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Executive summary 

Overview 

The 2021 London Physician Associate (PA) Workforce Survey was designed to gain an 
understanding of the current and proposed future PA workforce in secondary care in London.  

  

Methods 

In July 2021 a survey was sent to all trusts in London. Collated data were analysed and are 
presented in this report. 
 

Results 

28 of the total 35 trusts in London provided data (80% completion rate). The key findings were: 

• There are currently 222 PAs employed in these 28 trusts. 

• There is a wide range in use of PAs; with 7 trusts submitting the survey currently 

employing 0 PAs and 7 trusts employing more than 10. As well as variation in number, 
PAs work in a wide variety of departments.  

• Future workforce planning for PAs is inconsistent; half of the trusts included PAs in their 
workforce plans and 7 of the 28 trusts provided an expansion trajectory for PAs. 

 

 

Significance of this study 

What is already known 

The Faculty of Physician Associates census showed that in 2020, there were 340 PAs working 
across London1. HEE obtain detail of number of PAs trained in London each year from Higher 
Education Institutions (HEIs).  

 
What this study adds 

This study shows the detail of where PAs are working in terms of both specialties and 
organisation which enables demand mapping to inform future training and support needs for the 
PA workforce, trusts and ICSs. 
 

How might it impact on clinical practice in the future 

This survey provides a baseline to enable progress and development of the PA role to be 

effectively mapped. The process of undertaking the survey has also established a database of 
contacts at trust level who are central to PA workforce planning. This will facilitate HEE to 
engage effectively with trusts and provide targeted support. 
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Introduction 

The physician associate role was introduced in the UK in 2003. Since then, the role has 
developed and there are a reported 1559 working across England, with 340 of those working in 
London1. This workforce group is rapidly expanding with approximately 120 new PAs due to 
qualify in 2021 in London2. 

 
Further to available data, there is a network of PAs, the PA ambassadors, who are funded by 
HEE to support the PA workforce and organisations they work in. They provide valuable insight 
into the workforce. 

 
Despite this information, the future demand and training needs for PAs in London was unclear. 
Adding to this need for detailed data, is the fact that PAs are generalists and as such are able to 
work in either Primary or Secondary care and in a variety of roles. This, combined with 

inconsistent record keeping on the NHS Electronic Staff Record system, makes tracking PAs 
and embedding them in workforce planning challenging. 
 
This data collection exercise aimed to obtain data to enable HEE to make evidence based 

decisions regarding need for future PA training. The objectives of the survey were to: 
1. Establish baseline data to understand: 

• Where the PA role is being utilised across London 
• Where there might be opportunities to expand PA workforce 

2. Build a network of PA workforce leads to enable partnership working 
3. Encourage trusts to review how they monitor and utilise the role 
4. Identify possible areas for HEE to support trusts to employ more PAs. 

 

Table 1. Number of PAs working in London1 
 

Area 2019 census 2020 census 

North West London 45 65 

Central and East London 94 126 

South London 133 149 

Total 272 340 

 
Table 2. Number of students starting PA training at Higher Education Institutions (HEI) in 
London in 20212 

 

HEI* 
Number of students starting PA training 

in 2021 

1 30 

2 5 

3 20 

4 70 

Total 125 

 
*a 5th HEI is due to start in Jan 2022, providing 20 training places.  

 
1 Faculty of Physician Associates census - summary slides – https://www.fparcp.co.uk/about-fpa/fpa-census  
2  Number of PAs in training is recorded and monitored by HEE as part of routine Student Data Collection 

https://www.fparcp.co.uk/about-fpa/fpa-censuse
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Methods 

Study design 

The study was designed by the HEE London Workforce Transformation Team with support from 
Physician Associate Ambassadors. Feedback from the HEE quality and commissioning team 

was incorporated into the final version of the survey. 
 
The survey was divided into sections, each focused on a specific area; Background information, 
Baseline information, Expansion trajectory, Future planning and Contact information (see 

appendix 2 for survey questions). To support data validation, some responses were limited to a 
range of answers and guidance provided to assist those completing the survey. 
 
To support the numerical data collection, space was provided for free text comments. This was 

aimed to support data analysis, to provide context to responses and to collect feedback to 
support development of the survey with a view to it being repeated in the future. 
 
The aim was to create a simple set of questions to be delivered in a user-friendly method. The 

survey was undertaken via a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet which was shared via email.  
 

Data collection 

The survey and its objectives were presented to Director of Medical Education (DME) and 
Medical Education Managers (MEM) at online meetings in July 2021. Following this, the survey 
was emailed to DMEs and MEMs with the request to share with those within each trust who 

would have access to PA workforce data. 
 
Trusts were asked to complete the survey within 1 month, with the deadline of 31 July 2021. 
Responses were encouraged with weekly reminder emails and 2 weeks were allowed to allow 

for submission of data after the completion deadline to those with specific issues delaying data 
collection, such as key staff absentees during initial completion window. Below shows number 
of trusts which submitted the survey by ICS (named trusts are shown in appendix 1). 
 

