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About this resource 

This guidance is for NHS boards and for newly appointed wellbeing guardians.  It 

supports the national wellbeing guardians guidance by NHS England and NHS 

Improvement and the wellbeing guardians guidance created by NHS Employers. 

Introduction 

Now more than ever, supporting the health and wellbeing of our colleagues and 

ensuring we create a positive experience in which our people can not only deliver 

their work but also thrive and develop in the workplace is fundamental. Where this is 

most successful, the workforce is integral to an organisation’s/systems overall 

strategy, ensuring that our people are at the centre of what we do.  

Evidence tells us that those in caring roles often wait until they become unwell or 

very unwell before raising their hand and seeking support. The NHS People Promise 

within the NHS People Plan aims to improve the experience of working in the NHS 

for everyone.  If we don’t look after ourselves, and each other, we cannot deliver 

safe, high-quality care.  This is a promise we must all make to each other and 

actively support each other to achieve this encouraging everyone to look after 

ourselves, each other and to speak up and seek help as soon as it is needed.  

NHS board members have distinct roles, but share corporate responsibilities for 

formulating strategy, ensuring accountability, shaping culture, and making sure the 

health and wellbeing of their colleagues is paramount. The NHS People Plan follows 

on from the 2019 Health Education England NHS Staff and Learners' Mental 

Wellbeing Report and both recommend the creation of board-level NHS wellbeing 

guardians. 

Having a wellbeing guardian on your board and working with them, will help your 

senior leaders make sure the health and wellbeing of your colleagues is at the heart 

of your organisational strategy.  Working with and fully supporting your wellbeing 

guardian will help ensure the role is embedded in your organisation and will be as 

effective as possible. 

Understanding the key aims for NHS board members in relation to supporting health 

and wellbeing, and knowing where the wellbeing guardian sits, will enhance effective 

partnership working to support your overall workforce wellbeing agenda.  

 

 

 

 

 

What is a wellbeing guardian? 

https://people.nhs.uk/executivesuite/support-in-difficult-times/wellbeing-guardians/
https://www.nhsemployers.org/articles/wellbeing-guardians
https://publishing.rcseng.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1308/rcsbull.2020.169
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/We-Are-The-NHS-Action-For-All-Of-Us-FINAL-March-21.pdf
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/NHS%20%28HEE%29%20-%20Mental%20Wellbeing%20Commission%20Report.pdf
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/NHS%20%28HEE%29%20-%20Mental%20Wellbeing%20Commission%20Report.pdf
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A wellbeing guardian is a non-executive director role within an NHS organisation.  

They provide an assurance role to the board and will act as a critical friend. It is 

important to note that the primary responsibility for our people’s health and wellbeing 

lies with the chief executive, but ultimately we know health and wellbeing is 

everyone’s responsibility.  

A wellbeing guardian’s role is to check, challenge and seek assurance that the 

health and wellbeing of the organisation is embedded throughout and that each 

board member is putting the health and wellbeing of the organisation and its people 

front and centre. They will also champion equality, diversity and inclusion to ensure 

all voices are represented and heard across the organisation and within the board.  

Your wellbeing guardian will most likely be a non-executive director (NED), and as 

NED roles within NHS organisations are part time, it is important to make sure that 

the asks of the wellbeing guardian are realistic given the amount of time they are in 

the organisation/working on the role. 

The wellbeing guardian will influence the board both within the organisation and 

externally through their values, behaviours, and expertise. 

They will regularly attend board meetings (virtually or in-person) and look at the 

organisational activities from a health and wellbeing perspective.  They will act as a 

critical friend to question decisions of the board and encourage the board to place 

wellbeing at the heart of all that they do. 

Looking at data and insights of the organisation’s people and performance activities 

through a health and wellbeing lens, can prompt and hold the board/senior 

leadership team to account for undertaking improvement work, such as training 

provision, opportunities for staff feedback and showing an ethos of supporting 

work/life balance of staff.  

Where possible, they will participate in regional and national wellbeing guardian 

networks to maximise the opportunity for system wide partnerships and cross-

organisational learning. 

