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About Freedom to Speak Up

What Is Freedom to Speak Up?

Freedom to Speak Up is about creating a culture in which 
everyone feels able to raise anything that is getting in 
the way of delivering great care. In healthcare, that may 
mean speaking up about a concern related to patient 
safety, highlighting behaviours or attitudes that cause 
worry, or suggesting improvements that could enhance 
processes and outcomes. Speaking up is a vital part of 
ensuring safe, compassionate and high‑quality care.

About Us

At the National Guardian’s Office (NGO), we lead, 
train and support the network of Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardians across England. More than 1,500 guardians 
now operate within NHS organisations, independent 
sector providers, hospices and national bodies. This 
offers workers an independent and confidential route to 
speak up – particularly when other avenues have not 
been effective or do not feel accessible.

We also conduct Speak Up Reviews, which identify 
learning and support improvements in speaking-up 
culture across the healthcare sector.
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This ninth and final annual report is being laid before 
Parliament in line with the Government’s commitment 
following the Gosport Independent Panel report:1

“To further increase transparency, accountability and to 
promote culture change, the Government has requested 
the National Guardian to produce an annual report to be 
laid before Parliament.”

About Freedom to Speak Up Guardians

Freedom to Speak Up Guardians make sure people who 
speak up are listened to, thanked and supported. They 
help secure appropriate and timely responses to the 
issues raised and make certain feedback is provided. 
Alongside this, guardians play a proactive role in helping 
organisations identify and remove barriers to speaking 
up, which contributes to open, learning-focused cultures.

Our Vision 
Improving workplace cultures and ensuring 
workers are confident to speak up, by providing 
expert support, guidance and challenge.

1	 Department of Health and Social Care (2018). Learning from Gosport: The Government 
response to the report of the Gosport Independent Panel. https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/media/5bf55a80ed915d1827f17c39/government-response-to-gosport-independent-
panel-report.pdf
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As we present this final annual report ahead of closing 
the NGO in June 2026, we wish to acknowledge and 
express our deep gratitude to leaders across the system, 
to the Freedom to Speak Up Guardians’ Network chairs 
and to our Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Mentors. 
Their dedication, professionalism and unwavering 
commitment have been central to embedding the right 
cultures for speaking up and strengthening the voices of 
workers across healthcare.
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Ministerial Foreword

I present to Parliament 
the ninth and final annual 
report of the National 
Guardian’s Office (NGO).

Despite this being a year 
of transition, the NGO has 
continued to demonstrate 
its unwavering commitment 
to championing the 
workers’ voice and 
supporting the Freedom to 
Speak Up Guardian network. Staff across the NHS must 
feel able to raise concerns with confidence, and I am 
pleased that this report offers important insights into the 
issues being shared with guardians, even though it only 
covers data from the first half of the year.

The NHS Staff Survey results show further action is 
needed to strengthen psychological safety. The ‘raising 
concerns’ score fell this year, with fewer staff feeling safe 
to speak up or confident that concerns will be addressed. 
This underlines the need for leaders at every level to 
ensure concerns are welcomed and acted upon.

Preet Kaur Gill MP
Parliamentary Under-
Secretary (Department of 
Health and Social Care)
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This year’s Speak Up Reviews, including those focusing 
on temporary workers and overseas‑trained staff, again 
highlight both progress and the challenges that remain. 
They show that, while many staff feel increasingly 
confident to speak up, there are still barriers for some 
groups. These insights reinforce the commitments set 
out in the 10-Year Health Plan to strengthen leadership, 
accountability and psychological safety across the NHS. 
Central to this is the expectation that NHS managers 
welcome concerns, respond to them fairly, and foster 
cultures where speaking up is a routine and valued part 
of delivering safe, high‑quality care.

The Freedom to Speak Up Guardian role will remain 
a requirement in the NHS Standard Contract for 
2026/27. This continuity is vital as we deliver reforms 
to incorporate responsibilities into providers and align 
functions with other staff-voice functions in NHS England 
following the closure of the NGO. It also ensures that 
staff will continue to have access to trusted routes for 
raising concerns.

As we mark the conclusion of the NGO after a decade 
of service, I want to express my sincere thanks to every 
Freedom to Speak Up Guardian and to all those who 
have contributed to the NGO’s work. The Government 
remains committed to supporting staff to speak up and 
making sure their voices continue to drive improvement 
and safer care throughout the NHS.
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Foreword

This has been a year 
unlike any other. A 
year in which we at the 
National Guardian’s Office 
(NGO) have continued to 
serve – with unwavering 
commitment – workers, 
guardians and leaders, 
even as we prepared 
for closing the NGO and 
transitioning our functions. 
Yet, throughout this time of 
change, our purpose has remained constant: to improve 
workplace cultures so every worker feels confident and 
supported in speaking up.

In these pages, you will see evidence of that 
commitment. We have strengthened the Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardian network with new resources, 
including the Recruitment Framework, the Guardian 
Handbook, new training modules and practical tools such 
as our Freedom to Speak Up Champions animation. 
These achievements reflect the heart of our strategic 
framework: ensuring guardians feel equipped, valued and 
supported in their vital roles.

Suzanne McCarthy
Chair of the 
Accountability and 
Liaison Board
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We have continued to support and challenge leaders, 
including delivering board development sessions and a 
national leadership event that focused on psychological 
safety, compassion and inclusive cultures. The 
transformation we have seen in organisations such as 
Dorset HealthCare University NHS Foundation Trust 
shows what is possible when leaders truly listen.

We have carried forward our independent voice, 
through national commentary, Speak Up Week and the 
amplification of lived experience, which shines a light on 
the barriers preventing workers from feeling safe to speak 
up. And through our reviews with temporary workers, 
overseas‑trained workers and the ambulance sector, we 
have offered clear, evidence‑based recommendations 
that will continue to guide the system long after our office 
closes.

We have also leaned into partnerships, working closely 
with NHS England, the Care Quality Commission (CQC), 
the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), and 
the wider guardian network. Their collaboration has 
been instrumental in supporting workers and guardians 
throughout a period of uncertainty.

Closing the NGO is not the end of speaking up, 
and it is certainly not the end of the impact we have 
made together. The legacy of this work lives on in 
the thousands of workers who bravely spoke up, the 
guardians who stood beside them, and the leaders 

12 National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026



who listened and acted. It lives on in the strengthened 
cultures, the improved practices, and the hard‑won 
understanding that speaking up, listening up and 
following up are essential to safe, compassionate care.

