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Dr Vasumathy Sivarajasingam Provides 10 Key Learning Points from Government Guidance that
Extends the Power to Certify Fit Notes to More Healthcare Professionals

Read This Article to Learn More About:

e the purpose and effective use of fit notes for primary care

e recent legislative changes that allow nurses, occupational therapists, pharmacists, and physiotherapists to issue fit
notes

e the training and implementation ramifications of extending the power to certify fit notes to additional healthcare
professionals.

Key points can be found at the end of this article.

Reflect on your learning and download our Reflection Record

The ‘“fit note’, also known as a Med3 form or a Statement of Fitness for Work, was introduced in April
2010 across England, Wales, and Scotland.! It is a form of medical evidence that is free of charge
under NHS provision.1_3 Fit notes are used by patients to:h24

¢ give to employers to facilitate discussions about work

e support applications for health-related benefits through the Department for Work & Pensions
(DWP)

¢ provide evidence of eligibility for statutory sick pay (SSP).

The latest statistics on fit notes show that their use has increased recently: 10.4% more fit notes were
issued in the second quarter of 2022-2023 than in the equivalent quarter of 2021-2022 (2.68

million, up from 2.43 miIIion).1
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In July 2022, to reflect the growing role of healthcare professionals (HCPs) other than GPs in the
care of patients, the DHSC and the DWP implemented legislative changes that allow a wider range

of HCPs to issue fit notes.? New guidance was also published to reflect the c:hanges.3 This
extension of fit-note certification to other HCPs working in primary care is supported by the Royal
College of General Practitioners, and offers advantages to patients, employers, HCPs, and the

healthcare system as a whole.® A key benefit is the reduction of the bureaucratic burden GPs face
on a daily basis; now, other HCPs can engage directly with patients on matters of work without

having to reroute requests through doctors.3® Other potential benefits include a faster system for
patients, improved continuity of care, and greater utilisation of the skills of the multidisciplinary
workforce.

This article provides information for HCPs in primary care on issuing fit notes and supporting
patients’ health and wellbeing, offering 10 key learning points from Government guidance on fit

notes for England, Wales, and Scotland.?

1. Know When it is Appropriate to Issue a Fit Note in Primary Care

In the UK, a fit note is a valuable tool intended to complement conversations with patients about

work and health, support shared decision making, and aid their recovery.2 It should also facilitate a
patient’s return to work, enabling them to communicate effectively with their employers about their

health.? Fit notes are evidence of a patient’s fithess for work in general, not their fitness for one
specific job, and they are not intended for use in the first 7 calendar days of an absence, as patients

can self-certify in this period.2
For people who are out of work, a fit note can be used to:23

e support a claim for incapacity-related benefits
¢ justify their inability to fulfil certain requirements for benefits

¢ help them to discuss support for their health condition with prospective employers.

Patients Who Are Fit for Work

Fit notes are not intended to be used as evidence that a person is fit for work, and should not be

given to patients who are considered fit for work following assessment.? If they or their employer
requests formal confirmation of their fitness for work, arrangements must be made privately with an
HCP or occupational healthcare specialist.2 Regarding the small number of jobs with procedures in
place for this kind of confirmation (notably, jobs involving large goods or passenger-carrying
vehicles, for which the Driver & Vehicle Licensing Agency has a relevant form), the patient’s

employer would likely contact an HCP to make arrangements.2

2. Understand the HCP's Role in Assessing Fitness for Work
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As outlined in Government guidance, the HCP’s role is primarily to give a medical opinion about the

effect of a patient’s health on their fitness for work, based on their assessment of the patient.z’3 This
assessment could be based on a consultation with the patient or, alternatively, on a written report

produced by another HCP involved in the patient’s care who may be ineligible to issue fit notes.23 In

either case, the certifying HCP needs to have the necessary information to assess their patient’s
fitness for work, which will likely involve them having access to the patient’s relevant medical

