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NHS hospital bosses have warned that a culture of bullying
from “oppressive” regulators has been harming innovation
efforts and motivating experienced leaders to leave the NHS.
The warnings came in a new report by the health policy think
thank the King’s Fund and NHS Providers, the membership
organisation for providers of NHS services. In the report 12
NHS chief executives who were either leaving or had recently
left the health service were interviewed.1

While interviewees spoke positively about making a difference
to patients and staff, the report said that “the sense of pressure
and constraint, in some cases bordering on bullying, is also
palpable.”
A number of chief executives said that scrutiny levels had
worsened during recent years and warned that pressure from
the many system regulators was harming attempts to innovate.
In the report Mark Newbold, a former hospital doctor turned
senior manager, who in 2014 resigned as chief executive of
Heart of EnglandNHSFoundation Trust in Birmingham because
of regulatory pressures,2 recalled having to appear at a “risk
summit” with representatives from NHS England, Monitor, the
Care Quality Commission, and Health Education England.
Newbold said, “It was the worst moment . . . in my professional
career. It was like a ritual humiliation and bullying session.
“The tone of it was as if they thought that we were somehow
not sufficiently concerned about the problems, not trying hard
enough to sort them, when here was a highly experienced and
deeply committed executive team and board that was living and
breathing these issues. We all came out deflated and offended
by the attitude taken towards us.”
Catherine Beardshaw, the former chief executive of Aintree
University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust in Liverpool, who
retired in 2015, was also interviewed. Beardshaw said that she
was angry after a “quality summit” in which her small senior
team were grilled by 38 people from different regulatory
organisations, including Monitor, NHS England, CQC, and
Healthwatch England.
Beardshaw said, “I remember sitting on one side of a table with
six or seven of my team to talk about improving accident and
emergency performance, strengthening our quality strategy, and
reducing our avoidable mortality, and there were 38 people from
other agencies sitting opposite demanding ‘where, why, how,’
each of themmarking our homework! It made me so angry. We

managed it by being very open, saying, ‘Come and work with
us.’ But I was spitting feathers.”
Karen Dowman, chief executive of the Black Country
Partnership NHS Foundation Trust, said that the “overbearing”
regulation and the demands for information were “a disgraceful
waste of money.”
She said, “We are in constrained times financially, and I am
sure we could lose 20 posts if it wasn’t for these endless different
tweaks of information for different things.”
The negative effects of the Health and Social Care Act 2012
were noted by several interviewees, with adjectives such as
“disastrous” and “catastrophic” used to describe the reforms
and policies, such as the abolition of strategic health authorities.
Tim Smart, the former chief executive of King’s College
Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, said, “I think the system was
broken by the 2012 [Health and Social Care] Act. And that’s a
real shame.”
Jonathan Michael, the former chief executive of Oxford
University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, who left the
position in 2015, said that the current regulatory framework felt
“much more intrusive and oppressive than when I came in,”
which was hampering innovation efforts.
He continued, “If you are going to be doing things in a different
way . . . you have to have some appetite for risk. If you have
no appetite for risk, you are paralysed by fear of doing
something different and, of course, the regulatory framework
doesn’t really encourage people to take risks.”
In a joint foreword to the report, the chief executive of the
King’s Fund, Chris Ham, and NHS Providers’ chief executive,
Chris Hopson, said, “We hope that those who read this report
will see it as a wake-up call to change the culture in which
talented people are ground down, however well intentioned the
regulators and performance managers may be.
“The culture of fear needs to be replaced, and rapidly, if the
NHS and its leaders are to rise to the challenges with which
they are faced.”

1 Timmins N. The chief executive’s tale. Views from the front line of the NHS. May 2016.
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