Pharmacist led care in General Practice (PLAGE) Study
Tahmina Rokib
Rationale/Background
The current and estimated future shortfall in GPs and nurse numbers has amplified concerns
regarding the unsustainable pressures on primary care services. With the changing landscape of the
NHS, it is imperative to develop sustainable and innovative models of practice. To deliver the vision
set out by the NHS Five Year Forward View, there is an urgent need to reshape the NHS workforce;
extending the roles of the non-medical workforce offers one solution.
In 2015, the Royal College of General Practitioners (RCGP) in partnership with the Royal
Pharmaceutical Society (RPS) proposed the widespread integration of pharmacists within general
practice. The perceived benefits include a reduction in waiting times for patients to see GPs thereby
improving patient experience, a reduction in prescribing errors, improved communication during
transfer of care, delivery of medicines optimisation objectives and a reduction in medicines waste, to
name a few. To this end, NHS England has recently launched a national pilot that has provided
funding for general practices to employ clinical pharmacists.
It is evident from the literature that the integration of the role of pharmacists into primary care
teams has been widely explored by many countries. Few studies have evaluated the views of key
stakeholders in primary care, and identified the barriers and facilitators to embedding pharmacists in
general practice. The aim of this piece of research is to understand the perceptions of GPs by the use
of semi structured interviews and to explore and refine the themes that have emerged from the
current evidence. The perceptions of GPs in addition to other key stakeholders in primary care will
shape the development of the integrated role of pharmacists in general practice and this study aims
to inform the effective delivery of the recently launched NHS England clinical pharmacists in general
practice pilot scheme.
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Aims and Objectives
Aims:
(1) To explore in depth, the attitudes and perceptions of GPs to pharmacist led care in general
practice and
(2) to identify perceived barriers and facilitators to the integration of pharmacists in to general
practice.
Objectives:
To elucidate the views of GPs using semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis including the
perceived roles for pharmacists in general practice and potential barriers and facilitators to this
integrated model of working.
Method
Design: A qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured in-depth interviews.
Setting: Invitations for suitable participants were extended to all geographical areas in England.
Participants: All participants had experience of working within the primary care sector in general
practice for at least three years. GPs were recruited from varied backgrounds, including GPs with no
prior experience working with clinical pharmacists based in general practice and GPs who currently
work with or may want to work with clinical pharmacists based in general practice. A total of 14 GPs
participated in the study; 5 female and 9 male. This included 11 GP Partners, 2 salaried GPs and 1
retired GP.
Sampling: A convenience, but maximum variation sample was recruited via established contacts,
professional organisations and local networks, as well as via snowballing method.
Data Collection and Analysis: General participant demographics were collected using a data
collection form. Semi structured interviews were carried out face to face or via video calls, lasting up
to an hour. The current literature informed the structure of the interview schedule and questions
were developed from interview to interview in an iterative fashion using Grounded theory.
Interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed verbatim by an independent contractor.
Transcripts were checked for accuracy against audio recordings and field notes and memos were
reflected upon during the analysis process. Transcriptions were analysed using the constant
comparison method and data analysis was iterative with data collection. A thematic analysis was
performed to identify key emergent themes.
Ethics: Ethics approval was gained from the University of Sunderland Ethics Subcommittee in
February 2016. All participants provided written informed consent following receipt of the
Participant Information Leaflet.
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Results
General demographics were captured from participants; these are presented in Table 1. A total of 14
GPs participated in the study, 5 female and 9 male. Participants included 11 GP Partners, 2 salaried
GPs and 1 retired GP; the mean number of years qualified being 22 years (n=13). Participants were
from a range of practice sizes, 2 small practices (<3000 patients), 8 medium practices (3,000-10,000
patients) and 4 large practices (>10,000 patients).
Table 1. Participant demographics
Participant

