
 

 

The new PCN pharmacy role  
 
The new PCN clinical pharmacy role 
The 2019 NHS Long Term Plan outlined details to actively 
encourage GP practices to participate within a Primary Care 
Network (PCN). An initiative taken to reduce pressures faced by 
practices and together deliver more personalised, integrated 
patient care through local collaborations with other health and 
social care providers1-3. As part of this initiative, PCNs are recruiting 
a number of new patient-facing roles such as first contact, each 
covering a geographical population of approximately 30,000 – 
50,000 patients2.  
 

Since July 2019, NHS England has specified the job role for the 
clinical pharmacist. A predominantly patient-facing role, 
undertaking  responsibility for the ‘care management of patients 
with chronic diseases and undertaking clinical medication reviews to proactively manage people with complex polypharmacy, especially the 
elderly, people in care homes, those with multiple co-morbidities (in particular frailty, COPD and asthma) and people with learning 
disabilities or autism4’  
 

The PCN can decide where to deploy the pharmacist but the individual’s role is to be spread across member practices, e.g. a practice of 
10,000 patients would receive a pro-rata weekly allowance of only 12 hours5.  In 2019 PCNs received 70% reimbursement of a clinical 
pharmacist’s salary, although a fund is now due to be set-up to cover full costs of the pharmacy position6.  
 

Investigating primary care opinion on the new PCN pharmacy role  
As the new PCN clinical pharmacy position has been created to help alleviate GP workload and improve patient care, 7i Group set out to 
uncover whether healthcare professionals within primary care believe that this strategy would be successful. A short online survey was 
conducted with a sample of 50 GPs working in England. To supplement these insights, 7i Group used their online social listening tool 
CLARITY™ to uncover any online ‘chat’ and sentiment around the creation of the role. Together these methodologies identified a number 
of primary care perceptions around the potential benefits of the PCN clinical pharmacist alongside the potential challenges and 
limitations.  It also captured GP’s beliefs in how influential pharmacists are likely to be in the treatment and management of long-term 
conditions.  
 

GPs feel mostly positive that the PCN clinical pharmacy role will achieve NHS objectives  
 
 
The online survey revealed a largely positive GP reaction 
to the new clinical pharmacist role, with 60% of GPs 
believing it could significantly alleviate their workload, 
53% believing it could highly improve patient access to 
primary care services, 42% believing it could highly 
improve  patient experience, 61% believing it could highly 
improve patient outcomes and 25% believing it could 
highly improve demand on A&E and hospital admissions.    
 

Almost half of GPs, 48%, felt that PCN pharmacists would 
be highly influential in the treatment and management of 
long-term conditions, with 73% perceiving that they will 
be involved in treatment choices.  
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Not all GPs are fully convinced that the PCN clinical pharmacy role will achieve NHS objectives  
That said, not all GPs appear to be as convinced about the benefits of the new pharmacist’s role and there were some 
concerns and limitations cited in the survey and during online listening.   
 
Top barriers to successful implementation cited during the online survey by GPs included: limited availability of highly skilled 
individuals, requirement of ‘hand holding’ from GPs to pharmacists which will add to GP workload, pharmacists may be 
spread too thinly across the primary care network, as well as concerns around patient preferring to see doctors rather than 
pharmacists.  
 
Additionally, there was some negative sentiment online, with a few primary care employees expressing disappointment that 
the rigid job specification outlined by NHS England may prevent the new role being tailored to individual practice needs: 
hence not fulfilling their overall goal of reducing GP workload.  

“We are becoming increasingly frustrated and disappointed with how the PCN is panning out. Latest around a clinical 
pharmacist. Most practices in our PCN have decided against having one due to the rigid nature imposed for their job 
description I.e. they can’t help with what we need” Social media listening (posting on 2020-01-10 11:55)  

Discussion   
The PCN clinical pharmacist role is still in its infancy with many PCNs yet to recruit for these positions. Only half of the PCNs 
recruited pharmacists in 20197, primarily due to the lack of full reimbursement; changes to reimbursement and the 
advancement in PCN structure means that the clinical pharmacist role will be becoming more prevalent and influential in the 
treatment and management of patients with long term conditions.  
 
PCNs will need to work with practices to ensure that new services fit with local set-up and needs, alleviating some of the key 
concerns raised by GPs and others within the practice. Recruitment of pharmacists with the right skill sets and the provision 
of quality training will be important in driving the success of this initiative.  
 
For pharmaceutical companies, understanding the role of the clinical pharmacist and how they fit into the treatment 
decision-making process will become increasingly important to their sales and marketing strategies. Understanding this new 
customer group in terms of their role, behaviours and beliefs and identifying how to engage with this relatively new position 
will be imperative.  
 
The questions moving forward will be how the COVID-19 lockdown has impacted primary care services and the patients first 
point of care in the longer term?  How will PCNS evolve how they work together? Will practices and PCNs continue to use 
more remote, digital means of assessing patients as well as create new job roles? 
 
 
Please contact claire.jackson@7i-group.com for a free infographic of the full survey results along with further verbatims 
on GPs’ opinions around Primary Care Networks. For more information on 7i Group, a global scientific insights partner, 
visit www.7i-group.com  
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