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Abstract: There has been significant reform of the Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
requirements for Irish pharmacists over the past five years. In 2015, a new system was established that
includes quality assurance of practitioner engagement in CPD and quality assurance of practitioner
competence. Pharmacists must now plan and document their learning activities in an electronic
portfolio (ePortfolio) and they must participate in an ePortfolio Review process once every five-year
period. A random sample is chosen each year to participate in a review of their practice for pharmacists
in patient-facing roles. This paper provides an overview of the development and implementation of
these quality assurance processes and it considers the outcomes that were observed in the first four
years of implementation. By April 2019, almost 3000 pharmacists had participated in the ePortfolio
Review process over the preceding three years, of which 96.2% demonstrated appropriate engagement
in CPD. In the preceding two years, almost 200 pharmacists had participated in Practice Review,
of which 97.5% have demonstrated the required level of competence across four competencies. All of
the pharmacists who did not demonstrate the required level of competence in one or more competency
area during Practice Review had previously demonstrated appropriate engagement in CPD through
the ePortfolio Review process. This raises interesting questions regarding the use of engagement in
continuing education (CE) or CPD as a surrogate measure for competence by professions.

Keywords: Continuing Professional Development; competence; competency; pharmacy;
practice review; ePortfolio Review; Irish Institute of Pharmacy

1. Introduction

Pharmacy practice requires a combination of clinical, technical, and social skills to deliver safe,
effective, and efficient pharmaceutical care. Developing and maintaining these skills, behaviors
and knowledge is challenging due to the evolving nature of drug development, the ever-expanding
evidence base, and caring for patients with often complex medical needs [1]. Pharmacists, like other
healthcare professionals, must continuously strive to maintain and adapt their skills and knowledge
to respond to these changes in their practice, thus necessitating a culture of lifelong learning and
development [2].

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is an ongoing process of learning that is reflective of
the specific needs of the individual. Ongoing learning can be achieved through a variety of methods,
including the completion of structured credit and non-credit bearing courses and unstructured ‘on
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the job’ learning [3]. It differs from continuing education (CE), which requires individuals to engage
with a pre-defined educational programme that is not necessarily tailored to their practice or specific
to their learning needs. When undertaking CE, an individual will not usually have an active role in
deciding on the content and nature of the programme, meaning that it may have little application to
their specific practice area [4]. The regulators of professions generally require evidence of participation
in CE as a surrogate measure of CPD, often requiring evidence of hours of learning [5,6]. Within the
pharmacy, some regulators have moved from such a CE model, instead requiring evidence of a more
holistic approach to CPD. The self-deterministic nature of CPD is in-keeping with an andragogical
model of learning, as described by Malcolm Knowles, in which motivated individuals identify and
address their learning needs, which is the impetus for the desire to acquire this knowledge directly
derived from their practice context [3,7].

An ongoing process of review of CPD can be helpful in determining an individual’s engagement
with continued learning and the level of their professional competence. CPD review is also a mechanism
for identifying those individuals that require further training or additional scrutiny. Asserting a
regulatory requirement for professionals to undertake CPD and for an ongoing review of the level
of this engagement, responds to the fact that a single determination of professional knowledge, skill,
and behavior, such as that undertaken during undergraduate education or initial registration with the
regulator, is insufficient for guaranteeing competence throughout a professional career [2]. The ultimate
aim of such an exercise is to maintain and improve the safety and quality of care.

This paper provides an overview of the development and implementation of a new system of CPD
recording and review for pharmacists in the Republic of Ireland, specifically describing the electronic
portfolio (ePortfolio) system, review of ePortfolios, and practice review processes. Information
regarding the development and implementation of the accreditation processes (assurance of Provision)
is not reported here.

2. Institutional Leadership and Policy Reform

Regulatory bodies have a duty to uphold professional standards to ensure that the care that
is delivered to the public is safe and effective [2]. In recent years, pharmacy regulators in many
jurisdictions have assumed greater oversight of CPD that is undertaken by registrants. In many
cases, the regulators have redefined the way in which CPD is conducted and recorded, as well as
formalizing and overseeing a process of review of CPD as a means of quality assuring registrants [2,8].
The Pharmaceutical Society of Ireland (PSI) is the regulator for all pharmacists (over 6000) in the
Republic of Ireland and it is responsible for the registration of pharmacists, pharmaceutical assistants,
and retail pharmacy businesses [9]. The PSI is also responsible for establishing and reviewing the
standards for pharmacy education, including the accreditation of education providers [8]. The PSI
commissioned a review of CPD models in 2010 with the aim of recommending a revised approach to
CPD recording and review for pharmacists as part of their role in relation to maintaining education
and professional standards [8]. The CPD report (2010) recommended that the model of Practice Review
that was developed by the Ontario College of Pharmacists be used, being both feasible to implement in
Ireland and sufficiently rigorous [8]. This model was adapted by the Irish Institute of Pharmacy (IIOP)
for Irish requirements. Prior to this, each pharmacist retained complete autonomy in managing their
ongoing learning and self-declared engagement with CPD at re-registration annually. There was no
external review of CPD.