Some NEDs within NHS organisations are visible to its people and may be well 

known and feel approachable. Whilst this fosters an open and positive culture, it is 

important that the wellbeing guardian signposts its people to the organisations 

people function including, line managers, health and wellbeing leads, organisation 

development (OD) leads, HR and occupational health to allow them to get the 

support they may need. 

It is important to note that the wellbeing guardian role may be undertaken by a NED, 

working part time, and will not:  

• take on executive/management responsibilities for ensuring wellbeing policies 

are operationally actioned and delivered 

• get involved in ‘the doing’, operational management, or individual staff cases 

• personally collect, analyse, or present data on wellbeing. 
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They will act as an ambassador for their organisation and establish key relationships 

and develop networks and contacts to support the ongoing development of the role 

within the organisation. 

The wellbeing guardians external influence may include participating in professional 

networks, attending national advisory boards, and representing own views and those 

of peers and organisational colleagues in these. 

External relationships may link with: 

• NHS England and NHS Improvement 

• NHS Employers 

• NHS Integrated Care Systems 

• NHS wellbeing guardian networks 

• NHS health and wellbeing leads 

• NHS staff networks 

• NHS England and NHS Improvement regional leads 

• HRD networks 

• Freedom to speak up guardians. 

 

The roles working with and supporting the wellbeing guardian 

COVID-19 has greatly impacted on the way the NHS operates, meaning face-to-face 

meetings and events may be difficult to implement. Similarly, time and resources 

may be limited, the section below highlights how each role can work with the 

wellbeing guardian to complement each other’s roles and to have the best positive 

impact on health and wellbeing.  

It is important that the senior roles mentioned work with and support the wellbeing 

guardian by: 

• asking what can you do to support the wellbeing guardian? 

• asking them what may they need from you in your role? 

• sharing knowledge and learning to provide insight and ensure their role is as 

effective as possible 

• provide opportunities for the wellbeing guardian to visit each directorate area 

for a sense of the true picture of what it is like for our NHS people  

• highlight the challenges your role and work area face regarding health and 

wellbeing 

• raise health and wellbeing issues, challenges, stories at the ringfenced time 

on the agenda to participate in the conversation on health and wellbeing 

• sharing knowledge, skills, and experience with the wellbeing guardian, 

educating them on how the directorate is aligning with the health and 

wellbeing strategy to take action to support the mental health and wellbeing of 

NHS people.  
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Chief Executive  

Recruiting a wellbeing guardian onto your board will help you and your senior 

leaders make sure the health and wellbeing of your colleagues is at the heart of your 

organisational strategy.  Working with and fully supporting your wellbeing guardian 

will help ensure the role is embedded in your organisation and be as effective as 

possible.   

Appointing a wellbeing guardian who is competent and confident in their ability, will 

allow them to challenge the executive / senior leader team on behalf of the board.    

It is important that your wellbeing guardian is invited to, and attends your 

organisations board meetings, and has ringfenced time on the agenda to have 

conversations with board members about the wellbeing of their colleagues within 

their designated work areas. 

Building a relationship with your wellbeing guardian is equally important. They are 

encouraged to act as a critical friend, giving them permission to challenge you and 

your board on wellbeing issues within your organisation is vital to enhance a positive 

staff experience. 

A wellbeing guardian will strategically sense-check the organisations wellbeing 

agenda and will prompt improvement or developmental action where needed.  

Working closely with you and the board, they will seek assurance from you as chief 

executive, that your organisation considers the needs of the diverse groups within 

your workforce and adapts holistic approaches to wellbeing, appreciating peoples 

changing needs over time. 

It is important that the wellbeing guardian has permission to and is encouraged to 

look at your available data to see what’s happening within health and wellbeing 

within your organisation (the wellbeing guardian will not personally collect, analyse, 

or present this data on wellbeing to your board, this is purely so the wellbeing 

guardian can get an overview of the organisation’s wellbeing position.)  This may 

allow the wellbeing guardian to seek assurance from the board on how your 

organisation enables the wellbeing of its people. 

 

Chair  

Working with the CEO will allow the board to appoint a wellbeing guardian who is 

competent and confident in their ability to challenge the executive / senior leader 

team and will champion equality, diversity, and inclusion. 

