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Summary 

1. This is the second annual speak up report to the Board and it covers the sixteen months since the first report in June 2018.  

2. A Freedom to Speak Up Guardian has been in place at CQC since 2017, supported by a Speak Up Reference Group and 95 

Speak Up Ambassadors. Members of the Reference Group are drawn from across CQC and include representatives of our 

diversity networks, staff side and the staff forum. The vision for this work is to make speaking up, and speaking up well, a way of life 

at CQC. 

Actions required by the Board: 

The Board are asked to note the contents of the annual report and to endorse the ambition to make speaking up a way of life at 

CQC. 
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3. There were 24 concerns raised in the year ending March 2019, compared to 35 in the same period the previous year. Since 1 

April a further 15 concerns have been raised. Ambassadors are reporting an increase in contacts, often following action they have 

taken to raise awareness within their own areas of the organisation. There have not been any formal investigations since the last 

report, one recommendation for an independent investigation was declined and that matter is not yet resolved. CQC continues to 

mirror the experience of NHS organisations, both regulators and providers, in that the majority of what people speak up about is 

behaviour related. There is evidence that awareness of how to speak up in CQC is increasing and some small improvement in 

confidence that people speaking up will be listened to.  

4. Strong links with the National Guardian’s Office have been maintained with mutual support being given, for example working 

collaboratively to update the assessment and reporting of the effectiveness of speak up arrangements in providers. CQC has been 

represented by the Guardian or an ambassador at the Network of Guardians from Arm’s Length Bodies and at the Pan Sector 

Network. The latter includes representatives from the armed forces, the police, banks and financial institutions, airlines, other public 

sector bodies and organisations such as Sport England.  

5. The Guardian continues to work with a co-operative inquiry group and that involvement led to CQC’s participation in research, 

the Speaking Truth to Power survey, that was reported to the Board in April this year. Internally the Guardian is a member of the 

Well Being Strategy Group.  

6. Whilst support for this work remains strong competing pressures have had some negative impacts on the work, for example a 

delay of over 12 months in the provision of training to speak up ambassadors and the withdrawal of support for the Guardian. The 

training package has been revised and two courses have recently been delivered and steps have been taken to reinstate the 

support.  

7. A need for wider education and training has been identified. In some quarters there has been a sense that speak up is less 

important in settings where care is not provided. We know from our regulatory work that culture is the single biggest determinant of 

safety and effectiveness and that within that leadership is critical. Ensuring that the relationship between a positive speaking up 

culture and improving our effectiveness and impact is well understood is a priority for the coming year. Speaking up is as much 

about learning and improving as it is about raising concerns.  
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8. Ambassadors, collectively and individually, have made significant contributions. Examples include the design and delivery of 

presentations including supporting resources, running communication campaigns during Anti Bullying Week and Speak Up Month, 

acting as role models and supporting individuals. 

 Confidence in speaking up – survey results 

9. There have been three surveys over the last year, the 2018 CQC staff survey, the Truth to Power survey and the recent 2019 

Pulse Survey. Taken together the surveys show an increase in awareness of how to raise an issue (both a positive idea or a 

concern) and some slight improvement in confidence in being listened to. They also show that there is great potential to improve. 

10. The speak up benchmark question in the staff survey is “I think it is safe to challenge the way things are done in CQC”. This 

was reported as 42% in 2017 and very disappointingly showed no positive movement in the 2018 survey, stuck at 42%. This is 12 

percentage points below the UK benchmark. 

11. Earlier this year we participated in the Speaking Truth to Power Survey. This formed part of a global research project run by 

Professor Megan Reitz, Professor of Leadership & Dialogue from Hult International Business School based at Ashridge. This 

survey has been run in public, military and commercial organisations.  The results were delivered and discussed at a Board 

seminar on 24 April this year.  

12. These results showed that when it comes to speaking up and listening whether about ideas or malpractice we are solidly 

average. The same enablers and inhibitors apply as much to us as other organisations that have participated in the survey. The 

results show that we generally feel that we are better at listening and challenging than others in our organisation. We do not think 

that we are scary to others, we feel we do offer new ideas and would always challenge malpractice and the more senior we are the 

better we think we do this. Fear of being perceived negatively was the biggest reason given for not speaking up closely followed by 

the fear of upsetting others. Questions have been asked about what these results mean for us as a regulator. The overwhelming 

evidence is that we find it far easier, and indeed a way of life, to identify and raise concerns about issues that we find in the 

services that we regulate than we do to raise issues internally. There is no lack of courage or determination when it comes to 

protecting people who use services.  