One recommendation from the PSI CPD report (2010) was the establishment of the IIOP,
an independent, to oversee the implementation of this new approach to recording and reviewing
CPD [10]. The centralized organization of CPD review, coordinated and executed by the IIOP, helps to
ensure that the assessment processes are tightly controlled and homogenous, which is a challenge
for larger jurisdictions where responsibility is commonly devolved to regional centers [2]. The IIOP
operates at “arm’s length” from the PSI whilst funded by, and reporting to, the PSI, meaning that data
that is held by the IIOP, such as learning records, is not shared with the PSI. The IIOP have actively



Pharmacy 2019, 7, 72 3 of 13

marketed their role to the wider pharmacy profession and they have an unambiguous leadership
function in relation to CPD. This enables pharmacists to feel comfortable in identifying, recording,
and addressing learning needs without the fear of disciplinary action. In fact, the statutory instrument
states that the contents of a pharmacist’s ePortfolio are under the “absolute control” of the pharmacist [11].

Another notable recommendation arising from the CPD report (2010) was that a new system
be established, which would verify the standards for CPD across the areas of provision (quality and
relevance of the CPD activities being delivered by training providers), engagement (engagement
of individual professionals in CPD), and overall competency of professionals (the competencies
maintained or developed as a result of engaging in CPD activity). This required the IIOP to develop,
establish, and maintain the following systems:

- Accreditation systems for training programmes to provide quality assurance of provision
- An electronic portfolio (ePortfolio) system, available to all pharmacists for managing and recording

of their CPD activities. This was to include a tool for self-assessment of learning needs
- An ePortfolio Review system, to provide quality assurance of engagement in CPD
- A Practice Review system, to provide quality assurance of overall competency

The recommendations of the CPD report relating to the IIOP and each aspect of the CPD system
(accreditation, ePortfolio, ePortfolio Review, and Practice Review) were subsequently formalized in
a statutory instrument, which came into effect in 2015 [11]. In that instrument, it is specified that
CPD must be “systematic, self-directed, needs based and outcomes-focussed, based on a process of continual
learning and development with application in . . . professional practice as a pharmacist”. This represents a
holistic interpretation of CPD and considerably varies from the more usual inputs-based requirements,
where the accumulation of hours or points of approved learning are generally accepted as evidence of
engagement in CPD.

Pharmacists are required to use an “electronic CPD portfolio, established and maintained by the Institute
for use by pharmacists” [11]. They must provide evidence that they are using the ePortfolio and that
they are satisfying the stated requirements for CPD, as defined above, as part of an ePortfolio Review
process. Therefore, the ePortfolio tool and the ePortfolio Review process that were developed by the
IIOP needed to enable pharmacists to meet these requirements.

Practice Review is defined in the statutory instrument as a “direct evaluation, conducted by the
Institute [the IIOP], of the knowledge, skills and judgment of the pharmacist, against a standard established in
consultation with peer pharmacists practising in patient-facing roles, having regard to the Core Competency
Framework for Pharmacists, with particular reference to those competencies dealing with patient care, including
clinical knowledge, the ability to gather and interpret appropriately information from and about patients, patient
management and education and communication (including counselling) skills” [11]. The Practice Review
process that was developed by the IIOP needed to enable pharmacists to meet these requirements.

Each of these systems needed to align with the PSI’s Core Competency Framework (CCF)
(2013). The CCF details the skills, knowledge, and behaviors that should be demonstrated by all
registered pharmacists, regardless of their area of practice [12]. The CCF is structured around six core
domains: professional practice, personal skills, supply of medicines, safe and rational use of medicines,
public health and organization, and management skills. A series of competencies are mapped to each of
these six domains and a number of behavioral statements are attributed to each competency (Figure 1).



Pharmacy 2019, 7, 72 4 of 13
Pharmacy 2018, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4 of 14 

 

 

Figure 1. The Core Competency Framework for Pharmacists: Domains and Competencies. 

3. Development and Implementation of the ePortfolio 

The IIOP was formally established in August 2013 and it became operational in March 2014 once 
appropriate staffing, accommodation, governance, and operational systems and processes had been 
established. One of the early priorities was to engage the pharmacy profession in the development of 
the new system. The IIOP recruited over 35 pharmacists through an Expression of Interest process to 
form a Peer Support Network. These pharmacists formed a valuable conduit between the profession 
and the IIOP. Training was provided to members of the network, who subsequently facilitated 60 
meetings around the country during 2014. During these meetings, general information was presented 
on CPD, and an explanation of the new CPD system was provided before seeking attendees’ insights 
on the development of the new systems. Over 1800 pharmacists attended these meetings and 
provided rich insight into what they required from an ePortfolio system in terms of appearance, 
usability, and functionality. The examples included the demand for mobile responsiveness, easy 
navigation, use of self-explanatory icons, use of white space, and the ability to attach supplementary 
files to cycles (such as photos, videos, and documents). This, combined with the regulatory 
requirements, enabled the IIOP to develop a system specification and to engage an external company 
to develop a system.  

The IIOP ePortfolio was made available to pharmacists through the IIOP website in April 2015, 
following multiple rounds of user acceptance testing and refinement by the Peer Support Network. 
The ePortfolio tool guides pharmacists through the process of competence improvement by enabling 
them to plan, document, and reflect on their learning in the form of CPD cycles. CPD cycles are 
structured around a five-step model, with reflection being essential to actively rationalize the 
significance of each of the stages (Figure 2). The dynamism and self-directivity that are assumed to 
be core values when planning, undertaking, and recording a learning activity embody the principles 
of andragogical learning and are born out in the five-step cycle [13]. 

