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27 August 2025

Dear colleagues

Re: Recommendations to Improve Accessibility and Equity in NHS GM Patient Services

Thank you for your letter dated 7 July 2025 following my attendance at the recent Healthwatch in Greater Manchester meeting and containing your recommendations on improvements to improve accessibility and equity to NHS GM Patient Services. The opportunity to further strengthen the offer from NHS GM is welcomed, as is the opportunity to further strengthen the collaborative approach with Healthwatch. 

It is important to recognise, for context, the impact of the recent NHS Reform announced by the Government since we met and the proposed changes under the Blueprint for ICBs. The Reform calls for a significant reduction in ICB budget and a change in their function to focus on strategic commissioning. This impacts on all ICB functions including Patient Services.

My response addresses your recommendations in turn, confirming where actions have already been taken and future plans.

1. Improve Access to Information

· Ensure contact information for the Patient Services team is clearly and consistently accessible on the NHS GM website in plain English.

NHS GM has a Contact Us page on our website - https://gmintegratedcare.org.uk/get-involved/contact-us/. This is a focal point for patient and public enquiries. The Patient Services page https://gmintegratedcare.org.uk/patient-services/ is accessed here. We have specifically and deliberately used an accessible narrative style to link to areas of information instead of naming pages. So, for instance, you navigate to the Patient Services page by clicking on I have a concern about my care, or the care of a family member. A similar style is used for patients and the public to access information on making a Freedom of Information (FOI) or Subject Access Request (SAR). 

· Optimise search functionality so that terms like “complaints,” “concerns,” or “feedback” reliably direct users to the correct and current Patient Services page.

The search facility on the NHS GM website takes you to relevant pages. Terms such as complaints and concerns will take you to the Patient Services page.

· Include a clear, simplified summary of the NHS Complaints Regulations alongside the full statutory document, written in plain language.

The NHS GM Patient Services webpages describe how patients and the public can raise a concern or make a complaint, using clear language - https://gmintegratedcare.org.uk/patient-services/. We have described how to make an enquiry and how to make a concern separately as we strive to resolve concerns as effectively and efficiently as possible. We provide much more resolution through informal means than through the complaints procedure. We also include a section on FAQs - https://gmintegratedcare.org.uk/patient-services-faqs/. We also provide a link to the legislation.gov.uk website for the NHS complaints regulations - https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2009/309/contents/made. 

· Review the current statement about English not being a first language on Patient Services Page, ensure this message is not only in English, but also signposted in other languages.

The NHS GM website has a translate function so all pages can be viewed in different languages. This is accessed by clicking the Recite logo at the bottom left of the webpage.

· Improve visibility and accuracy of links to local Healthwatch support on the Patient Services webpages; the current link is buried in the FAQs under ‘I need support making a complaint’, appears only as the word “here”, and directs to an incorrect link. This should be replaced with clear, accessible information for all ten local Healthwatch in Greater Manchester.

The Patient Services page focuses on information and support to patients to enable them to raise concerns and complaints to NHS GM. Healthwatch has a separate page on the NHS GM website - https://gmintegratedcare.org.uk/find-a-service/type/healthwatch/. This offers clarity to patients on their options to make a complaint and distinguishes between the role of Patient Services and Healthwatch. If any issues persist with links and information, please let me know the specifics and I will engage colleagues in the NHS GM Communications and Engagement Team to look at this.

· Produce a printable and accessible public-facing leaflet or summary that can be shared online, social media and in physical settings with clear information on the role of patient services and how to contact them. 

There are currently no plans to produce a separate physical leaflet for distribution. Pages from the website with key information can be printed in suitable form should they be required.

2. Expand and Enhance Communication Channels

· Offer a broader range of contact methods beyond email and online forms.

Patient Services can be contacted by telephone, email, through webform on the NHS GM website and via hard copy mail and we find this is a typical and reasonable approach supported and used by the majority of NHS services. Telephone and email are the most popular form of communication with our patients and the public.

We regularly work with advocacy or representative organisations where patients need support, and whilst being bound of course by our duties of confidentiality we always take a practical and reasonable approach and strive to ensure we find ways for people to get in touch. Equally, the contacts that are made through Health Watch are also welcomed. 

