
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Future Pharmacist Selection 

Overview  
Health Education England (HEE) aims to deliver a responsive pharmacy workforce in the 
UK, equipped with the skills to deliver a clinical service across all care settings, and adapted 
to new ways of working. This supports the NHS’s plan to make more appropriate use of 
pharmacy professionals’ clinical skills, helping patients get the right care, at the right time, in 
the right place.  

HEE’s Pharmacist Education and Training Reforms (PETR) programme sought to facilitate a 
wider change in the profession and the role of pharmacy in healthcare. It aimed to deliver a 
responsive pharmacy workforce equipped with the skills to deliver a clinical service across 
all care settings and adapt to new ways of working. 

HEE recognised it was essential for pre-registration pharmacist recruitment and selection to 
be reliable, valid, acceptable, cost effective and fair, to have a positive impact on education, 
training and quality in the profession. So, Business Psychologists at Work Psychology Group 
(WPG) were commissioned to work on the PETR programme. They supported the 
development of a national recruitment process for all pre-registration trainee pharmacists 
across hospitals, community pharmacies and general practice. This is their account of the 
experience. 

Challenge 
In the UK, Pharmacists started with ‘pre-registration,’ training which included a pre-
registration placement (at least 52 weeks in an approved training site under the supervision 
of a tutor), followed by a registration assessment. 

As part of the HEE PETR programme, a decision was made to standardise recruitment into 
all HEE funded pre-registration pharmacist training positions. During the pre-registration 
year, trainees are employed predominantly in either NHS hospitals or community 
pharmacies in the private sector. Within the NHS, recruitment into pre-registration training 
posts in England and Wales had previously been managed through the NHS Pre-
Registration Recruitment Scheme. The process of managing applications and making offers 
was carried out at either a regional or Trust level.  

This posed a number of challenges. For example, pre-registration pharmacists applying for 
one of the HEE funded roles may have to sit multiple assessments against inconsistent 
criteria. As the facets of personal attributes required for the role were not explicit, these 
varied by definition or importance dependent on employer or sector of practice. Applications 
were also staggered, with a variety of timeframes within which job offers had to be accepted, 
meaning that applicants may have to had to make a decision on accepting a role prior to 
knowing whether they were successful in other applications. There was thus a clear need to 
develop standardised, valid and evidence-based methods for recruiting and selecting 
pharmacist trainees for pre-registration training, that also clearly aligned with the values of 
the NHS. 
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Pharmacists played a vital role in helping the NHS shift from acute to integrated care, 
fulfilling the pressing need to do more for less. So, another theme in the development of a 
national recruitment process was that the role of pharmacy in the NHS was evolving. The 
skills Pharmacists needed were therefore shifting; Pharmacists had to increase focus on 
engaging with patients to support long-term conditions, providing enhanced services and 
promoting healthier lifestyles.  

The work of the Business Psychologists was carried out in this context, with Pharmacists 
having to work alongside government and regulators to set the agenda for change in policy, 
and align stakeholders across the spectrum of commissioners, clinicians, pharmacy 
contractors, and patients. Whilst this project focused on the recruitment process within 
England and Wales, it had international implications as careers within pharmacy continued 
to evolve across the globe, impacting healthcare outcomes of the future. 

Approach 
The project was split into two phases; developing a Professional Attributes Framework 
(PAF), and the development, implementation and evaluation of a multi-trait, multi-method 
selection process whereby students apply through one route for all pre-registration 
pharmacist training positions across England and Wales. 

Research Phase 
It was important that a robust, evidence-based approach was utilised to provide an accurate 
and clear attributes framework, but also to support stakeholders in implementing a 
considerable change programme within the pharmacy education system. 

A multi-method role analysis was conducted, consisting of a desk-top review, interviews and 
focus groups with stakeholders (n=63), consultation during recruitment workshops (n=c.150), 
and a validation questionnaire asking respondents to rate the importance of the attributes 
identified (n=867). Overall, c.1,080 individuals participated, providing a wide range of 
perspectives and facilitating stakeholder engagement. 

Through data analysis, nine attributes were identified, each represented by several 
behavioural descriptors. Questionnaire results indicated all attributes were considered 
important by stakeholders. This provided justification for the PAF, to be used as the basis for 
selection criteria and to inform future pre-registration pharmacists selection.  

Tool Design 
The next stage was to design a multi-trait, multi-method selection process. Adopting this 
approach to selection, with each attribute being assessed multiple times, enhanced both the 
validity and reliability of the selection process.  

