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Royal College of Nursing response to NHS England consultation on proposed 

changes to the NHS Standard Contract for 2020/21 
 
 
With a membership of around 435,000 registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, 
nursing students, health care assistants and nurse cadets, the Royal College of 
Nursing (RCN) is the voice of nursing across the UK and the largest professional 
union of nursing staff in the world. RCN members work in a variety of hospital and 
community settings in the NHS and the independent sector. The RCN promotes 
patient and nursing interests on a wide range of issues by working closely with the 
Government, the UK parliaments and other national and European political 
institutions, trade unions, professional bodies and voluntary organisations. 
 
 

1. Overview 

 
The NHS Standard Contract is used by all commissioners in England as the 
contract for NHS-funded healthcare services. Each year, NHS England reviews the 
terms of the contract and makes proposed changes.  
 
We have considered our response to these changes in two parts. Firstly, our broad 
view of the contract and its ability to deliver safe and effective care. Secondly, our 
views on the proposed changes. 
 
It is important to recognise the context in which this contract is being delivered in. 
Providers of publicly funded health and care services in England will be well aware 
of the nursing workforce crisis and the impact which this has upon their ability to 
deliver safe and effective care. In response to this crisis, we are calling on the 
Government to take immediate action on three priority areas: 

 Legislation to provide clarity on roles, responsibilities and accountabilities for 
workforce planning and supply 

 A fully funded and costed national health and care workforce strategy 
 Investment in the higher education supply route including tuition fee support 

and maintenance support reflective of student need. 
 
Alongside Government action, we are clear that the NHS Standard Contract is a 
clear lever that should be used to improve working conditions and embed staffing 
for safe and effective care. By ‘staffing for safe and effective care’ we mean the right 
numbers of health and care professionals, with the right skills, in the right place at 
the right time.  
 

2. Recommendations 

 
Recommendation: The NHS Standard Contract should require all providers to 
collect and report real-time staffing levels and skill mix within services, both actual 
and planned. Alongside this there should be an appropriate metric for describing 
the level of patient need, demand or activity at all times. This information will allow 
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for robust national monitoring of the impact of staffing upon patient care, safety and 
outcomes. This will also reveal how evidence and professional judgement are being 
taken into account in terms of workforce planning.  Data from the independent 
sector should not be excluded from national reporting, as without it a full picture of 
the workforce cannot be determined. 
 
Recommendation: Whenever an incident or near miss occurs, all providers 
(regardless of sector) should be required to report on the staffing levels and skill 
mix, even if staffing is not immediately identified as a contributing factor to the 
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To support CPD being embedded into the Standard Contract, we have included 
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been undertaken regarding the 
additional workforce 
requirements to deliver this 
objective. The delivery of this is 
dependent on there being 
sufficient numbers of staff to 
deliver safe and effective care. 
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Integrated system working and Primary Care Networks (PCNs) 
 
These proposed changes are aimed at promoting effective system-wide collaboration between commissioners and providers 
within a local health community.  
 

Topic Proposed Change 
 

Support proposal? Comments 

Yes No More 
info 

needed 
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Changes relating to patient safety 
 
These proposed changes are aimed at improving patient safety, partly in response to the new NHS Patient Safety Strategy launched 
in July 2019.  
 

Topic Proposed Change 
 

Support proposal? Comments 

Yes No More 
info 

needed 

Common sources 
of harm to 
patients in 
hospital / Safety 
Thermometer 
SC3, SC22 
Schedule 6A 

We propose to remove the Safety 
Thermometer requirements from the 
Contract and to introduce a higher-level 
obligation on acute providers to ensure 
standards of care for venous 
thromboembolism, catheter-acquired 
urinary tract infections, falls and pressure 
ulcers. 

  X We seek further clarity on the proposed 
obligations, and details of the impact 
assessment which has been undertaken 
regarding removing the Safety 
Thermometer requirements. 
It is important that both safeguarding 
activity and the new Liberty protection 
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National Patient 
Safety Alerts 
SC33 

All providers must ensure that they can 
receive and respond appropriately to 
National Patient Safety Alerts. *** 

X  X We are supportive of this approach and 
believe it would facilitate accountability 
and transparency. 
We would like further information 
about what mechanism is in place for 
taking action against those who are 
not able to provide assurance or 
demonstrate implementation. 

Patient Safety 
Specialists 
SC33 

All providers must designate an existing 
staff member as their Patient Safety 
Specialist. 

  X Further information is required. We 
are concerned that there could be 
negative implications of designating 
responsibility to one member of staff, 
as opposed to embedding 
responsibility across a range of staff 
roles. This work should compliment the 
work of safety reps, and wider health 
and safety initiatives for staff. 
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Other broader policy initiatives 
 
These proposed changes are aimed at promoting other more general improvements in how care and treatment are delivered for 
patients.  

Topic Proposed Change 
 

Support proposal? Comments 

Yes No More info 
needed 
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us to comment on its inclusion in a fully 
informed and constructive way. 
Pay and terms and conditions of the 
workforce, including respect for statutory 
employment rights must be protected, 
maintained and improved post Brexit. 

Care and 
Treatment 
Reviews 
SC6 

Providers of mental health services and of 
mental health secure services must 
ensure that CTRs are completed within 
the applicable timescales.  Where this is 
not done, through any error or omission of 
the provider, a financial sanction will 
apply. 