As we publish this final report, our overwhelming feeling 
is one of hope. Hope that the insight, learning and 
relationships built over these years will continue to shape 
a health and care system in which every worker’s voice 
matters and where speaking up really is business as 
usual.
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Year at a Glance
Spring 2025
•	 Refresher Training was 

launched
•	 The Recruitment 

Framework was 
published

•	 The Speak Up Review 
for overseas-trained 
workers was published 
in May

Requirements 
for recruiting 
and embedding 
Freedom to Speak 
Up Guardians
A framework for 
organisations 
and leaders

Summer 2025
•	 NGO representation 

attended the Patient 
Safety Congress

•	 The Annual Data 
Report was published
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LISTENING AND 
LEARNING: 
AMPLIFYING 
THE VOICES OF 
OVERSEAS-TRAINED 
WORKERS
A review of the speaking 
up experiences of 
overseas-trained 
workers in England

Winter 2025/26
•	 The Guardian 

Handbook was 
published

•	 The Speak Up Review 
for temporary workers 
was published

•	 The Annual Report 
2025/26 was laid 
before Parliament

Autumn 2025

•	 A chair-and-mentor 
development day was 
held

•	 Speak Up Week was 
held, emphasising the 
importance of follow-up 
in action

•	 The Annual Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardian 
Survey was conducted

•	 The Annual Report 
2024/25 was laid before 
Parliament

•	 The Freedom to Speak 
Up Champion animation 
was released
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Speaking Up in Healthcare

Freedom to Speak Up Cases in 2025/26

This section summarises Freedom to Speak Up activity 
for the 2025/26 financial year to date; the data is correct 
as of 27 February 2026. As data for only quarters 
one and two (Q1 and Q2, April to September 2025) is 
available to that date, the analysis focuses on trends 
emerging in the first half of the year. Comparisons to 
previous years are included where they provide useful 
context.

Overview of Case Volumes

Between April and September 2025, a total of 18,113 
cases were raised with Freedom to Speak Up Guardians. 
This is broadly consistent with the volume reported in the 
first half of 2024/25 (18,163), which suggests a continued 
willingness among workers to raise concerns, despite 
ongoing pressures across the system.

April 2025 also marked the introduction of our new NGO 
records management system, which provides enhanced 
consistency and quality regarding how case data is 
captured and reported.

*2025/26 figures are for Q1 and Q2 (April to September 
2025) only
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Themes and Characteristics of Cases

Anonymous cases accounted for 12.2% of cases (2,217).

Experience of detriment for speaking up was indicated 
in 2.6% of cases (475), which is a trend that remains a 
critical focus for the system.

Worker Feedback

Of the 5,304 workers who provided feedback, 74.1% 
said they would speak up again, which demonstrates 
sustained confidence in the Freedom to Speak Up 
process.

7,087

2017/18

12,244

2018/19

16,199

2019/20

20,388

2020/21

20,362

2021/22

25,209

2022/23

32,167

2023/24

38,158

189,927
Total Cases

2024/25

18,113

2025/26

Total Cases Raised Over Time
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The following are examples of the feedback received:

•	 “This was a really positive experience for me. My 
concerns were addressed and tangible actions 
have been made to change things. I felt heard and 
respected through the process.”

•	 “The guardian was amazing and took the time to listen 
to my concerns without hesitation and supported me 
through a really difficult time.”

Nature of Concerns Raised

The patterns seen in case themes remain consistent 
with previous years, with culture- and behaviour‑related 
concerns continuing to dominate:

•	 Inappropriate attitudes and behaviours was the most 
reported theme, which represents 41.6% of cases 
(7,535).

•	 Concerns involving worker safety or well-being were 
raised in 39.2% of cases (7,097), which reflects the 
ongoing pressures on the workforce.

•	 Bullying and harassment accounted for 17.7% of cases 
(3,202), which mirrors the proportions seen in recent 
years.

•	 Patient safety or quality issues featured in 17.0% of 
cases (3,083).
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These trends reinforce the critical link between staff 
experience and patient outcomes, and they highlight 
the importance of strengthening organisational cultures, 
leadership behaviours and psychological safety.

NHS Staff Survey

The 2025 NHS Staff Survey shows a concerning decline 
in workers’ confidence in speaking up, with the Freedom 
to Speak Up sub‑score falling to a five‑year low of 6.37 
(down from 6.45 in 2024). All four measures within this 
sub‑score have decreased, with three dropping by more 
than one percentage point. Only 55.49% of staff felt 
confident their organisation would address clinical safety 
concerns, and fewer than half (47.59%) believed their 
organisation would act on concerns more generally.

Category Q1 Q2 Total
Total cases 8,526 – 9,587 – 18,113 –
Anonymous 989 11.6% 1,228 12.8% 2,217 12.2%
Patient safety 1,371 16.1% 1,712 17.9% 3,083 17.0%
Worker safety / 
well-being 3,262 38.3% 3,834 40.0% 7,097 39.2%

Bullying and harassment 1,507 17.7% 1,695 17.7% 3,202 17.7%
Inappropriate attitudes 
and behaviours 3,593 42.1% 3,941 41.1% 7,535 41.6%

Detriment 208 2.4% 267 2.8% 475 2.6%
Total feedback 2,596 – 2,708 – 5,304 –
Answered ‘Yes’ to 
would speak up again 1,931 74.4% 1,997 73.7% 3,929 74.1%
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While 71.1% of workers reported feeling safe to raise 
concerns about unsafe clinical practice, only 55.5% 
trusted their organisation to act on patient‑safety issues. 
Similarly, 61.5% felt safe raising any concern, yet just 
47.6% believed action would follow. This widening ‘action 
gap’ poses a significant risk to trust and engagement; a 
culture that encourages speaking up but fails to respond 
meaningfully can create disillusionment and undermine 
the entire framework.

Ambulance trusts maintained similar levels to those 
for 2024, which reflects their ongoing sector‑wide 
improvement work. However, all other trust types saw 
reduced confidence in raising concerns and increased 
perceptions of organisational inaction. Declines were 
especially notable among registered nurses and 
midwives, whose Freedom to Speak Up sub‑score fell by 
0.11 across a cohort of more than 200,000. Confidence 
among white staff also dropped further, which is widening 
an existing disparity with other ethnic groups.

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2

2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26

Total Cases Raised Over Time

20 National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026

•  
1,

44
7

•  
1,

51
5 

•  
1,

93
9

•  
2,

18
6

•  
2,

50
0

•  
2,

65
1

•  
3,

63
4

•  
3,

45
9

•  
3,

53
1

•  
3,

76
4

•  
4,

48
6

•  
4,

41
8

•  
5,

21
2

•  
4,

92
7

•  
5,

33
4

•  
4,

91
5

•  
4,

87
6

•  
4,

55
7

•  
5,

70
5

•  
5,

22
4

•  
5,

48
8

•  
6,

14
6

•  
6,

94
7

•  
6,

62
8

•  
6,

83
6

•  
7,

54
8

•  
9,

13
8

•  
8,

64
5

•  
8,

87
2

•  
9,

29
1

•  
10

,0
10

•  
9,

98
5

•  
8,

52
6

•  
9,

58
7



Internationally recruited workers reported higher trust in 
organisational responses than UK‑recruited colleagues, 
with some improvements in acute specialist trusts and 
community trusts. Yet their confidence decreased in 
mental health trusts and ambulance trusts compared with 
2024.

With the NGO closing in June 2026, system‑wide 
accountability becomes essential. Providers, regulators 
and national bodies must make certain that speaking‑up 
arrangements remain visible, accessible and embedded 
in everyday leadership. Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardians continue to offer vital support, but meaningful 
improvement depends on leaders consistently modelling 
positive behaviours, promoting psychological safety and 
acting decisively on concerns.

