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First Contact Physiotherapists in Primary Care 
 

Safe and effective quality services, that reduce demand, improve efficiency, 

reduce pressure on GP’s and provide excellent patient experience. 

 
 

 

 

Healthcare demand is increasing as the population is aging, working longer 

and living with more long term conditions. At the same time, there is a UK-

wide shortage of GP’s. Physiotherapists, providing a first point of contact 

service, means that patients presenting with a musculoskeletal appointment 

are offered an appointment with a physiotherapist instead. 

Utilising First Contact Physiotherapists (FCP’s) in primary care, offers an 

immediate solution and has consistently demonstrated system-wide benefits 

– reducing pressure on GP’ and making savings in secondary care. 

From April 2020, PCN’s can expand their team, by including a FCP as part 

of the additional roles reimbursement scheme, within the Primary Care 

Network Contract DES, which will meet the cost of 70% of their salary. 

    

Musculoskeletal (MSK) conditions account for up to 30% of GP consultations 

in England. This rises to 50% for patients over 75, yet 85% of those do not 

need to see a GP. These are conditions characterised by pain, loss of 

movement and function. In turn, this impacts an individual’s quality of life, 

family and social relationships and capacity to work. Delayed treatment risks 

developing a range of significant co-morbidities and MSK chronicity. 

Integrating FCP’s into the primary care team enables patients presenting with 

an MSK problems to access a clinician, who has the advanced skills necessary 

to assess, diagnose, offer self-management advice and, if necessary, prescribe 

medication, refer for investigations or further treatment. This releases GP 

capacity, while providing faster access to diagnosis, treatment and expertise. 
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Recruiting an FCP within general practice has been shown, both nationally 

and locally in Dorset, to have many benefits, including: 

 Excellent patient experience of care 

 Improved quality and efficiency of care 

 Increase in the number of patients able to self-manage effectively 

 Improved links with community services to support health and 

wellbeing of the population (e.g.  Live Well Dorset, health coaches 

and social prescribing). 

 Reduce referrals to secondary care orthopedics, improved conversion 

rates for surgery 

 Reduce unwarranted investigations for x-ray, MRI etc. 

 Reduced pharmaceutical costs and associated side effects 

 Reduce MSK related appointments seen by GP 

 Freeing up GP’s time to do what they do best 

 

FCP’s in primary care can transform people’s lives by: 

 Reversing conditions 

 Improving quality of life 

 Keeping people out of hospital 

 Reducing disability 
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      Patient Pathway for FCP in Dorset 
 

 
 

Sites in Dorset included data collected from Burton and Bransgore, Westbourne, 

Birchwood, Canford Health, Cranbourne, Hadleigh, Harvey, Quarter Jack Surgery, 

Little Moor and Bridges Medical Centres. 

Patient Contacts GP Surgery 

and is triaged as MSK 

Dorset First Contact Practitioner 

 

Expert assessment, checks for red flags, provides advice on 

self-management and/or exercise and social prescription. 

If needed, prescribes, orders investigations, injects, refers 

for physiotherapy or secondary care. 

Patient Experience for Dorset 

 

73% Extremely likely, 

27% likely to recommend 

the FCP 

64% would prefer to see FCP 

than GP for MSK 

100% felt involved in 

treatment plan and confident 

in managing independently. 

Evaluation of Dorset FCP 

 

 1% Required GP Follow up 

3.5% Referred for 

Investigations 

4% Referred to Secondary 

care 

3.5% Required Injections 

22% Referred for 

Physiotherapy 
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Recruitment of FCP’s in Primary Care Networks 
 

A suitably high level of skill and capability of the physiotherapist is necessary in 

the FCP role, ensuring they are qualified to manage the clinics, as well as see 

and treat the wide range of complexities of MSK presentations, autonomously.  

The capabilities reflect the demands of Masters level learning, particularly in 

relation to managing complexity, uncertainty, ambiguity and risk.   

 

Physiotherapists able to fulfil high-level roles in primary care have typically 

completed the following post-registration professional development: 

 

 Postgraduate level learning relating to MSK conditions (e.g. a full Master’s 

degree, Masters level modules, or work-based learning at an equivalent level 

 Acquired and maintained competence and the right to practice independent 

prescribing, denoted by their annotation on the Health and Care Professions 

Council (HCPC) register as an independent prescriber 

 Acquired and maintained competence in injection therapy 

 

This specialist knowledge and skills development will be in addition to a broader 

range of post-registration learning and development completed since qualification 

as a physiotherapist.  Complementary to clinical experience, professional 

development relating to leadership, management, supporting others learning, 

research and evidence-based practice in alignment with the National Framework 

for Advanced Clinical Practice.  

 

More information on the funding and employment models for the FCP role can 

be found at Dorset’s Primary Care Workforce Centre Website. 
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