X   We request information about the 
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Choice of clinician 
SC7 



 

Page 17 of 27 
 

Screening and 
onward referral to 
smoking 
cessation and 
alcohol advisory 
services 
SC8 

Providers must screen inpatients for 
alcohol and tobacco use, and offer brief 
advice, interventions and/or onward 
referral as appropriate. 

X (with 
caveats) 

  We know that these interventions work in 
terms of changing culture within 
organisations. The screening and 
questions, brief interventions to be part 
of all contacts wherever possible. 
They need to be set up alongside 
practical tools (e.g. RSPH impact tools) 
to support implementation and help 
organisations to measure. They also 
require staff to have the skills to 
education and awareness raising 
Inclusion in the patient records of 
questions asked and advice given to 
make it easy to remember and monitor. 
Include with this what local support 
availability there is so practitioners have 
wider support, the reality is clinicians 
don’t ask if they fear there is nothing for 
them to refer onto. This needs to link to 
the local authority public health teams to 
support but also monitor data and use 
risk stratification to look at local needs. 
At a sector level STPs and ICS to 
include as part of their overall prevention 
strategy. 
We request information about the 
impact assessment which has been 
undertaken regarding the additional 
workforce requirements to deliver this 
objective. The delivery of this is 
dependent on there being sufficient 
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numbers of staff to deliver safe and 
effective care.  

Prescribing 
SC11 

Providers of acute, mental health and 
cancer services must have regard to 
national guidance on over-the-counter 
medicines and items that should not be 
routinely prescribed. 

X (with 
caveats) 

  Please see response to SC4.  
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Smoke-free 
premises 
SC17 
Definitions 

NHS Trusts and FTs must use reasonable 
endeavours to ensure that their premises 
are smoke-free. 

X (with 
caveats) 

  This element of the contract should 
ensure that screening policies are 
incorporated into the overarching 
provider strategy. It also has to be linked 
to strategies to support smokers, access 
to nicotine replacement etc. 
 
Staff also need to be supported to quit 
and organisations should be 
implementing the NICE guidelines on 
smoking cessation in the workplace 
which recommend that initiatives can be 
cost effective if they allow staff to attend 
in working hours.   
 
Care must be taken around 
implementation in some settings as this 
could be linked to an increase in 
violence and aggression.  Our members 
have raised concerns about their 
vulnerability when they have been asked 
to implement policies and challenge 
smokers on hospital grounds. Good 
practice guidance should be developed 
in co-production with patients and the 
public. 
 
We request information about the 
impact assessment which has been 
undertaken regarding the additional 
workforce requirements to deliver this 
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objective. The delivery of this is 
dependent on there being sufficient 
numbers of staff to deliver safe and 
effective care. 

NHS Premises 
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Changes relating to workforce issues 
 
These proposed changes relate to staff working in the NHS.  
 

Topic Proposed Change 
 

Support proposal? Comments 
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Influenza 
vaccinations 
SC21 

Providers must use all reasonable 
endeavours to ensure that all staff are 
vaccinated against influenza. 

X (with 
caveats) 
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NHS People Plan 
GC5 

NHS Trusts and NHS Foundation Trusts 
must develop a plan to implement in full 
the NHS People Offer (that is, the core 
standards in relation to work environment 
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Redundancy and 
re-hiring 
GC5 

We propose to extend the existing 
redundancy and re-hiring provisions in the 
Contract to VSMs who have been made 
redundant and have subsequently been 
re-hired by commissioners.  We also 
propose to expand the coverage of the 
repayment provision to apply to any VSM 
who is made redundant, then re-hired by 
a management consultancy and provides 
services back to the NHS.  We are also 
proposing to expand the definition of NHS 
Employer, to include NHS Improvement.   

 X X We are concerned that this proposal is 
disproportionately harsh to VSMs in 
restricting their employment choices.  
 
It is important that as part of policies to 
retain the workforce that the proposal 
does not deter individuals who have 
been made redundant from returning to 
work in the NHS and wider health 
services, including for VSM to return to 
lower graded jobs which enable staff to 
achieve a better work life balance at the 
end of their career. 

Declarations of 
interest 
GC27 

Providers must publish the names and 
positions of any decision-making staff who 
have neither completed a declaration of 
interest nor submitted a nil return on their 
websites each year. *** 
 
Please indicate here if your organisation 
supports this inclusion in the Contract, 
and submit any comments on this 
proposal and on any other ways in which 
arrangements for managing declarations 
of interest can appropriately be 
strengthened, in accordance with s3.4 
below. 

  X We request further information on the 
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Changes to bring about a greener NHS 
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Changes relating to technology, booking systems and data 
 
These proposed changes relate to the use of technology, booking systems and data in the NHS.  
 

Topic Proposed Change 
 

Support proposal? Comments 
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About the Royal College of Nursing 

 

The RCN is the voice of nursing across the UK and the largest professional union of 

nursing staff in the world.  

 

For further information, please contact:  

Charli Hadden, Policy Adviser (charli.hadden@rcn.org.uk, 020 7647 3933). 

 

Policy and Public Affairs (UK and International) 
Royal College of Nursing 
January 2020 


