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1. Summary  
 
The National Guardian’s Office was set up as a key recommendation from the Francis Freedom to Speak Up Review in 2015. Five 

years on from publication substantial progress has been made with over 600 Freedom to Speak Up Guardians in over 400 

organisations, of which a third are in organisations which are not NHS trusts. To date guardians have reported handling over 45000 

cases, with themes including bullying and harassment and patient safety. There was a 32% increase in cases in 2019/20 compared 

with the previous financial year and 9754 cases in the first half of this year, an increase of 34% on the same period last year. 13% 

of cases in 2019/20 were anonymous and 3% of cases had detriment described.  

Actions required by the Executive Team (delete as appropriate): 

• Note the progress of the National Guardian’s Office and publication of the Annual Report. 

Information for Executive Team to be aware of (delete as appropriate): 
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Having looked back at the activities that have defined the National Guardian’s Office in the year 2019/20, we also felt that this year 

– perhaps more than any other – we should reflect on the coming 12 months. 

COVID-19 has hung heavy over everything happening in the country generally but has been particularly pronounced in healthcare 

where it has affected the lives of all workers. At the start of the first lockdown we launched three Pulse Surveys to gauge the impact 

on speaking up.  

The pandemic has impacted on speaking up with workers bringing cases about their own safety, and despite challenges the 

guardian network has continued to provide support. During the first wave our pulse surveys showed that workers were speaking up 

about the availability of PPE, testing, fit testing and risk assessments for BAME colleagues.  What we have learned is that workers 

want to speak up about patient safety and when leaders listen and act, great improvements can be made. Conversely, when 

leaders are defensive or victimise workers who speak up, it has a chilling effect on the system, putting patients and workers at risk 

of harm. During the COVID-19 Pandemic speaking up has never been more important, however workers who feared for their safety 

were let down by leaders who were not listening.  We contributed our finding to the NHS Reset campaign being championed by 

NHS Confederation and fed the results into NHS England/Improvement and the Workforce Race Equality Standard Team.  

The majority of cases refer to a problem or an issue where things are not working as well as they might. So, it’s important that 

leaders both deal with the issue raised, but also apply the learning across the whole of their organisation. Only by taking action can 

they hope to truly embed the learning gained by the worker speaking up. 

Guardians have continued to undertake their proactive role throughout the pandemic and continued to meet in regional and national 

network meetings.  At the start of the first wave, our 6 regional integration and development events went ahead – the first three face 

to face and the final three virtually.  

Freedom to Speak Up appears to be correlated with high performing cultures and there has been a national improvement year on 

year of the Freedom to Speak Up Index, formed from 4 questions from the NHS Annual Staff Survey. This has risen from 75% in 

2015 to 79% in 2019.  Freedom to Speak Up is embedded in, amongst other things, the NHS Standard Contract, the Well Led 

Domain of CQC inspections, The People Plan and NHS Leadership Academy courses. The National Guardians Office has written 

revised guidance for CQC Inspectors and is providing training on Freedom to Speak Up for CQC Inspectors on in the Hospitals 

Directorate. We are working closely with national bodies to align their work to support workers when speaking up. 
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Data and intelligence on Freedom to Speak Up is included in the Model Hospital and monitoring by national bodies. The learning 

from our case reviews has been adopted by organisations beyond the trusts where the review has been carried out however this is 

inconsistent and is an area for improvement. A new case review process has been launched to hear from more workers and learn 

from themes across the healthcare system.  

We have made strides into primary care and have worked with a number of vanguard organisations. From this it has been possible 

to draw out principles of Freedom to Speak Up which apply to all organisations and to describe models which can be used by 

primary care organisations of different sizes and type and an integrated approach to speaking up across systems.   

Speak Up Month in October used the Alphabet of Speaking Up to engage with hundreds of organisations across the country 

including from primary care, national bodies, independent sector providers and the pan-sector network.  A programme of webinars 

throughout the year has complemented the regular newsletters and bulletins for sharing of information across our networks.  We 

have continued to engage with the Pan Sector network, Advisory Working Group, visits to trusts and other providers, virtually when 

necessary, giving evidence to APPG and Health and Social Care Select Committee and speaking at conferences within and 

outside the health sector. 