Figure 1. London Physician Associate Workforce Survey submission 
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Analysis 

The data has been analysed by members of the HEE team, with input from Physician Associate 
Ambassadors. Analysis has been undertaken using MS excel. 

Results 

PAs in secondary care in London 

Number of PAs 

In total, the 28 completing trusts reported that there were 222 PAs employed when completing 

the survey. This compared to 201 in April 2020 (increase of 21 PAs). Of the trusts employing 
PAs, 9 had increased the number they employed between April 2020 and when submitting the 
survey. 2 reported fewer PAs now than in April 2020. 
 

There was a large range in number of PAs being employed (low 0, high 40), with 8 trusts 
employing no PAs and 7 trusts employing more than 10.   
 
Figure 2. Number of PAs employed by trust 

 

  
 

Trusts reported that there were 211.8 FTE PAs currently working. This had increased from 
192.2 in April 2020. This demonstrated that PAs generally work in full time positions.  
 
New posts and vacancies 

New posts 
Between April 2020 and the data being submitted, in total, 12 trusts reported creating new PA 

posts, creating a total of 34 PA posts. 16 trusts created 0 new posts within that timeframe. 
 
Leaving trust 
In total trusts reported that 17 physician associates left their roles between April 2020 and when 

submitting the survey response.  
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Vacancies 
Of the 28 trusts, 6 reported they had vacant PA positions, this equated to 9 PA roles. 
 
Figure 3. Number of new PA posts, PA leaving trusts and vacant posts 
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Clinical supervision 

To ensure PAs are supported and enabled to work to their potential they require specific 
support and leadership. Of the 20 trusts which currently employ PAs, 19 confirmed that all PAs 
have a named supervisor and 1 did not answer this question. 

 

Leadership 

The majority of trusts had a designated PA lead (17 of 20 trusts with PAs in post who answered 
the question). 1 trust which employs 1 PA did not respond to this question.  
 
In terms of number of PAs, more than 40 PAs did not have a designated PA lead at the trust 

they worked in. Furthermore there was a wide range in the background of those undertaking the 
PA lead role.  
 
Figure 4. PA leadership by trust and number of PAs 
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Figure 5. PA inclusion in future workforce plans 
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Discussion 

Findings  

A number of themes have been identified from the data and comments provided. In pink text 
below are free text comments provided by those completing the survey. 

 
Training (HEIs) 

• Trusts identified it is challenging to provide placements and sufficient hours of training 
within placements. 

 

The placement fee for PA students is circa 1/10 of that for medical students and 
may deter providers from seeking novel solutions to further increase placement 
capacity.    
 
Difficult to accommodate additional PA student placements due to existing training 
commitments. 
 
Employing PAs 

• Mixed understanding in the system as to potential of PAs, which could be limiting 
provision of PA posts. Several trusts also noted they were in process of assessing impact 

of PAs locally before considering expanding workforce. 
 

This is the first time PAs have been employed in the trust. The general feeling is 
that they are useful addition to workforce; we aim to make a case to extend their 
contracts once more evidence is available. 
 
Unclear currently. Need to evaluate performance of existing PAs and demonstrate 
benefit 
 
PA retention 

• Variation in roles PAs undertake suggests that there is a lack of clear PA career path and 
that trusts develop their own approach to supporting PA career progression. 

 

Difficulties associated with recruiting to this role & fast turnover. 
 
PA was under secondment so went back to original post. 
 
Data access and submission 

From correspondence relating to the survey and from submissions it is clear that there is a 
range in the way in which PA data is managed and accessed is different trusts. The data was 
submitted by a range of different individuals (15 different job roles provided the responses). 

Further to this a number of trusts provided responses by department rather than one 
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submission per trust. This suggests that at many trusts PA data and workforce planning is not 

cohesive and coordinated.  
 
Figure 7. Job role of individual submitting survey 
 

 
 
Further to this range in who is responsible for oversight of PA data, a trust noted specific 
difficulty in accessing data. 
 

It is recognised that some data cleansing of post titles may be required in order to 
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Recommendation HEE ICS/ 
Trusts 

7. Undertake health economics/cost analysis of PA role compared with 
other equivalent roles. 

Y  

Support for PAs, ICSs and trusts   

8. Improve visibility and clarity of HEE support regarding PAs e.g. add 
detail of programmes and other resources to relevant areas of HEE 

website such as  www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/medical-associate-
professions/physician-associates 

Y  

9. Develop and embed PA mentorship model (current mentorship is 
applied in different ways in different regions and is not comprehensive, 
also is generally only available for first year as a PA). 

Y  

10. Continue to provide ambassadors specific to secondary care to 
promote role and support newly qualified PAs. 

Y  

11. Develop career framework and guidance including agenda for change 
pay grades for lead and experienced PAs. 

Y  

12. Create resources such as case studies, guidance and template job 

descriptions for senior PA roles.  