It is important that the wellbeing guardian is invited, regularly attends and has 

ringfenced space on the agenda at board meetings to have conversations with board 

members about the wellbeing of their colleagues within their designated work areas.   

Giving the wellbeing guardian space on the agenda to ask questions, seek 

assurance and challenge how board leads are ensuring the wellbeing of staff within 

their remit is and remains a priority will allow them to gain insights into the health and 

wellbeing of the organisation. 
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Working with your wellbeing guardian, what could the organisation do differently at 

the board meetings regarding health and wellbeing? 

As your NED may be from outside the healthcare sector, it is important that board 

leads share their expertise, experience, knowledge and learning in healthcare to 

make sure their role is as effective as possible. 

 

HR Director  

The HR director (HRD) should strive to collaborate and work closely with the 

wellbeing guardian to assess the organisation’s overall, wider health and wellbeing 

agenda and offers, ensuring wellbeing is placed at the centre of workforce strategies 

to ensure a highly motivated, skilled, and performing workforce.  

Where possible, the HRD could allow the wellbeing guardian to challenge and 

question development opportunities offered to staff and check in with staff to see 

what impact these opportunities are having on their overall motivation, skills, and 

wellbeing.   

The wellbeing guardian may want to be involved in discussions when the HRD 

makes decisions that will impact on strategies and organisational efficiency and 

effectiveness.   

Sharing information on national strategies, initiatives and policies including the NHS 

People Plan would be a great opportunity for the wellbeing guardian to sense check 

and ask key questions on how this could impact on staff wellbeing. 

The wellbeing guardian may greatly benefit from attending some wellbeing events 

such as workshops, coffee mornings and drop-in sessions, which will help to provide 

a more accurate picture of the wellbeing of our NHS people.  

By providing clear data that assesses and measures the impact of successful 

wellbeing initiatives can help guide the wellbeing guardian in directing future efforts 

and resources within health and wellbeing.  

 

Finance Director 

The finance director could share financial data reports to allow the wellbeing 

guardian to see where previous money from the budget has been spent within the 

health and wellbeing space and to help inform future spending. Allocating some of 

the budget to health and wellbeing areas will be helpful for the wellbeing guardian.   

Similarly, the wellbeing guardian could be asked which areas of health and wellbeing 

the organisation could benefit from financial investment and ensure they are part of 

financial forecasting conversations.  

Involving the wellbeing guardian in key stakeholder meetings (where possible) to 

present ideas of how health and wellbeing can be incorporated into future 

refurbishment and building plans could be beneficial. For instance, quiet spaces for 
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breaks, welfare facilities such as showers and locker rooms, on site gyms/exercise 

areas, garden areas, kitchen facilities, hydration stations could be suggested and 

considered. Hearing what staff need to enhance their health and wellbeing means 

the finance director can incorporate these elements into larger scale financial 

investments happening within the organisation.  

Finance directors could focus their attention on the NHS’s finance professional 

development strategy, affiliated with ‘Our NHS Finance’. The future-focused finance 

programme 2021-2026 aims to deliver health and wellbeing events, support health 

and wellbeing champions as well as providing support to staff when returning to the 

office and moving towards hybrid working solutions, all of which impact on staff 

health and wellbeing. These areas that are receiving the financial focus will be of 

interest to the wellbeing guardian.   

 

Medical Director 

There is great scope and value for the medical director to connect with the wellbeing 

guardian. Burnout and chronic workplace stress are detrimental on clinical staff’s 

health and wellbeing, which can impact on patient safety. Prioritizing wellbeing can 

increase staff happiness and engagement levels, leading to higher compassion and 

provide safer care.    

Sharing with the wellbeing guardian the signposting wellbeing provisions and 

services for all medical and clinical staff will enable the wellbeing guardian to identify 

any key areas or gaps that could be addressed. Where provisions are not available, 

the wellbeing guardian should check and challenge this to support our NHS people. 

Encourage staff to take time to rest, rehydrate and refuel, which is of equal priority to 

patient care as it is staff care. 

When producing medical workforce planning, education and training plans, medical 

directors could ask the wellbeing guardian to sense check the work to ensure health 

and wellbeing remains central to all ideas.   

