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New to travel health?
How to get started
Practice nurses can start a new job and find that they are expected to provide travel health
services to the practice’s patient population. But what do they need to know and where do
they go for training? Practice Nurse’s travel health expert has the answers

T

ravel health is a specialist
field of practice that is
poorly understood by the
general public and some
healthcare professionals
alike. However, the desire to travel is a
global phenomenon, and since the
development of technologies such as the
internet and social media, the desire,
ability and affordability to travel is open
to an ever increasing number of people.
Trips are made for a variety of reasons
including holiday, business,
humanitarian aid work, to visit their
friends and relatives (VFRs) and while
the economic downturn of recent years
has had impact on the numbers of UK
travellers going abroad, recent figures
(Table 1) show an upward trend again
with significant increase in the VFR-type
traveller. It is important that the person
travelling appreciates any potential
health risks of a trip, and to encourage
such understanding the healthcare
provider must be adequately trained to
deliver this care.
SAFE TRAVEL HEALTH PRACTICE
In 1995, the UK was the first country in
the world to develop formal training in
travel health (also known as travel
medicine). This was a multidisciplinary
course at the University of Glasgow up to
Masters degree level with predominantly
doctors and nurses undertaking the
study. In 2006 the Faculty of Travel
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TABLE 1. VISITS ABROAD BY PURPOSE OF VISIT 2010 – 2014 1
Total World

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

Holiday

36,422

36,819

36,173

37,149

38,519

Business

6,639

6,846

6,956

6,750

6,756

Visiting friends or
relatives

10,850

11,594

11,797

12,313

13,272

Miscellaneous

1,652

1,576

1,612

1,580

1,535

All visits

55,562

56,836

56,538

57,792

60,082

Medicine of the Royal College of
Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow was
formed. This was a unique opportunity
for non-medical healthcare professionals
to become part of a Royal Medical
College based on their specialist
qualifications, and a high honour for
nurses. In 2007, the Royal College of
Nursing (RCN) published the first formal
guidance for travel health – Travel health
nursing: career and competence
development which was updated in
2012,2 and it is currently under review
again. Resources and guidelines for
travel health practice can be seen in
table 2. While there is no statutory
requirement for practitioners to
undertake training in this now complex
subject, professional codes of conduct
dictate that the person undertaking the
task must be competent to do so,3-5 and
this also applies to travel health.
WHO PRACTISES
TRAVEL HEALTH?
In the 1980s and early 1990s many GPs
provided travel health but now the
service is predominantly provided by
registered nurses in the UK. As this is

such a complex field of practice it is not
considered suitable for healthcare
assistants to provide travel health or
travel vaccines or indeed the majority of
childhood immunisations, except for
nasal influenza vaccine to children and
influenza, pneumococcal and shingles
vaccines to adults.9 Some doctors
undertake travel health particularly in
private travel clinics and online travel
health services. In recent years,
pharmacists have been taking a much
larger role in travel health with some
setting up standalone travel services,
particularly in the multi-national
pharmacy chains.
WHERE IS TRAVEL
HEALTH PRACTISED?
An increasing number of private travel
clinics have been set up in recent years
in a variety of settings, but the bulk of
travel health is still delivered in primary
care. This dates back 50 years to the
1966 GP contract when it was decided
that certain travel vaccines would be
provided on the NHS to minimise public
health risk from travellers returning with
such diseases. This principle still
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TABLE 2. ESSENTIAL GUIDELINES AND RESOURCES FOR TRAVEL MEDICINE PRACTICE
Published guidelines
RCN Travel health nursing: career
and competence development
(2012) 2

Details
Guidance document from the RCN published 2012 https://www2.rcn.org.uk/__
data/assets/pdf_file/0006/78747/003146.pdf
Please note: this information is equally applicable to other registered health care
professionals who provide travel health
Paper published in Travel Medicine and Infectious Disease, by the Faculty of
Recommendations for the
Travel Medicine of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow.
practice of travel medicine
This document defined recommendations for travel medicine practice for all
(2012) 6
healthcare professionals involved in delivering care
http://www.travelmedicinejournal.com/article/S1477-8939(12)00067-1/pdf
Immunisation against infectious Guidance from Public Health England on all the vaccine preventable diseases and
vaccine information given within UK Practice. Regularly updated, online only
Disease (The Green Book)7
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/immunisation-against-infectiousdisease-the-green-book
Guidelines for malaria prevention Guidance from Public Health England published every year and viewable online
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/malaria-prevention-guidelines-forin travellers from the UK8
travellers-from-the-uk
Online databases for UK Practitioners
NaTHNaC
The National Travel Health Network and Centre is a national database from Public
Health England. Services include a website for use by healthcare professionals
and the general public on one interactive platform; a telephone advice helpline for
healthcare professionals only; surveillance of infectious and non-infectious travelrelated risk abroad; and designation of the Yellow Fever Vaccination Centres
(YFVC) in England, Wales and Northern Ireland http://travelhealthpro.org.uk/
TRAVAX
TRAVAX is maintained and continually updated by the Travel and International
Health Team of Health Protection Scotland (HPS). Services as above, but there is a
separate site for the general public (http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/home.aspx);
designation of YFVC in Scotland. This service is free of charge to users in Scotland
but fees are levied for all other users in the UK http://www.travax.nhs.uk/
prevails today and vaccines to protect
against hepatitis A, typhoid, polio and
cholera alone or in combination (for
example, hepatitis A and typhoid
combined or hepatitis A and hepatitis B
combined) are provided on the NHS.
The provision of vaccinations and
immunisations has been an additional
service in a primary care setting since
2004. This includes not only travel
vaccines provided on the NHS, but also
other immunisations such as the pre
school booster, rabies vaccine
pre-exposure to those working in an at
risk environment e.g. at animal
quarantine stations or bat handlers (note
pre-exposure rabies vaccine is never
provided on the NHS to travellers). A
total of 2% of the global sum is allocated
for this additional service. Details are set
out in Annex BA of the Statement of
Financial Entitlements (SFE)5 at https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/
the-statement-of-financial-entitlements-