These findings reinforce the critical need for leaders to 
demonstrate visible follow‑up and to close the action gap 
that workers highlight consistently.
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Championing Workers

Digital Reach

Communications and engagement highlights

This year, our communications and engagement activities 
have reached a wide and diverse audience across 
the health and care system. Our National Guardian’s 
Office (NGO) website received over 413,000 views 
from 122,000 users, with the Find My Guardian page 
accessed more than 154,000 times, which demonstrates 
the ongoing demand for support and guidance. Our 
LinkedIn presence grew significantly, generating 60,373 
impressions (a 242% increase) during Speak Up Week 
and 341 new followers, bringing our total audience to 
2,521. Across our multimedia channels, our YouTube 
content received 18,533 views. Together, this reflects 
strong, sustained engagement and increasing sector-
wide interest in speaking up and fostering a safer culture.

With respect to championing workers, we continued 
to carry forward our independent voice, using national 
commentary and amplifying lived experience to highlight 
the barriers preventing people from feeling safe to speak 
up. Through articles published on our website and 
shared widely across our social media platforms, we 
brought national attention to the cultural and systemic 
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413,325 website views

122,197 individual 
website users

154,893 views on 
Find My Guardian 
(most‑visited web page)

60,373 LinkedIn 
impressions (a 242% 

increase during 
Speak Up Week)

341 new LinkedIn followers 
(now 2,521 total)

18,533 YouTube views
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factors that can silence workers. These publications have 
strengthened the call for culturally intelligent leadership 
and for ensuring that all workers – including those with 
an insecure immigration status – feel safe, supported and 
able to speak up without fear.

‘Why NHS Leaders Need Cultural Intelligence’

Published: 24 July 2025 and available at https://
nationalguardian.org.uk/2025/07/24/why-nhs-leaders-
need-cultural-intelligence/

This article emphasises the importance of culturally 
intelligent leadership in enabling people from diverse 
backgrounds to speak up safely.

‘How Visa Insecurity Silences Healthcare Workers’

Published: 11 September 2025 and available at https://
nationalguardian.org.uk/2025/08/19/how-visa-insecurity-
silences-healthcare-workers/

This article explores how immigration status can create 
fear and silence among overseas‑trained healthcare 
workers, which highlights the systemic issues affecting 
worker safety, well-being and the ability to speak up 
confidently.
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Case Study:

Strengthening 
Freedom to Speak Up 
Through Collaborative 
Shared Learning 
Across Organisations 
in the South East

The following case study 
illustrates how regional 
collaboration and shared 
learning can strengthen 
speaking‑up cultures 
across multiple organisations.

As chair of the South East regional network of 
guardians and a mentor to newly qualified guardians, 
Mike Craissati, Freedom to Speak Up Guardian at 
Berkshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust, realises 
external and independent support is sometimes 
needed for other guardians. An important value of the 
rationale for regional or national networks is shared 
learning and peer-to-peer support for Freedom to 
Speak Up Guardians. A chair of any network has a 
crucial part to play in creating such an environment.

Mike Craissati
Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardian, Berkshire 
Healthcare NHS 
Foundation Trust

National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026 25



Over the last couple of years, Mike has been 
approached by guardians for independent advice and 
guidance on various aspects of the role, including 
how it is a vital aspect of developing the right culture 
within organisations, how organisations can support 
guardians in this, and how guardians can approach 
senior leaders to ensure their engagement.

This supportive and consultative approach has 
expanded on occasion, with Berkshire Healthcare’s 
executive lead for Freedom to Speak Up joining Mike 
when talking to other guardians and their executive 
leads (or non-executive leads). These collaborative 
meetings happen for various reasons, such as when 
an organisation has appointed a new executive or 
non-executive lead, it has only recently appointed 
a guardian, or it is looking for advice on how other 
organisations embrace Freedom to Speak Up and 
what their operational model is.

As Berkshire Healthcare is a high-performing trust 
(rated ‘Outstanding’ by the Care Quality Commission 
[CQC]), has a strong culture of staff engagement, and 
has an open and just culture, it is keen both to support 
other organisations and to learn from them.

The basis for discussions revolves around two key 
documents we produce at the NGO:
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1.	The Freedom to Speak Up guidance for leaders 
publication 
https://tinyurl.com/y3pctmb

2.	The Freedom to Speak Up reflection and planning 
tool 
https://tinyurl.com/3dsb7w3y

Comparing how, why and how frequently each 
organisation might use these key documents allows for 
the beneficial sharing of ideas and points for learning 
or improvement for both parties.

As these documents are aimed primarily at supporting 
how each organisation approaches Freedom to 
Speak Up (rather than determining the guardian’s 
workplan – the completion of which being the primary 
responsibility of the executive lead on behalf of 
the board), they ensure Freedom to Speak Up is 
embedded within the organisation and is a significant 
cog in the wheel of culture improvement.

With national changes involving closing the NGO and 
certain functions moving to NHS England, support via 
the regional and national networks is as important as 
ever.
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Speak Up Reviews

Speak Up Reviews are an important way for us to look 
more deeply at areas in which workers may face barriers 
to raising concerns. We have undertaken these reviews 
when information has suggested speaking up was not 
working as it should, with the aim of identifying learning, 
recognising good practice and supporting improvement.

We have continued to work with our partners to carry out 
this work and share the insights generated, focusing our 
efforts where workers’ voices have indicated there is the 
greatest need.

Temporary Workers’ Speak Up Review

In summer 2025, we at the National Guardian’s Office 
(NGO) commenced a Speak Up Review to examine 
the barriers preventing temporary workers from raising 
concerns in the NHS.2 This work followed the 2024 
Health Services Safety Investigations Body’s findings, 
which highlighted longstanding issues of discrimination 
and cultures of fear affecting temporary staff. The review 
was published in March 2026.

2	 National Guardian’s Office (2026). Temporary Workers, Permanent Voices: A Speak Up 
Review. https://nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Temporary-workers-
review_march2026.pdf
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Through surveys, focus groups, and interviews with 
temporary workers, Freedom to Speak Up Guardians 
and national stakeholders, the review has identified three 
core themes:

1.	 Workplace challenges faced by temporary workers

2.	 Barriers and enablers that are influencing their ability 
to speak up

3.	 Gaps in existing guidance and support

Around six in ten (60.4%) temporary workers reported 
feeling they did not have a voice in the NHS, and many 
described inadequate induction, limited advocacy, 
mistrust in processes and fears of detriment, including 
impacts on future shifts or placements.

These insights informed six recommendations directed 
at national bodies, host organisations, temporary 
workforce providers and other bodies. Together, they aim 
to strengthen the consistency and safety of speaking-up 
arrangements, improve insight into temporary workers’ 
experiences, reinforce protections against detriment, and 
promote cultures of inclusion and belonging.

In response to the review’s findings and 
recommendations, early action has already been taken 
by the stakeholders. The Care Quality Commission 
(CQC) has updated its draft sector‑specific assessment 
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frameworks, including the 
hospitals (secondary and 
specialist care) framework, 
to reference explicitly the 
temporary workers’ access 
to speaking-up processes.

