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Introduction

This document has been developed by the Royal College of Podiatry (RCPod) to provide information
for Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) registered podiatrists, service providers and other

stakeholders with an interest in the use of ultrasound imaging (USI) by podiatrists in the UK.

The information in this document sets out the current landscape of US| use and applications
relevant to the podiatry profession in UK sectors of healthcare, including NHS services and
independent practice. This document will refer to the considerations and requirements when used

by podiatrists as part of their scope of practice in relation to meeting regulatory standards?, and

RCPod Clinical Standards?.

This document should be read in conjunction with the RCPod document, ‘Practice guidance for

podiatrists when using ultrasound Imaging (USI) as part of their scope of practice.’
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Background information relating
to the current USI landscape

Ultrasound (high frequency sound waves) travels through the body in a way, which makes it possible
to form images via the echoes from tissues, thus allowing real-time imaging of a wide range of
tissues, organs systems and pathologies. USI is used primarily for screening, diagnosis, and

interventions, such as guided injections.

The use of USI as part of a patient’s care starts with the decision to request an ultrasound scan by
the assessing podiatrist. Traditionally, USI would be undertaken by an imaging professional, such as
a radiologist or sonographer who has been trained to perform a range of scans and interpret and
report their findings. On receiving the report, the requesting podiatrist would then make further

decisions about the patient’s management informed in part by this information.
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Sonography/ultrasound regulations

A radiologist is a type of doctor who specialises in medical imaging to diagnose and treat diseases,
ultrasound is one of the imaging methods they can use. Sonographers are healthcare professionals
qualified to independently undertake, interpret, analyse, and report on diagnostic, screening, or
interventional ultrasound examinations. Sonographers are not recognised as a statutorily regulated
healthcare profession and there is no legal requirement to hold a recognised ultrasound
qualification to practice as a sonographer in the UK. However, most employers require evidence of
Consortium for the Accreditation of Sonographic Education (CASE) accredited training, or

equivalent, to work as a sonographer in the NHS.

A Podiatrist should be aware of the regulatory requirements relating to ultrasound practice in the
country they practice. In England, the Care Quality Commission (CQC) regulates health and social
care, and it is a legal requirement under the Health and Social Care Act 2008 to register with the
CQC if a practice is providing diagnostic and screening procedures, such as ultrasound3. Whilst in
Wales, the Health Inspectorate Wales (HIW) regulate health and social care?, in Scotland, Healthcare
Improvement Scotland (HIS) are responsible for regulation of health and social care>, and in
Northern Ireland, The Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority (RQIA) regulate health and

social care®. Podiatrists are not required to be registered with those regulators to use US in practice.

Changes in who undertakes USI

There is an increasing demand for USI, driven by the expansion of applications, and provision
constrained by a chronic shortage of radiologists/sonographers. With the emergence and access to

standardised training and mentorship with resulting certification, USI skills are being acquired and
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used by other healthcare professionals, including podiatrists, who are expanding their scope of
practice and roles in both NHS and private healthcare settings. These new applications usually relate
to a focused use of USI, which has been compelled by a necessity for either immediate medical care,
e.g. emergency medicine (A&E)*, to reduce delays in patient care because of prolonged wait times
for imaging services, and the need to perform procedures more safely e.g., guided injections’. The
application of USI into a clinical role, is known as ‘point of care ultrasound’ (POCUS), the primary
role i.e. screening, diagnosis and interventions of USI remains the same as it would be for an
imaging professional, only the timing, context and who undertakes USI has changed. The aim of
using POCUS is to enhance the patient experience through instant access to diagnosis,
implementation of the most appropriate clinical pathway and achievement of the optimal outcome
in the shortest possible time frame. It has been demonstrated that assessment, investigation, and
initiation of treatment at the initial appointment (one stop clinic) is cost-effective, with increased
patient satisfaction and a reduced number of hospital appointments®. There is specific evidence to

show the utility of USI enhancing the accuracy of diagnosis in a Rheumatology Podiatry clinic®.

