Community healthylifeessex.co.uk pharmacies do much more than dispense prescriptions. In England, the NHS
Pharmacy First service lets pharmacists assess and treat certain common conditions, and can offer a quicker route

to care than waiting for a GP appointment. But it is not a substitute for every kind of medical assessment.

The right choice depends on your symptoms, how unwell you feel, your medical history and the service available
locally. A pharmacist can treat some straightforward problems, give advice and arrange a pharmacy referral to GP
care when needed. For severe symptoms, a long-term or complicated problem, or signs of an emergency, you may

need a GP, NHS 111 or urgent help instead.

What is NHS Pharmacy First?

NHS Pharmacy First is an NHS England service in England. It allows participating community pharmacies to assess
people with certain common conditions and, where appropriate, provide treatment without a GP appointment.
Depending on the condition and the assessment, the pharmacist may recommend self-care, supply a suitable
medicine under the service, or refer you to another healthcare professional.

It is not simply a way to collect antibiotics. Antibiotics are not suitable for every infection, and the pharmacist will

consider your symptoms and whether treatment is clinically appropriate. They may also check for warning signs

that mean you should be assessed by a GP or another service.

Availability, opening hours and the exact pathway can vary. Check the NHS website or contact a local pharmacy to
confirm what it offers. The NHS England information about the service can explain its scope, while the NHS

Pharmacy First pages can help you understand how to access it.


https://healthylifeessex.co.uk/2026/10/the-changing-role-of-community-pharmacies/

Which conditions can a pharmacy treat?

Under NHS Pharmacy First in England, pharmacists can assess and, when appropriate, treat seven common
conditions. Age limits and clinical criteria apply, so not everyone with a particular symptom will be eligible for

treatment through the service.

Condition Who may be eligible What to know Sinusitis People aged 12 and over Many cases improve without
antibiotics; the pharmacist can advise on symptom relief and whether further care is needed. Sore throat People
aged 5 and over The assessment helps identify whether self-care, treatment or referral is appropriate. Acute otitis
media (middle-ear infection) Children and young people aged 1 to 17 Not every earache is an infection, and
symptoms may require a different assessment. Infected insect bites Eligibility depends on the service criteria A
pharmacist can assess possible infection and advise if it appears more serious or needs another service. Impetigo
Eligibility depends on the service criteria This contagious skin infection may be treated through the service when
the assessment supports it. Shingles Adults aged 18 and over Prompt assessment can matter, particularly if the
rash is near an eye or you have a weakened immune system. Uncomplicated urinary tract infection (UTI) Women
aged 16 to 64 who meet the service criteria Some urinary symptoms need urgent or GP assessment rather than

pharmacy treatment.

The table is a guide, not a guarantee of treatment. Your pharmacist will ask questions, and may examine the
affected area where appropriate. They will consider factors such as your age, other health conditions, medicines,
pregnancy, symptom duration and severity. If your situation falls outside the service, they can explain the next
step.

Why choose a pharmacy first?

For a suitable, uncomplicated problem, a pharmacy can be a convenient first stop. Community pharmacies are
often easy to access and may be open outside typical GP hours. You may not need to book a GP appointment,

although some pharmacies ask you to contact them first or use a booking system.

Pharmacists are qualified healthcare professionals with expertise in medicines and minor illness. They can talk
through symptoms, explain how to manage them safely and check whether an over-the-counter medicine is
suitable alongside your regular treatment. They can also help you understand when a symptom is not something
to manage at home.



This is part of the wider role of community pharmacy beyond dispensing prescriptions. Pharmacists can support
people with medicine queries, prevention and some NHS services. Depending on the pharmacy and local
arrangements, services may include blood pressure checks, contraception support, smoking cessation advice and

vaccinations.

Pharmacy First limitations: when might it not be enough?

Knowing the pharmacy first limitations can help you avoid delays. The service covers defined conditions and
criteria; it is not a general diagnostic clinic for every new or persistent symptom. A pharmacist may not have access
to your full GP record or be able to arrange every test you might need. They may need to direct you to a GP

practice, NHS 111, an urgent treatment centre or emergency care.
Consider contacting your GP practice rather than relying on Pharmacy First if:

* Your symptoms are severe, getting worse, keep coming back or have lasted longer than expected.

