
A FOCUS ON THE ROLE OF THE 
PHYSICIAN ASSOCIATE (PA)

A TWO-PART SERIES: 
As our newest Observer Member, Paul Gilbert, joins us we shine 
the spotlight on the role of the Physicians Associate, a role that 
provides support for doctors in the diagnosis and management of 
patients. Next month, in our second part, we speak to our 
2,000th member, Lisa Brand, about her perspective of this new 
role. This month we caught up with Paul to discover how he came 
to the job, what he does and how he feels the PCCS supports him 
and other Physician Associates.

1. How did you hear about the role of Physician Associate?
I first heard about the PA role when I was a student at Newcastle. I was studying
Biomedical Sciences and knew I wanted to do something clinical. The PA course was
being advertised in the medical school as it was a new role at the time (I was only the
second year to qualify from Newcastle University).

2. What motivated you to become a Physician Associate?
I knew I wanted to work clinically, and this was such a new profession there was the
potential to take it wherever you like. There are chances to get involved in all aspect
of medicine, as well as leadership and teaching opportunities from early on.

3. What qualifications do you require to become a Physician Associate and how long is
the process?
To qualify as a Physician Associate you must undertake a two-year postgraduate
qualification and pass it, and then pass the national qualification exams. This is
usually done following a relevant course, such as Biomedical Science, Radiology,
Nursing, Pharmacy etc, but a variety of people can apply. These exams involve history
taking, clinical examination, clinical procedures as well as other topics needed to
work medically. The national exam is split into two components – written and
objective structured clinical examination (OSCE) – both of which you must pass to
qualify as a Physician Associate (PA-R). You can be included on the Physician Associate
Managed Voluntary Register (PAMVR) – a register of all qualified PAs until we are
under the GMC.



4. Can you describe your role as a Physician Associate?
As a Physician Associate in Primary Care I see undifferentiated patients covering all
aspects of medicine, from acute presentations to long-term condition reviews. 
Patients will be triaged through the normal route similar to GPs, and then added into 
my clinic for the day. I will take a history from the patient, examine them, and decide 
upon a plan. I will then write any referrals, refer for tests, organise bloods tests as 
needed in the consultation. Should the patient need a prescription or x-ray I will have 
a brief discussion with a GP at the end of my clinic to run through these and arrange 
for the patient, as currently PAs can't prescribe or order ionising radiation. PAs can 
play a big role in each surgery; I am the lead for CVD Health and Learning Disabilities, 
and am training up in minor surgery.

When working in the hospital, I will work alongside the clinical team in any way I can
– helping with ward rounds, clinical jobs, blood taking, helping with clinics, and 
helping with emergencies. There is also the chance to join more specialist teams – I 
joined the heart failure in-patient team to review in-patients and new diagnoses with 
heart failure.

As a PA there is the chance to expand beyond clinical practice too. I have been 
involved in teaching and examining at the university for both PA students and medical 
students, as well as supervising students from a variety of clinical backgrounds in 
practice. I have also recently taken on the job of CVD Lead for my PCN, so there is 
plenty of scope to expand your role as a PA.
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5. What do you think the PCCS can offer you as a Physician Associate?
I see the PCCS as a great way for me to expand my interest in cardiology. As a PA we 
are generalist clinicians, but that doesn't mean you can't find an area you are more 
interested in and want to develop. The PCCS was really helpful in me becoming more 
confident in my cardiovascular practice and is now a great opportunity for me to be 
more involved in the discussions nationwide about CVD practice. I think the PCCS can 
add onto your learning from the PA course, and ensure you keep up to date with new 
goings-on in the cardiology world.

6. What other support is provided to support you in your ongoing development? 
Most of my support comes from my clinical/educational supervisors in my jobs, 
they've been so helpful in developing me and investing in my future. I am also in 
contact with other PAs regularly which helps keep you on track. The Faculty of PAs 
are helpful with any queries around PAs with anything from competency queries to 
how to employ a PA.

To find out more on the role of the Physician Associate, visit: 
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/medical-associate-professions/roles-

medical-associate-professions/physician-associate
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