Overseas-Trained 
Workers Speak Up Review

In May 2025,3 we published a Speak Up Review carried 
out to examine the experiences of overseas-trained 
workers, who form a significant part of the NHS workforce 
and often face challenges when raising concerns. 
The review explored these issues in greater depth to 
understand how they affect workers’ confidence, well-
being and the safety of care.

Drawing on the voices of workers trained outside the UK, 
the review identified four core themes:

1.	Transition challenges faced by overseas-trained 
workers

2.	The influence of national culture and societal norms on 
speaking-up perceptions and behaviours

3.	Enablers and barriers to speaking up
3	 National Guardian’s Office (2025). Listening and Learning: Amplifying the Voices of 

Overseas-Trained Workers. https://nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/
NGO-Overseas-trained-workers-report_May-2025.pdf
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4.	Speaking-up arrangements and support

The findings highlight how unfamiliar systems, visa 
and immigration challenges, systemic racism, cultural 
expectations, power dynamics, and concerns about 
fairness can all affect whether workers feel able to raise 
concerns.

The report made four recommendations aimed 
at national and local healthcare leaders: ensuring 
recruitment and retention guidance supports speaking 
up, designing speaking-up arrangements that work for 
all staff groups, making better use of data to understand 
and improve experiences, and strengthening cultural 
competence to remove barriers. The review also outlined 
the practical steps needed to build cultural intelligence 
and promote fair, inclusive systems that support the 
confidence of overseas-trained workers to speak up.

Following the publication of our review, early 
improvements have already been made, including 
updates to NHS Employers’ international recruitment 
resources, which signals positive attention has been paid 
to the issues highlighted.
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Case Study:

Psychological Safety 
and Sector‑Wide 
Learning

The following case 
reflects the lived 
experience behind the 
themes identified in 
sector‑wide reviews, 
which illustrates how 
psychological- and 
sexual-safety concerns 
rely on trusted, independent speaking‑up channels.

Early in his guardian career, Simon Holbrook 
supported a staff member who made a deeply 
distressing disclosure of sexual assault. Although 
fragments of the concern had been shared previously, 
the individual only felt able to disclose this fully 
because they trusted the guardian’s independence and 
confidentiality. The emotional weight of the meeting 
was significant, but the guardian ensured the person 
felt heard, believed and safe throughout.

Simon Holbrook
Freedom to Speak 
Up Guardian, South 
Central Ambulance 
Service NHS Trust

32 National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026



The case exposed gaps in organisational processes, 
inconsistencies in how concerns of this nature were 
handled and cultural barriers that had prevented earlier 
disclosure. Although the staff member later chose to 
leave the organisation, they continued to engage with 
the guardian, which enabled further reflection and 
learning.

The impact extended well beyond one organisation. 
The case aligned with emerging national themes 
on sexual misconduct across healthcare and the 
emergency services, including barriers to disclosure, 
the influence of informal networks, reliance on policy 
rather than lived experience and hierarchical pressures 
that inhibit reporting. Learning from the case has 
informed wider work on psychological safety and 
contributed to external reviews and consultations, 
including NHS England, the Association of Ambulance 
Chief Executives, Surviving in Scrubs, White Ribbon, 
and the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s 
sexual-safety consultation.

This case has shaped the guardian’s professional 
development and reinforced the importance of 
persistence, empathy and independence – especially 
when cultural change is slow or when historic issues 
resurface. It also demonstrates how a single act of 
speaking up, when handled with care and integrity, 
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can reveal deeper systemic issues and trigger change 
across multiple organisations.

Most importantly, the case illustrates how 
psychological safety – the cornerstone of Freedom 
to Speak Up – depends on trusted, independent 
guardians. It shows how sector‑wide transformation 
often begins with one brave individual and one 
compassionate listener as well as how that 
combination can influence policy, strengthen 
organisational awareness and improve safety across 
the healthcare system.
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Supporting Leaders and 
Strengthening Workplace 
Cultures

Throughout 2025/26, at the National Guardian’s Office 
(NGO), we continued to support senior leaders in creating 
environments in which workers feel safe to speak up. 
Five board development sessions were delivered across 
ambulance trusts and acute trusts, which reflects the 
ongoing demand and the increasing pressures leaders 
face.

National announcements linked to the NHS 10‑year 
plan – alongside sustained operational, workforce and 
regulatory pressures – have significantly reshaped 
the leadership landscape. In this context, responsive, 
compassionate and accountable leadership remains 
critical. Our development offer is helping boards reflect 
on their responsibilities, understand worker experience 
and take practical steps to strengthen speaking‑up 
cultures.
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Board Development Sessions

In 2025/26, five board development sessions were 
delivered as follows:

1	 24 April 2025 Bolton NHS Foundation Trust

2	 27 June 2025 Sandwell and West Birmingham 
Hospitals NHS Trust

3	 4 September 2025 East Kent Hospitals University 
NHS Foundation Trust

4	 11 December 2025 Great Western Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust

5	 29 January 2026 Yorkshire Ambulance Service

The sessions focused on governance, accountability, 
teamwork and clarity of roles, and they were targeted at 
organisations with low Speak Up scores from their NHS 
Staff Survey or those requesting support. All sessions 
were delivered by members of our NGO leadership team.

The following are samples of the feedback provided 
about the sessions:

•	 East Kent Hospitals University NHS Foundation Trust 
Board:
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“The board development 
session provided expert 
insight and cross‑sector 
analysis, enabling us 
to assess our approach 
against best practice and 
identify concrete actions 
to take forward.”

•	 Sir David Nicholson, 
Chair, Sandwell and 
West Birmingham NHS 
Trust, The Dudley 
Group NHS Foundation 
Trust, The Royal 
Wolverhampton NHS 
Trust, and Walsall 
Healthcare NHS Trust:

“As the chair of the four acute provider trusts in the 
Black Country system, bringing our leaders together 
[and] the system-wide board development truly 
demonstrated our commitment to sharing best practice 
across organisational boundaries for our patients and 
our staff. The session supported the board members to 
understand the impact of when concerns are not heard 
or followed through.”

Black Country Leadership 
in Action joint board 
development session
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•	 Diane Wake, Group Chief Executive Officer, Sandwell 
and West Birmingham NHS Trust and The Dudley 
Group NHS Foundation Trust:

“The collaborative board development session 
enriched the board’s knowledge on the importance of 
organisational follow-up. It is a true pleasure extending 
the invite to our partners in the ambulance service, 
mental health trust and ICB [integrated care board] for 
true collaborative working and sharing best practice.”

Wider Engagement

Alongside the board development offer, we at the NGO 
contributed to a broad range of national and regional 
events to strengthen understanding of speaking up, 
promote psychological safety and support sectors beyond 
NHS trusts. These engagements included the following:

•	 Freedom to Speak Up and network events across 
Gloucestershire Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, NHS 
England – North East & Yorkshire, Royal Surrey NHS 
Foundation Trust, North Central London ICB, South 
West Yorkshire Partnership NHS Foundation Trust, 
Avon and Wiltshire Mental Health Partnership NHS 
Trust, and NHS Cheshire and Merseyside ICB.

