
This lea�et is aimed at NHS staff. It gives you  
background information about the NHS Constitution  
and � most importantly � explains those parts that  
are relevant to you. 
 
For the �rst time in the history of the NHS, an NHS 
Constitution has been created that re�ects what  
matters to staff, patients and public. It brings  
together in one place what staff, patients and  
taxpayers can expect from the NHS. 
 
The idea of a constitution was recommended  
by Health Minister Lord Darzi in his report  
High Quality Care for All, published on the  
60th anniversary of the NHS. Lord Darzi set out  
a 10-year plan to provide the highest quality  
of care and service for patients in England.     
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1.	Background to the 
			NHS Constitution

This section provides an introduction to the  
NHS Constitution and its related documents.  
It explains what the NHS Constitution is and  
what it does, why we need it and how it  
was created.  

�It is the commitment, professionalism and  
dedication of staff working for the bene�t  
of the people the NHS serves which really  
make the difference. High-quality care requires  
high-quality workplaces, with commissioners  
and providers aiming to be employers of choice. 

This guide explains how the NHS Constitution  
will bene�t you in your work within the NHS. 
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What is it?
The NHS Constitution sets out the principles and values  
that guide how the NHS should act and make decisions.  
It also explains the rights and responsibilities of staff,  
patients and the public, and the NHS�s pledges to them.

All NHS organisations and other bodies supplying NHS  
services must have regard to the NHS Constitution,  
and the Constitution itself must be renewed by the 
Government every 10 years.

There are several key associated documents that can  
be read alongside the NHS Constitution. Some of  
these are detailed opposite.

The Handbook to the NHS Constitution, which must 
be updated at least every three years and gives further 
details of the rights, commitments and responsibilities 
that are summarised in the Constitution.

�The Statement of NHS Accountability, which  
provides a summary of the structure of the NHS and  
the roles and responsibilities of each of its parts.

�The NHS Constitution establishes a new right to choice 
and information. New legally binding Directions 
from the Secretary of State to primary care trusts 
(PCTs) support this new right. The Department of Health 
has issued guidance for PCTs to help them with the 
implementation of the right. The guidance explains  
what their new duties are and sets out some of the  
levers for implementing the new duties.

�Guiding principles and statutory directions are 
available to help PCTs make rational and transparent 
decisions on the funding of drugs and treatments 
that are not, or not yet, appraised by the National 
Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE). 
Guidance will be issued shortly covering funding  
policy decisions on new drugs and processes for 
considering exceptions.

�To get a copy of any of these documents,  
visit www.nhs.uk/constitution
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What does the NHS
Constitution do?
	 Brings together  
in one place what staff, 
patients and taxpayers can 
expect from the NHS.

	 Forms the basis of  
a new relationship 	
between staff and patients 
� a relationship based on 
partnership, where everyone 
knows what they can expect 
from the NHS and what is 
expected of them. 

	 Describes everyone�s 	
responsibilities and makes it 
clear what staff, patients and 
the public can do to make the 
very best use of NHS resources.

	 Con�rms that the 
NHS belongs to us all,  
and that access to NHS  
services is based on clinical 
need, not an individual�s  
ability to pay.  
 

	 Details all existing 
rights for staff, patients and 
the public and explains what 
to do if you feel that your 
rights have not been upheld. 
The Constitution also explains 
where the NHS pledges to 
improve services and working 
environments. 
 
	 Sets out for the �rst 
time new rights for patients 
� for example the right to 
make choices about their care 
and the right to receive the 
vaccinations that the national 
advisory body recommends 
they should receive under  
the NHS.

	 Sets out principles 
and values to guide how  
all parts of the NHS should  
act and make decisions.
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Why do we need the
NHS Constitution?
	 It secures the future of 
the NHS for generations to 
come. The Government must 
renew the NHS Constitution 
every 10 years (consulting  
staff, patients and the public),  
so the NHS can�t be changed 
by stealth.

	 It aims to ensure  
high-quality, free NHS 
services � and value for 
money for the taxpayer. 

	 It tells staff and patients 
what they are entitled 
to, and what to do if their 
expectations are not met.

	 It recognises that it is 	
staff that really make the 
difference when providing 
high-quality care and 
commits to addressing those 
issues that are most important 
to you.  
 
	 It helps staff, patients and 
the public play their part in 
the NHS, letting them know 
what is expected of them.

	 It sets out a vision in 
which all staff should be 
trusted and actively listened  
to and have the con�dence,  
tools and support to act in  
the interest of patients.
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How has it  
been created?
The NHS Constitution is the result of almost a year of 
discussions, research and consultation with a wide range 
of staff, patients and the public. Consultations with other 
representatives of the NHS (such as the Royal Colleges,  
trusts and unions) and other organisations and 
individuals who are involved in and care about the NHS 
(such as patient organisations, local authorities, charities  
and other experts), have also played an important role. 