Status

Number of years qualified

Location of GP practice

Size of practice†

GP1

Retired

36

Newcastle

Medium

GP2

Partner

15

Newcastle

Large

GP3

Partner

18

Newcastle

Medium

GP4

Partner

Undisclosed

Blyth

Medium

GP5

Partner

17

Sunderland

Small

GP6

Partner

27

Sunderland

Large

GP7

Partner

17

Maryport

Large

GP8

Partner

25

Warks

Medium

GP9

Salaried

10

Brampton

Large

GP10

Salaried

16

North Shields

Medium

GP11

Partner

19

Washington

Small

GP12

Partner

22

Somerset

Medium

GP13

Partner

37

Luton

Medium

GP14

Partner

22

North Yorkshire

Medium

†

large>10,000 patients, medium 3,000-10,000patients, small <3000patients

Five key themes emerged from the thematic analysis; (1)reduce GP workload by use of non-medical
workforce, (2)pharmacists’ pharmaceutical knowledge, (3)GPs are protective of their roles, (4)GPs
have a lack of confidence in pharmacists’ clinical aptitude and (5)colocation and team integration.
The overlap and correlation of the themes and subthemes are demonstrated diagrammatically in
Figure 1.
1. Reduce GP workload by use of non-medical workforce
GPs feel there is an inherent need for diversification in skill mix in general practice due to increasing
workload pressures and workforce shortages.
“I think in light of the workforce in the NHS, there will be a different way of working to
maximise the use of other professionals. So I see that as a way forward, one of the things
that we can definitely encourage.” (GP11)
GPs believe that it is important that patients are seen by the right person, and it is acknowledged
that this is not necessarily the GP in many situations.
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Colocation and team integration
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Figure 1: Concept Diagram (the key themes are highlighted in bold boxes
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Pharmacists have a
lack of autonomy

Further
training needs

1.1 Medicines management administrative support
Seemingly there is a significant burden on the general practice team in relation to medicines
management; GPs believe support from pharmacists in this area will relieve workload pressure and
importantly free up time to enable GPs to do more appropriate work that they feel they are
currently unable to do.
“with the modern workload of GPs, we’re more than happy to have some of that burden
taken off us” (GP3)
Participants identified that there was a clear need for support with prescribing and medicines
management due to increasingly complex medication regimes and the need to keep up to date with
the changes in clinical guidelines and emerging treatment options. It was apparent that they believe
pharmacists to be the ideal group of healthcare professionals to support with this.
“clinical pharmacists without question have a role when we look at the polypharmacy that
our patients are subjected to often from a relatively early age” (GP2)
“a great aspect of what we do as general practitioners has to do with drugs and treating
patients, and I feel if there is one group of professionals that know a lot about drugs are the
pharmacists.” (GP10)
1.2 Pharmacist independent prescriber
GPs believe that the scope of practice of pharmacists will be extended significantly if the pharmacist
working in general practice is an independent prescriber; they did however acknowledge that this
was not essential. In particular, participants believe that managing acute and repeat prescription
requests is a key role which will result in a demonstrable reduction in GP workload.
“The ability to prescribe clearly takes an awful lot of the workload off the GP” (GP8)
1.3 Create more options for patients
GPs feel generating another option for patients when accessing a healthcare professional in general
practice will be positively received particularly as pharmacists are anticipated to have dedicated time
to discuss medicine related problems and conduct medication reviews.
“It gives more flexibility, more options for the patients, the people that they can see.”
(GP13)
2. Pharmacists’ pharmaceutical knowledge
GPs recognised that pharmacists have a sound pharmaceutical knowledge which is likely to be
superior to other healthcare professionals in the general practice setting, including GPs. Participants
who had prior experience of working with practice-based pharmacists described that the additional
resource was helpful in a range of situations where expertise and an in depth knowledge of
medicines was required.
“we do have a knowledge of medicines but it’s obviously not as in depth as a pharmacist”
(GP6)
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2.1 Improve prescribing safety
Participants perceived that the presence of a pharmacist in the team will improve patient safety
particularly around prescribing. Interestingly, although some participants acknowledged this role
being undertaken by community pharmacists to an extent, they believed that embedding
pharmacists within the general practice team would have a further added benefit in terms of safety.
“I think a lot of the problems we have with regards to drugs and safety, a lot of that would
probably be reduced if we have a lot more input from pharmacy” (GP11)
2.2 Managing prescription requests
GPs highlighted a significant risk due the volume of prescribing and the lack of time GPs have to
spend on appropriate review of prescription requests.
“That is something that again because of how busy things are, often things end up just being
on a rolling prescription without being challenged. So having somebody to highlight those
things has been really helpful. I just see it getting better.”(GP10)
Participants strongly believe that this is a role that does not necessarily need to be carried out by
GPs and is likely to be improved if it was carried out by pharmacists; it was apparent that this was a
pertinent role identified by many of the participants which they believed can have a significant
impact on reducing GP workload.
2.3 Improve medicines optimisation
As well as managing prescription requests it was acknowledged that pharmacists are well placed to
take an active role in medicines optimisation and promote cost effective prescribing practices
through audit.
“So again, I think the pharmacist can help us with that, to see if obviously we can save the
CCG some money, without necessarily compromising the care of the patient. So I think
pharmacists really will go a long way to doing that.” (GP11)
2.4 Chronic disease management
Additionally, participants believe that pharmacists can make a significant contribution to chronic
disease management, both in running pharmacist-led independent clinics as well as providing
prescribing support for nurse-led clinics. GPs also feel that pharmacists were more adept to
following and keeping up to date with treatment protocols and guidelines.
“they’re very good with chronic diseases and delivering a population based outcome”
(GP8)