•	 Conferences and forums such as Spire Healthcare’s 
Freedom to Speak Up Conference, the Chief 
Paramedic Forum, the Health Service Journal 
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(HSJ) Patient Safety Congress, Women in Medicine 
International Network conference, the Civil Service’s 
whistleblowing conference, and Transparency 
International Ireland’s event on supporting vulnerable 
workers.

•	 Professional body engagements, including the Royal 
Pharmaceutical Society podcast, Royal College of 
Nursing sessions, Royal College of Psychiatrists 
keynote address and University of Portsmouth 
presentations.

•	 Specialist events covering psychological safety, race 
equality, overseas workers, tribunals and the role of 
regulators in shaping employer culture.

National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026 39



List of Other Engagements in 
2025/26

•	8 Apr 2025 Spire Healthcare Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardian Conference

•	10 Apr 2025 South West Regional Freedom to Speak 
Up Guardian network meeting

•	7 May 2025 NHS England – North East & Yorkshire 
Freedom to Speak Up network meeting

•	9 May 2025 Chief Paramedic Forum, NHS England

•	20 May 2025 Royal Surrey NHS Foundation Trust 
Regional Freedom to Speak Up Meeting

•	15 Aug 2025 Royal Pharmaceutical Society 
whistleblowing podcast broadcast

•	11–12 Sep 2025 Women in Medicine International 
Network conference

•	15–16 Sep 2025 HSJ Patient Safety Congress

•	30 Sep 2025 North Central London ICB – primary care 
strengthening Freedom to Speak Up and Champion 
networks
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•	1 Oct 2025 South West Yorkshire Partnership – 
Regional Leadership Conference

•	23 Oct 2025 Avon & Wiltshire Mental Health 
Partnership NHS Trust – Freedom to Speak Up 
Champions and Guardians Conference

•	6 Nov 2025 Royal College of Nursing – Nursing Live 
session

•	12 Nov 2025 Royal College of Psychiatrists keynote 
speech on whistleblowing and patient safety

•	12 Nov 2025 King’s College Hospital – King’s Facilities 
Management (KFM) Business Services Awayday

•	15 Oct 2025 Sandwell & West Birmingham NHS Trust 
– Black Country Collaborative Freedom to Speak Up 
Conference

•	18 Nov 2025 University of Portsmouth – 
undergraduate nursing presentation

•	24 Nov 2025 Transparency International Ireland – 
Supporting Vulnerable Workers-session

•	28 Nov 2025 Royal College of Nursing – Speaking Up 
webinar

•	15 Dec 2025 NHS Providers Race Equality webinar
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•	23 Feb 2026 NHS Cheshire and Merseyside ICB 
Freedom to Speak Up Summit

•	25 Mar 2026 PROTECT – regulators and 
whistleblowers event

Freedom to Speak Up Champions: Video Resource

This year, at the National Guardian’s Office (NGO), 
we have developed and released a new animation to 
support organisations in embedding and strengthening 
the role of Freedom to Speak Up Champions. This 
resource complements existing guidance by clarifying 
the purpose of champions, illustrating how they work in 
partnership with Freedom to Speak Up Guardians and 
offering practical suggestions for how organisations 
can use champions to reinforce their speaking-up 
arrangements. Having been designed as an accessible 
tool for induction, training, awareness campaigns and 
internal communications, the animation supports leaders 
in developing cultures where speaking up is understood, 
encouraged and embedded as business as usual.

Our NGO Champions Animation is available here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxN2Ef6OAN4
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Case Study:

Wolverhampton, 
A Multidisciplinary 
Champion Network 
that Changes Culture

The next case 
study shows how 
a well‑designed 
champion network 
can extend guardian 
reach, build visibility 
and improve access 
for underrepresented 
groups.

The Royal 
Wolverhampton NHS 
Trust has built a dynamic 
Freedom to Speak 
Up service centred 
around a network of 
16 multidisciplinary 
champions. These 
champions – drawn from 
clinical, administrative and facilities teams – extend the 

Giselle Padmore-Payne
Lead Freedom to 
Speak Up Guardian, 
Royal Wolverhampton 
NHS Trust

Eleanor Morris
Deputy Lead Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardian, 
Royal Wolverhampton 
NHS Trust
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reach of the guardian service across a workforce of 
more than 17,000 people.

Champions promote visibility, act as trusted peers and 
help colleagues access the guardian service safely. 
They receive training, attend regular debriefing and 
support meetings, and follow a co‑designed flow sheet 
to guide safe escalation. Their diverse professional 
backgrounds ensure staff can approach someone 
who understands their working environment; this has 
contributed to an increase in staff confidence and 
engagement.

The impact has been significant. Medical staff, who 
have historically been underrepresented in Freedom to 
Speak Up data, are now speaking up more frequently. 
The champion for estates and facilities has expedited 
engagement with portering teams, which brought to the 
surface certain concerns that were previously unseen. 
Champions have also contributed to newsletters, 
supported mediation and strengthened visibility 
across satellite hospital sites. Their involvement 
reflects grassroots ownership of speaking up and 
demonstrates how peer‑led approaches can shift 
culture from within.

The service is continuing to evolve. Champions have 
co‑created a resourcing and signposting document, 
backed communication campaigns, and enhanced 
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liaison between staff, the guardian and senior 
leadership. The network also includes individuals with 
specialist skills – such as mediation – which has added 
depth to the support available.

This model reveals that cultural change is the most 
effective when it is shared. It shows how champions – 
when valued, trained and connected – can extend the 
guardian’s reach and allow them to support staff who 
may feel unsure about raising concerns directly. Royal 
Wolverhampton’s experience highlights the importance 
of visibility, representation and consistent peer support 
in building a safe and inclusive speaking‑up culture.
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Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardians

Guardian Numbers

The Freedom to Speak Up Guardian role is complex, and 
the landscape in which guardians operate is evolving 
constantly. The guardian network has grown from 
just 200 guardians in NHS trusts in 2017 to more than 
1,500 registered guardians supporting a wide range of 
organisations currently.

As of 6 March, we have 1,519 registered guardians (who 
are fully onboarded) aiding 820 organisations. During 
this annual report period, we have also stepped down 
304 guardians who informed us they are no longer in the 
guardian role or who were non-compliant with training 
requirements.

Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Mentors

From April 2025 to March 2026, 271 reflective 
conversations took place between newly appointed 
Freedom to Speak Up Guardians and trained Freedom to 
Speak Up Guardian Mentors. Together with the quarterly 
mentor meetings facilitated by our National Guardian’s 
Office (NGO) Guardian Support and Policy Team, these 
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conversations provide a valued space in which to share 
challenges, successes and learning across the network.

At the NGO, we are proud to recognise the contribution 
of the 44 trained guardian mentors, whose support 
continues to build confidence, capability and consistency 
across the speaking-up community.

By drawing on their extensive experience, guardian 
mentors offer new guardians a reflective, confidential 
environment that builds confidence and helps clarify 
expectations of the role. This support can reduce the 
sense of isolation they feel when navigating sensitive or 
complex issues for the first time:

This is the breakdown across organisation types:

Category
Organisation type No. of guardians
NHS trust 417
Independent 385
Primary care 285
Hospice 162
Other 106
Integrated care board (ICB) 78
Arm’s length body (ALB) 63
Social care 18
Professional body 5
Grand total 1519
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“Being a Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Mentor matters 
to me because I know first-hand that the guardian role 
can feel like holding a lot on your own.”