13. The 2019 Pulse survey contained two questions specifically designed to test confidence in speaking up as follows. 
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• Are you aware of how to raise an issue at CQC (an issue may be something you have personally experienced or witnessed. 

It may involve how we go about our work, the way we treat each other, the way we regulate and the service that we 

provide)?  

• Are you confident that if you raised an issue it would be listened to? 

 Are you aware how to? Yes, I would be listened 
to 

CQC overall 87% 53% 

Adult Social Care 89% 52% 

Hospitals 85% 45% 

Primary Medical Services 88% 53% 

Regulatory, Customer & 
Corporate Operations 

87% 60% 

Strategy & Intelligence 85% 57% 

Digital 75% 40% 

 

14. There are, inevitably, significant variations in the results between teams in the different directorates. Having asked these 

questions in this way there is a real opportunity to learn from the best and for improvement in all areas.  

Concerns raised 

15. There were 26 concerns raised in the 12 months ending 31 March 2019, two of which were raised by experts by experience. 

Since 1 April 15 concerns have been raised by 23 people. Across the whole period 15 people have been signposted to PAM assist 

and eight have been signposted to the grievance procedure. There have not been any formal speak up investigations during this 

time. One recommendation for an independent review was declined.  

16. The issues and themes being raised are largely unchanged from the previous year and are consistent with the themes that 

arise in the NHS. They have included the following 

• Conduct of manager or colleague  

• Loss of trust in relationship with a manager or wider team, including feeling that they are not being listened to 
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• Unfair treatment, including inconsistent application or failure to follow policies 

• Culture within a team, for example “laddish culture” 

• Feeling unsafe with colleagues 

• Feeling that bullying, by email or through treatment and behaviour is either tolerated or not addressed by managers 

17. The issues that have involved whole teams have been particularly challenging to resolve and, in those cases, as in all cases, it 

has been important to observe appropriate boundaries. The role of speak up here has been to encourage all parties to engage 

openly and honestly and to focus on solutions. 

18. There have been a number of colleagues who feel unable to raise a concern despite encouragement and support from the 

Guardian or an ambassador. “I want to tell you but I don’t want to do anything further” is a too familiar theme. Colleagues in this 

situation are reminded that speak up is about providing support and not about becoming an advocate for a cause. There also 

comes a point when not speaking up becomes incompatible with CQC values.  

Making Zero Tolerance a reality 

19. Allegations of bullying remain at the heart of this work, either as the cause of a concern or as the reason that people decide not 

to speak up. The charity Civility Saves Lives, founded by an emergency department consultant from Coventry, has published 

research in this area. People on the receiving end of rudeness and incivility, even as an observer of it, suffer short term cognitive 

impairment. This impacts on the effectiveness of our organisation and makes a focus on behaviour critical to the achievement of a 

positive speak up culture.  

20. One theme over the last year has been a sense that there are very small number of “known bullies” within CQC, people whose 

behaviour is known and has gone unchallenged. In some situations it has been down to individuals to raise this through the 

grievance procedure. In the cases where allegations have been upheld it raises the question of when such behaviour should have 

been tackled by line management or indeed raised by other senior managers who were aware of it. Making zero tolerance a reality 

relies on all of us at CQC giving honest and timely feedback to each other and calling it out when we see it.  
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Next steps 

21. We are in Speak Up Month and once again a direct connection is being made with Black History Month in the communications 

and events that are being delivered. A joint event involving the National Guardian is taking place in BPR in 29 October. 

22. An internal Speak Up conference is being held on 19 March 2020 with Professor Megan Reitz as one of the key note speakers.  

23. The Reference Group, in conjunction with the Academy, is focusing on the wider needs of colleagues. Ideas under 

consideration include a speak up/listen up course, including practical hints and tips, for all colleagues to be delivered via ED. 

24. As part of our wider commitment to wellbeing 30 speak up ambassadors are being trained as mental health first aiders and this 

may be extended as an offer to all ambassadors following evaluation. 

25. Our new Director of People has invited our involvement in the review of HR policies and this is very welcome. This will enable 

ambassadors to share their learning and experiences, so they can be taken account of and influence changes. This, along with the 

development of training, forms a significant part of the work plan for the coming year.  

26. Improving reporting of concerns and the emerging themes is under discussion with HR. 

27. Recognising the importance of a positive speaking up culture to our overall approach to quality improvement the Guardian has 

been invited to deliver a slot on the QI Gold training course.  

28. The current Guardian’s three-year appointment is coming to an end. Proposals for the future arrangements are being 

considered by the Executive Team.  

Conclusion 

29. The Board are asked to note the contents of the annual report and to endorse the ambition to make speaking up a way of life 

at CQC. 

 

 