Professional Practice

•Practises ‘patient-centred’ care
•Practises professionally
•Practises legally
•Practises ethically
•Engages in appropriate continuing 

professional development

Personal Skills

•Leadership skills
•Decision-making skills
•Team working skills
•Communication skills

Supply of Medicines

•Manufactures and compounds 
medicines

•Manages the medicines supply chain
•Reviews and dispenses medicines 

accurately

Safe and rational use of medicines

•Patient consultation skills
•Patient counselling skills
•Reviews and manages patient 

medicines
•Identifies and manages medication 

safety issues
•Provides medicines information and 

education

Public Health

•Population health
•Health promotion
•Research skills

Organization and Mangement Skills

•Self-management skills
•Workplace management skills
•Human resources management skills
•Financial management skills
•Quality assurance
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3. Development and Implementation of the ePortfolio

The IIOP was formally established in August 2013 and it became operational in March 2014 once
appropriate staffing, accommodation, governance, and operational systems and processes had been
established. One of the early priorities was to engage the pharmacy profession in the development of the
new system. The IIOP recruited over 35 pharmacists through an Expression of Interest process to form
a Peer Support Network. These pharmacists formed a valuable conduit between the profession and
the IIOP. Training was provided to members of the network, who subsequently facilitated 60 meetings
around the country during 2014. During these meetings, general information was presented on CPD,
and an explanation of the new CPD system was provided before seeking attendees’ insights on the
development of the new systems. Over 1800 pharmacists attended these meetings and provided
rich insight into what they required from an ePortfolio system in terms of appearance, usability, and
functionality. The examples included the demand for mobile responsiveness, easy navigation, use of
self-explanatory icons, use of white space, and the ability to attach supplementary files to cycles (such
as photos, videos, and documents). This, combined with the regulatory requirements, enabled the
IIOP to develop a system specification and to engage an external company to develop a system.

The IIOP ePortfolio was made available to pharmacists through the IIOP website in April 2015,
following multiple rounds of user acceptance testing and refinement by the Peer Support Network.
The ePortfolio tool guides pharmacists through the process of competence improvement by enabling
them to plan, document, and reflect on their learning in the form of CPD cycles. CPD cycles
are structured around a five-step model, with reflection being essential to actively rationalize the
significance of each of the stages (Figure 2). The dynamism and self-directivity that are assumed to be
core values when planning, undertaking, and recording a learning activity embody the principles of
andragogical learning and are born out in the five-step cycle [13].

The ePortfolio also incorporates a Core Competency Self-Assessment Tool (CCSAT) that enables
pharmacists to self-assess against the PSI’s Core Competency Framework, which satisfies the regulatory
requirement for regular self-assessment. The CCSAT helps pharmacists to identify learning needs that
may not have been previously apparent to that individual and that may help to orient the pharmacist’s
ongoing learning.
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4. Development and Implementation of the ePortfolio Review Processes

Irish pharmacists are required to engage in ePortfolio Review once in every five- year period.
A cohort of pharmacists are selected at random from the register by the PSI each year and this list is
then issued to the IIOP, who co-ordinate ePortfolio Review. Selected pharmacists are invited to submit
a selection of cycles from their ePortfolio, which are referred to as an extract, each year. There is one
initial postal communication, after which all communication is electronically conducted. One further
postal communication is issued in cases where a pharmacist does not submit an extract within the
initial submission period.

The IIOP developed and established an ePortfolio Review process, which enables pharmacists to
submit extracts through the online portal of the IIOP website when requested to do so. Extracts are
subject to review through two processes; review against System Based Standards and Peer Review
(Figure 3). The standards that underpin both of these processes are defined by a group of pharmacists,
from a range of practice backgrounds, who form a standard-setting group. The standards are agreed
by the standard-setting group for each year of ePortfolio Review. In total, there are eight System Based
Standards, the criteria of which are designed to check that pharmacists have identified their learning
needs and have addressed these by engaging in a range of learning activities (which should include
a mix of formal and non-formal learning approaches), with due consideration to the impact of this
learning on their professional practice. For the 2018/19 ePortfolio Review, it was possible to meet the
System Based Standards by submitting an extract that is composed of six cycles, including four cycles
created in 2018 (one of which must be created following self-reflection against the Core Competency
Framework), two cycles that were created in the previous four years (2014–2017); at least two cycles
were required to start at the self-appraisal stage.

The first stage of ePortfolio Review, the review against the System Based Standards, is an
automated process that is executed through the ePortfolio portal on the IIOP website. Automation
of this process standardizes and enhances the reliability of this stage of the review, and is possible
as it involves the application of several defined rules to an extract of cycles that was submitted by
a pharmacist.