*Emergency Ultrasound is the use of USI for the bedside evaluation of acute or critical medical
conditions.
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Point of care ultrasound (POCUS):
applications in podiatry

It has been highlighted that the use of USI is extremely valuable to podiatrists in relation to
diagnosis, delivery and access of care, patient education, engagement, and empowerment,
especially for those working in the fields of musculoskeletal (MSK) disease, rheumatology, and
diabetes!® !, A survey of ultrasound practice amongst podiatrists in the UK, showed the most
prominent field of use by podiatrists was in MSK with 37% using it to assist diagnosis, as well as

using it to guide steroid injections and nerve blocks!?.

A proof-of-concept trial showed the positive benefit of podiatrists using POCUS in an orthopaedic
triage setting for the patient’s care pathway, as well as showing clinical benefit and adequate
demand for the service'3. Examples from different parts of the UK have been used to illustrate how
USI maybe used in podiatric practice; several of which were combined with rheumatology to provide
clinical services, research, and education and demonstrates the use of US| in aiding the assessment
of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) foot disease by detecting inflammatory changes and marginal erosions
earlier than conventional x-rays, therefore providing a window of opportunity for earlier diagnosis
and treatment'# 1>, The use of a structured training programme integrated into a diabetic foot clinic
demonstrated the effectiveness in providing vascular POCUS for the detection of peripheral arterial
disease in people with diabetes, thus offering another application of POCUS use within podiatric

practice'®. Further, in podiatry, USI has a wider use in research and patient education?’.
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New sonographic roles and
responsibility

With the development of POCUS there are two routes that can be utilised to provide USI to a
patient’s care i.e., the traditional imaging service option, or POCUS provided within the clinical

specialty in which the patient’s care resides.

However, the lack of regulation and no obligation to hold an ultrasound qualification, has led to
inconsistencies in how USI is being utilised by clinicians in a POCUS context, with some clinicians
using it to support their clinical assessment rather than to diagnose, which some infer as a desire to

avoid responsibility for their actions by denying they are using it for diagnostic reasons*®.

In response to this change in who can undertake US| and better reflect the USI landscape, the term
ultrasound practitioner (UP) has been adopted and defined as: ‘A healthcare professional who holds
recognised qualifications in medical ultrasound and is able to competently perform ultrasound
examinations falling within their personal scope of practice. The professional background of UP can
be very varied and will include radiologists, radiographers, sonographers, midwives,
physiotherapists, obstetricians, and clinical scientists'®. Podiatrists are not currently included in this

definition.

In their recent information paper on POCUS use in physiotherapy (2022) the Chartered Society of
Physiotherapists (CSP) have published a clear and up to date definition of POCUS in physiotherapy
practice; ‘Point of Care Ultrasound in physiotherapy practice is the use of ultrasound imaging (Ui)
technology to assist the registered physiotherapist in screening, diagnosis, intervention and /or
treatment of any condition within the practitioner’s scope of physiotherapy expertise and
competence. POCUS must be used within the overarching framework of providing physiotherapy

management of the condition which addresses any element of human movement, performance,
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and function in the widest sense, and at any point within the pathway of care for that condition.”?°
The CSP further state a physiotherapist ‘must also be educated, trained and competent in POCUS for
it to form part of their personal scope of practice’, which aligns with the definition of an UP,
although they make a separation, stating there is a difference between POCUS within physiotherapy

practice and practice as a sonographer?% 2L,

Is POCUS any different to career
sonography-in delivering an
ultrasound diagnosis?

Under the Health and Social Care Act 200822, the CQC requires those services providing diagnostic
and screen procedures, such as ultrasound, to be registered and follow their framework?3, however
physiotherapy practice is exempt from this requirement, whilst other clinical professions working in
a similar POCUS capacity are not*. Further clarification from the CQC would be helpful for POCUS

users to determine if registration is required or not.

*Sonography: the diagnostic or therapeutic use of ultrasound (see ULTRASOUND sense 1:vibrations of the same physical
nature as sound but with frequencies above the range of human hearing) and especially a non-invasive technique
involving the formation of a two-dimensional image used for the examination and measurement of internal body
structures and the detection of bodily abnormalities. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sonography
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USI professional bodies

Ultrasound specific professional bodies such as CASE, BMUS (British Medical Ultrasound Society)
and The Society and College of Radiographers (SCoR) support POCUS practice by those with
appropriate skills, training, competence and on-going audit and CPD.