history.3

Importantly, the HCP who certifies the fit note is accountable for it (even when basing their decision

on the written report of another HCP) and responsible for the associated episode of care.3 As part of
this responsibility, they are required to respond to any related information requests from employers

or the DWP.3

Filling Out Fit Notes Properly

HCPs must complete a fit note either on the correct clerical paper—available to order through the
DWP’s system6—or, in most cases, through the relevant GP computer system, with a copy sent to the

patient digitally or printed and given to them in person.z’3 It is important that fit notes are completed
fully, as incomplete fit notes can cause unnecessary delays to patients’ return to work or access to

benefits, in turn affecting their health, and may lead to unnecessary administrative work when the

patient returns to request a new one.2

Giving Advice

As HCPs are not expected to have specialist knowledge of workplaces or occupational health, they
are not obliged to suggest possible changes to a patient’s workplace orjob.3 However, HCPs with

relevant training or qualifications can choose to include such advice in a fit note.3 Examples of
factors an HCP may wish to consider in discussions and address in their advice include:2

e stamina, mobility, agility, insight, and treatment

¢ the likely duration of, and any potential fluctuations in, the patient’s health condition

¢ the impact of any ongoing clinical management

* whether doing any work would make their condition worse.
3. Recognise and Highlight the Importance of Work for Health

Underlying the Government’s attitude to fitness for work is an acceptance that good work is
beneficial for a person’s physical health, mental health, and weIIbeing.2’3’7 This is just as true for
people who are not fully fit;3 research from Norway has demonstrated that supported returns to

work for temporarily ill workers improve long-term occupational and health outcomes.8

Conversely, long periods of time not working are associated with poorer mental, physical, and

economic health, as well as increased use of health services.2”’ Prolonged absence from
employment can negatively affect individuals and their families, leading to social exclusion, widened
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health inequalities, and financial insec:urity,7 and evidence suggests that the longer an individual is
out of work because of ill health, the less likely they are to return to employment.9

Perceptions about Health and Work

With this in mind, it is important to understand patients’ beliefs about health and work during the
consultation, and emphasise the importance of work for their health. Box 1 highlights some helpful

approaches a clinician could take when discussing work with patients.2

Box 1: Approaches that May Help When Discussing Work with Patients?

Where appropriate, the following approaches may help in discussing work with your patients:

e discussing the health benefits of work, and the health risks of not working
e explaining that people do not need to be 100% fit to do some work

e issuing fit notes for shorter periods of time

e using the fit note to actively engage patients in goal setting

e telling your patient about other support services [see Box 4] if they have nonmedical issues that are affecting their
attitude towards work

e [explaining that] specialist occupational health services can help to address complex issues at work, including if [their]
work may be affecting their health.

Department for Work & Pensions website. Getting the most out of the fit note: guidance for healthcare professionals.
www.gov.uk/government/publications/fit-note-guidance-for-healthcare-professionals/getting-the-most-out-of-the-fit-note-
guidance-for-healthcare-professionals (accessed 11 April 2023).

Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

4. Appreciate the Difference Between ‘Not Fit for Work’ and ‘May Be Fit
for Work’

When issuing a fit note, an HCP can indicate that a patient is ‘not fit for work’, but can also choose to
advise that they ‘may be fit for work taking account of the following advice’, an option intended to
support the patient to return to work with appropriate accommodations, such as a reduction in

workload.?3 This second option allows an HCP to consider whether the person is able to do some
kind of work with adjustments (not specifically relating to their current job), and give advice about

the limitations of their health condition.2-3

If a patient is given a fit note indicating they may be fit for work but their employer cannot make
appropriate accommodations, the fit note should then be treated by the patient and their employer

as if it states that they are not fit for work.2 The patient should still be able to access SSP in this case,
but may need to seek advice from a trade union or advice centre about eligibility.z’4
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Any patient deemed not fit for work should have their fitness for work reviewed at regular intervals,?
but patients who may be fit for work may also require follow up.

