatment, or make informed decisions about their health. It can be helpful 
to imagine screening like putting people through a sieve. Most people pass straight through but a 
small number get caught in the sieve. The people caught in the sieve are those considered to have a 
higher chance of having the health problem being screened for. 
 
What is the screening test for?  
Within 72 hours of giving birth, you will be offered an all over physical examination for your baby. This 
will include screening tests to find out whether your baby has a problem with their eyes, heart, hips 
or, in boys, their testes and would benefit from early investigation and possible treatment. The 
examination is intended to identify any evident problems early so that treatment can be started as 
soon as possible. Not all congenital conditions are apparent in the first few days of life, therefore a 
second screening test is carried out at 6 – 8 weeks of age. 
 
What is the difference between screening tests and diagnostic tests? 
A screening test can find out if you, or your baby, have a high or low chance of having a health 
problem. But it cannot usually tell you for certain, so people found to have a high chance of a 
problem will often be offered a second test. This is called a diagnostic test and gives a more definite 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. 
These screening tests are carried out within 72 hours of birth and again when your baby is between 6 
and 8 weeks of age. 
 
What does the examination involve? 
The health professional will carry out a physical examination of your baby and ask you questions 
about your baby’s feeding, bowel movements, how alert they are and their general wellbeing. 
Your baby will need to be undressed for part of the examination. The health professional will: 

• look into your baby’s eyes with a light, at how their eyes look and move. 
• listen to their heart using a stethoscope to detect heart sounds 
• examine their hips to ensure the joints are in the correct place 
• examine baby boys to check if their testes are in the right place 

 
Eyes – the examination checks the appearance and movement of the eyes and investigates whether 
your baby has congenital cataracts and other problems. The examination cannot tell how well your 
baby can see. 
Heart – there is a general examination of your baby’s heart and sometimes murmurs are picked up. A 
murmur is a noise made by the blood as it passes through the heart. In most cases when a murmur 
is heard, the heart is normal. Murmurs are common in babies and this does not always mean there is 
a problem. 
Hips – babies can be born with hip joints that are not formed properly and if untreated this can lead to 
a limp and to joint problems.  
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Testes – baby boys are checked to make sure their testes are in the right place. It can take several 
months for testes to drop down into the scrotum. 
 
Possible results 
Usually there will be nothing of concern found. If the health professional finds a possible problem, 
your baby will be referred for further assessment and tests if appropriate. Mostly these tests can be 
arranged as an outpatient, so you will not be required to stay in hospital. Occasionally some babies 
will need to stay in hospital for further investigation and specialist care. This will be discussed with 
you and you will be kept informed of plans.  
 
 
Reproduced by permission of Public Health England – NHS Screening Programmes. 
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