
Team Guide
Not Normal For You?

Background / Context:

1 in 2 people will develop some form of cancer during their lifetime. In the UK, the 4 most 
common types of cancer are: breast cancer, lung cancer, prostate cancer and bowel cancer [1].

Typically, a worried patient would present in primary care, however several studies have 
suggested that people can be reluctant to visit their GP with what they see as being minor 
symptoms [2]. Worry about ‘wasting the doctor’s time’ has been highlighted as a particularly 
strong barrier in the UK [3].

In 2019, Alphega Pharmacy Diamond Member, Jackie Lewis - led a project team to deliver a 
pilot program called “Not Normal for You?” between May and November 2019. In this pilot 34 
staff across 10 pharmacies were trained to spot “red flag” cancer symptoms in walk-in patients. 

Results of the pilot were encouraging:

•	 Within the 10 pharmacies, a total of 38 pharmacy users were given a red flag referral 
card, of these:

•	 A total of 42 red flag symptoms were reported – with 4 patients reporting more than one 
worrying symptom.

•	 Within the constraints GDPR patients were followed up via a questionnaire 

•	 18 of 38 of the patients responded to the questionnaire

•	 Those who responded, agreed that the pharmacy had addressed (n=18) and 
helped them understand their symptoms (n=16) and had treated them with dignity and 
respect (n=18). 

•	 When asked about how they felt about speaking to the pharmacy about their 
symptoms all pharmacy users who responded (n=17) did so positively

•	 As a consequence 88% either had already met with their GP (n=10) or had an 
appointment booked to discuss their symptoms (n=4)

•	 A small percentage of people intended to book an appointment but hadn’t already 
done so (n=1) or did not intend to book one at all (n=1). 

•	 The qualitative responses suggested that pharmacy users felt that the card had 
enabled them to see the GP quickly or had prompted them to book an appointment 
they had intended to but hadn’t to date.

•	 Of the 10 pharmacy users who had been to see their GP in response to the red flag 
intervention, all had discussed with their GP the worrying symptom(s) identified by the 
pharmacy and these symptoms had been addressed within the GP consultation. For 7 
(70%) participants further follow-up was necessary.
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Aim of the Service:

Identify red-flag cancer symptoms in walk-in patients and where necessary refer them into 
general practice for follow-up. 

Notifications / Referrals into General Practice (from Community Pharmacy):

Notifications / Referrals into General Practice (from Community Pharmacy): Notifications / 
Referrals into General Practice will come by way of an Alert Card that will detail the worrying 
symptom/(s) being experienced (See NNFY Campaign Materials). This and encouragement 
given to the patient by the pharmacy team, will prompt the patient to approach their surgery 
to arrange an appointment via normal routes. Please note this card is not a fast track to see the 
GP but a prompt for the patient.

Suggested Learning:

1.	 Review the NNFY Campaign Materials

2.	 British Oncology Pharmacy Association (BOPA) - Lets Communicate Cancer Series: This 
learning is aimed at all members of the pharmacy team and can be accessed in Module 1 here:

https://www.bopa.org.uk/new-e-learning-lets-communicate-cancer/ (registration required).
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Hints & Tips:

Care must be taken to avoid alarming the patient – using terms such as ‘red flag symptoms’ 
and ‘cancer’ inevitably compound a patients reluctancy to seek help. You should instead 
communicate with the patient in a manner that serves to remove as many barriers to seeing 
their GP as possible. Allay their concerns by encouraging them to seek help, provide them with 
a symptom card to make it easier for them to communicate the potentially worrying symptom 
to their GP. 

Fear, embarrassment, and perceptions of wasting their GPs time are challenging to overcome 
- but articulating that the symptom/(s) being experienced are not considered normal without 
alarming the patient is key. Here, it may be appropriate to refer the patient to the pharmacist 
for this discussion. 

Appropriate questioning techniques can help you tease out the required information from 
patients presenting with a worrying symptom/(s). Mnemonics e.g. WWHAM / ASMETHOD 
(see below) can be useful but can often fail to obtain the required information; further 
questioning may be necessary depending on the patient’s responses. 
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W Who is the patient A Age/appearance
W What are the symptoms S Self or someone else
H How long have the symptoms been 

present
M Medication

A Action taken E Extra medicines
M Medication being taken T Time persisting

H History
O Other symptoms
D Danger symptoms
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