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The Guardian Service Freedom to Speak Up Annual Data and Insights - 1st April 2025-31st March2026
What the data tells us about speaking up across our growing service
Overview
The Guardian Service is supporting more organisations than ever before, and this has brought an increase in the number of cases recorded across the service. Much of the growth in our client base has come from primary care, which has significantly increased the overall number of organisations we support. However, many of these clients are newer to the service and currently have low case volumes so they do not yet provide enough data for detailed trend analysis at this stage.  For that reason, this report focuses particularly on NHS trusts, where we have a more established and consistent data set and can draw more meaningful comparisons over time. As the dataset grows across other organisation types, we will be able to extend this analysis and share wider intelligence about speaking up across the full range of services we support.
The report looks beyond the headline numbers to explore patterns across different organisations and professional groups, what workers spoke up about, why they contacted a Guardian, what happened after contact and how respondents felt about the support they received
Key findings
· Recorded cases increased by 17%, from 3,511 in 2024/25 to 4,129 in 2025/26, while the number of organisations we supported rose from 30 to 426 in the same period, driven by our significant expansion in primary care.
· The overall case increase was not seen across every established client. Among the 35 organisations supported for the full 12-month period, case numbers increased in 19, decreased in 15 and remained unchanged in one, showing that local patterns varied.
· The average number of cases per Trust has reduced, whilst there is individual variation, the overall trend is downwards. 
· Management issues remain the largest theme, although the share has fallen year on year from 31% in 2023/24 to 28% in 2024/25 and then to 26% in 2025/26.
· Worker safety /well-being has more than doubled as a share of recorded themes, rising from 5% to 11% over the same period.
· Impartial support was cited as a reason for approaching The Guardian Service in 46% of contacts, up from 36% last year.

Case Activity Across All Client Organisations 

Between 1 April 2025 and 31 March 2026, we recorded 4,129 cases, 17% more than in the previous year. During the same period, the number of client organisations grew from 30 to 426, (+1320%) largely because of growth in primary care, though case numbers remain low in primary care organisations so the overall rise in case numbers is primarily driven by our work with Trusts. The picture was not the same across established clients (those GSL supported for the full 12 months): excluding primary care, case numbers rose for 19 clients, fell for 15 and remained unchanged for one. These differences suggest that local factors still shape case activity. Rising numbers may be associated with greater awareness of the Guardian, increased confidence in using the service or general pressures which push up case numbers across an organisation. Falling numbers may reflect cases being resolved through other routes, changes in awareness or an increase in the influence of wider barriers to speaking up. The figures do not show which explanation applies, but they give organisations a starting point for reviewing their local context.
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Insights from GSL’s NHS Trust Client Data
Case rates 
Looking specifically at NHS trusts supported by The Guardian Service across the full 12-month period, whilst overall numbers of cases have increased due to our increased client base, the average number of cases per client has decreased (from 166 to 151).  This trend is seen in Trusts of all sizes and across all the types of services provided by our clients.  

As in previous years, on average, we see more cases in Acute & Community Trusts (an average of 153 per Trust per year) than we do in Mental Health, Disability & Community Trusts (an average of 124 per Trust per year). 
When looking at the number of cases we received per 1,000 workers (a measure of ‘case density’) we see the same pattern as we have in previous years – case density is higher in smaller organisations.  There are many factors that may contribute to this but, as always, considering Guardian case numbers alone is of limited value.  As we set out in our ‘GSL FTSU Index’ report the most important indicator of openness and a healthy speaking up culture is whether staff feel that they are safe to speak up, rather than drawing conclusions purely on the number of staff who actually do so.  This is a factor of staff perception, which the GSL FTSU Index quantifies.  
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Case themes
The overall pattern of concerns has remained broadly consistent. Issues related to management, systems or processes represent the greatest proportion of cases we receive. However, the proportion of cases related to worker safety and wellbeing have increased sharply from 5% in 23/24 to 11% in 25/26.  This indicates that, while established organisational issues remain central to speaking-up experiences, concerns about the working environment impacts on the physical and mental health of workers are becoming more prominent. 
Issues relating to sexual misconduct have been recorded separately for the first time this year, giving us a baseline for future reports.
In looking at case themes, it should always be remembered that Guardian cases are often multifaceted and complex, reflecting the real-world experience of working in the NHS and the interplay between how individuals relate to each other, day to day and system pressures, and the complexities of delivering NHS Services. In such a VUCA (volatile, under certain, complex and ambiguous) environment, culture is key with openness and the ability to speak being critical elements of that. 
	Theme
	2023/24
	2024/2025
	2025/2026

	Management Issue
	31%
	28%
	26%

	System/Process
	24%
	22%
	21%

	Behaviour/Relationship
	15%
	18%
	18%

	Worker Safety/Wellbeing
	5%
	9%
	11%

	Bullying /Harassment
	10%
	10%
	9%

	Discrimination/Inequality
	5%
	5%
	7%

	Patient Safety/Quality
	9%
	7%
	6%

	Other
	1%
	1%
	.5%

	Sexual Misconduct
	Not recorded 
	Not recorded 
	.5%







Who is speaking up
Share of cases by professional group: The professional profile of people using the service has remained broadly stable. Nurses and Midwives and Administration and Clerical workers continue to account for the largest share of cases handled by GSL Guardians. 
	Professional group
	2023/24
	2024/2025
	2025/2026