When selecting the methods to employ, a number of factors were considered including 
ability to assess the attributes identified, evidence of reliability and validity, cost-
effectiveness and practicality. On this basis, the methods selected were: 

• A Selection Centre (SC) 

The SC allowed multiple measurements of attributes across different exercises whilst also 
providing the opportunity for applicants to meet with Assessors and respond to open 
questions 

• A Situational Judgement Test (SJT)  

The SJT was selected to accurately assess non-academic attributes in a reliable way. 
Further, due to the nature of the selection process (i.e. to rank applicants to allocate 
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placement choices), the SJT had the further benefit of providing a large score range, 
offering the granularity required for ranking 

• A numeracy test  

This assessment was included in the recruitment process, with numeracy being an essential 
skill to ensure therapeutic dosing, safe administration and correct supply of medications. 
Whilst the numeracy test score was not used to determine the final applicant ranking, an 
applicant was required to ‘pass’ this element of the process to be offered a place 

SC exercise development interviews were conducted with SMEs (n=9) using critical incident 
technique; the interviews aimed to elicit situations that pre-registration Pharmacists may 
face. Once developed, exercises were reviewed to ensure relevance to the target role, 
fairness, as well as equivalence in terms of the level of difficulty between the versions used 
across the circuits.  

Four SJT item development workshops were held, followed by two review workshops, with 
Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) who had the appropriate expertise and were close to the pre-
registration Pharmacist role. The review workshops aimed to gain input in relation to 
contextual relevance, realism and fairness of the items developed.  

SJT items and SC exercises were piloted across 15 sites within England and Wales, 
including pre-registration Pharmacy events and six Schools of Pharmacy. During the pilot, 
617 participants completed the SJT and 13 faculty members and 26 students completed the 
SC. Following evaluation, amendments were made where required and the final 
assessments confirmed. 

The SJT contained a total of 52 scenarios, comprised of both ranking and multiple-choice 
questions. The SC consisted of six short, practical exercises, each measuring two attributes, 
assessed by two Assessors. The numeracy test consisted of 10 free response questions.  

The national recruitment process was implemented following piloting, with ongoing 
evaluation. 

Outcome 
The PAF was well received by stakeholders and the pharmacy profession alike. The robust 
nature of the approach provided assurance in the outputs, meaning that HEE could 
confidently assert the use of the framework for pre-registration Pharmacy selection. 

Findings suggest that the national recruitment scheme was effective and fair, and supported 
applicants in being allocated a pre-registration Pharmacy post. Overall, the process was 
received positively by applicants and stakeholders, with the methods utilised being evidence-
based, demonstrating good levels of quality and difficulty and able to successfully 
differentiate between applicants.  

The overall fill-rate was 75%; whilst all hospital posts were filled, for some community 
pharmacies, fewer posts than anticipated filled. HEE committed to action planning as a result 
of this to ensure the national scheme increases fill-rates in subsequent years.  

Interview Panel Members had positive perceptions regarding the relevance and 
appropriateness of the SC content as part of the pre-registration Pharmacist selection 
process. Applicants’ perceptions of the SC, SJT and numeracy tests were generally positive 
in relation to the relevance, appropriateness and fairness of the overall selection methods. 

Extensive evaluation of the selection process was undertaken to ensure that the processes 
used were defensible and robust.  
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• Analysis of results demonstrated the SJT was a reliable tool, able to differentiate 
sufficiently between applicants. Item level analysis indicated a good level of item 
quality and difficulty across the items used 

• Analysis of SC outcomes showed a close to even distribution across the four circuits, 
with each able to differentiate amongst applicants. These initial evaluation findings 
suggested the circuits were comparable; there was therefore no impact on applicant 
scores depending on circuit completed  

• When investigating the relationship between the SJT and the SC a moderate 
significant correlation was observed, suggesting that whilst there is a degree of 
shared variance between these two methods (i.e. performance on one measure is 
linked to the other), both are adding unique variance to the overall selection process 

• Across the 10 numeracy paper versions, the internal reliability was generally 
acceptable (α=0.56-α=0.73). Whilst the reliability is lower than desired it was likely 
that the reliability was affected by the short test length and the variance associated 
with observed total scores 

• Analysis conducted to investigate differences in performance on the SJT and the SC 
based on demographic group, indicated small significant differences in relation to age 
(younger applicants performing better) and ethnicity (White applicants performing 
better). Small significant differences were also observed on the SJT and SC 
dependent on an applicants’ gender (females performing better) 

• Moderate to large effect sizes were found between UK and non-UK applicants across 
all three methods. Whilst these findings were in line with differences observed in 
other selection processes for similar professions, it was proposed that differences 
continue to be monitored as part of any future selection 

Ongoing review, evaluation and validation was planned to explore the acceptability and long-
term impact on education, training and placement quality. 
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