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HEALTH BASICS

Preventive health care

Preventive health care uses vaccines, screening, counselling, and check-ups to reduce

health risks.

WHAT IT IS

Planned care to reduce health risks before problems develop

WHERE IT COMES UP

Check-ups, screening tests, vaccines, and health counselling

WHY IT MATTERS

Earlier action and lower risk of some preventable illness

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care clinician, pharmacist, dentist, or screening service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Age- and risk-appropriate tests, measurements, and health records

Overview

Preventive health care is care intended to protect your health before a problem develops or

becomes noticeable. It includes vaccinations, screening tests, health measurements,

counselling, and some preventive medicines.

A preventive visit is not one fixed package of tests. The care that may help you is based on

factors such as your age, health history, family history, pregnancy status, medications,

exposures, and previous test results. Recommendations also differ by country as evidence and

health programs change.

Screening means checking people who do not have signs or symptoms of the condition being

tested for. For example, blood pressure measurement can identify high blood pressure before

it causes noticeable problems. Screening is different from diagnostic testing, which

investigates a symptom, an examination finding, or an abnormal screening result.

Preventive care is not a disease or diagnosis. It does not guarantee that illness will be avoided.

Its aim is to lower certain risks, find selected conditions earlier, and support informed health

decisions.
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How it works

Preventive care works in several ways.

Vaccines prepare the immune system to recognize particular infections. They can reduce the

chance of becoming ill or lower the risk of severe illness and complications. The vaccines

offered to you may be influenced by age, pregnancy, medical conditions, work, travel, and

earlier vaccination records.

Screening looks for early signs of selected conditions. Examples include measuring blood

pressure, testing for certain infections, and screening for some cancers. A useful screening

program needs more than an available test. There should be evidence that testing the

appropriate group leads to more benefit than harm and that follow-up care is available.

Health counselling helps you consider risks that can be changed. It may cover tobacco use,

alcohol, physical activity, nutrition, sexual health, sun exposure, injury prevention, or emotional

well-being. The discussion should be relevant to your circumstances rather than a generic

checklist.

Some people may be offered medicine to lower a specific future risk. This requires an

individual assessment because preventive medicines can also cause side effects. A medicine

that is helpful for one person may offer little benefit, or too much risk, for another.

Preventive care often happens over time. A clinician may compare current measurements with

older results, update vaccines, review family history, or arrange a test for a later date. Not

every preventive service needs to happen during an annual appointment.

Why it matters for your health

Some health conditions develop quietly. High blood pressure, for example, often causes no

early warning signs. Measuring it can allow further assessment and treatment before

complications occur.

Vaccination can reduce the health burden of infections that may otherwise cause serious

illness. Screening can sometimes find cancer, infection, or another condition at a stage when

more options are available. Counselling can help you make practical changes that fit your

priorities and daily life.

Preventive care can also identify when no action is needed. A careful review may show that a

test is not recommended yet, has already been completed, or is unlikely to help. Avoiding

unnecessary testing is part of good preventive care.

Benefits are not identical for everyone. A test may be more useful when a condition is
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reasonably likely and when early action improves outcomes. Your personal values also matter,

especially when the possible benefit is small or the test could lead to invasive follow-up.

What can go wrong

Preventive services can be missed because of cost, limited access, unclear records, disability

barriers, language needs, or fragmented care. People may also receive duplicate tests when

results do not move between health services.

Testing has limits. A false-positive result suggests a condition may be present when it is not.

This can lead to worry, repeat testing, or procedures. A false-negative result misses a condition

that is present and may provide false reassurance.

Screening can also lead to overdiagnosis . This means finding a condition that would never

have caused harm during the person's lifetime. Overdiagnosis can result in treatment that

offers no benefit but still has side effects or other consequences.

Procedures may cause discomfort, bleeding, infection, or other complications, depending on

the test. Vaccines and preventive medicines can cause side effects. Before agreeing to a

service, you can ask about its likely benefits, limits, and possible harms.

An abnormal screening result is not automatically a diagnosis. It usually means that repeat

testing, a different test, or a clinical assessment is needed. Arrange follow-up within the time

frame given by the service that ordered the test.

Preventive appointments are for planned care. Do not wait for one if you develop a sudden or

severe problem. Chest pain, severe trouble breathing, signs of stroke, heavy bleeding, loss of

consciousness, or a severe allergic reaction need urgent or emergency assessment. New

symptoms that are not emergencies still deserve a separate clinical review rather than being

treated as routine screening.

What you can do

Keep a record of your vaccinations, major illnesses, operations, medications, allergies, and

previous screening results. Include the date and location of each service when possible. Bring

this record when you change health services.

Before a preventive visit, note any major changes in your health or family history. A close

relative's diagnosis of cancer, heart disease, diabetes, or an inherited condition may affect

what is discussed. Family history does not mean that you will develop the same condition.
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Useful questions include:

Ask for help finding missing vaccination or screening records. A primary care service,

pharmacy, public health program, dental service, or organized screening program may hold

part of your history.

Do not start preventive medicines or order broad test panels simply because they are

marketed as comprehensive. More testing does not always provide more protection. If no

preventive service is currently due, there may be nothing further you need to do beyond

keeping records and seeking care if symptoms develop.

- Which preventive services are appropriate for my age and risk factors?

- What is the purpose of this test, vaccine, or medicine?

- What are the likely benefits and possible harms?

- What happens if the result is abnormal?

- When and how will I receive the result?

- Do I need to prepare, and are there costs or access options?

- When should this service be repeated, if at all?

Common questions

Do I need a check-up every year?

There is no single schedule that suits everyone. The timing of visits depends on your age,

health conditions, risk factors, medications, and the preventive services available where you

live. People who need regular monitoring may have appointments that are not considered

preventive visits.

Can a normal screening result rule out disease?

No test is perfect. A normal result usually means the test did not find the condition at that time.

It does not explain new symptoms or guarantee that a condition will not develop later.

Is screening still useful if I feel healthy?

Screening is designed for people without symptoms, but only when evidence supports testing

that group. Feeling healthy does not mean every available screening test is helpful.

What if I am behind on vaccines or screening?

Ask a primary care clinician, pharmacist, or screening service to review your records. Many

services can be resumed without restarting an entire series, but the correct next step depends
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on the specific vaccine or test.

Does preventive care replace healthy daily habits?

No. Vaccines and screening address selected risks. Sleep, movement, nutrition, dental care,

safer substance use, and protection from injury or infection remain relevant, but no lifestyle

can prevent every illness.

Sources

- U.S. Preventive Services Task Force - A and B Recommendations

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - Adult Immunization Schedule by Age

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - Child and Adolescent Immunization
Schedule by Age

- World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe - Screening Programmes: A Short
Guide , 2020

- Health Resources and Services Administration - Women's Preventive Services Guidelines

- American Academy of Pediatrics - Bright Futures: Guidelines for Health Supervision of
Infants, Children, and Adolescents
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