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Introduction
Effective speaking up arrangements help to protect patients and improve the experience
of workers. We know the main reasons workers do not speak up are because they fear
they might be victimised or because they do not believe anything will change.
Since we first launched this guidance the NHS has published its interim People Plan,
setting out its vision for people who work for the NHS to enable them to deliver the best
care possible. Ensuring that everyone feels they have a voice, control and influence is at
the forefront of the plan.
This guide supports boards to create that culture; one where workers feel safe and able
to speak up about anything that gets in the way of delivering safe, high quality care or
affects their experience in the workplace. This includes matters related to patient safety,
the quality of care, and cultures of bullying and harassment. To support this, managers
need to feel comfortable having their decisions and authority challenged: speaking up
should be embraced. Speaking up, and the matters that speaking up highlights, should
be welcomed and seen as opportunities to learn and improve.
We have aimed this guide at senior leaders because it is the behaviour of executives and
non executives (which is then reinforced by managers) that has the biggest impact on
organisational culture. How an executive director (or a manager) handles a matter raised
by a worker is a strong indicator of a trust’s speaking up culture and how well led it is.
Meeting the expectations set out in this guide will help a board create a culture
responsive to feedback from workers and focused on learning and improving the quality
of patient care and the experience of workers. Our expectations are accompanied by a
self-review tool. Regular and in-depth reviews of leadership and governance
arrangements in relation to Freedom to Speak Up (FTSU) will help boards to identify
areas for further development.
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The Care Quality Commission assesses a trust’s speaking up culture under Key Line of
Enquiry (KLOE) 3 as part of the well-led domain of inspection. This guide forms part of
the resource pack given to inspectors ahead of well-led inspections.
Completing the self-review tool and developing an improvement action plan will help
trusts to reflect on their current speaking up culture as part of their overall strategy and
create a coherent narrative for their patients, workforce and oversight bodies. Details of
the support available to do this are on page 10.
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About this guide
This guide has been produced jointly by NHS Improvement and the National Guardian’s Office,
with input from a group of executives and non-executive directors (which included chief
executives and chairs), FTSU Guardians and leading academics in culture and leadership.
The guide sets out our expectations, details individual responsibilities and includes
supplementary resources.

We expect the executive lead for FTSU to use the guide to help the board reflect on its
current position and the improvement needed to meet our expectations. Ideally the board
should repeat this self-reflection exercise at least every two years.
It is not appropriate for the FTSU Guardian to lead this work as the focus is on the
behaviour of executives and the board as a whole. But obtaining the FTSU Guardian’s
views would be a useful way of testing the board’s perception of itself.
The improvement work the board does as a result of reflecting on our expectations is
best placed within a wider programme of work to improve culture. This programme
should include a focus on creating a culture of compassionate and inclusive leadership;
the creation of meaningful values that all workers buy into; tackling bullying and
harassment; improving staff retention; reducing excessive workloads; ensuring people
feel in control and autonomous, and building powerful and effective teams.

The good practice highlighted here is not a checklist: a mechanical ‘tick box’ approach to each
item is not likely to lead to better culture. Equally, focusing on process and procedure at the
expense of honestly reflecting on how you respond when someone speaks up will not improve
the way the board leads the cultural improvement agenda. The attitude of the board to the
review process and the connections it makes between speaking up and improved patient
safety and staff experience are much more important.
We will review this guide in 2021. In the meantime, please provide any feedback to
nhsi.ftsulearning@nhs.net
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Our expectations
Behave in a way that encourages workers to speak up
All executive directors have a responsibility for creating a safe culture and an environment in
which workers are able to highlight problems and make suggestions for improvement. FTSU is
a fundamental part of that. They also understand that an organisational or department culture
of bullying and harassment or one that is not welcoming of new ideas or different perspectives
may prevent workers from speaking up which could put patients at risk, affect many aspects of
their staff’s working lives, and reduce the likelihood that improvements of all kinds can be
made.
Executive directors understand the impact their behaviour can have on a trust’s culture and
therefore how important it is that they reflect on whether their behaviour may inhibit or
encourage someone speaking up. To this end executive directors:
•

are able to articulate both the importance of workers feeling able to speak up and the
trust’s own vision to achieve this