A training programme based on our national guidance has been developed with Health Education England. Speak Up training for 

workers was launched in December 2020, Listen Up training for managers was launched in January 2021 and Follow Up training 

for senior leaders is in development. Many organisations are incorporating these into their mandatory training packages, and I 

would welcome CQC to adopt this training. 

2. Recommendation 

For the Board to note the National Guardian’s Annual Report for 2020 which will be laid before Parliament on 18th March 2021 

3. Discussion and implications 

Despite all this progress workers do not consistently feel safe to speak up or that the right actions will be taken as a consequence.  

Organisations with Freedom to Speak up Guardians do not all consistently follow guidance from the National Guardian’s Office. 

This has been particularly highlighted during COVID-19 where workers described being bullied or victimised for speaking up. There 

is lack of alignment in the actions of national bodies and regulators. Workers in Adult Social Care have no equivalent speaking up 
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channels.  Collectively the National bodies with Freedom to Speak up Guardians have been on a par with organisations rated 

Requires Improvement or Inadequate. Leadership is fundamental to fostering a positive speaking up, listen up, follow up culture. 

The results of our 2020 survey show that the Freedom to Speak Up Guardian network continues to see improvements in the 

speaking up culture of the organisations that it supports, but these improvements also highlight where there are inconsistencies, 

both in how Freedom to Speak Up is implemented within organisations, and the support provided for guardians to do their role 

effectively. 

I am concerned that this indicates that leaders are not following our guidance and sufficiently assuring themselves that their 

speaking up arrangements have the confidence of the workforce and are well supported with time and resources.   

While there has been an increase in the proportion of respondents with ring-fenced time to carry out their role - up from 56 per cent 

in 2019 to 70 per cent in 2020 – less than half say they have enough time to carry out their role. 

The impact of the Freedom to Speak Up network has grown because of the commitment and passion of guardians. But to truly 

make speaking up business as usual, we require leadership commitment throughout the healthcare system – not just of providers, 

but of the national bodies, the regulators and the professional bodies.  

Over the next 5 years the pressures will increase in the healthcare sector and for us to be able to keep patients safe and deliver on 

the People Plan we need to listen to the ideas and concerns from our colleagues, to use these for learning and improvement and to 

rebuild trust, so that speaking up is business as usual in healthcare. 

4. Conclusion and Next Steps 

The work of the National Guardian’s Office and Freedom to Speak Up Guardians has taken the principles from the Francis 

Freedom to Speak Up Review and made this a reality with tens of thousands of cases being brought to guardians.  The next stage 

is to take this learning and build upon it to ensure a high quality, consistent response to workers whenever and wherever they 

speak. In this way speaking up will become business as usual.  

My annual report sets out the great progress that we have made embedding speaking up across the healthcare landscape this 

year. I want this report to act as a catalyst for change. Workers need support and protection to speak up safely, guardians need 
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support and protection to deliver difficult messages, managers need skills and headspace to be able to listen up effectively and 

senior leaders need to listen, believe and take the necessary actions, fostering a positive speaking up culture.   

The next stage is to take this learning and enhance the provision for workers, enhance the Freedom to Speak Up Guardian role 

and enhance the effectiveness of leaders and the healthcare system so that speaking up is business as usual. Speaking up is a gift 

– use it wisely and we can change the NHS for the better. 

Links to all these reports are at the end of this paper and our 2020 Annual Report which has been laid before Parliament and which 

will be sent separately once it has been published on the 18 March 2021. 

  

Training can be accessed via Freedom to Speak Up - e-Learning for Healthcare (e-lfh.org.uk) 

Freedom to Speak Up data report 2019-20 201920_ftsug_su_data_report.pdf (nationalguardian.org.uk) 

Freedom to Speak Up Index Report 2019/20 ftsu_index_report_2020.pdf (nationalguardian.org.uk) 

Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Pulse Survey ngo-pulse-survey-three.pdf (nationalguardian.org.uk) 

New Case Review process launched New case review process to launch next year – National Guardian's Office 

 

https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/freedom-to-speak-up/#:~:text=%20About%20the%20Freedom%20to%20Speak%20Up%20in,including%20executive%20board%20members%20%28and%20equivalents%29%2C...%20More%20
https://www.nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/201920_ftsug_su_data_report.pdf
https://www.nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ftsu_index_report_2020.pdf
https://www.nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ngo-pulse-survey-three.pdf
https://www.nationalguardian.org.uk/news/new-case-review-process-to-launch-next-year/