Peer Review is the second phase of the ePortfolio review process. This stage of the review
primarily reviews the nature and relevance of the information that was provided within the various
stages of the five-step cycle. This phase of review is carried out by Peer Reviewers, who electronically
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access their allocated cases. Peer Reviewers are pharmacists who are recruited through an Expression
of Interest process to the pharmacy profession and who have undergone specific training in conducting
the review and providing appropriate feedback.
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All of the pharmacists who fail to meet the System Based Standards are automatically referred
for Peer Review. As a quality assurance mechanism, a proportion of extracts that have satisfied
the System Based Standards are also referred for Peer Review. A minimum of 20% of submissions
undergo Peer Review each year. Pharmacists whose extracts have satisfied the System Based Standards
and are not selected for Peer Review undergo no further scrutiny. There are two review periods.
Following the first review period, pharmacists who have not satisfied the standards (System Based,
Peer Review, or both) receive personalized feedback on their submission and they are afforded a
further opportunity to re-submit additional cycles. Following the second review period, pharmacists
receive one of four outcomes: “Standard Met”, “Standard Not Met (Year 1)”, “Standard Not Met
(Year 2)”, or “Non-Engagement”. Pharmacists with an outcome of “Standard Met” are provided with
certification of having met the required standards. Pharmacists with an outcome of “Standard Not
Met (Year 1)” are entered into the next year’s review, thus affording them with another opportunity to
demonstrate their engagement with CPD. Pharmacists who do not satisfy the standards for the second
year receive an outcome of “Standard Not Met (Year 2)”, and these pharmacists are referred to the
PSI. Pharmacists are deemed to be “Non-Engagers” if they have not engaged in the ePortfolio Review
process, and these too are referred to the PSI.

5. Practice Review: Competence Review of Patient-Facing Pharmacists

All of the registered pharmacists with patient-facing roles, such as those working in community
or hospital sectors, are eligible to be randomly selected from the professional register by the PSI to
participate in Practice Review. Part 5, Rule 12 (7) of the PSI (Continuing Professional Development)
Rules 2015 states that

“ . . . .practising in a “patient-facing role” means carrying out the role of a pharmacist in the delivery, or
the oversight of the delivery, of care and services to members of the public, including patients, whether in a
retail pharmacy business or in a pharmacy department of a hospital, or any other relevant location including on
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a casual or occasional basis, and includes the role carried out by a superintendent pharmacist, a supervising
pharmacist and any other registered pharmacist engaged or employed in a retail pharmacy business or in the
pharmacy department of a hospital”. [11]

The statutory instrument states that Practice Review must determine the professional competence
of the pharmacist in the following areas: clinical knowledge, the ability to gather and interpret
appropriately information from and about patients, patient management, and education and
communication (including counselling) skills [11]. The Review is composed of two elements:
Standardized Pharmacy Interactions (SPIs) and a Clinical Knowledge Review (CKR). A Practice
Review is conducted over four days each year, on a Saturday and Sunday, in April and October.
Thirty-six pharmacists are called by the Regulator (PSI) on each of the days, 144 pharmacists each year.
This represents approximately 4% of pharmacists on the register who have self-declared, at the point
of annual re-registration with the PSI, where they work in a patient-facing role [14].

SPIs involve interactions with simulated patients. The scenarios, of which there are seven in total,
do not require the pharmacist to dispense any medication, rather to respond to a medication-related
issue or query presented by a ‘patient’ under their care. Pharmacists are allocated a consultation area,
where they remain for the duration of the SPIs, and to whom each simulated patient presents, in turn.
Each simulated patient has been trained in a specific case, and a Practice Reviewer accompanies it to
each station. The Practice Reviewers have been trained in the use of checklists to objectively record
the pharmacists’ performance in the following areas: gathering and interpreting information from
and about patients, patient management, and education and communication (including counselling)
skills [11].

The CKR, completed on the same day as the SPIs, is a computer-based assessment, whereby
the pharmacist is presented with 18 clinical scenarios, on which a series of Single Best Answer (SBA)
Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs) are posed. Pharmacists have access to any online resource that
they wish, excluding social media fora, as well as paper-based resources. The CKR is designed to
provide insight into the ability of pharmacists to answer questions on clinical scenarios, in an open
book assessment.

While, on the surface, it may appear that SPIs are Objective Structured Clinical Examinations
(OSCEs) by another name, this is not entirely accurate. An important step in the development of an
OSCE is the mapping of each of the stations in the assessment to the intended learning outcomes of the
course. However, in the case of SPIs, a formal taught course has not been delivered to pharmacists
prior to participating in Practice Review. For this reason, scenarios have been developed by a panel of
peers that are reflective of practice, and based on the competencies within the CCF dealing with patient
care, including clinical knowledge, the ability to gather and appropriately interpret information from
and about patients, patient management, and education and communication (including counselling)
skills [11]. The clinical areas to be included in the Practice Review are identified by involving over
130 pharmacists, working in patient-facing roles in both hospital and community, in the development
of a blueprint of the most commonly occurring clinical topics in practice. Every part of the process
is peer-led, including blueprint development, question and case writing, question and case review,
quality review, Angoff standard-setting group, practice reviewers, and practice review board.

6. Overview of Review Participation and Outcomes

Nearly 3000 pharmacists had been selected to participate in ePortfolio Review since 2016. Below,
Table 1 provides a summary of outcomes for each review period.
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Table 1. ePortfolio Review outcomes.

Review Year Pharmacists
Selected n

Pharmacists
Participating

n (%)

Outcome
Standard Met

n (%)

Outcome
Standard Not
Met (Year 1)

n (%)

Outcome
Standard Not
Met (Year 2)

n (%)

Outcome
Non-Engagement n

(%)

2016/17 258 243 (94.2%) 233 (90.3%) 10 (3.9%) N/A 15 (5.8%)

2017/18 1246 1217 (97.7%) 1202 (96.5%) 15 (1.2%) 0 29 (2.3%)

2018/19 1338 1311 (98.0%) 1300 (97.2%) 10 (0.7%) 1 (0.1%) 27 (2%)

Two-hundred pharmacists have attended for Practice Review. Table 2 below provides a summary
of outcomes for each Practice Review event.