The pledges to staff have come from research into what 
matters to staff involving more than 9,000 staff across  
the NHS.

The opinions expressed in the consultation since the 
draft Constitution was published have helped to 
strengthen the �nal Constitution. In particular they:

	  	 helped shape the NHS values that will underpin 	
		  all future NHS services;

	  	 strengthened and clari�ed the pledges to staff;

	  	 led to a new right to receive recommended 		
		  vaccinations;  

	  	 built on the right to choice by extending it  
		  to include a new right to have information to 		
		  support that choice; and

	  	 asked for a new commitment to provide access 	
		  to an NHS dentist for all those who want it.

 
Consultation will continue to have an important role 
in the way the Constitution will develop in the future. 
Importantly, the Government can never change the 
Constitution without seeking the views of staff, 
patients and the public.
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What does it
mean for you?
	 The Constitution makes 
pledges to you. These 
pledges represent an NHS-wide 
commitment to provide  
high-quality workplaces 
designed with you in order 
that you can provide high-
quality care for your patients. 
For example, the NHS 
commits to engage staff in 
decisions that affect them 
and the services they provide, 
individually and through their 
representative organisations 
and local partnership working 
arrangements, and empower 
all staff to suggest ways to 
deliver better and safer services 
for patients and their families. 
In return, you have a part to 
play, and the NHS Constitution 
explains what is expected 
of you. For example, when 
providing treatment or care  
you should involve patients, 
their families and carers.

	 The pledges and 
principles are supported by 
a set of NHS-wide values, 
developed with staff, patients 
and public. These include, 
for example, treating each 
individual � colleagues and 
patients � with respect and 
dignity. Each organisation will 
also develop and refresh its 
own locally determined values, 
drawing on the national 
values but tailored to the  
spirit and purpose of the 
local organisation.

	 For the �rst time, 
your legal rights have 
been brought together. 
The Constitution summarises 
the aims of these rights and 
the handbook lays out in 
detail what the rights are, 
for example rights relating  
to fair and equal treatment,  
fair pay and a contract 
framework. At the same time 
the Constitution lays out your 
legal duties as a member 
of staff. For example, you 
have a duty to protect the 
con�dentiality of personal 
information. 

	 Monitoring progress on 
pledges to you. Questions 
relating to �what matters to 
staff�, from which the pledges 
to staff are taken, have been 
incorporated into the staff 
survey this year. Going forward, 
the Care Quality Commission 
will monitor staff satisfaction 
as measured through the staff 
survey, and will report on it  
in their annual evaluation  
of trusts.

	 Patients rights and 
pledges. The Constitution 
also sets down in one place 
patients� legal rights and a 
set of pledges by the NHS to 
patients and the public. It also 
describes the things patients 
and the public can do to help 
the NHS work more effectively. 
The patient and public rights 
and pledges share the same 
principles and values as yours, 
but they are tailored to speci�c 
rights and responsibilities as a 
patient. For example, patients 
and the public have a right 
to register with a GP of their 
choice and a responsibility to 
keep appointments and use 
NHS services responsibly. 

The NHS Constitution is the 
result of extensive discussions 
with patients and staff and 
will help staff, patients and 
the public to work together to 
continually improve the NHS.
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	 The NHS Constitution 
sets out a commitment to 
engage staff in decisions that 
affect them and the services 
they provide.

	 It commits the NHS to 
providing staff with clear 
roles and responsibilities, 
rewarding jobs, personal 
development and training  
for their jobs. 

	 It con�rms a commitment 
to providing high-quality 
working environments that 
promote health, well‑being  
and safety.

	 It introduces The 
Statement of NHS 
Accountability, which clari�es 
roles and responsibilities within 
the NHS.

	 The NHS Constitution 
publishes a clear statement 
of what the NHS will do for 
patients, so that there is clarity 
for staff in their roles. 

	 It establishes a set of 
NHS-wide values to inspire 
passion and guide the NHS  
in the 21st century. 

	 It lists speci�c patient 
responsibilities that provide  
a basis for relationships 
between staff and patients  
that are fair and effective. 

The NHS Constitution sets out a vision in which all  
staff should be trusted, be actively listened to and  
have the con�dence to act in the interests of patients.
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2.	Guide to the 
			NHS Constitution

This section of the guide summarises and  
explains each part of the NHS Constitution.  
It sets out what the NHS Constitution says about:

		  the NHS;
	  	 NHS principles; 
		   	 NHS values;  
		�	   staff � their rights, NHS pledges to  

	 them and their responsibilities;  
		   	� Patients and the public � their rights,  

NHS commitments to them and their 
responsibilities. 
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