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Dear Colleague 
 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR PRESCRIBING BETWEEN PRIMARY, SECONDARY AND 
TERTIARY CARE SERVICES FOR THE SUPPLY OF MEDICINES AND OTHER 
PHARMACEUTICAL PRODUCTS 
 
Introduction 
 
1. This circular includes updated best practice guidance for all those working across 

Health and Social Care  (HSC) who may be involved in the commissioning or 
provision of medicines related services and prescribing across primary, 
secondary and tertiary care. 

 
2. This best practice guidance on the responsibility for prescribing of medicines and 

other pharmaceutical products between primary and secondary / tertiary care 
services supersedes and replaces the previous guidance document “Supply of 
medicines and other pharmaceutical products – responsibility for prescribing 
between hospitals and family practitioner services” (HSS(OP1) 2/92) which 
has underpinned prescribing policy for prescribers, pharmacists and other health 
care personnel in hospitals and in the community in the intervening years. 
 

Background 
 

3. Good organisation of care across the interface between primary and 
secondary/tertiary care is crucial in ensuring that patients receive high quality care – 
and in making the best use of clinical time and health service resources in all care 
settings. Good professional practice requires care for patients to be seamless; 
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patients should be facilitated to obtain the medicines they need, when they need 
them. 
 

4. Lack of, or unclear communication between primary and secondary/tertiary 
care and misunderstandings around the responsibilities of the professionals 
involved are often cited as reasons for patients not being able to get their 
medicines in a timely manner, despite effective collaborative working and 
communication being an important part of patient-centred professionalism. 
 

5. Many people are living with long-term conditions, some with multi-morbidities 
requiring multiple medicines as part of their treatment plan.  This challenge to 
the sustainability of our health and social care system was recognised in 
“Health and Wellbeing 2026: Delivering Together”, which clearly outlined the 
case for a new patient-focused model of care that delivers care and support in 
the most appropriate setting, ideally in people’s homes and communities.  
 

6. The requirements for those professionals responsible for prescribing 
medicines therefore need to consider the whole needs of the patient, and care 
should be provided where it can be most appropriately monitored and 
reviewed in the best interest of the patient. 
 

7. The response to the COVID-19 emergency across primary, community and 
secondary care services has resulted in innovative new practices that could 
potentially be mainstreamed as part of HSC rebuilding in the wake of the 
pandemic. The way we design and deliver services will be focused on 
providing continuity of care in an organised way and to do so we will 
increasingly work across traditional organisational boundaries, to develop an 
environment characterised by trust, partnership and collaboration.  
 

8. In order to facilitate this fundamental transformation of how services are 
delivered in Northern Ireland, this updated best practice guidance aims to 
provide further clarity on the responsibilities of all professionals involved in 
commissioning or provision of medicines related services and prescribing 
across primary, secondary and tertiary care (and includes community and 
specialised services, and care for those patients in secure residential and 
supported living settings) and to provide support in developing shared care 
agreements and in the transfer of care.    
 

9. This guidance is not intended to undermine existing prescribing arrangements 
that work well across primary and secondary care, but it does aim to help 
reduce the level of variation and to improve the quality of patient care and 
relates to all those healthcare professionals with responsibility for prescribing 
both now and in the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



    

10. We would therefore ask that the attached guidance is brought to the attention 
of all relevant HSC staff in your organisation.  

 
Yours sincerely 
   

 

   

 
Prof Sir Michael McBride 

Chief Medical Officer 

  Mrs Cathy Harrison 

Chief Pharmaceutical Officer 
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