
 

What IS ‘the’ NHS? 
 

 

 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has thrown up many worrying instances of the 

completely incorrect use of terminology by our politicians as reported by the 

media.  

 

The first phrase to be trashed by anybody understanding what scientific 

investigation is all about was ‘the science’. A horrifying misunderstanding of 

science regularly used by cabinet ministers, particularly the PM. 

 

Close behind it though have been uses of the phrase ‘the NHS’ that are then 

followed by a blizzard of acronyms and organisations no-one had previously 

heard of. NHS England, NHS Scotland, SAGE, NHS Digital, NHS Improvement, 

Public Health England, PCNs, NHS Supply Chain, and on and on. 

 

Outside experts brought in to help with the health crisis have frequently 

reported their frustrations with ‘the’ NHS’s endless turf wars, bureaucratic 

methods and the failure to adopt modern technology. Incredibly they still write 

letters to each other and sometimes even use fax machines. Far from there 

being a single, modern, structured, managed organisation that might be 

referred to as ‘the NHS’ it appears to be a Byzantine mess of competing 

fiefdoms. 

 

It would be most enlightening to see an organisation chart of the NHS but you 

will search in vain for that in the public record. To try to create one the 

methodology used has been to note all the acronyms and organisations 

mentioned in the media recently and then to trawl through government web 

sites for further information.  

 

Everything in this document comes from those sources and anything included 

in quotes is directly taken from a government web site. 

 



The NHS Org Chart 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

NHS Command (‘Whitehall’) 

Secretary of State for Health and Social Care 

Dept. of Health & Social Care (DHSC) 

NHS Bureaucracy 

(Administrators, Agencies, Committees, Managers, Regulators, 

Membership Groups, Representatives, & so on) 

32 separate high level organisations many of which are actually groupings of 

further lower level organisations:- 

Care Quality Commission (CQC); Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs); Health 

Careers; Health Education England; Health Research Authority; Human 

Fertilisation and Embryology Authority; Human Tissue Authority; Integrated Care 

Systems (ICSs); Medicines & Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency; National 

Institute for Health and Care Maintenance (NICE); NHS Assembly; NHS Blood & 

Transplant; NHS Business Services Authority; NHS Clinical Commissioners; NHS 

Confederation; NHS Counter Fraud Authority; NHS Digital; NHS Direct Wales; 

NHS England; NHS Improvement; NHS Jobs; NHS London; NHS Northern Ireland; 

NHS Providers; NHS Resolution; NHS Scotland; NHS Supply Chain; NHS Web site; 

Primary Care Networks (PCNs); Public Health England (PHE); Scientific Advisory 

Group for Emergencies (SAGE); Sustainability and Transformation Partnerships 

(STPs);  

Web site addresses and brief descriptions are available below. 

NHS Front Line 

• 217 NHS Trusts 

o , Employ 800,000 of the NHS's 1.2 million staff 

• 151 Foundation Trusts 

o Foundation trusts ‘are not subject to direction from Whitehall’ 

• 7,148 GP Surgeries 

o Subcontracted – 72% 

o Salaried – 28% 

▪ Some employed by NHS, but this only ‘happens rarely’  

▪ Most are employed by other organisations 

 

 



The NHS Bureaucracy 
 

These organisations come in a variety of forms, most have their own web sites and where 

possible notes and links have been included. The inevitability of bureaucratic turf wars 

between them is clearly visible. 

 

Organisation Notes 

Care Quality Commission 
 

• ‘We're the independent regulator of health and adult social 
care in England.’ 

• ‘We make sure health and social care services provide people 
with safe, effective, compassionate, high-quality care and we 
encourage care services to improve.’ 

• Have their own board of directors. 

• See https://www.nice.org.uk/ 

Clinical Commissioning 
Groups (CCGs) 

• Membership bodies for local GP practices, leaders are elected; 

• Handle 2/3 of the NHS England budget; or £79.9 billion in 

2019/20; 

• They commission healthcare services 

• Independent, accountable to the Secretary of State for Health 

and Social Care through NHS England; 

Health Careers • Careers in the NHS 

• See https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/ 

Health Education England • Health Education org with regional offices 

• See https://www.hee.nhs.uk/your-area/london/office-
information 

Health Research Authority • NHS Research projects 

• See https://www.hra.nhs.uk/ 

Human Fertilisation and 
Embryology Authority 

• Government regulator of fertility clinics  

• See https://www.hfea.gov.uk/ 

Human Tissue Authority • Regulate organisations that remove, store and use human 
tissue for research, medical treatment, post-mortem 
examination, education and training, and display in public.  

• ‘Created by Parliament as a non-departmental public body 
(otherwise known as an "arms'-length body") of the DHSC 
an ‘Authority of lay and professional members’ appointed by 
the Government.’ 

• See https://www.hta.gov.uk/ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#care-quality-commission
https://www.nice.org.uk/
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#health-education-england
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/your-area/london/office-information
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/your-area/london/office-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#health-research-authority
https://www.hra.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#human-fertilisation-and-embryology-authority
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#human-fertilisation-and-embryology-authority
https://www.hfea.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#human-tissue-authority
https://www.hta.gov.uk/aboutus/ourpeople/authoritymembers.cfm
https://www.hta.gov.uk/


ICSs (integrated care 
systems), 

• Also see STPs below. 

