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Leaving a Sexual Health Legacy for 
South East London
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At SH:24, our success story began with a chance challenge 
from a trainee – “why don’t you put STI testing 
online” - in 2011, to the development 
of the first online specialist sexual and 
reproductive health service that is co-
designed with service users.

A big thank-you to Guy’s and St Thomas’ 
Charity who provided the funding which 
allowed us develop the service using an agile, design led 
approach. Thank you to our sexual health clinic partners 
at Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust and King’s 
College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, who worked with 
us on delivering system transformation locally. Finally, our 
biggest thank-you must be to our service users, from whom 
we continue to learn everyday – and without whom, none of 
this would have happened! 

    - Dr Gillian Holdsworth, Managing Director, SH:24

A message from our founder
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In 2011, Lambeth and Southwark had the highest STI 
rates in England, increasing year-on-year and insufficient 
capacity in local sexual health clinics. Visits to open 
access GUM clinics rose by a third between 2011 and 
2015, from 1.6 million to 2.1 million and clinics struggled 
to meet this demand. 

SH24 was developed with the purpose of improving the 
sexual health of the population by increasing access to 
STI testing, promoting self-management, and improving 
service user experience. It does this whilst ensuring an 
efficient use of resources -  reducing demand on sexual 
health clinics and allowing them to focus on more 
complex cases.

Where we came from

The impact that SH:24 has made is being 
recognised. We were the catalyst behind 
the London e-service procurement and our 
published research was highlighted* as one of 
the most important papers of the last 18 months: 
research that will change clinical practice.

SH:24 is now commissioned to provide services 
in 18 areas across England, launching an 
additional service in Germany in July 2018.

SH:24 started out in Lambeth and Southwark in 2013, developed for people living in the two 
boroughs with funding generously provided by Guy’s and St. Thomas’ Charity. 

We have used an agile, design-led approach to service development akin to Government Digital 
Services – which is why service users find the user experience so satisfying.

“My life has changed 
overnight because of 

the service you provide. I 
was concerned about my 
health and didn’t have 
the confidence to go to 
a clinic in person. I can 
move forward knowing 
I’m fine, thanks to you.”

“Every time I have 
used SH:24 I have 

been beyond 
impressed. It should 

be a template 
for sexual health 

throughout the UK.”
18 commissioned  

areas 
for 2018

*At the International Union Against Sexually Transmitted 
Infections (IUSTI) conference 2018
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SH:24 works in partnership with the NHS, we provides the service and our 
funding comes from the public health budget. This public health funding has 
been subject to significant cuts in recent years.

From 1 July, SH:24 is no longer being 
commissioned by Lambeth and Southwark, 
and will not be offering online sexual 
health services in these areas nor in 
Bexley, Bromley and Lewisham. These local 
authorities are now commissioning the 
London e-service through City of London on 
their behalf.

We will continue to provide free online 
sexual health services in Hillingdon and are 
in conversation with several other London 
boroughs, London NHS Foundation Trusts and Clinical Commissioning 
Groups.

Lambeth and Southwark residents will continue to be able to access free 
online contraception via SH:24 as this service has not been affected.

Why we’re leaving South East 
London

“I literally cannot stop 
telling all my friends 
about this. The texts 
to check how I was 
getting on and if I 
needed any extra 

support etc. were an 
especially nice touch.”

15% MSM in London  
7% outside of London

25% of service users
are BME in London 

6% outside of London

32% under 25 in London
55% - 70% outside

of London
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Our Legacy in South East London

150 support queries 
answered daily

Over 50,000 orders 
 in Southwark and Lambeth 

since March 2015

Since the introduction of SH:24, STI testing has almost doubled in Lambeth 
and Southwark and in 2016 the STI rates in these boroughs decreased for 
the first time in years whilst the rates across the rest of London continued to 
increase.  (ref: LSL Sexual Health Strategy)

Alongside developing services, SH:24 commissions academic research. 
Our approach to research is a special one. We test our ideas not only to 
validate them, but to ensure they provide robust solutions to the problems 
they are set up to tackle. Most importantly, research into our work is led 
by King’s College London and this enables us to share our learning and 
develop the evidence base in order to benefit the wider sector, not just 
ourselves.

Local Impact

Sector Contribution

1.    A 2016 study described and compared characteristics of people who use online services with 
users of clinic services and found that these differed, with lower positivity rates for those testing online. 
The research is valuable for those designing sexual health services and makes the case for clinics 
remaining an integral part of such services and a point of access for some groups.

2.    An observational study published in March 2018 found that the introduction of web-based 
services increased total testing activity across the whole sexual health economy by 18.47%, suggesting 
unmet need for testing. Sexual health economies may target limited resources more effectively by 
signposting users toward web-based or face-to-face services according to clinical need. Further 
development is underway to optimize the triage and signposting process to support test completion.

3.    A randomised, single-blind, controlled trial published in December 2017 was used to assess the 
effectiveness of an e-STI testing and results service (chlamydia, gonorrhoea, HIV, and syphilis) on STI 
testing uptake and STI cases diagnosed. The e-STI testing service increased uptake of STI testing for all 
including high-risk groups. The intervention required people to attend clinic for treatment and did not 
reduce time to treatment. Service innovations to improve treatment rates for those diagnosed online 
are required and could include e-treatment and postal treatment services which SH:24 subsequently 
introduced. 

4.    Sexual health services routinely screen for child sexual exploitation (CSE). Although sexual health 
services are increasingly provided online, there has been no research on the translation of the 
safeguarding function to online services, and some online services have no safeguarding at all. In 
the study published in February 2017, expert practitioner views on safeguarding in this context were 
studied and two different approaches to safeguarding were described. 
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72 hour result 
turnaround 

72
hours

Pushing boundaries in sexual and reproductive health

SH:24 has driven the transformation of sexual health services across the 
country for the benefit of service users, commissioners and healthcare 
providers alike. The internet is now the first port of call for people wishing 
to access sexual and reproductive health services in many areas.  

SH:24 also offers information, remote clinical support by text message, 
webchat and telephone support; chlamydia treatment and contraception 
delivered to the home.

“Overall superb. 
Makes a taboo 

subject really easy for 
young people to deal 
and get results from. 

Thank you.”

“This service should be extended to other parts of London, it’s absolutely 
fantastic, it makes the process so easy. Had it not have been for this 

service I am not sure when I would have gone to a clinic as it is quite a 
stressful experience for me and causes me a great deal of anxiety.”

In many areas where we operate, we have doubled the 
access to STI testing and with provision of home chlamydia 
treatment and contraception, we have improved the sexual and 
reproductive health experience for thousands of service users.

We continue to be commissioned in an increasing number of 
regions across the UK and to develop innovative new technology 
to bring to the public, such as online photo diagnosis of genital 
warts and herpes and a platform for clinically moderated peer to 
peer contraception support.

Chlamydia treatment and 
partner notification

89% of chlamydia positives 
offered home treatment 

request it

We still provide free oral contraception online in partnership 
with King’s College Hospital and Guy’s & St Thomas’ Hospital 
and this service can be accessed by visiting either Burrell Street 
or Camberwell Clinics.

The service has amazing outcomes: return rate 80-94% 
(compared with the National HIV testing programme of 51%).
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