® You have several health conditions, a weakened immune system, or take medicines that could complicate

treatment.

® You are pregnant, recently gave birth, or are asking about a baby or young child who does not meet the

service criteria.

® You need help with a long-term condition, a new unexplained symptom, a mental health concern or a problem

that is not covered by the service.
® You have already tried treatment without improvement, or the same problem repeatedly needs treatment.

® You need an examination, tests, a change to regular prescribed medicines or follow-up that the pharmacy

cannot provide.

These are general prompts rather than strict rules. If you are unsure, a pharmacist can advise whether the
pharmacy is an appropriate starting point. You can also contact your GP practice for advice about how to access

the right clinician.

When to see a GP instead

When to see GP instead is a common question, particularly when symptoms could fit more than one condition.
Choose your GP practice if you have a complex medical history, need ongoing care or have symptoms that do not
fit a straightforward minor illness. Your practice can arrange a suitable appointment or direct you to another

service; this may be with a GP, nurse, pharmacist or another clinician.

A pharmacy referral to GP care may happen after the pharmacist has assessed you. This does not necessarily mean
something serious is wrong. It may simply mean the service is not designed to deal with your symptoms, that you
need a different examination or that a clinician with access to your record should review you. The pharmacist
should explain why they are referring you and how urgently you need to be seen.

If you cannot get through to your practice, or you are not sure where to go when your symptoms need prompt
attention, contact NHS 111 online or by phone. Call 999 or go to A&E for a suspected life-threatening emergency,
such as severe difficulty breathing, signs of a stroke, collapse or severe chest pain. Do not wait for a pharmacy

appointment in an emergency.

Vaccinations and travel health at pharmacies



Many community pharmacies provide vaccination services, but the offer varies by pharmacy, season and local
commissioning. Flu vaccinations may be available through an NHS programme for eligible groups, and some
pharmacies also offer privately paid flu jabs. Ask the pharmacy whether it is participating and whether you meet

the relevant eligibility criteria.

Some pharmacies offer travel vaccinations, while others may offer advice or refer you to a specialist travel clinic.
Before a trip, arrange a travel health consultation with risk assessment well in advance where possible. A qualified
practitioner can discuss your destination, itinerary, length of stay, activities, medical history and existing
vaccinations, then advise which vaccines or other precautions may be appropriate. Requirements and

recommendations can change, so check reliable travel health guidance and allow time for any vaccine course.

Do not assume every pharmacy offers every vaccine, or that all travel vaccinations are available on the NHS. Ask
what is provided, whether you need an appointment and whether there is a charge. No prices were stated in the

scraped content, so it would be misleading to give a figure here; costs can vary by provider, vaccine and service.

How to make the most of a pharmacy consultation

A little preparation can help the pharmacist assess you efficiently. Be ready to describe when the problem started,
how it has changed and what you have tried. Mention allergies, pregnancy, long-term conditions and all medicines
you take, including non-prescription products. If you are seeking advice for someone else, check their age and

relevant health details before calling or attending.

1. Check that the pharmacy offers NHS Pharmacy First and is open when you need help.

2. Explain your symptoms clearly, including any fever, pain, rash, discharge or difficulty carrying out normal

activities.
3. Tell the pharmacist about relevant medical history, medicines and allergies.
4. Ask what symptoms should prompt you to seek further help and how soon.

5. If referred, follow the advice about contacting your GP, NHS 111 or another service.

Pharmacy First or GP: a simple guide

For a new, uncomplicated problem covered by the service, a community pharmacy can be a sensible first choice.
For persistent, unusual or complex symptoms, contact your GP practice. For urgent concerns outside routine

opening hours, use NHS 111; for a life-threatening emergency, call 999.

The aim is not to choose one service for everything. Pharmacy First can provide faster access for suitable
conditions, while GP teams remain important for broader assessment, ongoing care and problems that need a
different approach. If you are unsure which route fits your symptoms, contact a pharmacist or your GP practice

and explain what is happening. They can help you find the safest next step.