Y  

13. Support and encourage all PAs to obtain requisite CPD including 

access to generalist training 

Y Y 

Workforce Survey   
14. Repeat survey annually to enable measuring of workforce development 

and targeted support to PAs, ICSs and Trusts. 

Y Y 

15. Share survey and findings with other regions to enable a holistic view of 
the PA workforce. 

Y  

 

Limitations 

The key limitation of this survey is that not all the Trusts responded. Further to this, from 
discussion and some of the comments provided during completion of the survey, it is clear that 
not all Trusts had a single point of PA data collection, as a result it is possible that some key 
information was missing from, or duplicated in submissions. 

 
Beyond this, the data shows secondary care workforce information and does not cover primary 
care of PAs working in roles across primary and secondary care. Furthermore a number of PAs 
are likely to work in the private sector or are trained PAs who now perform other roles. These 

groups will not be included in this study. 
 
It is possible that a number of PAs were redeployed due to COVID-19 and may not have 
returned to their usual duties as reported in this survey. 

Future considerations 

As the healthcare system recovers from initial impact of COVID-19 and as ICSs become 
increasingly central to delivery of care; detailed workforce planning will be key to enabling high 
quality patient care to be provided. The PA workforce has the potential to have an impact in a 
wide range of settings and roles and so requires specific support. 

 
Further to existing opportunities for PAs in secondary care, statutory regulation of PAs which is 
due to start in 2022 should allow for PAs to take on new activity such as prescribing.    

http://www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/medical-associate-professions/physician-associates
http://www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/medical-associate-professions/physician-associates
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Trusts completing and not completing survey 

Completed survey 
  

ICS Trust 

NEL Barking, Havering and Redbridge University Hospitals NHS Trust  

NCL Barnet, Enfield and Haringey Mental Health NHS Trust  

NCL Camden and Islington NHS Foundation Trust  

NWL Central and NWL NHS Foundation Trust 

NWL Chelsea & Westminster Hospital NHS Foundation Trust  

SWL Croydon Health Services NHS Trust 

NEL East London NHS Foundation Trust  

SWL Epsom and St Helier University Hospitals NHS Trust  

NCL Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children NHS Foundation Trust 

SEL Guy's and St Thomas' NHS Foundation Trust  

NEL Homerton University Hospital NHS Foundation Trust  

SEL King's College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust 

SWL Kingston Hospital NHS Foundation Trust  

SEL Lewisham and Greenwich NHS Trust 

NWL London North West University Healthcare NHS Trust 

NCL Moorfields Eye Hospital NHS Foundation Trust  

NEL NEL NHS Foundation Trust  

NCL North Middlesex University Hospital NHS Trust  

SEL Oxleas NHS Foundation Trust 

SEL Royal Brompton & Harefield Hospitals 

NCL Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust  

NWL Royal Marsden NHS Foundation Trust  

SEL South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust  

SWL St George's Healthcare NHS Trust  

SWL South West London and George's University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust  

NWL The Hillingdon Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust  

NCL The Whittington Health NHS Trust  

NCL University College London Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 

 

Did not complete survey 
 

ICS Trust 

NEL Barts Healthcare NHS Trust 

NWL Central London Community Healthcare NHS Trust 

NWL Hounslow and Richmond Community Healthcare NHS Trust 

NWL Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust 

NWL London Ambulance Service NHS Trust 

NCL Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust 

NWL West London NHS Trust  
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Appendix 2. Physician Associate Workforce Survey 2021 

Below are the questions presented to the trusts. 
 

Background information ICS 

 Trust 

 Site(s) 

 

List all care groups/ divisions/ directorate where 
Physician Associate(s) are currently working  

 Comments on background info 

 
Total number of Physician Associates currently 
employed 

  

Baseline information 
Combined FTE of all currently employed Physician 
Associates  

 

Total number of Physician Associates employed in April 
2020  

 Combined FTE of all Physician Associates in April 2020  

 

Between April 2020 and April 2021 how many new 
Physician Associates posts were created within the 
Trust? 

 

Between April 2020 and April 2021 how many Physician 
Associates left the Trust? 

 

Number of vacant Physician Associates posts in the 
Trust currently? 

 

Do all Physician Associates have a named clinical 
supervisor? 

 Comments on baseline information 

 

Are Physician Associates included in your future 
workforce plans? 

  
Physician Associates expansion 
trajectory (estimated number of 
additional Physician Associates to 
be employed each year) 

Expansion Trajectory 21-22  

 Expansion Trajectory 22-23  

 Expansion Trajectory 23-24  

 Expansion Trajectory 24-25  

 Comments on expansion trajectory 

 

Estimated total new PAs needed for 2021 - 2022 (adding 
up trajectory and vacancies)  

  

Future planning 
Does your trust currently provide Physician Associate 
student placements? 

 

Could your trust offer additional Physician Associate 
student placements in the next financial year? (if so, 
please indicate number) 

 

Do you have a designated Physician Associate lead for 
the Trust? 

 Comments on future planning 
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