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The changing general practitioner workforce: the 
development of policies and strategies aimed at 
retaining the experienced GP workforce in direct 
patient care

C o n c l u s i o n s

This research has identified some of the basis for the substantial concern 

about GP workforce capacity in the UK and documented the extent of the 

problems in South West England. The problems are urgent and compelling. 

A model developed in this research may have utility in identifying practices 

that are at risk of GP workforce supply-demand imbalance and may be of 

value to healthcare planners. 

Emerging from the research findings, we have identified policies and 

strategies which may be of relevance in addressing concerns regarding GP 

recruitment and retention. 

These emergent policies and strategies have been considered by expert 

stakeholders, who identified some ways in which relevant action might 

follow. 

This document aims to disseminate our findings widely to those 

organisations who are in a position to give them urgent consideration and 

initiate relevant action.      
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Funding for this study was provided by the HSDR programme of the National Institute for Health Research. The 
views expressed in this presentation are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the HSDR programme 
or the Department of Health.

The material presented here derived from consultations between the research team and representatives from 
a variety of stakeholder groups and organisations meeting at events held in June 2017. 

S u m m a r y

The UK faces a serious shortage of GPs. The general population is ageing, and has more and 

more complex health needs. GP shortages are likely to put patients at risk and the NHS 

urgently needs to understand why GPs leave patient care. Plans to maintain the GP 

workforce are underway, but lack strong research evidence. As training a new GP from 

undergraduate level takes at least 10 years, recruiting more GPs is not enough; retaining 

existing GPs is essential. 

The ReGROUP project was commissioned by the National Institute for Health Research 

(Health Services & Delivery Research programme, project 14/196/02) to explore why GPs 

leave general practice, and to develop policies and strategies to maintain the workforce. It 

was led by the University of Exeter Medical School in collaboration with the University of 

Bristol and the University of Exeter Business School. 

Stakeholder consultation 

Six work streams culminated in the presentation of draft policies and strategies to  regional 

and national primary healthcare organisations with an interest in GP workforce planning. 

Through round-table discussion, stakeholders explored the practicalities of implementing 

change, focussing on barriers and facilitators, feasibility and acceptability, and key actions 

which might be undertaken by policy makers. 

Emergent policies and strategies were grouped into 3 broad categories for discussion: 
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Protecting GPs and managing patients' expectations 
Incentives and support mechanisms for GPs 
Portfolio and wider working arrangements 

Consultation



WORKFORCE

S t a k e h o l d e r s '  s u g g e s t e d  p o l i c y  a c t i o n s

m a n a g e  p r a c t i c e  s t a f f i n g  a n d  s e r v i c e  
d e l i v e r y  i n  l i g h t  o f  w o r k l o a d

c o n s i d e r  a  l i m i t  s e t  a t  p r a c t i c e - l e v e l  
( b a s e d  o n  l i s t  s i z e )  r a t h e r  t h a n  a t  
G P - l e v e l  

u s e  N I C E  g u i d e l i n e s  a s  a  m e c h a n i s m  
f o r  s e t t i n g  s a f e  s t a f f i n g  q u o t i e n t s  a s  
w i t h  n u r s i n g  

c o n s u l t  w i t h  G P s  t o  e x p l o r e  l e v e l  o f  
s u p p o r t  f o r  t h i s  p o l i c y  

c o n s i d e r  a  s t a t e - r u n  h e a l t h  
i n s u r a n c e  s y s t e m  w h e r e  p a t i e n t s  
s e e k  r e i m b u r s e m e n t  f o r  t h e i r  
c o n s u l t a t i o n s  

c o - o r d i n a t e  a  n a t i o n a l  m e d i a  s t r a t e g y  t o  
s u p p o r t  l o c a l  G P  d e l i v e r y ,  t a r g e t i n g  
h i g h - u s e r  p a t i e n t  g r o u p s  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g  
f o r  f e e d b a c k  f r o m  
P a t i e n t  P a r t i c i p a n t  G r o u p s

u s e  a  n a t i o n a l  b r a n d  t o  e n a b l e  s i g n -  
p o s t i n g  a n d  d e l i v e r y  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  
t a r g e t e d  p a t i e n t s  g r o u p s  ( w h e r e / h o w  t o  
a c c e s s  s e r v i c e s )  

a u d i t  p r a c t i c e  w o r k l o a d  r e g a r d i n g  
n a t u r e / s o u r c e / p a t i e n t s '  n e e d s  

m a k e  a p p o i n t m e n t  s y s t e m s  f l e x i b l e ,  c a t e g o r i s e  
a p p o i n t m e n t s  b a s e d  o n  c o m p l e x i t y  

i m p r o v e  i n - p r a c t i c e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  o n  
c o n s u l t a t i o n  p l a n n i n g
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set a maximum 
number of 

consultations
make consultations 

longer

 manage patients' 
expectations

Protecting GPs & 
managing patients' 

expectations

NHS England

Practice teams

Health Education England

Academic partners

NICE

NHS England, CQC, RCGP, CCGs

a m e n d  C S A  t o  r e f l e c t  G P s  c o n s u l t i n g  i n  a  
l o n g e r  c o n s u l t a t i o n  t i m e  

