Tuberculosis: Causes, Monitoring, Control and Impact on the Community
Tuberculosis (TB) is infectious disease caused by the bacterium Mycobacterium tuberculosis. It mainly affects the lungs but can also affect other parts of the body such as the kidneys, spine and brain (extrapulmonary TB). The disease spreads through the air when a person with active TB coughs, sneezes or speaks, releasing infectious droplets that can be inhaled by others.
Common signs and symptoms include a persistent cough lasting more than three weeks, chest pain, coughing up blood, fever, night sweats, fatigue and unexplained weight loss. TB can be life-threatening if it is not diagnosed and treated early.
According to the World Health Organization, around 10.6 million people developed tuberculosis globally in 2022, and 1.3 million people died from the disease. Although the UK has lower TB rates than many countries, the disease still affects thousands of people every year. Monitoring, treatment and public health strategies are essential to control TB and protect community health.

Approaches Used to Measure and Monitor Tuberculosis
Monitoring tuberculosis is important to detect infections early and prevent the disease from spreading. Healthcare professionals use several diagnostic methods to identify TB infection. One common method is the tuberculin skin test (Mantoux test), which checks if a person has been exposed to TB bacteria. Another important test is the interferon gamma release assay (IGRA) blood test, which is often used to detect latent TB infection. Doctors may also use chest X-rays to detect lung abnormalities caused by tuberculosis. If TB is suspected, sputum samples are tested in laboratories to confirm the presence of TB bacteria.
Health organisations such as the UK Health Security Agency monitor TB cases through national surveillance systems. These systems collect data on infection rates, treatment outcomes and demographic patterns. This helps public health officials track outbreaks and develop prevention strategies.
Globally, the World Health Organization monitors TB cases through its Global Tuberculosis Report, which provides data on infection rates and progress in controlling the disease worldwide.
Monitoring TB is not only about diagnosis but also about ensuring successful treatment outcomes. Patients are regularly reviewed throughout their treatment to check progress and identify any side effects. This ongoing monitoring helps healthcare professionals adjust treatment if necessary and ensures that patients recover fully. In addition, data collected by the UK Health Security Agency is used to evaluate the effectiveness of TB control programmes. This allows improvements to be made in prevention strategies and healthcare delivery (UK Health Security Agency, 2024).

Control and Prevention of Tuberculosis
 Several strategies are used to control tuberculosis and prevent its spread in communities. The most important method is antibiotic treatment. TB is treated using a combination of antibiotics, including isoniazid and rifampicin, taken for at least six months. Completing the full course of treatment is essential to prevent drug-resistant TB. Vaccination also plays a role in prevention. The BCG vaccine helps protect against severe forms of TB, particularly in children and high-risk groups. Another important strategy is contact tracing, where healthcare professionals identify people who have been in close contact with an infected person and test them for TB. This helps detect cases early and prevents further transmission. Public health education campaigns also help increase awareness about TB symptoms and encourage individuals to seek medical advice early.

Impact of Tuberculosis in the UK 
Although the UK is a low-incidence country, tuberculosis continues to affect communities. According to the UK Health Security Agency, there were around 4,850 TB cases reported in England in 2023 (UK Health Security Agency, 2024). 
TB is more common in urban areas, particularly London, due to factors such as overcrowding and population density. Certain groups are at higher risk, including people born in high TB prevalence countries, individuals experiencing homelessness and those with weakened immune systems.
Tuberculosis continues to present challenges for public health services in the UK, particularly in disadvantaged communities. According to the Office for National Statistics, TB-related deaths still occur each year, although numbers remain relatively low compared to global figures (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This shows that while treatment is effective, TB can still be fatal if not diagnosed early. In addition, TB is strongly linked to social determinants of health such as poverty, overcrowding and limited access to healthcare. Individuals living in poor housing conditions are more likely to be exposed to the bacteria and may experience delays in diagnosis. This suggests that reducing TB in the UK is not only a medical issue but also a social one that requires wider public health interventions.
The disease also has social and economic impacts. Individuals with TB may be unable to work during treatment, leading to financial difficulties. In addition, stigma associated with infectious diseases can lead to social isolation and mental health challenges (World Health Organization, 2023).
Furthermore, drug-resistant TB is an increasing concern. These cases require longer and more complex treatment, which places additional pressure on healthcare services. This highlights the importance of ensuring patients complete their treatment fully to prevent resistance from developing.

 Health and Social Care Support Services 
 Individuals with tuberculosis require a range of health and social care services to support their treatment and wellbeing. Medical Treatment and Clinical Care The main support is access to treatment through the National Health Service. Patients receive antibiotics for at least six months and are monitored using tests such as chest X-rays and sputum analysis (National Health Service, 2023).

Specialist TB Nurses and Community Care Specialist TB nurses support patients by providing education and monitoring treatment. Community healthcare teams may use Directly Observed Therapy (DOT) to ensure patients take their medication correctly. Screening and Contact Tracing the UK Health Security Agency provides screening and contact tracing services to identify and test individuals who may have been exposed to TB (UK Health Security Agency, 2024). Social Care and Housing Support
some individuals require additional support such as housing assistance and financial help. Local authorities and social services provide support for vulnerable individuals, including those experiencing homelessness. Mental Health Support and Health Education TB can affect mental health due to stress and stigma. Counselling and psychological support are available through the National Health Service. Health education programmes by the World Health Organization help raise awareness and encourage early treatment (World Health Organization, 2023).

Another important aspect of supporting individuals with tuberculosis is multi-agency working. Different organisations, including healthcare providers, social services and public health agencies, must work together to provide coordinated care. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence emphasises the importance of integrated services in managing TB effectively (NICE, 2016). For example, healthcare professionals may treat the infection, while social workers provide support with housing and financial issues. This collaborative approach ensures that all aspects of a patient’s needs are addressed, improving treatment outcomes. Voluntary organisations and charities also play a role in supporting individuals with TB. These organisations may provide advice, emotional support and help patients access healthcare services. This is particularly important for vulnerable groups who may face barriers to accessing care.



Conclusion 
Tuberculosis remains a significant global and public health issue. It is caused by airborne bacteria and mainly affects the lungs, leading to symptoms such as persistent cough, fever and weight loss. Monitoring through screening, laboratory testing and surveillance systems is essential for controlling the disease. Treatment with antibiotics, vaccination and public health strategies such as contact tracing are key methods of prevention. In the UK, TB continues to affect thousands of people each year, particularly in vulnerable populations. The disease can have physical, social and economic impacts on individuals and communities. Health and social care services play a vital role in supporting individuals with TB. Access to medical treatment, community care, social support and mental health services helps improve outcomes and reduce the spread of infection. Continued public health efforts are necessary to control and eventually eliminate tuberculosis.
In addition, addressing tuberculosis requires not only medical treatment but also tackling wider social issues such as poverty, housing and inequality. This highlights the importance of a holistic approach to healthcare, where both medical and social needs are considered. Continued investment in public health services, education and community support is essential to reduce TB rates in the UK and globally.
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