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The Rt Hon Thérèse Coffey MP 
Secretary of State 									
Department of Health and Social Care									
39 Victoria Street
London
SW1H 0EU										

8th September 2022

Dear Secretary of State

I’m writing this open letter on behalf of members of the Health People Managers Association (HPMA) to congratulate you on your appointment as Secretary of State for Health and Social Care. 

The HPMA is the professional voice in the people profession in healthcare.  Our aim is to support and develop the people profession to improve the people management contribution that ultimately improves patient care. 

As Secretary of State for Health & Social Care, you will already know this is one of the most important jobs in government. The health and wellbeing of our nation are crucial to all of what our United Kingdom’s government wishes to achieve, yet the challenges facing health and social care have never been more pressing.  And the greatest of all of these challenges is the one facing the health and social care workforce. Not only do we need more staff, but we also need to retain more staff and ensure the existing workforce is valued, respected and appreciated. Whether working in hospitals, general practice, social care settings or in mental health, these are the people we will all turn to in times of need.  These are the people that worked tirelessly throughout the pandemic to keep us all as safe and as well as they possibly could. They are tired and worn down. And this, of course, is being further exacerbated by having to work longer and harder to cover vacancies and unprecedented increases in workload. They are worried about what winter will bring and whether their physical and mental capacity will stand up to safely delivering our health & social care services.

These challenges apply to the entire health & social care team, whether they deliver hands-on care or provide vital support services that enable the vast amount of the health & care systems to tick. These teams have worked relentlessly to deploy and redeploy staff and coordinated a vaccination workforce that went on to deliver one of the world’s most successful vaccination programmes.  People professionals across the UK ensure our health & social care staff are trained and equipped with the right level of knowledge and skills to do their job.  These teams are also doing their level best to support the health and wellbeing of the workforce they support during the greatest challenge the health & care sector has ever faced. They have done all this whilst supporting colleagues grieving the loss of friends and family, with many also having endured their own illnesses and personal loss.

As secretary of state, I urge you not to make the same mistakes as others by undervaluing and failing to appreciate those supporting frontline care; administrative staff, managers and those working in central functions such as IT, HR, estates and finance. It is all too easy to demonise these staff for populist headlines, yet they too are part of the teams that have delivered so fantastically well over the last few years and are an equal and essential part of the long road to recovery of the sector. Valuing and appreciating support services can only enhance your success in delivering the improvements in health and care that we all so desperately want to see.

As a people profession, the HPMA is optimistic.  We believe that with the right support and the right level of engagement of the entire health & social care workforce, you will accelerate much-needed progress. We believe there are several things that will help make a difference:

1. Recognise the value of the HR and people professional teams that are crucial to help retain and grow the size of the workforce whilst ensuring they are well managed and well-led, and that staff are able to respond to working differently to reduce the barriers between physical and mental health and between health and social care. Integrated Care Systems (ICSs) will only ever be effective when we begin to see and experience greater workforce integration. This can only be achieved by continuing to ensure investment in the development of the people profession.

2. Enhance partnership working. The NHS has enjoyed effective working relations with our trade unions, locally, regionally, and nationally. The social partnership approach has also paid dividends over the years and has been particularly evident throughout the pandemic and into today. Resolving the pending pay disputes to avoid industrial action will require much closer work between government and HR teams. Over the autumn and winter period, we urge you to tap into this wealth of expertise that desperately wants (and needs) to be involved in designing and shaping better working conditions for the workforces they support. It would be a massive quick win to ensure that the next pay review body round is able to complete in time to pay any increase in April 23 rather than in September or October as has previously been the case. Given the devastating impact the ever-rising cost of living and increased energy prices are having on lower-paid staff, this simply has to be an essential part of any retention strategy if future reforms in health & social care are to have any chance of success. These teams stand ready to support and provide the evidence required to present to the Pay Review Bodies. I also believe NHS organisations (and indeed the wider public sector) should be funded to ensure that those recruited on to apprenticeship programmes are paid at least the national minimum wage. In the midst of a cost of living crisis, these recruits are so important and are central to our future recruitment pipeline, and yet they are paid less than £5.00 per hour.  This can’t be right.

3. Digital. There is an urgent need to ensure our people professionals have access to technology that correctly supports the work they do in recruitment, selection, retention, training, development and education. We know that AI and machine learning improve productivity and the experience of staff as they move around the systems they work in.  We would be delighted to support you in any initiatives that make this a reality. 


4. Please always seek to lead by example. Easily said but so often hard to achieve in a political environment. We know that a positive, compassionate and inclusive culture is essential in a workforce as diverse as that in health and care. We know that great leadership starts at the top. And not just at the top of our organisations but by the systems and ministers that regulate and lead them. We know that a different, kinder and caring approach built on trust will deliver dividends, and we all need our health and care teams to respond effectively to patients and service users when care and compassion matter most.
We would, of course, be delighted to meet you once you have settled into the role, and, in the meantime, we wish you every success in a role that is so vitally important to our citizens and those that we love and cherish. 

Thank you for your consideration
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