U K  s t u d y  o n  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  l o n g e r  
c o n s u l t a t i o n s / c h o i c e  o f  c o n s u l t a t i o n  
l e n g t h  

u s e  o f  N I C E  g u i d e l i n e s  t o  i m p l e m e n t  
c h a n g e  

S t a k e h o l d e r s '  s u g g e s t e d  p o l i c y  a c t i o n s

e n a b l e  m u t u a l  s u p p o r t  
a n d  p r o a c t i i v e l y  i d e n t i f y  
s t r u g g l i n g  p r a c t i c e s  
t h r o u g h  l o c a l  k n o w l e d g e ,  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  r o u t i n e  
d a t a  

u t i l i s e  s k i l l s  &  k n o w l e d g e  
o f  s t r o n g e r  p r a c t i c e s  
w i t h i n  t h e  g r o u p  a n d  
p r o v i d e  l i n k s  f o r  t r a i n i n g  
a n d  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  w h o l e  
p r a c t i c e  t e a m s  

E x t e r n a l l y - m a n a g e d  H R  p r o c e s s e s  
r e q u i r e  a  c e n t r a l i s e d ,  c o n s i s t e n t  a n d  
s u s t a i n a b l e  m o d e l  

T r a i n i n g  a n d  s u p p o r t  s h o u l d  b e  m a d e  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  p r a c t i c e  t e a m s  w i s h i n g  t o  
m a n a g e  H R  p r o c e s s e s  i n t e r n a l l y  

h e a l t h  a n d  w e l l b e i n g  s c h e m e s  s h o u l d  
s u p p o r t  o t h e r  c l i n i c i a n s  w i t h i n  t h e  
m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y  t e a m  W
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support for: 
- GPs in first 5 years 
- GPs nearing retirement 

identify & target 
support to 

practices 'at-risk' 
of workforce 
under-supply

supporting uptake of 
GP health & wellbeing 

interventions

external Human 
Resources systems

Incentives & support 
mechanisms for GPs

CEPNs / Health Education England

RCGP

Organisations 
introducing initiatives

Practice teams

National professional groups 
(RCGP, RCN)

c o - o r d i n a t e / l i n k  w i t h  R C G P  F i r s t 5  
a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  

e m b e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s u p p o r t  
r o u t i n e s  i n  f i r s t  5  y e a r s ,  e n s u r i n g  
p a s t o r a l / p e e r - t o - p e e r  c a r e  i s  
e m b e d d e d  i n  t r a i n i n g  

NHS Regional Offices
m a n a g e  t h e  s c o p e  o f  a  G P ' s  
p r a c t i c e  i n  a  p o s i t i v e  w a y ,  t h r o u g h  
t h e  P e r f o r m e r ' s  L i s t  

t a k e  a  f r e s h  a p p r o a c h  t o  
a p p r a i s a l / r e v a l i d a t i o n  t o  r e d u c e  
b u r d e n  a n d  m a k e  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  
G P s '  c u r r e n t  r o l e / s t a g e

s u p p l e m e n t  a p p r a i s a l /  
r e v a l i d a t i o n  w i t h  a  G P  c a r e e r  
a d v i s o r  i n t e r v i e w

s t r e a m l i n e  a p p r a i s a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  
f o r  l a t e - c a r e e r  G P s  w i t h  
u n c o m p l i c a t e d  p a s t  r e c o r d  o f  
p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r a c t i c e  t o  g i v e  a n  
i n f o r m e d  c a r e e r  r e v i e w  o f  r o l e  
o p t i o n s  

r e d u c e  b u r e a u c r a c y  a n d  
i n c r e a s e  G P s '  a n d  
p r a c t i c e s '  a w a r e n e s s  o f  
e x i s t i n g  s u p p o r t  s c h e m e s  

c l a r i f y  c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  
a r r a n g e m e n t s  b e t w e e n  a  G P  
a n d  t h e  h e a l t h  &  w e l l b e i n g  
s c h e m e  t o  e n s u r e  
t r a n s p a r e n c y  a n d  r u l e s  o f  
e n g a g e m e n t  

c r e a t e  p r o t e c t e d  t i m e  d u r i n g  
t h e  d a y  f o r  ' h e a d s p a c e '  a n d  
s u p p o r t ,  e . g .  r o u t i n e  m o r n i n g  
c o f f e e  g a t h e r i n g  

