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Thirlwall Inquiry Response

‘A profound failure of management, governance and safeguarding’ was the summary of the Thirlwall Inquiry Report on Tuesday. Topics that, in health and social care, are constantly described to me as ‘dry’ or ‘boring’. But these are the vital structures which Lady Justice Thirlwall have found could have prevented the deaths of babies and the tragic loss which will forever scar their families. 
Safeguarding
In every setting I have worked in, in primary care, communities, supported housing and children’s care, safeguarding frameworks have included mandatory training for all staff from cleaners to the board, there is a clear escalation protocol which is regularly followed if there is an allegation which raises a safeguarding concern about a member of staff. With my HR colleagues I have temporarily changed or suspended people’s duties whilst an investigation is undertaken – the ‘neutral act’ identified by Lady Justice Thirlwall as having been omitted by managers and safeguarding leads at the Countess of Chester. Having an allegation made against your staff is always painful and uncomfortable but I have always explained it to staff as a necessary procedure which protects them as much as it protects service users. It is a part of the work we undertake as professionals in privileged positions of trust working with those who are often unable to protect themselves. I cannot be the only one who is astonished that this training and process has to be a recommendation of a public enquiry but cannot argue with the facts which speak for themselves. 
Management
The other recommendations that stood out to me are that managers who do not have a clinical background must have an explicit primary duty to patients (service users), and an explicit duty of candour to service users, staff, and external parties. The implied lack of accountability and basic values of integrity and professionalism of some of these managers is horrifying, and I feel for all those non-clinical managers who I know have high standards and devote every ounce of energy they have to their roles. Basic governance (how we do things, what is acceptable, and what happens if you cross the boundaries of what is acceptable) has clearly been long neglected in an organisation that requires it. Making expectations clear and holding everyone accountable to it in a just and equitable way is something any manager must do. All too often as people advance into better paid and more influential positions these fundamentals of management are lost. 
Governance
The Inquiry recommends that the National Guardians Office is taken over by the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman, with greater powers and influence so that Freedom to Speak Up Guardians can better escalate concerns and have them safely heard. It will be interesting to see how this recommendation plays out against the backdrop of increasing calls for an Office of the Whistleblower – optimistically I hope this signals momentum towards significantly improved speak up culture and response across public and private sectors. 
Finally there was a recommendation that the National Audit Office keeps government accountable for recommendations made by inquiries and accepted by governments being implemented. I recognise the pattern of having heads nodding and warm welcomes for robust and sensible recommendations but then fighting and nagging for months and years to gain traction on turning them into action. I wonder what teeth the NAO will be given to assist them in this, but if better accountability for all is where we are heading, whether you are a support worker, junior clinician, or c-suite executive, I am fully behind it. 
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