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Freedom to speak up index report 2019 
Introduction and summary 
The National Guardian’s Office (NGO) is an independent, non-statutory body –  sponsored by the Care 
Quality Commission (CQC), NHS England and NHS Improvement –  with the remit to lead culture 
change in the NHS so that speaking up becomes business as usual. The office supports the national 
guardian for the NHS, Dr Henrietta Hughes, whose role was established following a recommendation 
made by Sir Robert Francis’ freedom to speak up review in 2015. 
 
The NGO has published a report on a new freedom to speak up (FTSU) index, which monitors 
‘speaking up culture’ in the NHS based on four questions from the annual NHS staff survey. The report 
sets out the FTSU index score for every trust in England and includes case studies of how the FTSU 
guardian role and positive speaking up cultures have been taken forward in a range of trusts. NHS 
England has also announced a £100,000 investment in a scheme to support staff who speak up.  
 

Key points: 

• The National Guardian’s Office (NGO) has published a report on a new freedom to speak up (FTSU) 
index, which monitors ‘speaking up culture’ in the NHS based on four questions from the annual NHS 
staff survey.  

• The purpose of the index is to enable trusts to see at a glance how their FTSU culture compares with 
others, promote the sharing of good practice, and enable trusts that are struggling to ‘buddy up’ with 
those that have higher scores.   

• Nationally, the median FTSU index score has improved since 2015, and this pattern is reflected for all 
trust types.  The report finds that 180 trusts (82%) have made it easier for staff to speak out since 2015. 
There was a decrease in the index score over the same period in 40 trusts. 

• The report includes case studies from the best performing trusts of each type and those that have 
made the most significant improvement. These case studies detail the changes that trusts have made 
to engage with their workforce and develop a positive speaking up culture and the impact that this 
has made. 

• The FTSU index for each trust and the CQC ratings for overall and well led inspections are included in 
annex 1 of the report. 

• NHS England has announced it is offering support, through a £100,000 scheme, to NHS staff who are 
experiencing difficulty finding suitable employment in the NHS as a result of raising concerns at work. 

 

http://freedomtospeakup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/F2SU_web.pdf
http://nhsproviders.org/media/688485/ftsu-index-report-2019-final2.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2019/10/nhs-whistle-blower-support-scheme-to-roll-out-across-the-country/
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The freedom to speak up index 
The NGO has previously published survey reports indicating that a positive speaking up culture is 
associated with higher performing organisations as rated by CQC. Working with NHS England, the NGO 
has brought four questions from the annual NHS staff survey that serve as indicators of the speaking up 
culture, together into a FTSU index score for each trust. 
 
The purpose of the index is to enable trusts to see at a glance how their FTSU culture compares with 
others, in order to promote the sharing of good practice and enable trusts that are struggling to ‘buddy 
up’ with those that have higher index scores.   
 

Survey questions 

The FTSU index was calculated as the mean average of responses to the following four questions from the 
NHS annual staff survey: 

• % of staff responded "agreeing" or "strongly agreeing" that their organisation treats staff who are 
involved in an error, near miss or incident fairly (question 17a) 

• % of staff responded "agreeing" or "strongly agreeing" that their organisation encourages them to 
report errors, near misses or incidents (question 17b) 

• % of staff responded "agreeing" or "strongly agreeing" that if they were concerned about unsafe 
clinical practice, they would know how to report it (question 18a) 

• % of staff responded "agreeing" or "strongly agreeing" that they would feel secure raising concerns 
about unsafe clinical practice (question 18b) 

 

Case studies 

The report includes case studies from the best performing trusts of each type and those trusts that have 
made the most significant improvement. These case studies detail the changes that trusts have made to 
engage with their workforce and develop a positive speaking up culture and the impact that this has 
made. 
 

Support for those who speak up 

As part of the report publication, NHS England has announced that it is offering support to those 
experiencing difficulty finding suitable employment in the NHS as a result of raising concerns at work.  
The £100,000 scheme will offer staff career coaching, shadowing opportunities, work experience, CV 
writing advice, interview skills practice, financial advice and resilience training. 
 