amendment-no2-directions-2012
Since travel health is part of this
additional service, an NHS practice does
not have to provide it, but if the practice
opts out it must inform its Clinical
Commissioning Group, which is
responsible for identifying an alternative
provider (and it is the new provider that
will be remunerated for the work). For
further information see: http://www.
janechiodini.co.uk/news/faqs/faq-3/
WHAT TRAINING DO THOSE NEW
TO TRAVEL HEALTH NEED?
Very often a new practice nurse starting
at a GP surgery will not know what is
involved in travel health, may be sent on
a local half-day educational event on the
subject and is then expected to
undertake travel health appointments.
All surgery staff involved in providing the
service need an understanding of the
complexity of travel health to ensure best
and safe practice, so a half day of study

would never be adequate in any
situation. The RCN competency
document suggests a minimum of 15
hours of study and mentorship as well.
The initial training needs to help the
learner understand:
• The complexity of a travel risk
assessment
• The questions that need to be asked
for risk assessment and the rationale
for these enquiries
• The ability to ‘translate’ the
information collected, in conjunction
with advice provided by the national
travel health databases, into
individualised recommendations for
the traveller’s care
• The need for advice to manage travel
risks – not only vaccination, but also
lifestyle risks, to include:
– Accident prevention
– Safe food, water and personal hygiene
– Prevention of blood-borne infections
and sexually transmitted diseases
WWW.PRACTICENURSE.CO.UK
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A half-day study event is never going
to be enough to get to grips with the
complexity of travel health
BASIC TRAINING COURSES IN
TRAVEL HEALTH BY QUALIFIED
TRAINERS
• Travel-Health Related Education
and Care (TREC) http://www.
trectravelhealth.co.uk/
Information about the trainers of TREC
http://www.trectravelhealth.co.uk/
about-us/
• Travel Health Training http://www.
janechiodini.co.uk/education/new-totravel/
Information about the trainer http://
www.janechiodini.co.uk/about/
• A malaria e learning course based on
the Malaria Guidelines in travellers
from the UK, 2015. Details at http://
www.janechiodini.co.uk/education/
malaria-course/
• Foundation in Travel Medicine, Royal
College of Physicians and Surgeons
of Glasgow
This is an e Learning course which
takes 6 months to complete. Cost
£1500
https://www.rcpsg.ac.uk/travelmedicine/education-eventsand-cpd/foundation-course.
aspx?cookieCheck=true
Further details contact: Lesley.
haldane@rcpsg.ac.uk
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– General insect bite prevention
– Prevention of infection from animal
bites, particularly rabies, including
wound management
– Prevention of sun and heat
complications
– Personal safety and security
– Malaria prevention advice
• Good geographical knowledge in
relation to the risks
• Comprehension of the travel related
diseases
• Specific knowledge of the travel
vaccines including how travel
vaccines work (immunology and
vaccine ‘rules’), how they are
prescribed, stored (the ‘cold chain’),
correct vaccine technique, financial
aspects i.e. when to charge and
ordering stock.
In 2015 more than 1,500 travellers
returned to the UK with malaria, which is
a preventable and curable infection. So
advice on malaria prevention is essential
but there is a lot to learn to ensure that
appropriate advice on awareness,
diagnosis and choice of
chemoprophylaxis is given. Attention
must also be given to bite prevention,
essential not only for malaria but other
mosquito borne diseases such as
dengue, Chikungunya and Zika virus for
which there are currently no vaccines.
Prevention advice is important as these
diseases can have devastating outcomes.
WHERE CAN TRAINING
BE OBTAINED?
Unfortunately, there are not that many
providers of basic travel health training
from trainers who are fully qualified in
travel health medicine. Care should be
taken when booking an independent
course to ensure the trainer is trained to
a higher level of travel health and,
ideally, is also in clinical practice. Some
providers are listed in Box 1. In addition
to training, mentorship is very helpful for
the person new to travel health.
WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN NEXT?
After some initial tuition, the nurse
should consider undertaking a travel risk
assessment alongside a colleague, and
then compare the conclusions they have
each reached. This would involve
collecting the information, using a
national database to assess the risk and

recommendations for advice and any
necessary vaccines and malaria
chemoprophylaxis. Being prepared with
such information also makes it far easier
when starting to consult with the
traveller. The nurse should have the
opportunity to explain the risks and
advice to allow a discussion concluding
in chosen vaccines, chemoprophylaxis
and general advice to be followed.
Informed consent is also necessary if
travel vaccines need to be administered.
CONCLUSION
The most interesting thing about travel
health is that no two travellers will
present with the same history or issues
so the advice has to be very
individualised. If the nurse is properly
trained and has had mentorship and
practice sessions in a non-threatening
environment, he or she will soon
develop the skills and confidence to
undertake travel health in a safe and
efficient manner. Those who are
allowed to time to do so often find they
really enjoy the subject, find working in
this field very rewarding, become
knowledgeable and efficient, and gain
great job satisfaction.
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