Nursing Director 

There is great scope and value for the director of nursing to connect with the 

wellbeing guardian so they can identify key areas of nurses’ health and wellbeing 

that need to be focused on during the continuation and recovery from the pandemic.  

The nursing director’s knowledge and expertise of the nursing directorate and 

workforce will enable meaningful conversations with the wellbeing guardian, allowing 

them to work together to increase the overall health and wellbeing of the nursing 

staff.  

The nursing director and wellbeing guardian can work together to ensure basic 

needs are met, such as rest, rehydrate and refuel, having meaningful and regular 

health and wellbeing conversations, access to a strong network of health and 

wellbeing champions and whether staff feel they have sufficient welfare facilities on 

site to fulfill their shifts to work comfortably and safely. Ensuring these are in place is 

https://www.nhsemployers.org/publications/welfare-facilities-healthcare-staff
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/NHS-Finance-Function-Development-Strategy-1.pdf
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/NHS-Finance-Function-Development-Strategy-1.pdf
https://www.nhsemployers.org/case-studies/rest-rehydrate-refuel-project
https://www.nhsemployers.org/case-studies/rest-rehydrate-refuel-project
https://www.nhsemployers.org/articles/health-and-wellbeing-conversations
https://www.nhsemployers.org/articles/health-and-wellbeing-champions
https://www.nhsemployers.org/articles/health-and-wellbeing-champions
https://www.nhsemployers.org/publications/welfare-facilities-healthcare-staff
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of equal priority to patient care as it is staff care as safer staffing requirements are 

required to deliver high-quality and safe patient care.  

 

Non-executive Directors 

Part of the non-executive directors role includes partnership working in relation to 

health and wellbeing. This is similar to the wellbeing guardian, although their role 

specifically focusses on the assurance of the health and wellbeing of the 

organisation. 

NEDs can work with and support the wellbeing guardian by transferring skills, 

knowledge, and abilities across from personal and professional experiences, and 

provide expertise and perspective to add value to the role. The role as a NED means 

drawing on a wealth of experience in non-NHS employment and professions to help 

facilitate partnership working and transformational change within workforce health 

and wellbeing. 

Where NEDs may lead and manage some sub committees of the board, this allows 

NEDs to appreciate an overall sense of how the organisation operates and share this 

intel with the wellbeing guardian. 

Sense checking any ideas or developments presented by the wellbeing guardian 

allows NEDs to give a balanced perspective and expertise.  

Freedom to speak up guardian 

Whilst the wellbeing guardian and the freedom to speak up (FTSU) guardian have 

similar titles, their roles within the organisation have a different focus.  

FTSU guardians provide a channel for colleagues to discuss any concern, not just 

health and wellbeing related, that they think is harming the work your organisation is 

doing.  A FTSU guardian is a paid employee of organisation and may either solely do 

this or have this as part of their existing role.   

The FTSU is there for our NHS people should they feel they cannot raise something 

with their line manager. They also offer support and help colleagues escalate 

concerns.  NHS trusts have a FTSU guardian, FTSU executive lead and a non-

executive FTSU lead and more information on these roles can be found on the 

NHSEI’s Freedom to Speak Up: Guidance for NHS trust and NHS foundation trust 

boards resources. 

The difference with a wellbeing guardian compared to a FTSU guardian is that the 

wellbeing guardian role does not get involved in ‘the doing’, operational 

management, or individual staff cases.  Colleagues who wish to raise something or 

seek clarity and guidance on health and wellbeing should contact their line manager, 

OH, health and wellbeing lead, health and wellbeing champion (if available) or their 

HR department. 

Whilst the FTSU guardian is not a role that sits on a NHS board,the FTSU does 

report to a member of the board and share any concerns or issues with the NEDs. 

https://senioronboarding.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/thinking-of-becoming-a-chair-or-a-ned/
https://nationalguardian.org.uk/learning-resources/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/whistleblowing/freedom-to-speak-up-guidance-for-nhs-trust-and-nhs-foundation-trust-boards/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/whistleblowing/freedom-to-speak-up-guidance-for-nhs-trust-and-nhs-foundation-trust-boards/