5. Be Aware of Legislative Changes Related to Fit Notes

Historically, only practitioners on the General Medical Council’s List of Registered Medical
Practitioners were permitted to certify a legally valid fit note, and would do so with a handwritten

signature.z’3 In April 2022, the DHSC and the DWP removed the requirement for a handwritten
signature, enabling digital completion and certification, and introduced a new version of the 2017

form.2 Subsequently, with effect from 1 July 2022, the DHSC and the DWP amended legislation to
enable statutorily registered nurses, occupational therapists, pharmacists, and physiotherapists to

certify fit notes in addition to doctors.? This legislation is permissive, however, so does not make it
2,3

mandatory for these HCPs to issue fit notes.

Notably, eligible HCPs who have completed the relevant training and are working in hospitals can,

and should, certify fit notes at the time of hospital discharge, and do not need to signpost patients to

primary care for this reason.?

6. Assess Suitability to Certify Fit Notes on an Individual Basis

When deciding whether an eligible HCP will undertake health and work conversations and issue fit
notes as part of their practice, there are several factors to take into account. An individual HCP
should ensure that they have the relevant skills, knowledge, and experience, considering their

scope of practice and discussing this with their employer.3 The key regulatory principles relating to
these decisions are included in Box 2.3

Box 2: Regulatory Principles Relating to an HCP’s Capability to Certify Fit Notes3

¢ Competence and scope of practice—HCPs should recognise and work within the limits of their individual level of
competence, knowledge, and skills, and should be able to seek input from appropriately qualified colleagues when
necessary

e Person-centred care—patients should be treated as individuals, and HCPs should be able to uphold their dignity and
listen to their concerns and preferences, as well as responding honestly to their queries

o Teamwork—HCPs should be able to work cooperatively with MDT colleagues involved in a patient’s care, respecting
their skills and contributions and sharing knowledge where relevant. Patients may have conversations with multiple
members of the clinical team, and benefit from receiving clear and consistent information

¢ Communication—HCPs should be clear, precise, and professional when communicating with patients and the pubilic,
providing necessary information in a way that is easily understood and appropriately recorded. This is particularly
relevant given that written fit notes will need to be used and understood by patients, their employers, and others
involved in implementing any advice in the note

o Confidentiality—it is important that clinicians treat all patient information as confidential and ensure patients’ dignity and
privacy

e Raising concerns—HCPs should be able to raise concerns or challenge poor behaviours when patient safety is at risk,
even when it is difficult to do so, and should contribute to a culture that allows concerns to be raised safely.

HCP=healthcare professional; MDT=multidisciplinary team

GOV.UK website. Who can issue fit notes: guidance for healthcare professionals and their employers.
www.gov.uk/government/publications/who-can-issue-fit-notes-guidance-for-healthcare-professionals-and-their-
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Box 2: Regulatory Principles Relating to an HCP’s Capability to Certify Fit Notes3

employers/who-can-issue-fit-notes-guidance-for-healthcare-professionals-and-their-employers (accessed 11 April 2023).

Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

To certify fit notes, HCPs are expected as a minimum to:3

* be currently registered with the relevant regulatory body

have this task as an agreed part of their role

work in line with their employer’s requirements and any contractual arrangements

have the necessary indemnity.

When considering the addition of fit-note certification to an individual HCP’s scope of practice, it is
worth bearing in mind that this is an effective way for them to demonstrate the development of their

knowledge and skills.3 This may be particularly useful when they are renewing or revalidating their

registration.3

7. Undertake Appropriate Training to Issue Fit Notes Safely and Legally

Eligible HCPs who decide to start certifying fit notes must complete the free E-Learning for
Healthcare (ELFH) training module on this topic10 and undertake an initial period of structured

mentorship and support from an HCP who can already certify fit notes.3 The length of this period will
vary depending on the individual HCP and their own development, capability, confidence, and

clinical experience.3 Any HCP who certifies fit notes must also maintain up-to-date knowledge and
skills and undertake associated continuing professional development to ensure that they are

delivering the best outcomes for patients.3

8. Consider the Role of the Practice Management Team

If an eligible HCP is considering taking on certification of fit notes, it is important that their employer
provides opportunities for training and associated support (see Box 3), ensuring that they allow the

necessary time and space during work hours for this.3 Employers may choose to incorporate the