Table 2. Practice Review outcomes.

April 2018 October 2018 April 2019

Pharmacists selected (n) 65 68 67

Pharmacists participating (n (%)) 64 (98.4%) 67 (98.5%) 66 (98.5%)

Demonstrated competence (n (%)) 63 (96.9%) 64 (94.1%) 64 (95.5%)

Further review required (n (%)) 1 (1.5%) 3 (4.4%) 2 (3.0%)

All of those who with an outcome of “Further Review Required” in Practice Review have received
an outcome of “Standard Met” for ePortfolio Review.

7. Competence Development: Linking CPD to Professional Practice

Enhancing professional competence is dependent on the development of habitual, self-aware,
and conscious practices [15]; and, the Irish system that has been developed would appear to achieve
this in a number of ways.

The ePortfolio tool supports pharmacists in self-assessment, planning, recording, and reflecting
on their learning activities. ePortfolio systems have several advantages over traditional paper-based
approaches to logging learning activities. Pharmacists can begin to populate a learning cycle within their
ePortfolio as the learning is being undertaken and edited or enhanced the information in the cycle at a
later time. Links and documentary evidence can be added to the electronic record, which might provide
further evidence of the learning or activity that has been completed by the pharmacist. The domains
and competencies from the CCF are listed alongside the five-step cycle, so that pharmacists can map
the relevant competencies to the cycle. This aspect of the ePortfolio system is beneficial, as it ensures
that the pharmacist is required to proactively consider their learning in the context of competence
development, providing further meaning and context for their professional practice [16].

The ePortfolio Review provides quality assurance of the levels of engagement in CPD across the
profession. The review of paper and electronic portfolios are common features of CPD assessment
within various professions internationally and they are an efficient, cost-effective method of auditing
registrants’ engagement with CPD [17]. The requirements for content and structure of portfolios
of course vary, some regulators require mapping of evidence to a defined competency framework,
while others require attendance and the logging of learning at a minimum number of structured
learning events [17]. Similarly, there are differences in the frequency and extent of review of portfolios
during the audit process. Such reviews tend to focus on engagement with learning activities (CE or
CPD) and provide no assurance of competence, irrespective of the approach.

The process of Practice Review offers an advantage over ePortfolio Review, in that it considers
the professional competence of the pharmacist from an objective viewpoint. However, this does
not necessarily reflect professional performance, as it does not capture the day-to-day practice
behaviors of the pharmacist [18]. Competence and performance are not interchangeable concepts.
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Competence relates to the knowledge, skills, and behaviors that an individual should possess to capably
execute a specific task in theory [19]. Competence also transcends these practical considerations
that incorporate affective attributes, such as decision-making and beliefs, which are integral to the
completion of professional tasks [20]. Performance relates to an individual’s execution of a task in the
environment, in which that activity usually takes place. It recognizes the situated variables that affect
how an individual may undertake a task, such as interaction with other staff members, the morale and
culture of the healthcare institution in which they are employed, and the physical work setting [21].

The hierarchical distinction between competence and performance is effectively modelled
within Miller’s Pyramid, where these concepts are labelled as ‘know how’ and ‘shows how’,
respectively (Figure 4) [22].
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The Dreyfus and Dreyfus model of skills acquisition (1986) also conceptualizes professional skills
development along a continuum; commencing at the novice stage, the individual progresses to the level
of expert over time as their clinical skills and knowledge strengthen; competence is the midway point
of skills acquisition according to this model (Figure 5). The Dreyfus model argues that performance
is implicit at each stage of skills development, unlike Miller’s Pyramid, in which performance is a
discrete stage. Performance strengthens over time, with the quality of performance only determined
when the execution of the skill is observed, this is not necessarily related with the career stage of the
individual. Training and education facilitates the attainment of competence, but advancement beyond
this stage to proficiency and the level of expert is only achieved by immersion in practice, during which
time the individual consciously exercises their skill or knowledge appropriate to that context [24].

Regardless of the conceptual framework that is used to describe the arc of competence development,
it is commonly accepted that good performance cannot occur in the absence of competence, they are not
mutually exclusive concepts; that is, the individual must first be competent in order to perform a task
in practice [22,23,25]. Traditional performance assessments require the observation of the pharmacist
in their practice setting, as they engage with patients and colleagues [18,26]. Trained independent
reviewers are required to conduct such an assessment in order to ensure fairness and transparency.
However, ensuring the reliability and validity of a performance assessment is particularly challenging
due to the unpredictable and varied nature of the work that is undertaken by pharmacists in practice.
For example, one day in practice might be more challenging than another due to a high volume of
prescriptions or complex patient or prescriber queries. Furthermore, the nature of pharmaceutical care
might differ from one pharmacy to another. Therefore, competency-based assessments, which were
conducted at intervals in controlled environments, such as Practice Review, are of use in predicting the
performance of the individual in practice.
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Considering competence as a proxy measure of performance attracts many criticisms in the
literature, reflecting the theoretical gap between the two concepts; as inference must be derived from
the outcomes of a competence assessment regarding the individuals’ likely performance in practice [27].
However, it has been noted that, typically, all assessments involve a degree of inference; furthermore, the
practicalities of a sufficiently robust assessment of performance means that competence review is more
accessible [28]. The simulated nature of Practice Review affords certain advantages, the distractions of
a busy workplace are removed and ensures that candidates are not disadvantaged by differences in the
environment. Simulated patients, who consistently and concisely portray the case for each pharmacist,
further enhance the reliability and validity of the assessment [29,30]. Critics of assessment in simulated
environments have suggested that, given the artificiality of the setting, it is not possible to determine
the true performance capabilities of an individual, again highlighting the gap between the concepts
of competence and performance [31]. However, it can be argued that having complete control of the
environment is preferable to providing a homogenous experience for all pharmacists.