– Sue Pike, Freedom to Speak Up Guardian, Network 
Chair and Guardian Mentor

Mentoring also brings practical benefits as it helps new 
guardians identify where constructive challenge may be 
needed in their organisations. It promotes the meaningful 
implementation of the role and supports local culture 
change. Mentors often describe the work as being 
mutually beneficial due to it offering renewed insight into 
their own practice:

“Being a mentor is an honour and a privilege… it’s 
something that makes me a better Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardian.”

– Liz Houchin, Freedom to Speak Up Guardian and 
Guardian Mentor

Collectively, the mentor network strengthens resilience, 
consistency and compassionate practice across the 
Freedom to Speak Up landscape, which enhances both 
individual guardians and the wider speaking-up culture.
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Support Calls

The Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Support and Policy 
Team handled 184 support calls between April 2025 and 
March 2026:

•	 37.2% were from guardians seeking support in their 
role, which was often relating to limited organisational 
leadership support or insufficient ringfenced time

•	 29.5% related to support with specific cases being 
managed by guardians

•	 24.4% concerned clarity around the guardian role

•	 6.4% involved concerns about detriment

•	 2.6% were well-being support conversations

The support calls offered by the Guardian Support and 
Policy Team help guardians gain clarity on their role, 
explore options in complex situations and discuss the 

2.6%

24.4%

6.4%

37.2%

29.5%
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challenges they face. Guardians consistently provide 
positive feedback about the team’s responsiveness and 
the reassurance it provides to make certain practice 
aligns with national guidance:

•	 “Sincere thanks for your time on the call this week 
and for kindly following this up and providing the 
suggestions below.”

•	 “This has really helped to clarify my actions, and I am 
grateful to you and your team for the prompt guidance 
and feedback.”

Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Network Meetings

Our NGO members attended 44 Freedom to Speak 
Up Guardian regional and national network meetings 
between April 2025 and March 2026. This figure includes 
quarterly meetings with mentors and network chairs. An 
in-person chair-and-mentor development session was 
held in October 2025.

Training

Training data from 1 April 2025 – 25 February 2026

The Freedom to Speak Up Guardian Training offer has 
continued to play a central role in both strengthening 
guardian capability and ensuring a consistent, 
professional standard across the guardian network.
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Foundation Training

The Foundation Training package comprises two 
essential components designed to equip newly appointed 
guardians with the skills and confidence they need from 
day one:

•	 Part 1: Seven e‑learning modules, including 
end‑of‑module assessments, which are to be 
completed within the first month of appointment

•	 Part 2: A reflective conversation with a trained 
guardian mentor, which provides personalised support 
and space to explore early learning

A total of 456 new guardians completed Foundation 
Training during 2025/26, which is a significant 
contribution to maintaining national consistency and 
supporting safe, accessible speaking-up routes across all 
organisations.

Learner experience and impact

The evaluation feedback received indicates the training 
is continuing to be well‑received and effective. Guardians 
have consistently highlighted that the training has 
deepened their understanding of barriers to speaking up 
and has assisted with their transition into the role:
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•	 “The training made me think more deeply about 
barriers I had not considered. The workbook was very 
useful, and I will refer back to this when needed.”

•	 “Very well presented, educational and useful e-learning 
course that provided a sound induction for a new 
FTSU [Freedom to Speak Up] Guardian.”

•	 “Happy to go ahead and start my role and seek help 
where needed. I shall be very eager to learn from 
Freedom to Speak Up buddy/mentors.”

This feedback demonstrates how the Foundation Training 
programme not only equips new guardians with core 
knowledge but also builds their early confidence and 
encourages a reflective, supportive approach to the role.

Refresher Training 2025

Refresher Training remains a mandatory annual 
requirement and supports guardians’ continued 
professional development. In 2025, the new module 
focused on reflective practice when responding 
to challenging behaviour and on fully utilising the 
Development Guide to support growth and consistent 
professional standards.

This year saw 1,070 course completions, which reflects 
strong engagement from across the network.
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Learner experience and impact

The feedback received demonstrates that the refresher 
module has strengthened confidence, enhanced 
reflective capability and supported guardians in 
navigating complex interpersonal situations:

•	 “Comprehensive, thought‑provoking and definitely 
helped me to reflect… acting in the interests of those 
who speak up.”

•	 “Challenging behaviour is a tricky area to navigate. 
It made me reflect on my behaviour and what tools I 
would use… It also signposted me to more learning.”

•	 “My key reflection is that creating a psychologically 
safe environment is just as important as resolving the 
concern itself.”

Guardians have also highlighted the value of the training 
video, which modelled constructive challenge and 
professional resilience:

•	 “Seeing how the guardian spoke to the manager and 
politely pointed out how they needed to recognise 
problems… was really useful.”

•	 “I would highlight Teisha’s calmness and consistency… 
it showed people are not always happy when 
approached.”
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•	 “It demonstrated how to maintain purpose even when 
challenged.”

•	 “It tackled real-life pressures, and it’s important to get 
to the end goal.”

These reflections show the 2025 refresher module not 
only supported knowledge consolidation but also helped 
deepen emotional intelligence, communication skills 
and confidence – all of which are essential to delivering 
high‑quality, psychologically safe speaking-up cultures.

Lunch and Learn Webinars

This year, at the NGO, we have delivered nine national 
webinars, which were attended by 1,096 Freedom to 
Speak Up Guardians; this has facilitated the continued 
development of their knowledge and practice. These 
sessions included a presentation from our colleagues 
at NHS England on sexual safety in the workplace; it 
outlined the requirements of the Worker Protection Act 
2023, explored the different forms of sexual misconduct 
and emphasised the importance of trauma‑informed 
approaches. The webinar reinforced the principle that 
everyone has the right to be free from harassment 
and abuse in their work, and it highlighted the vital 
role guardians play in supporting staff and promoting 
respectful, safe working environments.
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We also facilitated a well‑received session delivered 
by the Patient Safety Library to introduce the Red 
Flag System, which is an evidence‑based framework 
informed by a decade of inquiry reports into avoidable 
harm. The webinar set out the recurring cultural patterns 
associated with dysfunctional environments, including 
complacency, avoidance, denial, and failures in reporting, 
accountability, teamwork and learning. The framework 
provides guardians with a shared language and clear 
indicators to help identify early warning signs that 
something may be ‘not quite right’, which facilitates taking 
timely and well‑informed action.

Together, these sessions have strengthened guardians’ 
abilities to recognise risks, support colleagues, and 
contribute to organisational cultures in which people 
feel safe, supported and heard when speaking up. High 
attendance rates across sessions on a wide range of 
topics reflect the system’s growing appetite for practical 
guidance and the opportunity to learn from national 
subject matter experts.