Consortium for the Accreditation of Sonographic Education (CASE)
CASE was formed in 1993, and currently consists of seven member organisations (MO)*, who decide

the strategic direction and policy of CASE; the RCPod joined as a MO in 2017. The primary role of the
consortium is to accredit high quality training programmes/awards that promote best practice,
ensuring the UPs are safe and competent to practise; this was the primary reason for the RCPod
joining CASE and to be involved in future discussions about standards, governance, and clinical
guidance, thus it is essential the RCPod remains a member for the benefit of its membership. CASE
provides comprehensive information relating to the standards for sonographic education which
includes standards of proficiency for sonographers and is based on the HCPC standards of

proficiency for a Radiographer, which follows a similar framework to that for podiatrists?*.

British Medical Ultrasound Society (BMUS)

BMUS is a multi-disciplinary body drawn from a wide range of disciplines, including medical,
paramedical, physicists, engineers, nurses, midwives, vets, and many other professionals with an

interest in medical ultrasound. Their primary objectives include:

e The advancement of science and technology of ultrasonics as applied to medicine.
e The maintenance of the highest standards in these fields.
e The advancement of education and research in these fields, and dissemination of the results.

e The provision of advice and information regarding ultrasound to the public at large?.
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In collaboration with the SCoR, BMUS produced a document entitled ‘Guidelines for Professional
Ultrasound Practice?® which is for those involved in USI and has been written to complement the
2014 (updated in 2017) joint document by the Royal College of Radiologists (RCR) and the SCoR,
standards for the provision of an ultrasound service®®. This document states that the guidelines
presented are not prescriptive but are available to be used as recommendations for good practice,
covering topics, such as governance, safety, medico-legal issues, education and accreditation and an
introduction to a range of USI that are available, however, they are regarded as the benchmark for
good practice for those undertaking USI. More recently, the collaboration by the BMUS and the RCR:
Recommendations for specialists practising ultrasound independently of radiology departments:
Safety, governance, and education has been published to specifically guide those undertaking USI in

a non-radiology environment i.e., POCUS, which are relevant to podiatrists?’.

Education, training, and
competency for podiatrists
undertaking USI

With its useful clinical applications, lowering costs of equipment, no radiation burden and apparent
ease of use, USI is becoming more popular with podiatrists. However, some of these factors are
potential drivers for misuse and podiatrists should not underestimate the cost of misdiagnosis?® 2°.
Considering these risks and concerns the RCPod recommends that any member who wants to use
USI must undertake a CASE accredited programme/award that aligns with their personal scope of

practice for USI/POCUS use and comply with the relevant regulator (HCPC) standards?.
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What education, training and competency is required by podiatrists undertaking a USI?

The use of ultrasound is a skill that is currently acquired post-registration and like all activities the
podiatrist must ensure they are educated, trained and competent for it to be used within their

scope of practice.

The extent of the training required will be dependent on the podiatrist’s scope of USI/POCUS
practice. However, regardless of the breadth of their USI/ POCUS practice all clinicians must have
the same depth of knowledge and understanding of ultrasound principles and practice i.e., core

topics.

Core Topics

According to CASE Standards of Sonographic Education??, as well as their validation and

accreditation handbook®®, the core topics that underpin ultrasound, include:

e Science and Technology

This includes the principles of USI, ultrasound and its propagation in tissue, image
generation, artefacts, principles of Doppler ultrasound, development of technology,
equipment choice and manipulation, equipment appraisal and evaluation, image recording,
ultrasound bio-effects and quality assurance, all of which are linked to image acquisition and

interpretation3°.

e Professional Studies

This will include communication, Patient Care and Advocacy, Health, and Safety (including
ergonomics and infection control), Image Appraisal, Clinical Reporting, Judgement and
Decision-Making, Clinical Audit, Evidence-based Practice and Clinical Governance, National
and Local Healthcare Policies and Ethics, Promoting Health and Wellbeing, Self-development,

and Critical Appraisal Skills3.
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Specific Clinical Areas of USI/POCUS

