PANDEMIC TRAINING
for volunteers to support your
local community pharmacy
NPA Members and Customers and the Volunteers enlisted to provide the services
referred to in this training resource will be fully indemnified by NPA Insurance Ltd
against professional and public liability third party risks and claims in accordance
with the Professional Indemnity and Public Liability policy it issues to its policyholders.

INTRODUCTION
PROTECTING PUBLIC HEALTH IN THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK
The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in unexpected immense pressure for community pharmacies who
are evidently under significant strain already. This concise course is designed to enable volunteers to
provisionally support the pharmacy workforce and services in this challenging situation.
The content of this course consists of an overview of COVID-19 and its associated symptoms, as well as
duties and tasks to perform in relation to the Responsible Pharmacist requirements. The learner must
recognise the limitations of their role within the pharmacy workforce, and proactively seek advice and
guidance from regular pharmacy team members when necessary. All SOPs must be read, acknowledged
and signed by the learner for any task they are required to complete in the workplace.
Please note this short course has not been accredited by the GPhC; however, it is has been created with
the intention to help provide additional support to community pharmacy teams during this COVID-19
outbreak.
In order to protect public health effectively in this pandemic, pharmacy workforces will have implemented
hygiene and protective measures to assist in minimising the risk of spreading the coronavirus. This should
include clear posters and signs displayed at the pharmacy entrance to advise all patients who feel they
have COVID-19 associated symptoms to not enter the pharmacy premises. The relevant posters can be
obtained directly from public health resources in each country and linked later in the course.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF COVID-19
It is vital to be able to recognise the signs and symptoms of infection by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, which is
the virus that causes the disease known as COVID-19. Infection by this virus can manifest differently in
different individuals. COVID-19 is a respiratory disease and most individuals infected will only develop
mild to moderate signs and symptoms which do not require specialised hospital treatment.
People who are considered to be at higher risk for severe illness from COVID-19 include people over
70 years of age, people living in nursing homes, pregnant women and people with certain high-risk
conditions (such as chronic lung disease, moderate or severe asthma, being immunocompromised and
having a heart condition).
The most common symptoms associated
with COVID-19 include:
• New, continuous persistent dry cough –
defined as coughing a lot for more than an
hour, or three coughing episodes within 24
hours
• Fever (body temperature of 37.8°C or higher)
• Shortness of breath
Other symptoms may include:
•
•
•
•

Fatigue
Aches and pains
Sore throat
Diarrhoea, nausea or a runny nose
(minimal cases reported to date)

ADVICE ON SELF-ISOLATION
Individuals with a fever, dry continuous cough or
shortness of breath are advised to stay at home and
self-isolate for 7 days. If a household member gets
symptoms, the others in the house have to isolate for
14 days unless they get symptoms, in which case it is
7 days from when the symptoms start. So if person 2
in the house got symptoms on day 3, they could leave
the house on day 10, whereas if they got symptoms
on day 14, they would have to stay in the house until
day 21 - see diagram on the right.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL DISTANCING
When someone coughs or sneezes, they spray small
liquid droplets from their nose or mouth which
may contain viruses. If you are too close, you can
breathe in the droplets, including the SARS-CoV-2
virus if the person coughing has COVID-19.
(WHO, 2020)
NHS advises keeping a distance of a minimum of two
metres from other people.
Staff should keep a minimum distance of two metres
from patients and other members of the public. This
may not always be practical and some pharmacies may
find it challenging to achieve this, but here are a few
tips which could be implemented:
• Try to separate areas of the pharmacy into two-metre
sections, using floor tape for example. You could
produce a sign that explains the one person per
section rule; the sign should say that if there are
no free sections, customers should wait outside
until there is
• Try to create a ‘do not cross’ line in order to keep
patients and staff safe
• If you have a means of serving customers from
behind a window or hatch, use this method
whenever possible
• Some pharmacies may have to limit the number of
patients coming into the pharmacy at any
given time – operating a “one in, one out” system.

GOOD HYGIENE
The following points should be considered as good practice whilst carrying out your role during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
• Remember to avoid contact with your nose, eyes & mouth
• If you sneeze of have a cough ensure you catch it in a clean tissue and dispose of the tissue appropriately.
Where possible, ensure you wash your hands after or use hand sanitiser (60% alcohol content)
• Wash your hands after handling anything given to you by a patient
• Wipe down surfaces in the pharmacy with a suitable cleaning agent regularly
• If you cannot wash your hands use hand sanitiser instead (60% alcohol content)
• Keep a minimum distance of two metres from the patients and other members of the public
• Use personal protective equipment (PPE) whenever needed If PPE is unavailable ensure you are washing
your hands more frequently
• Wash your hands frequently using the proper technique.

