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A quarter of NHS services in England do not meet all the essential standards of quality and safety according to the Care Quality Commission’s first full performance analysis based on unannounced inspections.1 
The independent regulator says problems to do with staffing are a key driving factor behind NHS services failing to comply with the government’s standards.
The commission carried out inspections at over 14 000 locations in the NHS, independent hospitals, adult social care, and dental providers between the start of the new regulatory system and 31 March 2012. It found that 77% of NHS services, 72% of adult social care, and 82% of independent healthcare services were meeting all government standards.
The regulator has published its “comprehensive snapshot,” the first of a series of quarterly publications that aims to track performance across all sectors and flag up issues of concern.
Of the 581 NHS healthcare locations inspected, 450 were meeting all the government standards, 124 were not meeting at least one of the standards and were asked to produce an action plan, and seven were not meeting any of the government standards so the commission took urgent action.
The Care Quality Commission, which has been heavily criticised in the past year, said the report was based on the largest number of unannounced inspections conducted under any previous regulatory regime. 
In September 2011 the parliamentary select committee on health published a damning report saying the commission had neglected its main role of inspecting NHS hospitals and care homes in England to focus instead on registering care providers.2 In February this year its chief executive Cynthia Bower resigned, following a critical report from the Department of Health’s Performance and Capability Review.3
The commission says staffing is emerging as a key driving factor around non-compliance in the NHS. It found that 15% of NHS hospitals inspected failed to meet one or both staffing standards. A lack of availability of temporary staff as well as vacancies for qualified staff often led to compromises around the care and welfare of patients as well as support for staff including training and supervision.
The commission also found 15% of all NHS locations were failing to meet the standard on record keeping. Issues ranged from records being incomplete or not up to date; not kept securely or confidentially; or not showing that risks to people had been identified and were being managed.
Management of medicines was another problem area with 14% of NHS hospitals non compliant on this outcome. This included a lack of information given either to those taking the medicines or those caring for patients. The commission also said that it was seeing more complex drug treatments and a substantial growth in co-morbidity that was increasing demands on social care environments in particular.
The report also included a special focus on maternity services, which are emerging as a problem area because of the rising birth rate and numbers of women at higher risk of complications. Again the commission identified staffing levels as the biggest area of concern as midwife numbers are not increasing in line with the rising birth rate. Although births in England increased by over 21% between 2001 and 2010, the number of midwives increased by only around 15%.
Jill Finney, deputy chief executive of the Care Quality Commission, said: “Now that we’ve collected a significant amount of inspection data, we can use this information to probe more deeply into what lies behind risks in the system—this report is the first step in that process.”
She added: “CQC will use this information to help target our unannounced inspections—but we also want providers to look closely at this report in order to assure themselves that they are taking all steps necessary to protect people from poor care.”
Commenting on the report, the NHS Confederation chief executive, Mike Farrar, said: “It is important to note that the number of organisations deemed to be falling short so seriously that the most drastic action was required is small. However, this is another salutary reminder that the NHS must not drop the ball on caring for patients as it faces significant financial and organisational pressures.”
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