	Nurses and Midwives
	30%
	27%
	26%

	Administration and Clerical
	24%
	23%
	24%

	Additional Clinical services
	15%
	16%
	13%

	Medical and Dental
	7%
	8%
	11%

	Allied Health Professional
	7%
	9%
	10%

	Estates and Ancillary
	3%
	6%
	4%

	Not Known
	5%
	5%
	7%

	Additional Professional
	5%
	4%
	3%

	Healthcare science
	3%
	1%
	1%

	Students
	1%
	1%
	1%



Distribution of themes within each professional group: The distribution of themes raised by each professional group shows an overall similar pattern. The most notable exception to this is the prevalence of cases related to patient safety/quality raised by medical and dental professionals. Whilst it might be expected that medical and dental professional would be exposed to and therefore raise more issues concerning the quality and safety of care compared to their non-clinical colleagues, it is striking that 20% of cases from medical and dental professionals are related to patient safety/ quality compared to 10% from nurses and midwives.   
We have to recognise that we are only looking at cases raised to a Guardian so this may, in fact, reflect particular difficulties that medical and dental professionals have in raising concerns about patient safety matters with colleagues or even a defensive approach where issues may be raised across multiple speak up routes before or alongside contact with a Guardian. This is reflected in the 2025 NHS Staff Survey: medical and dental staff reported lower confidence in raising concerns about unsafe clinical practice and in their organisation addressing those concerns compared to registered nurses and midwives (71.8% compared with 80.3%).
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Why people contact a Guardian
Nearly half of the people who contact a GSL Guardian do so because they want impartial support. This was recorded in 46% of cases, up from 36% in 2024/25. At the same time, 40% said they had not felt listened to or did not believe they would be heard, compared with 49% last year.
The rise in proportion of people seeking impartial support reflects greater awareness of the importance of thus to NHS workers, and GSL’s independent status giving us that ability to provide this. This is something that internal Guardian arrangements cannot offer. 
Escalation and onward action
Following the same pattern as in previous years, more than half of the cases that GSL Guardians receive (52%) do not result in onward escalation.  This does not mean, of course, that those issues were not considered and were not appropriately tackled.  We believe that our ability to listen to workers, provide them with a space for reflection, and encouragement for them to take action themselves means issues are resolved by the people who are most informed – those most directly involved.


Service feedback
Feedback is invited when a case closes so that we can understand how people experienced the service. The questions cover whether the support was helpful, whether the person would recommend the service and whether their experience would encourage them to raise an issue again.
The year our response rate was 12%. Of those who responded, 92% rated their experience positively, 98% would recommend the service to a colleague and 93% said they would speak up again
Looking ahead  
Looking ahead, our ambition is to use the scale and consistency of our data to make a stronger contribution to the national understanding of speaking up and the openness of culture in the NHS. Whilst we can be assured that our data set reflects consistent implementation of the Guardian role, we remain concerned that the wide variation in how internal Guardian arrangements operate significantly reduces the reliability of national data sets.  We are also concerned about the use of Guardian case data in isolation and the conclusions that have historically been drawn from it.  Our commitment is to continue our work to provide reliable data, expertise in its interpretation, and expand further our work with individual organisations to bring together various sources of ‘worker voice’ intelligence so that organizational culture and potential risks that workers, patients and service users may be exposed to, are properly understood. We remain of the opinion that, when it comes to data interpretation, context is key.










Annex 
NHS Staff Survey source - NHS England, 2025 NHS Staff Survey: National Results, published March 2026. Professional-group figures quoted in this report are taken from the detailed national breakdown data for medical and dental staff and registered nurses and midwives.
General Methodology
To account for changes in client numbers throughout the reporting period, we applied the following approach:
1. Quarterly Case Calculation:
We first calculated the total number of cases in each quarter of the reporting year.
2. Average Case Per Client:
For each quarter, we divided the total number of cases by the number of clients active during that quarter. This gave us an average number of cases per client for that period.
3. Quarterly Replication:
This method was applied consistently across all quarters, allowing us to account for fluctuations in client numbers throughout the year.
4. Annual Total:
Finally, we added the quarterly averages together to arrive at the total figure for the year.
Illustrative example
	Quarter
	Number of organisations at the end of the quarter of the type being considered (e.g. Trusts with a particular CQC rating)
	Total number of cases for that organisation type for that quarter
	Quarterly figure

	
	A
	B
	B ÷ A

	Q1 Apr – Jun
	10
	250
	25

	Q2 Jul – Sept
	10
	250
	25

	Q3 Oct – Dec
	12
	350
	29

	Q4 Jan - Mar
	14
	360
	26

	
	
	ANNUAL TOTAL
	105



Percentage Increase calculations   = (New Value − Original Value)
                                                              ——————————————— × 100
                                                                          **Original Value**

Percentage difference calculations   = (Value 1 – Value2)
                                                              ——————————————— × 100
                                                                      Average of the two values
Where: Average of the Two Values = (Value 1 + Value 2)
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Distribution of case themes across professional groups
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