GOOD HANDWASHING TECHNIQUE
The NHS COVID-19 page gives basic advice on hand washing to prevent spreading. It is vital that all
staff are trained to wash their hands properly. Staff should also be shown how to use hand sanitiser
effectively.
A good training video on handwashing protocol can be found at:
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-body/best-way-to-wash-your-hands/
The steps to good handwashing as defined
by the NHS:

The steps to using hand sanitiser effectively
as defined by the NHS:

TRAINED STAFF WORKING IN THE PHARMACY
THE PHARMACY ENVIRONMENT – A SNAPSHOT
If you have never worked in a pharmacy before, it is a good idea to familiarise yourself with the
environment. A typical pharmacy will contain the following:
•

Healthcare counter – this will usually be operated by a medicines counter assistant and it is
where transactions are made and medicines are sold

•

Dispensary – this is where the pharmacist works, alongside other members of staff such as
pharmacy technicians and dispensing assistants. It is where prescriptions are processed and
medicines are prepared for patients

•

Consultation room – this is a room or area of the pharmacy where a patient can have a private
chat with the pharmacist or another member of staff

TYPES OF MEDICINES IN PHARMACY
Pharmacies have different types of medicines
compared to other retail outlets such as
supermarkets.
There are three different legal categories of
medicines:

ADVICE ON MEDICINES
You must not provide advice on medicines
as a volunteer. All questions about medicines
should be referred to the pharmacist, pharmacy
technician or designated member of the
pharmacy team.
Special protocols and questioning are used
by trained members of the pharmacy team to
gather information from a patient, allowing
them to safely advise them on their ailment.

•

GSL (General Sale List) – available to
purchase by the public in any retail
establishment or pharmacy

•

P (Pharmacy) – medicines available to
purchase only in a pharmacy (kept behind
the counter) and under the supervision of
a responsible pharmacist

•

POM (Prescription-only medicines) –
only available with a valid prescription.

Remember volunteers cannot help in
this capacity. They must refer all medical
queries to an appropriately trained
person.

WHY IS THE RESPONSIBLE PHARMACIST IMPORTANT?
•
•

In order for your pharmacy to operate, there must be a Responsible Pharmacist present
In the event of the pharmacist being absent (allowed for a maximum of 2 hours in a
24-hour period), you should be aware of what appropriately trained pharmacy staff cannot do:

TRAINED PHARMACY STAFF CANNOT

X

Hand out any prescription medication to a patient or delivery driver, even
if it has been checked by the pharmacist and appears ready for collection

X

Sell P medicines

X Take in prescriptions
X Sell GSL medicines

PATIENT CONFIDENTIALITY
You will come across a lot of personal information during the course of your working day – this
may include information such as patient names, addresses, dates of birth, NHS numbers and
general medical information. It is essential that you protect patient sensitive data. In particular:
•

Do not discuss any patient sensitive information with other patients or customers

•

Do not discuss patient sensitive information with a colleague within earshot of other patients or
customers

•

Do not leave prescriptions unattended in locations visible to the public

If you are faced with a situation where you have been asked to disclose information and you are not
sure whether it is appropriate, always consult your pharmacist. Remember, it is a legal requirement
to maintain patient confidentiality; not doing so may result in your pharmacy being fined, along with
other consequences.

STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES
WHAT IS A STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE?
A standard operating procedure (SOP) is a list of step-by-step
instructions that describe how to perform a particular task. All
processes in your pharmacy will have a written SOP relating to
them – these are usually written by the superintendent pharmacist. When you commence your role, you will have to read
through several SOPs to ensure that you understand how tasks
are carried out in the pharmacy. Examples of SOPs you will have
to read include:
•

Health and safety

•

Patient confidentiality

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO FOLLOW
SOPS?
It is a legal requirement for pharmacies to have
SOPs in place, and it is vital to follow them at all
times. The purpose of SOPs is to ensure everyone
in the pharmacy is providing their customers with
the same standard of service. They also tell you
exactly how to do your job and when you should
refer to the pharmacist.
Most importantly, SOPs are there to maintain the
safety of the public. As a volunteer, is it expected
that you will encounter specific questions that
you will not be able to answer – in such a situation,
you should refer to a member of the pharmacy
team as set out in your referral pathway; not doing
do may compromise patient safety.