3. GPs are protective of their role
Although, majority of participants were largely positive and supportive of pharmacist led care in
general practice, they acknowledged that this was not necessarily the feeling amongst all GPs
including some of their colleagues within their own practices. Participants believe that this is due to
protectiveness of GP roles and responsibilities and resistance to change.
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“Like in any team, people can sometimes be a bit protective of their boundaries. Is that
person doing my job?” (GP9)
3.1 Pharmacists are not diagnosticians
GPs perceive that pharmacists do not have the adequate skills to be able to diagnose and perceive
the role of pharmacists predominantly in the management of stable patients with established
diagnoses.
“I think it would be a mistake to ask clinical pharmacists to be very advanced
diagnosticians” (GP3)
“most of their consultations will probably be about patients with established diagnoses on
established medications” (GP3)
3.2 Pharmacists need to demonstrate added value
GPs feel that as well as doing the work, pharmacists need to share the work being done with the rest
of the team as well as demonstrably reduce GP workload. GPs recognise that there are negative
perceptions amongst peers and colleagues due to a lack of understanding of the skills and
knowledge pharmacists bring and the potential impact they can have. However it was proposed that
these views may be overcome by demonstrating a reduction in workload as well as a positive impact
on patient care.
“if you can show them somehow, the value, what you’re actually doing is adding value, to
actually improve the patient care and to make their lives easier.” (GP1)
4. GPs have a lack of confidence in pharmacists’ clinical aptitude
There is also an inherent lack of understanding of what pharmacists can potentially offer and a lack
of confidence in their capabilities and clinical aptitude.
“I think there may be some misunderstanding and a bit of cynicism from GPs about what it
is that local pharmacists can achieve” (GP2)
Participants raised concerns regarding the level of experience pharmacists have to be able to work in
some of the potential roles identified. It was perceived that there may be a lack of experience in face
to face patient consultations and the ability to identify nuances that present when seeing patients
which comes with experience.
“My perception is that as pharmacists, you’re trained in a very scientific subject in a way that
mine is but there’s a lot of woolly edges around it, particularly as a GP. It’s all about nuances
and it’s very soft as a science in that sense.” (GP2)
4.1 Pharmacists have a lack of autonomy
It was perceived that pharmacists are risk averse in nature and this may be due to a lack of
experience. This can be a barrier as there is an expectation that the proposed extended roles for
pharmacists includes shared responsibility for some of the risks that exist in general practice. GPs
also feel that pharmacists demonstrate a lack of autonomy and again this may be a barrier to the
extension of their role.
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“I think that where you come from, you’re quite risk averse and that’s quite right and I’m not
suggesting that’s wrong but I think the biggest risk is that at the moment we have to get you
from – it’s about into a realistic approach as to what it is we’re doing in primary care and
living with some of the risks that we do on an ongoing basis, on the basis that we’ve just got
to get this work done.” (GP2)
4.2 Further training needs
There were a number of areas where GPs felt that further training and support is potentially needed
relevant to working in general practice. Participants believe it is important for pharmacists to be
aware of the issues in primary care and have an understanding of how general practice works which
they are likely to be unfamiliar with if they have no prior experience in this setting.
“know how General Practice works, that is important I think… it’s useful to have that sort of
insight.” (GP5)
It was also recognised that additional training in chronic disease management and consultation skills
as well as clinical supervision similar to trainee GPs would prove useful.
“chronic disease management courses” (GP4)
“communications skills training” (GP4)
“hour or two a week per clinical pharmacist for clinical supervision” (GP2)
Furthermore, it would be useful to formalise the training by developing a set of competencies or
curriculum and a formally recognised course or qualification which would be particularly useful for
recruitment purposes.
“I think we probably need a curriculum, I think we probably need a set of
competencies in due course.” (GP2)
“just for equal qualifications it’s useful to go through an accredited course. So General
Practitioners can also be reassured that they have gone through the right training, both for
patient safety, but also regards to indemnity issues.” (GP5)
4.3 Triage
Participants believe that in the preliminary stages at least, until the scope of practice for pharmacists
in general practice is fully defined, it would be appropriate to adopt a system of triage, in terms of
identifying patients who are suitable for an appointment with the pharmacist.
“if you had a pharmacist who was seeing patients, what you would clearly try and do is direct