•

speak up, listen and constructively challenge one another during board meetings

•

are visible and approachable and welcome approaches from workers

•

have insight into how their power could silence truth

•

thank workers who speak up

•

demonstrate that they have heard when workers speak up by providing feedback

•

seek feedback from peers and workers and reflect on how effectively they demonstrate
the trust’s values and behaviours

•

accept challenging feedback constructively, publicly acknowledge mistakes and make
improvements.

Executive directors could test how their behaviour is perceived with direct and incidental
feedback from staff surveys; pulse surveys; social media comments; reverse mentoring, 360o
feedback and appraisals.
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Demonstrate commitment
The board demonstrates its commitment to creating an open and honest culture where workers
feel safe to speak up by:
•

having named executive and non-executive leads responsible for speaking up, who can
demonstrate that they are clear about their role and responsibility and can evidence the
contribution they have made to leading the improvement of the trust’s speaking up
culture. Section 1 of the supplementary information pack sets out the responsibilities
of the executive and non-executive lead

•

including speaking up and other related cultural issues in its board development
programme

•

having a sustained and ongoing focus on the reduction of bullying, harassment and
incivility

•

sending out clear and repeated messages that it will not tolerate the victimisation of
workers who have spoken up and taking action should this occur with these messages
echoed in relevant policies and training. The executive lead for FTSU is responsible for
gaining assurance that the experience of workers who speak up is a positive one

•

investing in sustained and continuous leadership development

•

having a well-resourced FTSU Guardian and champion model. Section 2 of the
supplementary information pack sets out suggestions of how to assess your FTSU
Guardian’s capability and capacity

•

supporting the creation of an effective communication and engagement strategy that
encourages and enables workers to speak up and promotes changes made as a result
of speaking up. Section 3 of the supplementary information pack sets out
suggestions of how to evaluate the effectiveness of your communication strategy

•

inviting workers who speak up to present their experiences in person to the board.
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Have a strategy to improve your FTSU culture
Boards have a clear vision for the speaking up culture in their trust that links the importance of
encouraging workers to speak up with patient safety, staff experience and continuous
improvement. The vision is supported by a strategy that has been developed by the executive
lead for FTSU; this sits under the trust’s overarching strategy and supports the delivery of other
relevant strategies.
The board discusses and agrees the strategy and is provided with regular updates. The
executive lead for FTSU reviews the FTSU strategy annually, including how it fits with the
overall trust strategy, using a range of qualitative and quantitative measures, to assess what
has been achieved and what hasn’t; what the barriers have been and how they will be
overcome; and whether the right indicators are being used to measure success.
It doesn’t matter whether the strategy document is called a plan or a strategy; as long as the
executive lead has well-thought-out goals that are measurable and have been signed off by the
board. Section 4 of the supplementary information pack sets out suggestions for what
should be in your strategy and provides a checklist to help with the evaluation of your strategy.

Support your FTSU Guardian
Boards demonstrate their commitment to creating a positive speaking up culture by having a
well-resourced FTSU Guardian, supported by an appropriate local network of ‘champions’ if
needed. FTSU Guardians need access to enough ringfenced time and other resources to
enable them to meet the needs of workers in your organisation. See Section 2 of the
supplementary information pack.
The executive lead and the non-executive lead, along with the chief executive and chair meet
regularly with the FTSU Guardian and provide appropriate advice and support. The FTSU
Guardian has ready access to senior leaders and others to enable them to escalate urgent
matters rapidly (preserving confidence as appropriate). Section1 of the supplementary
information pack sets out the individual responsibilities of relevant executives.
Relevant executive directors ensure the FTSU Guardian has ready access to applicable
sources of data and other information to enable them to triangulate speaking up issues and
proactively identify patterns, trends, and potential areas of concerns. Section 5 of the
supplementary information pack sets out the kind of data and other information you could
triangulate.
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Finally, executive directors encourage and enable their FTSU Guardian to develop bilateral
relationships with regulators, inspectors, and other FTSU Guardians, and attend regional
network meetings, National Guardian conferences, training and other related events.