Recruitment Framework for Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardians

This year, we at the NGO have strengthened our 
organisational capability by developing and publishing 
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our Recruitment Framework4 to support best practice 
in appointing and embedding Freedom to Speak Up 
Guardians. The framework provides clear expectations 
for leaders and organisations to standardise recruitment 
processes and make certain the guardian role is 
understood, supported and effective. It outlines 
the principles of fair and open appointment, the 
competencies required for the role, and the organisational 
responsibilities necessary to enable guardians to carry 
out both the reactive and proactive elements of their 
work. This resource ensures greater consistency across 
the system and helps organisations recruit guardians who 
are well prepared to promote the workers’ voice, address 
barriers to speaking up, and facilitate positive workplace 
cultures.

4	 National Guardian’s Office (2025). Requirements for Recruiting and Embedding Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardians. https://nationalguardian.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NGO-
recruitment-framework.pdf

Requirements for recruiting 
and embedding Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardians

A framework for organisations 
and leaders
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Guardian Handbook

At the NGO, we have strengthened our support for 
Freedom to Speak Up Guardians this year through the 
introduction of the Guardian Handbook, which is a 
single accessible resource that brings together all key 
guidance, documents and links needed for the role. 
Located within the guardian area of the NGO website, 
the handbook provides clear, practical information to help 
both new and experienced guardians deliver a consistent, 
high‑quality speaking-up service.
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Networks and Leadership

Guardian Networks

Throughout the year, the regional and national Freedom 
to Speak Up Guardian networks have continued to 
provide essential peer‑to‑peer support for guardians 
across all sectors. These networks remain a cornerstone 
of professional connection, offering trusted and 
confidential spaces for guardians to share experiences, 
seek advice, and navigate complex or sensitive cases. 
They play a critical role in upholding guardian well-being, 
reducing isolation, and promoting reassurance, reflective 
practice and mutual learning.

The strength of these networks is driven by the 
exceptional commitment of the network chairs, co‑chairs 
and deputy chairs. Their leadership, coordination and 
compassion underpin the networks’ effectiveness and 
ensure guardians remain connected and supported 
in their role, which can often feel demanding and 
emotionally challenging. Their generosity in giving time, 
expertise and encouragement continues to shape a 
resilient and engaged guardian community.

Freedom to Speak Up Guardian networks form a vital 
support infrastructure for guardians. There are seven 
regional networks – North East and Yorkshire, East of 
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England, London, Midlands, North West, South East and 
South West; and there are five national networks – the 
National Ambulance Network, Hospice Network, National 
Non‑Provider Network, Primary Medical Services 
Network and the Integrated Care Board (ICB) Network. 
Together, these groups represent a powerful community 
of practice, which is sustained by the dedication and 
professionalism of those who lead them.

At the National Guardian’s Office (NGO), we have 
continued to play a central role in sustaining and 
strengthening these networks. This has included 
managing membership, coordinating the recruitment 
and support of network chairs, and maintaining terms 
of reference to promote clarity, consistency and robust 
governance. Our members have also attended network 
meetings throughout the year; these offered updates and 
made sure guardians remained informed as the national 
landscape evolved.

During the period of organisational closure and the 
proposed transition of functions, network chairs have 
played an especially influential role. Acting as trusted 
conduits between the NGO, NHS England, Department 
of Health and Social Care (DHSC), Care Quality 
Commission (CQC) and the wider guardian community, 
they have provided insight, feedback and constructive 
challenge that has informed decision‑making and 
ensured transparency during a time of uncertainty.
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These networks’ continued strength highlights the 
importance of collective learning and the value of 
communities of practice. They remain essential in 
sharing emerging themes, promoting good practice, and 
offering timely, practical support that enhances guardians’ 
confidence, capability and consistency in delivering their 
role.

Developing Leaders

At the NGO, we hosted an in-person development event 
in October 2025, which was designed to celebrate the 
efforts of the chairs and co-chairs of the 12 guardian 
networks and the 44 guardian mentors.

The session was expertly led by an experienced coach 
and facilitator known for their work in inclusive leadership 
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and neurodiversity awareness. The session provided 
practical strategies for improving psychological safety 
and promoting genuine inclusivity, which reinforced the 
importance of understanding neurodiversity, not only 
as a difference but as a strength. This equipped the 
group with the skills and confidence to nurture inclusive, 
compassionate and effective speaking-up cultures across 
the healthcare system.

The feedback from participants was overwhelmingly 
positive, with many expressing thanks and appreciation 
for the workshop. Attendees described the session as 
relevant, insightful and energising, with several of them 
noting that they gained valuable knowledge to apply in 
their roles. The comments also highlighted the clarity 
provided around neurodivergence and the importance 
of self-reflection and self-kindness, which reinforced the 
workshop’s impact, both professionally and personally.

This is an example of the feedback received:

“Well presented, stimulating, interactive and thought-
provoking. I’ve come away with lots of ideas to improve 
my practice and I feel energised to implement these.”
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Case Study:

Strengthening the 
Speak Up Culture at 
Dorset HealthCare 
University NHS 
Foundation Trust

The following case 
study demonstrates how 
committed board‑level 
engagement, supported 
by our Board Reflective 
and Planning Tool, 
can lead to measurable cultural and operational 
improvements.

In 2022, Dorset HealthCare began a wide‑reaching 
programme of work to strengthen its speaking-up 
culture, using our Board Reflective and Planning 
Tool to identify action priorities. As a medium-sized 
community and mental health trust with around 7,000 
substantive staff and over 1,100 bank workers across 
more than 300 sites, reaching workers effectively was 
a key challenge.

Anne Hiscock
Freedom to Speak 
Up Guardian, Dorset 
HealthCare University 
NHS Foundation Trust
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The trust focused initially on improving capacity, 
visibility and staff awareness of Freedom to Speak Up. 
In 2024, it mandated Freedom to Speak Up training for 
all staff, which increased compliance from 33% to 89% 
within two years. The trust also secured investment to 
expand its Freedom to Speak Up Team, appointing a 
0.6 whole time equivalent (WTE) deputy guardian and 
0.4 WTE administrative support in late 2024.

Workers can face barriers when raising concerns – 
from uncertainty about processes to limited access to 
speaking-up routes. Dorset HealthCare implemented 
a series of improvements to enhance its Freedom to 
Speak Up arrangements through providing resource, 
training, partnership working and better use of data. 
This included the following:

•	 Strengthening resource and capacity: appointing 
a deputy guardian and administrative support, which 
has enabled greater visibility and support across all 
sites

•	 Mandated staff training: introducing compulsory 
Freedom to Speak Up training from April 2024, 
which has significantly improved staff awareness

•	 Data and insight: enhancing the trust’s database 
with new metrics – such as demand failure rates, 
protected characteristics, worker sexual safety, 
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time‑to‑resolution and worker feedback – which has 
informing key performance indicators (KPIs) and 
board reporting

•	 Partnership working: collaborating closely with 
Dorset County Hospital following federation in 2023, 
which has culminated in a joint Freedom to Speak 
Up policy published in May 2025 and a planned joint 
strategy

•	 Champion network growth: expanding the 
champion network through recurrent recruitment 
campaigns, which has led to a joint network of 30 
champions across both organisations

•	 Communication and engagement: publishing a 
joint quarterly Freedom to Speak Up newsletter, 
which has improved staff engagement activity and 
clarity around how to raise concerns

•	 Risk and escalation improvements: developing 
a joint risk and escalation matrix aligned to NGO 
categories, which was piloted in Q4 2025 with full 
rollout expected in Q1 2026

These changes have created real alignment and 
efficiency across both organisations, delivering shared 
systems, processes and approaches. The Board 
Reflective and Planning Tool has proved pivotal in 

64 National Guardian’s Office Annual Report 2026



securing investment and driving tangible improvements 
that are strengthening the speaking-up culture and 
making certain every voice counts.
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Speak Up Week

Freedom to Speak Up 
Week 2025 showcased 
a powerful collective 
commitment across 
the guardian network, 
with organisations and 
workers demonstrating 
that speaking up – and, 
crucially, following up – 
remains central to creating 
psychologically safe and 
responsive healthcare 
workplaces.

