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Introduction 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC) 

consultation on guidance to ensure a safe and effective pharmacy team. 

Pharmacy Forum NI is the professional leadership body for all pharmacists registered to 

practice in Northern Ireland.  Our role is to lead, promote and support pharmacists in 

Northern Ireland. We are an arm’s length body of the Pharmaceutical Society NI and are the 

leadership body for all registrants.  

This consultation response has been shared and commented on by pharmacists from 

different backgrounds, including community, hospital and academic settings. 

Comments: 

Part 1: The Framework 

The Pharmacy Forum NI welcomes the publication of the guidance document and broadly 

agrees with the overall approach adopted.  We support the view that effective team 

working is an essential part of providing good-quality care (Pg.5). Further, we welcome the 

patient focused approach and the recognition that, “As pharmacy changes, we need to 

make sure that regulation also continues to adapt and respond.” (Pg.9) There are however a 

number of matters which we would wish to highlight in our response and areas in which we 

feel that greater clarification is needed. 

Support Staff 

With respect to the use of the term, “Support Staff”, we note that the GPhC is of the view 

that the term is, “outdated and not consistent with approaches to quality governance and 

teamwork.” (Pg.9) However, the appropriate replacement terminology is not clearly 

stipulated in the consultation document. From reading the preceding text, it could be 

inferred that the term “unregistered pharmacy staff” is considered appropriate. We would 

join with colleagues in The National Pharmaceutical Association (NPA) in contending that 

the term “Support Staff” is still relevant.  We share their view that in community pharmacy, 

the responsible pharmacist is accountable for the day to day running of the pharmacy.  Staff 

members are employed in support of the pharmacist. This in no way diminishes their key 

roles within the pharmacy team and arguably consolidates it.  
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Training 

The Forum is generally of the view that it is appropriate that pharmacy owners should be 

responsible for selecting appropriate training for their staff and we acknowledge that a 

motivating factor on the part of the GPhC, is that, “pharmacy services and the roles required 

to deliver them, continue to develop and we want to make sure that any member of staff 

involved in dispensing and supplying medicines, has the knowledge and skills to carry out 

their tasks safely and effectively.” (Pg.10) Further, in the context of maintaining training 

standards and competency, we recognise that the pharmacy owner, pharmacist and team 

will have to display how they meet the necessary levels of competence for their particular 

business requirements, through the pharmacy inspection process and will have 

accountability in this regard. We are of the view that it will be essential that pharmacy 

owners keep an accurate record of staff training.  This is likely to prove particularly helpful 

for locum or relief pharmacists in assessing the level of training of staff members.  

A number of our members have however, expressed reservations and have raised concerns 

regarding the decision to no longer approve individual training programmes and 

qualifications for unregistered pharmacy staff.  Specifically, a number have expressed the 

view that there is the potential for the emergence of courses aimed at non-registered 

pharmacy staff, which may not match regulatory standards and are therefore not fit for 

purpose for patient facing staff.  In the absence of accreditation, we are concerned that 

there is little scope to confirm the regulatory standards of the course, or to apply any new 

standards and guidance issued by the regulator, in a prompt manner. Additionally, in the 

context of a move towards standardised practice, a diverse training environment may 

produce the opposite effect.  Our members have also expressed concerns that there is the 

potential for duplication in training, as unregistered staff move between employers. 

However, we do feel that training can become a “tick box” exercise and often doesn’t 

demonstrate ongoing competency.  The proposed changes could represent an opportunity 

to tailor accredited training, to specific core competencies. Additionally, the requirement 

that unregistered pharmacy staff involved in dispensing and supply of medicines, must have 

the knowledge and skills of the relevant units of a nationally recognised Level 2 

qualification, or are training towards this, is to be welcomed. We also feel that three months 

is an appropriate timeframe within which staff should be enrolled in a training programme. 

Part 2: The Guidance 

In respect of the guidance to ensure a safe and effective pharmacy team, designed to enable 

pharmacists to “use their judgment in how best to meet those outcomes for their pharmacy” 

(Pg.11) the Forum is of the view that further clarification, with specific practical information, 

should be provided to illustrate how this guidance could be interpreted. Assurance of this 

should be provided through the GPhC regulation of registered pharmacies. Currently, under 
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this proposal, the assurance provided and then received, is subjective and may be open to a 

number of interpretations. This in turn, could lead to the aforementioned variation of 

standards across the sector.  We would suggest that it may be useful to have standards 

produced in addition to the guidance which would support the pharmacy owner, regardless 

of whether they happen to be pharmacists or registered pharmacy technicians, to outline 

competencies for their non-registered pharmacy staff.  

Conclusions 

In welcoming the publication of this consultation document, the Pharmacy Forum 

acknowledges the approach underpinning the guidance. Specifically, the emphasis on team 

working at the heart of good quality care and the focus on the patient centred, safe and 

effective practice of pharmacy. While we see merit in pharmacy owners taking responsibility 

for considering how best to train their teams to meet the GPhC standards, we have some 

concerns regarding the proposal to no longer approve individual training programmes and 

qualifications. Our concerns are centred on the potential for a diverse training environment 

to produce inconsistencies in standards and ultimately competency. We believe that the 

GPhC should continue to accredit courses to support training providers and ensure 

consistency. It is also our view that the GPhC should take the opportunity to consolidate key 

learning areas for the diverse range of staff now employed. This will also ensure that 

changes in practice and regulation can be reflected in learning courses in a timely fashion. 

The Pharmaceutical Society in Northern Ireland has no specific guidance on the issue.  We 

would suggest that the GPhC could look to NI to see if there are any differences in the levels 

of training. 

The Forum is of the opinion that employers will need support to choose training which will 

reflect their business and meet their particular outcomes. To this end, we also feel that the 

guidance could be much clearer and more definitive in the use of the terms “should” and 

“must”. It is essential that the guidance is consistent with current requirements; for 

example, in respect of the GPhC’s policy on minimum training requirements for 

dispensing/pharmacy assistants and medicines counter assistants. Whilst the policy states 

that assistants “must” be enrolled in training within three months, the new guidance merely 

suggests that they “should”. 

We are also of the view that the GPhC should support an outcomes based learning 

approach, rather than a process of box ticking and should communicate to the sector that 

ongoing competence is of the utmost importance.  

Finally, we believe that records of learning should be maintained.  We would suggest 

considering the use of a competency framework approach.  The Forum also agrees with the 

need to focus on the training of managers/non-pharmacists.  However, we feel that much 

greater detail is required on how the GPhC plans to regulate this area. 
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