WHAT DOES AN SOP CONSIST OF?
Every SOP is different; the content will depend
on the subject of the SOP. For example, a fire
safety SOP will typically consist of the following
steps:
1. Raise the fire alarm
2. Move customers and staff away from
the pharmacy premises and vacate via
designated fire exit
3. Contact emergency services (if applicable)
4. Meet at designated assembly point
5. Check to ensure all individuals have
vacated the premises
6. Await further instruction prior to return
to the premises

WHAT CAN VOLUNTEERS HELP WITH?
There are a lot of things that you will be able to help with
in a pharmacy as a volunteer, without having to undertake
accredited training. Examples of activities may include:
•

Managing the entry of customers into the pharmacy

•

Greeting patients and helping with non-medical queries

•

Informing patients about the pharmacy’s hygiene protocol
and managing social distancing in the pharmacy

•

Helping with a robust cleaning protocol (for example,
wiping down surfaces regularly)

•

Printing out posters and managing the pharmacy
information display

•

Helping put non-medicine stock away on the shop floor

Remember, before undertaking any activity, always
make sure your pharmacist is aware of what you
are doing and, whenever unsure of any tasks,
consult with your pharmacist. It is important to
understand the limitations of your role as an
unqualified volunteer – sometimes by doing more
than what is asked of you could put patient safety
at risk.

POSTERS
Public Health England posters are mandatory for all pharmacies and should not be obscured by other
posters. You can download these poster direct at:
https://campaignresources.phe.gov.uk/resources/campaigns/101-coronavirus-/resources
Northern Ireland specific posters can be downloaded at:
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/publications/advice-covid-19-coronavirus
Scotland specific posters from Community Pharmacy Scotland can be downloaded at:
https://www.cps.scot/news-insight/news/coronavirus-covid-19/
You can print out posters for your pharmacy and stick them in visual areas. The NPA has the following
posters available at: https://www.npa.co.uk/coronavirus-updates/.
•
•
•
•

Coronavirus NHS notice – Isolate your household stay at home information
Coronavirus NPA notice 1 - Help to keep yourself and others safe
Coronavirus NPA notice 2 – Pharmacy entry criteria
Coronavirus NPA notice 3 – Social distancing

The World Health Organisation (WHO) also has some good posters that are free to download and
print. These include some myth-busters that may be useful for educating the public from your pharmacy
window. Be careful to choose posters that you feel are most appropriate for the local community.

CORONAVIRUS (COVID-19) NOTICE
Complying with Government
Social Distancing guidelines

We will currently only allow

Coronavirus

Isolate your household
Stay at home
If you or anyone in your household has a high
temperature or a new and continuous cough – even if
it’s mild
Everyone in your house must stay at home*

customers into the pharmacy at a time
Please keep 2 metres apart from others,
(including pharmacy staff) even when
queuing

HELP TO KEEP YOURSELF
AND OTHERS SAFE

Calling your GP is only necessary if you have:
•

an existing health condition

•

problems with your immune system

•

very serious symptoms

Protect older people and those with existing health conditions by
avoiding contact.
CORONAVIRUS

*Find out how to isolate at home at
www.pha.site/coronavirus

PROTECT

If it is a medical emergency and you need
to call an ambulance, dial 999 and inform
the operator of your symptoms.

THE NHS

YOURSELF
OTHERS &

19/03/2020

Thank you
The pharmacy team

DO NOT go to your GP, hospital or pharmacy.
You can ring NHS 111 for information or advice and
they will help you decide if you need to contact your GP.

WHAT CAN’T VOLUNTEERS DO?
The GPhC and PSNI still requires anyone undertaking dispensing activities to be either trained in or be
working towards an accredited qualification. This means general volunteers will not be able to
help with:
•
•
•
•
•

Dispensing medicines
Providing medical advice
Handling medicines including at the counter
Handing out checked medication bags
Selling medical products

It’s important to agree the scope of your role with the responsible pharmacist, ultimately
it will be at their discretion.
Anyone taking on a role within pharmacy has to be enrolled onto the relevant accredited training
course as soon as possible or within three months.
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For further details:

01727 800 402

www.npa.co.uk/training

training@npa.co.uk