The theme, Follow-
Up in Action, inspired 
engagement that went far 
beyond raising awareness. Across England, guardians 
highlighted the proactive work already underway, shared 
examples of improvements made in response to staff 
concerns and encouraged colleagues to reflect on how 
listening leads to meaningful change. Workers from a 
wide range of roles took part, which reveals the continued 
strengthening of a system‑wide speaking‑up culture.
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Throughout the week, we at the National Guardian’s 
Office (NGO) shared daily top tips to support stronger 
follow‑up practice. These focused on offering personal 
support, giving regular and structured updates, 
demonstrating visible change, and seeking feedback to 
improve processes. Together, they helped organisations 
translate the theme into practical, everyday actions.

A programme of well‑attended webinars reinforced 
these messages. A session led by A Kinder Life explored 
the role of kinder feedback and how compassion and 
clarity can turn difficult conversations into opportunities 
for organisational learning. Another session, which 
was delivered with the participation of Parliamentary 
and Health Service Ombudsman clinicians, highlighted 
the importance of candour, transparency and reaching 
seldom‑heard groups – to ensure every worker’s voice 
has the potential to drive improvement.

‘Wear it Green Wednesday’ again provided a powerful 
visual moment. Teams across the healthcare sector 
shared photos and stories that demonstrated their 
commitment to speaking up and following up, which 
reinforced that when staff feel heard, valued and 
supported, both people and patients benefit.

What stood out most throughout the week was the 
high level of proactivity. Some guardians shared 
improvements they had already achieved, while others 
showcased new initiatives that had been designed 
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to strengthen trust in speaking up. The energy and 
engagement demonstrated across the network reaffirmed 
that Freedom to Speak Up Week is not a one‑off event 
but is part of an ongoing, year‑round commitment.

When people speak up and organisations follow up, 
meaningful and lasting change becomes possible.
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A 10‑Year Reflection: 
Achievements of the National 
Guardian’s Office (NGO)
Over the past decade, 
the National Guardian’s 
Office (NGO) has played a 
pivotal role in transforming 
how health and care 
organisations listen to their 
workforce. Having been 
established in response to 
the Freedom to Speak Up 
Review – also known as 
the Francis Report – the 
NGO has helped embed 
a culture in which workers 
feel safe, supported and empowered to speak up.

A central achievement has been the growth and 
professionalisation of the Freedom to Speak Up Guardian 
network. What began as a small cohort has developed 
into a national workforce of over 1,500 guardians 
supporting thousands of organisations as of February 
2026. Since national data collection began in 2017, 
guardians have handled more than 190,000 speaking‑up 
cases, which has provided a trusted route for concerns 
that might otherwise have remained unheard. In 2024/25 

Jenni Fellows
National Lead for 
Guardian Support 
and Policy
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alone, they supported staff with 38,158 concerns, which 
demonstrates increased confidence in the system.

The NGO has strengthened the network through 
national training, enhanced guidance and professional 
standards, which has driven greater consistency in 
how organisations embed and support the guardian 
role. However, national analyses continue to highlight 
variation in how effectively workers’ voices are heard. 
As speaking‑up functions transition into NHS England, 
the Department for Health and Social Care (DHSC), the 
Care Quality Commission (CQC) and providers, ensuring 
there are clearer expectations and more consistent 
implementation will be essential to sustaining progress.

The NGO’s legacy extends beyond processes. It has 
reinforced that organisational culture is inseparable from 
patient safety and that staff experience is fundamental 
to quality care. Numerous case studies illustrate the 
compassionate, impartial support guardians provide, 
which is restoring confidence for individuals and enabling 
concerns to be resolved.

As the NGO enters its final phase, its legacy reflects 
substantial progress in professionalising and 
strengthening speaking up across the NHS. Yet the 
landscape is not yet uniformly safe or reliable. Continued 
leadership from NHS England and DHSC will be vital 
to maintaining momentum; to making certain speaking 
up remains visible, valued and impactful; and to making 
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sure the culture change of the past decade continues to 
deepen.
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Governance
The National Guardian’s Office (NGO) is funded by the 
Care Quality Commission (CQC) and NHS England. 
Senior representatives from the funders form the NGO’s 
Accountability and Liaison Board, which is led by an 
independent chair.

Accountability and Liaison Board members for 
2025/26

•	 Suzanne McCarthy, Independent Chair

•	 Sir Andrew Morris OBE, Deputy Chair, NHS England

•	 Dr Ronke Akerele, Director of Culture Transformation, 
NHS England

•	 Ruth Owen OBE, Chief Executive Leonard Cheshire 
Organisation and CQC board member

•	 Toli Onon, Chief Inspector of Hospitals and CQC’s 
Executive Lead for Freedom to Speak Up

•	 Ben Widdicombe, Deputy Director Quality, Patient 
Safety and Investigations, Department of Health and 
Social Care (DHSC)

The board meets four times a year. Its overarching 
purpose is to provide strategic advice to the National 
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Guardian and the NGO on all matters related to the work 
portfolio, acting as a link to the sponsoring organisations’ 
boards. The NGO reports at least annually to the CQC’s 
and NHS England’s boards.

The NGO previously received advice and support from 
the Partnership Working Group, whose members were 
senior leaders drawn from the NGO’s funding bodies 
and the DHSC. That group’s purpose was to support the 
delivery of the National Guardian’s work programme by 
providing insight on emerging priorities and acting as a 
sounding board for ideas. In preparation for closing the 
NGO, the Partnership Working Group was formally stood 
down in autumn 2025, with the final liaison ensuring 
a smooth transition and continued alignment across 
organisations supporting speaking up in healthcare.

Finances

The NGO was allocated an annual budget for 2025/26 of 
£1,646,667.00, of which £1,153,476.97 is the total budget 
for pay and £493,190.03 is the budget for non-pay. The 
total spend for pay is £917,529.73 and for non-pay is 
£538,924.49.

Prescribed Person

The NGO is a ‘prescribed person’ for the purposes of 
section 43F of the Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998. 
The NGO reports annually on the number of ‘qualifying 
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disclosures’ workers have made and how it has 
responded to those disclosures.

Enquiries to the National Guardian’s Office (NGO)

In 2025/26, the number of enquiries to the NGO was 
4,196. Of these, 90.1% were responded to on the same 
day or within five working days.

Contacts

Due to the National Guardian’s Office (NGO) closing in 
2026, contact details are no longer available. Further 
information on Freedom to Speak Up can be found at 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/freedom-to-speak-
up/
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