MCQs are a widely used format for written assessments, being popular due to their reliability,
objectivity, and efficiency [32]. The pharmacist is not required to engage with a taught syllabus prior
to the assessment, as there is no curriculum underpinning Practice Review. Practicing pharmacists,
to resemble clinical scenarios that are commonplace in practice, develop the questions within the
CKRs, and the pharmacists have access to the same information resources that they would have in
their workplace. Therefore, pharmacists are addressing clinical issues much as they would in practice.
It can also be argued that resolving clinical issues is a process that is less influenced by the variability
of the practice setting. Consequently, there is perhaps little difference between clinical competence
demonstrated by the pharmacist in completing CKRs and the actual performance of the pharmacist
in practice.

It is necessary to acknowledge the potentially negative impact of test anxiety on the performance of
pharmacists during Practice Review, despite the merits of both the SKIs and CKRs [33]. The heightened
emotional and cognitive burden associated with assessment might mean that a pharmacist responds to
a clinical scenario in a way that they ordinarily would not in their own practice setting. Unfortunately,
anxiety will be a feature of any assessment model that is used to determine the knowledge or behaviors
of an individual.

8. Instituting Changes in Recording and Reviewing CPD and Professional Competence:
Challenges and Facilitators

Transition to an entirely new model of CPD and associated review necessitates a cultural shift
and engagement from the professionals that are involved. The literature indicates that healthcare
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professionals concede that review processes prompt them to reflect on their professional conduct,
although they are uncertain of the impact of this on their performance in everyday clinical practice [34,35].
There is also agreement that an appropriately structured assessment does succeed in identifying
registrants that are unfit to remain in practice, thereby maintaining and improving the quality and
safety of care that are provided by that professional group [36]. The apprehension of the profession
in the face of such a significant change demands to be recognized and addressed, despite the
acknowledgement that review of ongoing learning has positive elements. Effective institutional
leadership, which motivates a cultural and attitudinal shift among key stakeholders, combined with
coherent evidence-based policy reforms, are essential for successfully embedding changes to CPD
requirements for a professional group [37].

The central role of registered pharmacists from a range of practice backgrounds in many aspects
of the ePortfolio and Practice Review processes, including the development of standards against which
ePortfolio cycles are considered, acting as Peer Reviewers, developing SPIs and CKRs, as well as acting
as reviewers for these assessments, is central to the acceptability and validity of this new approach
to CPD. Pharmacists who are working in practice have a pragmatic and realistic understanding of
the necessary skills, knowledge, and behaviors that characterize a competent practitioner, and are
therefore best-placed to define standards and review their peers.

The IIOP are visible and accessible to the profession providing face-to-face and online information
giving sessions on a variety of topics, including the background to CPD for pharmacists for those who
are newly registered with the PSI, engaging with ePortfolio Review, and undertaking Practice Review.
The Peer Support Pharmacist network, which has increased in size from 35 to 70 since its inception, not
only facilitates the dissemination of information about CPD requirements to the wider profession, but
also ensures that individuals who are also engaging with these CPD reforms provide this information.
The wider profession may be more receptive to such horizontal information sharing, between peers
and colleagues, than vertical information sharing about CPD requirements directly emanating from
the PSI or a direct employee of the IIOP.

The system is still in its infancy, with only three years of ePortfolio Review and six Practice
Reviews events completed at the time of writing. As the system matures, interesting trends and
insights are likely to emerge, and remediation processes will need to be further developed. However,
in Ireland, we say “tús maith, leath na hoibre”, which means that a good start is half the work, and it
would seem that the new CPD system has had a good start.

9. Conclusions

Education and training reforms, such as changes to CPD requirements for healthcare professionals,
require careful planning and execution to have any prospect to being of benefit to patients and the
professional group involved. Being considered as a whole, a multi-method approach to a review
process facilitates the consideration of competence through various lenses and mitigates against
the deficiencies of each individual method. The IIOP have successfully engaged with pharmacists,
enabling them to meet the CPD requirements that are defined in legislation. Successfully implementing
sustainable CPD reforms is certainly the first step towards enhancing the quality of care, although it is
a pharmacist’s own professional responsibility to translate competence into a meaningful impact on
performance in practice.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.B., M.-C.K.; Writing-Original Draft Preparation, M.-C.K.; C.B.;
Writing-Review & Editing, M.-C.K.; C.B.; C.M.; A.R. Project Development and Administration, A.R.; K.M.; F.B.;
C.M.; R.A.

Funding: The IIOP was funded jointly by the Pharmaceutical Society of Ireland and the Department of
Health, Ireland.

Acknowledgments: Enovation ltd; Alicia O’Dwyer; Sarah Chambers; Frank Bourke; James O’Hagan; Sonya Saenz
Saraelgui; Bernard Duggan; Aisling Reast; Conor O’Leary, Michelle Scott; the staff of the Ontario College
of Pharmacists; former Registrars of Ontario College of Pharmacists Deanna Williams and Jim Dunsdon;
Anthony Morelli, Staff of SARA and QEO RCSI.