Along with the study of core topics, the podiatrist must decide on their scope of USI/POCUS
practice. The CASE validation and accreditation handbook, as well as Standards for Sonographic
Education document requires accredited courses to identify a specific clinical topic/module, specific
to the health professionals remit of professional practice. For example, a podiatrist specialising in
MSK work would be required to complete an MSK ultrasound module for the foot & ankle (which
should align with the podiatrist’s personal scope of practice in relation to USI use), and will need to
include the following in relation to each clinical topic (module): Applied anatomy, physiology and
patho-physiology, scanning methods and techniques, including relevant measurements, power
Doppler, colour flow mapping and spectral analysis, use and applications of ultrasound contrast
agents (as appropriate to practice), ultrasound appearances, including normal anomalous
appearances and the appearances of common pathological processes, clinical reporting, the
contribution ultrasound makes to the clinical management of patients and the role and value of

complementary imaging?* 30,

Supervision and mentoring

A clinical placement with appropriate levels of supervision and mentoring are an essential part of
any CASE accredited course and students will not be accepted onto a course until this and access to
a patient list and ultrasound equipment has been agreed and organised. However, finding a suitable
mentor is a known challenge and barrier to ultrasound training, which requires exploration to
strengthen mentoring opportunities and access moving forward. For those podiatrists wanting to
undertake a mentoring role, they must have at least a PgCert in medical ultrasound, or equivalent
and a minimum of 2 years’ experience in the relevant scope of practice3! and should be given

support and training to undertake this role by the education provider.

Modules and the level of training required.

The primary outcome required by CASE for programmes/modules delivering USI education are that

they teach and assess competency to practice. All modules and programmes are required to be
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mapped to the relevant CASE learning outcomes in the document ‘Standards for Sonographic
Education’, to show how these are met within the programme, and to National Occupation
Standards (NOS)?4.

e For academic level 7 programmes for existing health care professionals, mapping should be
for the level 7 learning outcomes and ultrasound imaging NOS.

e For academic level 6 programmes and direct entry level 7 programmes, mapping should be to
the level 6 learning outcomes and ultrasound NOS plus the ‘Standards of Proficiency for a
Sonographer’ (based on HCPC standards).

e For programmes with modules that include interventional procedures, mapping to the

interventional NOS should also be completed.

Case directory of education programmes

CASE maintains a directory of programmes/awards and focused courses which are accredited by the
CASE Committee; accreditation is only given to programmes/awards or focused courses that
incorporate the assessment of clinical competency skills within its portfolio, which aligns with the
HCPC standards requirements in relation to appropriate competency for the individual’s defined

scope of practice.

HCPC Regulation relating to Podiatry and the use of USI (POCUS) within a podiatrist’s scope of

practice.

‘Chiropodist/Podiatrist’ is a protected title, and the profession is regulated by the HCPC who set the

standards of proficiency.” 32

* The reader should refer to the HCPC website for the most up to date standards.
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HCPC and scope of practice

The HCPC recognises that a podiatrist’s scope of practice may change over time and that practice

may become more focused and specialised; the use of USI/POCUS being such an example.
In relation to scope of practice, the HCPC requires the following of a registrant:
‘You must only practice in the areas where you have the appropriate knowledge, skills and

experience to meet the needs of a service user safely and effectively’..

‘You must undertake additional training to update your knowledge, skills and experience if you wish

to widen your scope of practice’

‘You must keep your knowledge and skills up to date and relevant to your scope of practice through

continuing professional development’.?

‘You must keep up to date with and follow the law, our guidance and other requirements relevant to

your practice’.!

‘Every time you renew your registration, you will be asked to sign a declaration that you continue to

meet the standards of proficiency that apply to your scope of practice’.
The HCPC states ‘we recognise the valuable role professional bodies play in representing and
promoting interests of their members. This often includes providing guidance and advice about good

practice, which can help meet the HCPC standards.”..

The RCPod has defined training and governance for podiatrists using USI, in the document ‘Guidance
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for podiatrists when using ultrasound imaging (USI) as part of their scope of practice’ to support

members in meeting HCPC standards.?

Professional indemnity (Professional
liability insurance)

The HCPC requires by law that registrants must have a professional indemnity arrangement in place
when registered with them34. A podiatrist must make sure that their arrangement provides cover
appropriate to their practice and take account of the nature and extent of its risks, this will include

USI if that is within the podiatrist’s defined scope of practice.
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