We are bound by strict duties of confidentiality so generally do not use social media for Patient Services work. The NHS GM Communications and Engagement Team does monitor our organisational social media channels so any issues raised will be shared internally with the Patient Services team.

· Providing information in community languages and alternative formats.

The NHS GM website has a translate function so all pages can be viewed in different languages. This is accessed by clicking the Recite logo at the bottom left of the webpage.

· Ensure that all public-facing mailboxes used by the GM Patient Services team are configured to send an automatic acknowledgment to confirm receipt of enquiries, setting out expectations and next steps including england.gm-complaints@nhs.net.

All emails for Patient Services go to our dedicated Inbox nhsgm.patientservices@nhs.net. The NHS England email is a former Inbox used for primary care complaints and is no longer promoted as our contact Inbox. On first contact, patients will receive an automated message. Our team of experienced Patient Services Support Officers manage the Inbox on a daily basis, replying to emails efficiently where informal resolution is required and signposting to our Patient Services Officers where a complaint is made or already underway.

3. Increase Public Awareness

· Develop a communications plan to raise awareness of the Patient Services function among the public and professionals across GM.

A focus on a communications plan is planned once the current round of reforms are completed due to the capacity in the team needing to focus firstly on business as usual, and secondly on change management to meet the reform changes that have been agreed organisationally. 

· Share clear messaging on what the service can support with and how it fits alongside provider and local complaints processes.

We have recently revised our Patient Services webpage and outlined how to raise concerns and make complaints. This information specifically addresses how to make a complaint to a provider under the How to share a concern about another NHS Organisation. We also explain how to make a complaint to NHS GM as the commissioning organisation. 

4. Strengthen Local Engagement and Intelligence Sharing

· Reintroduce locality-level intelligence sharing to improve collaborative working. 
Locality level intelligence sharing supports collaborative working, and each locality has a local Healthwatch to contribute to the local knowledge. It would be useful to further explore with colleagues from the 10 Health Watch teams to compile local data to support Quality and Performance Committee reporting. The key benefit from understanding the issues raised in complaints is that there is learning for the future. 

· Continue and maintain regular opportunities for cross-analysis of data and information between Patient Services and Healthwatch to support shared understanding and system learning.

Patient Services and Healthwatch in Greater Manchester have a strong history of working together, including producing joint reports to the NHS GM Quality and Performance Committee. However, the decision was made to separate these reports. We do continue to report to Quality and Performance Committee so opportunities to share and publish reports for cross analysis remain. We look forward to the continued maintenance of this good collaborative relationship. 

5. Strengthen Advocacy Pathways

· Increase visibility of advocacy services within Patient Services communications and pathways.

Patient Services has a section on our webpage under the FAQs titled I need support making a complaint. This clearly outlines the role of independent complaints advocacy with contact details and links to all the advocacy providers in Greater Manchester.

More recently, there have been links developed with the Manchester Advocacy Alliance to make stronger connections.

· Explore opportunities to work with Healthwatch and advocacy providers to better support people with additional needs to raise complaints.

Patient Services will retain its strong links with Healthwatch. NHS GM engaged with the Listening for Change event and found it an excellent opportunity to hear updates form Healthwatch but more importantly directly from patients through their powerful stories. From a Patient Services perspective. We are appreciative of the meetings with Danielle Ruane Network Chief Coordinating Officer, and these meetings prove very useful opportunities to share information, address trends in patient experience and feedback and spot opportunities for early action and resolution as well as ensuring our services are in regular contact. NHS GM is always open to new opportunities to work with Healthwatch. Equally, if there are additional ways that Health Watch would wish to be further involved, these can also be explored. 

6. Ensure Compliance with the Accessible Information Standard

· Review and confirm current compliance status with the accessible information standard.
· Set out actions to improve accessibility of written and online information, including easy read and alternative formats

We have reviewed and amended the Patient Services information on our webpage, adopting an interactive and easy read style. I do think there may be more we can do, within resource, to increase accessibility of this information. So, I will take an action to review our information in line with the standard and work with the NHS GM Communications and Engagement Team to refine and improve information wherever possible.

I hope this response has addressed the recommendations and recognises where further action will take place. If you have any questions about this letter or the role of Patient Services in general, please contact me at mark.palmeria@nhs.net. 



Best wishes




Mark Palmeria
Assistant Director Patient Services 
NHS Greater Manchester
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