Pharmacy 2019, 7, 72 12 of 13

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Phipps, D.L.; Noyce, P.R.; Walshe, K.; Parker, D.; Ashcroft, D.M. Risk-based regulation of healthcare
professionals: What are the implications for pharmacists? Health Risk Soc. 2011, 13, 277–292. [CrossRef]

2. Schafheutle, E.I.; Hassell, K.; Noyce, P.R. Ensuring continuing fitness to practice in the pharmacy workforce:
Understanding the challenges of revalidation. Res. Soc. Adm. Pharm. 2013, 9, 199–214. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Donyai, P.; Herbert, R.Z.; Denicolo, P.M.; Alexander, A.M. British pharmacy professionals’ beliefs and
participation in continuing professional development: A review of the literature. Int. J. Pharm. Pract. 2011,
19, 290–317. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Austin, Z.; Marini, A.; Glover, N.M.; Croteau, D. Continuous professional development: A qualitative study
of pharmacists’ attitudes, behaviors, and preferences in Ontario, Canada. Am. J. Pharm. Educ. 2005, 69, 4.
[CrossRef]

5. Medical Council of Ireland. Professional Development. 2018. Available online: https://www.medicalcouncil.
ie/Existing-Registrants-/Professional-Competence/Professional-Development-.html (accessed on 11 April
2019).

6. Dental Council (Ireland). Your Guide to the Dental Council’s Continuing Professional Development
Requirements. 2015. Available online: http://www.dentalcouncil.ie/files/CPD%20Scheme%20(Revised%
209%20April%202015).pdf (accessed on 11 April 2019).

7. Taylor, D.; Hamdy, H. Adult learning theories: Implications for learning and teaching in medical education:
AMEE Guide No. 83. Med. Teach. 2013, 35, e1561–e1572. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. PSI. Review of International CPD Models. 2010. Available online: http://thepsi.ie/Libraries/Education/PSI_
International_Review_of_CPD_Models.sflb.ashx (accessed on 11 April 2019).

9. PSI. Pharmaceutical Society of Ireland Annual Report. 2017. Available online: https://www.thepsi.ie/

Libraries/Publications_2/PSI_Annual_Report_2017.sflb.ashx (accessed on 11 April 2019).
10. IIOP. Irish Institute of Pharmacy. Annual Report. 2016. Available online: https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/

Publications_2/Annual_Report_2016.sflb.ashx (accessed on 11 April 2019).
11. Statutory Instrument No. 553/2015—Stationary Number: Pharmaceutical Society of Ireland (Continuing

Professional Development) Rules 2015, Dublin, 2015. Available online: http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/
2015/si/553/made/en/print (accessed on 11 April 2019).

12. PSI. Core Competency Framework for Pharmacists. 2013. Available online: http://www.thepsi.ie/libraries/
publications/psi_core_competency_framework_for_pharmacists.sflb.ashx (accessed on 11 April 2019).

13. Merriam, S.B. Andragogy and Self-Directed Learning: Pillars of Adult Learning Theory. New Dir. Adult
Continuing Educ. 2001, 3–14. [CrossRef]

14. PSI. A Summary of the PSI Pharmacist and Pharmaceutical Assistant Registrar. 2018. Available online:
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Monthly_Statistics/Pharmacists_-_Website_Statistics.sflb.ashx (accessed on
11 April 2019).

15. Epstein, R.M.; Hundert, E.M. Defining and assessing professional competence. J. Am. Med. Assoc. 2002,
287, 226–235. [CrossRef]

16. Van Tartwijk, J.; Driessen, E.W. Portfolios for assessment and learning: AMEE Guide no. 45. Med. Teach.
2009, 31, 790–801. [CrossRef]

17. Gordon, J.A.; Campbell, C.M. The role of ePortfolios in supporting continuing professional development in
practice. Med. Teach. 2013, 35, 287–294. [CrossRef]

18. Winslade, N.E.; Tamblyn, R.M.; Taylor, L.K.; Schuwirth, L.W.T.; Van der Vleuten, C.P. Integrating performance
assessment, maintenance of competence, and continuing professional development of community
pharmacists. Am. J. Pharm. Educ. 2007, 71, 15. [CrossRef]

19. Eraut, M. Concepts of competence. J. Interprof. Care 1998, 12, 127–139. [CrossRef]
20. Redfern, S.; Norman, I.; Calman, L.; Watson, R.; Murrells, T. Assessing competence to practise in nursing:

A review of the literature. Res. Pap. Educ. 2002, 17, 51–77. [CrossRef]
21. While, A.E. Competence versus performance: Which is more important? J. Adv. Nurs. 1994, 20, 525–531.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2011.558624
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2012.08.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23517660
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-7174.2011.00128.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21899610
http://dx.doi.org/10.5688/aj690104
https://www.medicalcouncil.ie/Existing-Registrants-/Professional-Competence/Professional-Development-.html
https://www.medicalcouncil.ie/Existing-Registrants-/Professional-Competence/Professional-Development-.html
http://www.dentalcouncil.ie/files/CPD%20Scheme%20(Revised%209%20April%202015).pdf
http://www.dentalcouncil.ie/files/CPD%20Scheme%20(Revised%209%20April%202015).pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2013.828153
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24004029
http://thepsi.ie/Libraries/Education/PSI_International_Review_of_CPD_Models.sflb.ashx
http://thepsi.ie/Libraries/Education/PSI_International_Review_of_CPD_Models.sflb.ashx
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Publications_2/PSI_Annual_Report_2017.sflb.ashx
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Publications_2/PSI_Annual_Report_2017.sflb.ashx
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Publications_2/Annual_Report_2016.sflb.ashx
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Publications_2/Annual_Report_2016.sflb.ashx
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2015/si/553/made/en/print
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2015/si/553/made/en/print
http://www.thepsi.ie/libraries/publications/psi_core_competency_framework_for_pharmacists.sflb.ashx
http://www.thepsi.ie/libraries/publications/psi_core_competency_framework_for_pharmacists.sflb.ashx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ace.3
https://www.thepsi.ie/Libraries/Monthly_Statistics/Pharmacists_-_Website_Statistics.sflb.ashx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.287.2.226
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01421590903139201
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2013.773395
http://dx.doi.org/10.5688/aj710115
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/13561829809014100
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02671520110058714
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.1994.tb02391.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7963060


Pharmacy 2019, 7, 72 13 of 13

22. Khan, K.; Ramachandran, S. Conceptual framework for performance assessment: Competency,
competence and performance in the context of assessments in healthcare—Deciphering the terminology.
Med. Teach. 2012, 34, 920–928. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Miller, G.E. The assessment of clinical skills/competence/performance. Acad. Med. 1990, 65, S63–S67.
[CrossRef]

24. Ten Cate, T.J.O.; Snell, L.; Carraccio, C. Medical competence: The interplay between individual ability and
the health care environment. Med. Teach. 2010, 32, 669–675. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Van Der Vleuten, C.P.; Schuwirth, L.W. Assessing professional competence: From methods to programmes.
Med. Educ. 2005, 39, 309–317. [CrossRef]

26. Rethans, J.J.; Norcini, J.J.; Baron-Maldonado, M.; Blackmore, D.; Jolly, B.C.; LaDuca, T.; Lew, S.; Page, G.G.;
Southgate, L.H. The relationship between competence and performance: Implications for assessing practice
performance. Med. Educ. 2002, 36, 901–909. [CrossRef]

27. Schuwirth, L.W.; Southgate, L.; Page, G.G.; Paget, N.S.; Lescop, J.M.; Lew, S.R.; Wade, W.B.;
Baron-Maldonado, M. When enough is enough: A conceptual basis for fair and defensible practice
performance assessment. Med. Educ. 2002, 36, 925–930. [CrossRef]

28. Hager, P.; Gonczi, A.; Athanasou, J. General Issues about Assessment of Competence. Assess. Eval. High. Educ.
1994, 19, 3–16. [CrossRef]

29. Campbell, L.M.; Murray, T.S. Assessment of competence. Br. J. Gen. Pract. 1996, 46, 619. [PubMed]
30. Norcini, J.J.; McKinley, D.W. Assessment methods in medical education. Teach. Teach. Educ. 2007, 23, 239–250.

[CrossRef]
31. Dunkley, M.R. Competence assessment using simulation. Minim. Invasive Ther. Allied Technol. 2000,

9, 341–345. [CrossRef]
32. Shumway, J.M.; Harden, R.M. AMEE Guide No. 25: The assessment of learning outcomes for the competent

and reflective physician. Med. Teach. 2003, 25, 569–584. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
33. Cassady, J.C.; Johnson, R.E. Cognitive Test Anxiety and Academic Performance. Contemp. Educ. Psychol.

2002, 27, 270–295. [CrossRef]
34. Colthart, I.; Cameron, N.; McKinstry, B.; Blaney, D. What do doctors really think about the relevance and

impact of GP appraisal 3 years on? A survey of Scottish GPs. Br. J. Gen. Pract. 2008, 58, 82–87. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

35. Finlay, K.; McLaren, S. Does appraisal enhance learning, improve practice and encourage continuing
professional development? A survey of general practitioners’ experiences of appraisal. Qual. Prim. Care
2009, 17, 387–395.

36. Potter, H.; Hassell, K.; Noyce, P.R. Pharmacists’ and pharmacy technicians’ views on a process of revalidation
of pharmacy professionals in Great Britain. Res. Soc. Adm. Pharm. 2013, 9, 142–154. [CrossRef]

37. McLaren, S.; Woods, L.; Boudioni, M.; Lemma, F.; Tavabie, A. Implementing a strategy to promote lifelong
learning in the primary care workforce: An evaluation of leadership roles, change management approaches,
interim challenges and achievements. Qual. Prim. Care 2008, 16, 147–155.

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2012.722707
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23039835
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00001888-199009000-00045
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2010.500897
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20662579
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2005.02094.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2923.2002.01316.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2923.2002.01313.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0260293940190101
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8945803
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2006.12.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/13645700009061456
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0142159032000151907
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15369904
http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/ceps.2001.1094
http://dx.doi.org/10.3399/bjgp08X264036
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18307850
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2012.07.008
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Institutional Leadership and Policy Reform 
	Development and Implementation of the ePortfolio 
	Development and Implementation of the ePortfolio Review Processes 
	Practice Review: Competence Review of Patient-Facing Pharmacists 
	Overview of Review Participation and Outcomes 
	Competence Development: Linking CPD to Professional Practice 
	Instituting Changes in Recording and Reviewing CPD and Professional Competence: Challenges and Facilitators 
	Conclusions 
	References

