General exceptions that apply to the recommendation to self-care
To note that for vitamins, minerals, probiotics and those self-limiting conditions where there
is limited evidence of clinical effectiveness for the treatments used (e.g. OTC items for
cough, sore throat and infant colic), then the general exceptions do not apply. Specific
exceptions are included (if applicable) under the relevant item and/or condition. This may
need to be considered further when implementing the guidance locally.
This guidance applies to all patients, including those who would be exempt from paying
prescription charges, unless they fall under the exceptions outlined.
GPs and/or pharmacists should refer patients to NHS Choices, the Self Care Forum or NHS
111 for further advice on when they should seek GP care.

General exceptions to the guidance:
There are however, certain scenarios where patients should continue to have their
treatments prescribed and these are outlined below:
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•
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•
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•

•

Patients prescribed an OTC treatment for a long term condition (e.g. regular pain
relief for chronic arthritis or treatments for inflammatory bowel disease).
For the treatment of more complex forms of minor illnesses (e.g. severe migraines
that are unresponsive to over the counter medicines).
For those patients that have symptoms that suggest the condition is not minor (i.e.
those with red flag symptoms for example indigestion with very bad pain.)
Treatment for complex patients (e.g. immunosuppressed patients).
Patients on prescription only treatments.
Patients prescribed OTC products to treat an adverse effect or symptom of a more
complex illness and/or prescription only medications should continue to have these
products prescribed on the NHS.
Circumstances where the product licence doesn’t allow the product to be sold over
the counter to certain groups of patients. This may vary by medicine, but could
include babies, children and/or women who are pregnant or breastfeeding.
Community pharmacists will be aware of what these are and can advise accordingly.
Patients with a minor condition suitable for self-care that has not responded
sufficiently to treatment with an OTC product.
Patients where the clinician considers that the presenting symptom is due to a
condition that would not be considered a minor condition.
Circumstances where the prescriber believes that in their clinical judgment,
exceptional circumstances exist that warrant deviation from the recommendation to
self-care.
Individual patients where the clinician considers that their ability to self-manage is
compromised as a consequence of medical, mental health or significant social
vulnerability to the extent that their health and/or wellbeing could be adversely
affected, if reliant on self-care. To note that being exempt from paying a prescription
charge does not automatically warrant an exception to the guidance. Consideration
should also be given to safeguarding issues.

Source: ‘Conditions for which over the counter items should not routinely be prescribed in primary
care: Guidance for CCGs’. NHS England, March 2018