NHS England
e n s u r e  c l a r i t y  &  
t r a n s p a r e n c y  o f  w h a t  ' a t  
r i s k '  m e a n s ,  h o w  d e f i n e d  
a n d  h o w  p e r i o d i c a l l y  
r e v i e w e d  ( t a s k  C C G s  t o  
c r e a t e  l o c a l l y  d e f i n e d  
s o l u t i o n s )  

Practice groups / 
federations

S t a k e h o l d e r s '  s u g g e s t e d  p o l i c y  a c t i o n s

r e c o g n i s e  a n d  m a n a g e  p o r t f o l i o  
r o l e s  w i t h i n  t h e  
a p p r a i s a l / r e v a l i s a t i o n  p r o c e s s  

d e f i n e  f o r m a l  t r a i n i n g  a n d  c a r e e r  p r o g r e s s i o n  f o r  p r a c t i c e  
m a n a g e r s  W
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portfolio careers

widening the skill base 
across multi disciplinary 

teams and role 
substitution

contractual 
arrangements for GPs 

working across 
practices

Portfolio roles & wider 
working arrangements

Department of Health, NHS England

NHS England, RCGP, GMC

RCGP

GMC

RCGP, Health Education England
GMC, RCGP

CCGs, federations, STPs

Practice groups, federations, super practices, 
locum banks

c o l l a b o r a t e  a n d  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  f o r m a l i s i n g  
c o n t r a c t u a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  f o r  c r o s s - p r a c t i c e  
w o r k i n g  
d e v e l o p / u s e  a p p s  d e s i g n e d  f o r  d i r e c t i n g  G P s  
t o  w h e r e  t h e y  a r e  m o s t  n e e d e d    

BMA, NHS England
c l a r i f y  l e g a l / l i a b i l i t y  i s s u e s  a n d  o p t i m a l  
a r r a n g e m e n t s  f o r  o n e  p r a c t i c e  t o  e m p l o y  a n d  
m a n a g e  G P s  w o r k i n g  a c r o s s  a  n u m b e r  o f  
p r a c t i c e s  

BMA, RCGP, GMC, NHS Digital
a g r e e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f u l l  t i m e  e q u i v a l e n t  f o r  a  
G P  

d e f i n e  a  c a r e e r  p a t h  f o r  G P s  w o r k i n g  a c r o s s  
p r a c t i c e s

Practice teams
s t r u c t u r e  t i m e  f o r  m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y  w o r k i n g  a n d  
r e l a t e d  d i s c u s s i o n s  d u r i n g  t h e  w o r k i n g  d a y  

Practice groups / federations
s h a r e  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e s  ( e . g .  s p e c i a l i s t  G P  
s u p p o r t i n g  m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y  w o r k i n g  a c r o s s  p r a c t i c e s )  

RCGP, Health Education England
RCGP, 
Health Education England d e f i n e  r e q u i r e d  c o m p e t e n c e s ,  s k i l l s  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e s  f o r  a  

' c o n s u l t a n t  G P ' ,  a n d  e n s u r e  G P  t r a i n i n g  i n c l u d e s  
o b s e r v a t i o n  o f  o t h e r  h e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  w o r k i n g  i n  
p r a c t i c e  

r e - i n t r o d u c e  f i n a n c i a l  i n c e n t i v e  f o r  p r a c t i c e s  t o  e m p l o y  a  
r a n g e  o f  h e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  p a s s i n g  f u n d s  d i r e c t l y  t o  
p r a c t i c e s  ( r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  C C G s )  t o  a n c h o r  s u c h  i n d i v i d u a l s  
t o  a  p r a c t i c e  

i d e n t i f y  r e g u l a t o r y  b o d y  f o r  w i d e r  h e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  t h a t  
w i l l  m a n a g e  i n d e m n i t y  a r r a n g e m e n t s  o n  b e h a l f  o f  p r a c t i c e s  

c o l l e c t  a n d  p r o v i d e  d a t a  o n  c u r r e n t  
s c o p e  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o f  
p o r t f o l i o  w o r k i n g  a n d  G P s '  
a c t i v i t i e s  

e s t a b l i s h  a  c o - o r d i n a t i n g  r o l e  
f o r  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  p o r t f o l i o  
w o r k i n g  

r e v i s i t  c u r r e n t  t r a i n i n g  w i t h  a  
v i e w  t o  i n c r e a s i n g  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  
t r a i n i n g  a n d  s u p p o r t i n g  
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  p o r t f o l i o  
c a r e e r s  