ELFH training module into their internal policies or employment terms.310

Box 3: Opportunities to Gain Relevant Experience3

Opportunities to gain relevant experience could include:

e observing an experienced HCP conducting health and work conversations and certifying fit notes
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Box 3: Opportunities to Gain Relevant Experience3

e case-based discussion with a more experienced HCP, until they are more competent and confident to give feedback
about health and work assessment and intervention, clinical reasoning, and decision making

e structured mentorship, support, and supervision from experienced HCPs to successfully transition their knowledge into
practice

e opportunities for reflection and feedback to support their approach
e use of daily debrief during the initial period, for safety and assurance
e ongoing knowledge and skills development and working in practice.

HCP=healthcare professional

GOV.UK website. Who can issue fit notes: guidance for healthcare professionals and their employers.
www.gov.uk/government/publications/who-can-issue-fit-notes-guidance-for-healthcare-professionals-and-their-
employers/who-can-issue-fit-notes-guidance-for-healthcare-professionals-and-their-employers(accessed 11 April 2023).

Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

When planning their workforce, employers should also be mindful to balance the benefits of sharing
the task of issuing fit notes across their team with the challenges of sharing this significant

responsibility (see point 9, Be Alert to the Challenges Inherent in Issuing Fit Noz‘es).3

9. Be Alert to the Challenges Inherent in Issuing Fit Notes

HCPs may face challenges when certifying fit notes, especially if there is disagreement about their
recommendations, and should be advised on patient communication, managing difficult
conversations, and strategies for dealing with anyone who tries to coerce them into signing a fit

note.3 This is covered in the ELFH module.3'0 Accordingly, any HCP certifying fit notes should be

supported and able to manage any pressure to act outside of their professional ethical boundaries.3

Any complaints raised by patients should be dealt with in line with the practice’s own complaints

policy and procedures.3

When issuing a fit note, an HCP should have agreed with their employer that this is a part of their
role, be acting in their own professional capacity and scope of practice, be involved in some way
with the care of the patient or have a relevant written report by another HCP, and be able to review

the patient’s medical records where necessary.3 As with any clinical assessment, HCPs should be
mindful of the potential implications of undertaking this task without access to medical records.>

Any fit note certification must be in line with the requirements of a professional’s respective

regulatory body and the policies and procedures of the organisation for which they work.3 HCPs
may therefore benefit from referring to profession-specific regulatory standards and advice on fit

notes—for example, from the Royal Pharmaceutical Society,11 the General Pharmaceutical Council,12

the Nursing & Midwifery Council,’® the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy,14 or the Health & Care

|15

Professions Council’®—as circumstances may differ.3

10. Capitalise on Useful Sources of Information
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Clinicians can more effectively support their patients if they are familiar with helpful work-related

guidance and sources of information for patients, carers, employers, and HCPs. Box 4 includes some
examples of these.

Box 4: Useful Sources of Information

For HCPs and their employers:

DWP guidance—Getting the most out of the fit note: guidance for healthcare professionals
DHSC and DWP guidance—Who can issue fit notes: guidance for healthcare professionals and their employers
ELFH modules on work and health, especially the modules on fit notes and work and health

The RCOT’s Specialist Section on Work, which provides information and guidance on fit notes and supports
occupational therapists working in the UK

The RCOT’s CPD module—Work as a health outcome: what is YOUR role?
The RCOT’s Health and Work Champions initiative

HELM’s free RLO online training on the AHP Health and Work Report

RCN information on the role of nursing staff in public health

CSP guidance on fitness for work

The RCGP Health and Work Programme.