the appropriate types of patients to the pharmacist.”(GP9)
It was believed that there is a potential risk of pharmacists seeing patients who should be seen by a
GP and triage could minimise this risk. GPs also felt that pharmacists should be confident in
identifying circumstances that fall beyond their remit and area of competence and appropriate
mechanisms for referral should be in place.
“I think the important thing is those people realise that once they’re out of their comfort zone
or skillset, they refer onto someone else.” (GP3)
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4.4 Role in acute care unclear
There was a difference in perceptions regarding the place of pharmacists in the management of
acute care in general practice. Participants did not categorically express that pharmacists were
unsuitable for this role however did not perceive this as the preferred role.
“I’m not quite sure whether I see pharmacists in the practice seeing patients on first
presentation” (GP9)
It was apparent that some participants had reservations particularly due a lack of confidence and
understanding about the skills pharmacists have to deal with acute presentations in general practice.
“difficulty would be, making sure that you’ve gone through the training to be able to pick
up significant abnormal signs” (GP4)
5. Colocation and team integration
Team work and acceptance by the wider practice team was deemed integral to the success of this
model of working. GPs feel that it is important for all team members to be aware of the knowledge
and skills that pharmacists have and how best to utilise this in the individual set up of each practice.
To do this it was suggested that active involvement in team meetings is needed as well as supporting
the work that other team members do and sharing knowledge and expertise. It was also identified
that continuity and full integration in the team is crucial rather than sessional or periodic input.
“it’s about being genuinely part of team and not being somebody who’s added on who does
bits and pieces” (GP2)
Comparison with existing literature
GPs have identified a number of roles for pharmacists in general practice primarily based on the
perceived pharmaceutical knowledge that pharmacists have. This is consistent with existing studies
by Freeman et al (2012) and Wilcock and Hughes (2015) which reported positively viewed roles such
as medication reviews and medicines information. In contrast to these two studies however, GPs
believe pharmacist prescribing is hugely beneficial and has the potential to significantly reduce GP
workload and improve prescribing safety. Studies by Latter et al (2010) and Gerard et al (2012)
confirm that pharmacist prescribing is clinically appropriate and safe, and anecdotal accounts by
Williams and Stone (2015) suggest this reduces GP workload. Furthermore, the PINCER study proved
the cost effectiveness and value of pharmacists supporting good prescribing practice. (Avery et al.,
2012)
GPs consider professional attitudes as a potential barrier to the integration of pharmacists in general
practice; this is supported by Freeman et al (2012) and Tan et al (2013). In addition, GPs believe
pharmacists require further training to facilitate integration and expand the scope of practice.
(Freeman et al, 2012; Pottie et al, 2008) Some GPs also believe pharmacists are risk averse which
interestingly was reported by Wilcock and Hughes (2015).
This is the first study in the UK which explores in depth the perceptions of GPs regarding widespread
pharmacist integration in general practice. Roles in medicines management were perceived to have
a number of benefits however the place of pharmacists in acute care remains unclear. Barriers to
integration and a number of perceived risks were also identified.
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Conclusions
GPs believe integration of pharmacists in general practice can reduce GP workload, improve
prescribing safety and improve medicines optimisation. In particular pharmacist independent
prescribers were perceived to have a wider scope of practice and a greater impact on workload
pressures. Negative professional attitudes and a lack of confidence in pharmacists’ clinical aptitude
were thought to be potential barriers to the integration of pharmacists in this setting; however it is
thought that this can be overcome by colocation and team work, as well as further pharmacist
training. The views of GPs towards the role of pharmacists in acute care in general practice remain
inconsistent; this is an area for further research.
Implications for practice and future research
The findings from this study may inform future planning, development and implementation of this
emerging role on an individual practice level and nationwide. Evaluation from the NHS England
clinical pharmacists in general practice pilot is expected following the three year pilot period which
may validate or contest these findings. Future research which seeks the perceptions of other key
informants including nurses working in general practice, pharmacists working in primary care and
alternative sectors and patients seems prudent. Furthermore, research to explore the role of clinical
pharmacists in acute care in the general practice setting is needed.
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