Summary of results 
Of the 220 trusts whose results were analysed, 180 recorded an overall increase in FTSU index (82%) and 40 
recorded an overall decrease in FTSU index (18%). The FTSU index for each trust and their CQC ratings for 
overall and well led inspections are included in annex 1.  
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The national median FTSU index score has increased since 2015, and this pattern is reflected for all trust 
types: 
 

FTSU index 

Trust type 2015 2016 2017 2018 

National 75% 77% 77% 78% 

Acute specialist 79% 79% 79% 81% 

Acute 75% 76% 76% 77% 

Ambulance 66% 69% 69% 74% 

Combined acute and community 76% 77% 77% 78% 

Combined mental health / learning 
disability and community 

78% 77% 79% 80% 

Community 79% 80% 81% 83% 

Mental health / learning disability 74% 76% 77% 79% 

 
The following are the trusts with the highest FTSU index result for 2018 in each trust type: 
 

Trust type Trust 
FTSU index 
value 2018 

Community 
Cambridgeshire Community Services NHS 

Trust 
87% 

Combined mental health / learning 
disability and community 

Solent NHS Trust 86% 

Acute specialist 
Liverpool Heart and Chest Hospital NHS 

Foundation Trust 
86% 

Acute 
The Royal Bournemouth and Christchurch 

Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 
84% 

Combine acute and community Gateshead Health NHS Foundation Trust 83% 

Combined mental health / learning 
disability 

Surrey and Borders Partnership NHS 
Foundation Trust 

81% 

Combined mental health / learning Northumberland, Tyne and Wear NHS 81% 
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disability Foundation Trust 

Combined mental health / learning 
disability 

Tees, Esk and Wear Valleys NHS Foundation 
Trust 

81% 

Combined mental health / learning 
disability 

Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust 81% 

Ambulance Isle of Wight NHS Trust (ambulance sector) 79% 

 

Conclusion and next steps 
The NGO concludes that: 

• The index may help trust boards to open a new conversation with their workforce, developing their 
own innovations and borrowing those identified in the report, or buddying with similar trusts with 
higher FTSU index scores.  

• For commissioners and regulators, the index is potentially a lead indicator which can be viewed 
together with other information about safety, workforce and culture. 

• There are insights that primary care organisations, independent sector providers and the national 
bodies can learn from the report, in terms of leadership behaviours and listening to the ideas and 
concerns of the workforce.  

• Similar survey questions could potentially be devised to develop at FTSU index for national bodies and 
others. 

• The NGO will continue to track the progress of NHS trusts and foundation trusts as they develop 
positive speaking up cultures for their workforce. 
 

NHS Providers view 
We welcome the report’s findings that the majority of trusts have improved their speaking up cultures 
since 2015. This reflects the focus and determination of trust leaders to make progress on improving the 
support and assistance provided to staff to raise concerns about patient safety and quality. We also 
welcome the report’s support for developing openness and transparency, and its support for the latitude 
that trusts and their guardians have in embedding positive approaches to speaking up. 
 
The report shines a helpful spotlight on positive practices and the impact these have had for staff and 
patients, and for overall trust performance. NHS Providers is keen to share such examples of good practice 
across our membership with regard to empowering staff, developing cultures of transparency and 
distilling the learning from all feedback, compliments, complaints and concerns.  We look forward too to 
the development of this approach within primary care and other sectors.  
 
We would be cautious about the use of the index as a lead indicator by commissioners and regulators as 
suggested in the report. It is important to retain the agency of trusts and their staff in developing positive 
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cultures and responsiveness to concerns, and setting the index within a regulatory framework could 
unintentionally work against the improvements that providers and the wider NHS are setting out to 
achieve. It is important to recognise that just culture has to be grown locally, from the ‘bottom up’, and 
takes time and sustained effort, with recognition of the level of subjectivity involved.  
 

Contact:  Ella Fuller, Policy Advisor,  ella.fuller@nhsproviders.org 

mailto:ella.fuller@nhsproviders.org