For patients and their employers:

DWP guidance—The fit note: guidance for patients and employees
DWP guidance—Fit note: guidance for employers and line managers
NICE guidance—NG146: Workplace health: long-term sickness absence and capability to work

ACAS, which gives employees and employers free, impartial advice on workplace rights, rules, and best practice—
helpline: 0300 123 1100

The HSE’s guidance on managing sick leave and returning to work

The NCS, which provides careers information, advice, and guidance for anyone living in England.

Occupational health advice services:

The NHS’s Health at Work Network
The Scottish Healthy Working Lives service—telephone: 0800 019 2211

Healthy Working Wales—telephone: 0800 107 0900.

Return-to-work support:

Access to Work—a discretionary grant providing practical and financial support to people with a disability or health
condition, to help them start work or maintain employment

Disability Employment Advisors (in Jobcentres)

e Jobcentre Plus services, which provide support for people to transition from welfare into work and help employers to fill

vacancies.

For patients and their employers (relating to nonmedical issues not covered by fit notes):

For carers:

o the NHS’s guide on social care and support
o the Carers Trust

Relating to debt and money:
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https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
https://www.gov.uk/contact-jobcentre-plus
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https://carers.org/
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Box 4: Useful Sources of Information

o Citizens Advice’s information on debt and money
o the National Debtline
o the Government’s guidance on benefits

e For relationship support:

o Relate, a provider of relationship support services including licensed counselling and self-help resources.

HCP=healthcare professional; DWP=Department for Work & Pensions; ELFH=E-Learning for Healthcare; RCOT=Royal College of
Occupational Therapists; CPD=continuing professional development; HELM=Health E-Learning and Media; RLO=reusable
learning objective; AHP=allied health professional; RCN=Royal College of Nursing; CSP=Chartered Society of Physiotherapy;
RCGP=Royal College of General Practitioners; NG=NICE Guideline; ACAS=Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service;
HSE=Health and Safety Executive; NCS=National Careers Service

Summary

Fit notes are a crucial way in which HCPs can assist with the day-to-day lives of their patients, and
expansion of powers to the multidisciplinary team to issue fit notes is a welcome change. With
appropriate training and support, more primary care practitioners will now be able to share this task
with GPs, assessing their patients’ fitness for work and supporting their work lives.
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Key Points

e Fit notes are a useful tool for complementing discussions with patients about their fitness for work
e Fit notes are intended to give evidence of a patient’s general fitness for work, and are not specific to one job

e As of 1July 2022, the DWP amended legislation to enable statutorily registered nurses, occupational therapists,
pharmacists, and physiotherapists to certify fit notes in addition to doctors

e To certify fit notes, HCPs must hold current registration with a relevant professional healthcare regulator, have this task
as an agreed part of their role, work in accordance with contractual arrangements, and have the requisite indemnity

e Eligible HCPs should complete the free ELFH training module on fit notes and have a period of structured mentorship
when first conducting this task

e Fit notes should only be certified following a full assessment of a patient’s fitness for work, based on an HCP’s own
conversations with the patient or on the written report of an appropriate clinician involved in their care

e |tis critical that patients are not signposted to other HCPs purely to certify a fit note where this is avoidable, such as
upon discharge from hospital

e Clinicians must try to understand patient beliefs about health and work during consultations, emphasising the
importance of being at work whenever possible for the patient’s health

o When planning their workforce, employers should be mindful of balancing the benefits of being able to spread the task
of certifying fit notes across their team with the challenges of sharing this responsibility

o Employers must provide and make time for training and appropriate support for eligible HCPs, so that they have the
skills, knowledge, and experience required to certify and issue fit notes

e Clinicians and employers should familiarise themselves with helpful work-related guidance and sources of information,
as this will help them to support patients with personal and social problems.

DWP=Department for Work & Pensions; HCP=healthcare professional; ELFH=E-Learning for Health
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