Be assured your FTSU culture is healthy and effective
The board needs to be assured that workers will speak up about things that get in the way of
providing safe and effective care and that will improve the experience of workers. Section 6 of
the supplementary information pack sets out the different elements that the board should
consider seeking assurance for.
Boards may need further assurance when there have been significant changes, where
changes are planned, or there have been negative experiences such as:
•

before a significant change such as a merger or service change

•

when an investigation has identified a team or department has been poorly led or a
culture of bullying has developed

•

when there has been a service failing

•

following a Care Quality Commission (CQC) inspection where there has been a change
in rating

It is the executive lead’s responsibility to ensure that the board receives a range of assurance
and regular updates in relation to the FTSU strategy.
An important piece of assurance is the report provided in person by the FTSU Guardian, at
least every six months and Section 7 of the supplementary information pack sets out the
kind of information the board should expect to be in the FTSU Guardian’s report. To be clear
this should not be the only assurance the board receives.
Another important piece of assurance is an audit report of the trust’s speaking up policy. The
trust’s speaking up arrangements must be based on an up-to-date speaking up policy that
reflects the minimum standards set out by NHS Improvement and should be audited at least
every two years. Section 8 of the supplementary information pack sets out what a
comprehensive audit should cover. The audit report should not focus solely on FTSU Guardian
activity but on the effectiveness of all the speaking up channels as well as the whole speaking
up culture.
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If the board is not assured its workers feel confident and safe to speak up, it should consider
getting external support to understand what is driving that fear.

Be open and transparent with external stakeholders
A healthy speaking up culture is created by boards that are open and transparent and see
speaking up as an opportunity to learn. Executives routinely discuss challenges and
opportunities presented by the matters raised via speaking up with commissioners, CQC, NHS
Improvement and their local quality surveillance groups. The board welcomes engagement
with, and feedback from, the National Guardian and her staff.
The board regularly discusses progress against the FTSU strategy and (respecting the
confidentiality of individuals) themes and issues arising from speaking up (across all the trust’s
speaking up channels) at the public board. The trust’s annual report contains high level,
anonymised data relating to speaking up, as well as information on actions the trust is taking to
support a positive speaking up culture.
To enable learning and improvement, executive directors discuss learning from speaking up
reviews, audits and complex cases among their peer networks. To support this learning,
ideally, reviews and audits are shared on the trust’s website.
The executive lead for FTSU requests external improvement support when required.
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Conclusion
Meeting the expectations in this guide will help boards to send the message that ideas,
concerns, feedback, whistleblowing and complaints are all seen as opportunities to stop and
reflect on whether something could be done differently.
Valuing workers’ opinions and acting on them, publicising the good that comes from speaking
up, and making clear and unequivocal statements that you will not tolerate staff being
victimised for speaking up, will all encourage workers to use their voice for the benefit of
patients and their colleagues.
We have provided useful resources as supplementary information to this guide but if having
completed your review you would like further support to improve aspects of your FTSU
arrangements, please get in touch with:
•

nhsi.ftsulearning@nhs.net for the following support to the executive lead:
– review FTSU policy, strategy or action plans and provide feedback to bring them in
line with national policy or recognised best practice
– design and facilitate workshops to develop board understanding of speaking up and
behaviour that encourages or inhibits it
– host online surveys and facilitate focus groups with workers to identify issues,
causes and solutions
– facilitate an assessment of your trust’s FTSU arrangements against national
guidance and support the executive lead to build a FTSU improvement action plan

•

enquiries@nationalguardianoffice.org.uk who will arrange for support for the FTSU
Guardian in relation to their role.
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