• ‘In some areas, a partnership will evolve to form an integrated 
care system (ICS), a new type of even closer collaboration. In 
an integrated care system, NHS organisations, in partnership 
with local councils and others, take collective responsibility for 
managing resources, delivering NHS standards, and improving 
the health of the population they serve.’ 

Medicines and Healthcare 
Products Regulatory Agency 

• See 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/medicines-
and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency 

National Institute for Health 
and Care Excellence 

• ‘The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 
provides national guidance and advice to improve health and 
social care.’ 

• Has many executive and non-executive directors, how it’s  
funded and who uses its research is not clear. 

• See https://www.nice.org.uk/ 

NHS Assembly • ‘The NHS Assembly brings together a range of individuals from 
across the health and care sectors at regular intervals to 
advise the joint boards of NHS England and NHS Improvement 
on delivery of the NHS Long Term Plan (LTP). The Assembly 
membership brings broad stakeholder insight and frontline 
experience to discussions, serving as a “guiding coalition” on 
implementation of the improvements outlined in the plan.’  

• See https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/nhs-assembly/ 

NHS Blood and Transplant • Manage blood transfusion services in England and transplant 
services across the UK for the NHS 

• See https://www.nhsbt.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Business Services 
Authority 

• ‘The NHS Business Services Authority (NHSBSA) is a Special 
Health Authority and an Arm's Length Body of the Department 
of Health and Social Care (DHSC). We provide a range of 
critical central services to NHS organisations, NHS contractors, 
patients and the public.’ 

• See https://www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Clinical Commissioners  • The membership body for CCGs;  

• They ‘give you [CCGs] a strong, influencing voice from the 

frontline to the wider NHS, national bodies, government, 

parliament and the media.’ 

• See https://www.nhscc.org/ 

NHS Confederation • ‘The NHS Confederation is the membership body that brings 
together and speaks on behalf of the whole NHS. We 
represent over 500 members across health and social care, 
including hospitals, community and mental health providers, 
ambulance trusts, independent sector organisations providing 
NHS care, and clinical commissioning groups.’ 

• See https://www.nhsconfed.org/ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#medicines-and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#medicines-and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/medicines-and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/medicines-and-healthcare-products-regulatory-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#national-institute-for-health-and-care-excellence
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#national-institute-for-health-and-care-excellence
https://www.nice.org.uk/
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/nhs-assembly/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-blood-and-transplant
https://www.nhsbt.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-business-services-authority
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-business-services-authority
https://www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/
https://www.nhscc.org/
https://www.nhsconfed.org/


NHS Counter Fraud 
Authority 

• ‘The NHS Counter Fraud Authority (NHSCFA) is a health 
authority charged with identifying, investigating and 
preventing fraud and other economic crime within the NHS 
and the wider health group.’ 

• ‘As a health authority focused entirely on counter fraud work, 
the NHSCFA is independent from other NHS bodies and 
directly accountable to the Department of Health and Social 
Care (DHSC)’ 

• See https://cfa.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Digital • ‘We're the national information and technology partner to the 

health and social care system. We're using digital technology 

to transform the NHS and social care’ 

• (The NHS’s track record of wasting many billions of pounds on 

failed IT systems speaks for itself.) 

• See https://digital.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Direct Wales • This seems to be a separate 111 service for Wales 

• See 
https://111.wales.nhs.uk/contactus/default.aspx?locale=en 

NHS England • ‘Leads the NHS in England, health care services are 

commissioned by CCGs and NHS England on a local, regional 

and national basis’ 

• ‘Local health systems are supported by our seven integrated 

regional teams who play a major leadership role in the 

geographies they manage.’  

• See https://www.england.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Improvement • They ‘support Foundation Trusts and NHS trusts to give 

patients consistently safe, high quality, compassionate care 

within local health systems that are financially sustainable’ 

• NHS England and NHS Improvement have come together as a 

single organisation. 

• See https://improvement.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Jobs • You can ‘Perform a job search, find jobs that match your skills, 
and apply for NHS jobs online.’ 

• See https://www.jobs.nhs.uk/ 

NHS London • Presumably one of NHS England’s regional teams 

NHS Northern Ireland • See http://online.hscni.net/ 

NHS Providers • ‘Represents NHS trusts’ 

• See https://nhsproviders.org/ 

NHS Resolution • Handles litigation between hospitals, doctors, etc and the NHS 

• See https://resolution.nhs.uk/ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-counter-fraud-authority
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-counter-fraud-authority
https://cfa.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-digital
https://digital.nhs.uk/
https://www.nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk/
https://111.wales.nhs.uk/contactus/default.aspx?locale=en
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-england
https://www.england.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-improvement
https://improvement.nhs.uk/
https://www.jobs.nhs.uk/
https://www.jobs.nhs.uk/
http://online.hscni.net/
http://online.hscni.net/
https://nhsproviders.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-to-contact-department-of-health-arms-length-bodies/department-of-healths-agencies-and-partner-organisations#nhs-resolution
https://resolution.nhs.uk/


NHS Scotland • ‘NHS Scotland currently employs approximately 140,000 staff 
who work across 14 territorial NHS Boards, seven Special NHS 
Boards and one public health body.’ 

• ‘Each NHS Board is accountable to Scottish Ministers, 
supported by the Scottish Government Health and Social Care 
Directorates.’ 

• See https://www.scot.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Supply Chain • ‘NHS Supply Chain manages the sourcing, delivery and supply 
of healthcare products, services and food for NHS trusts and 
healthcare organisations across England and Wales.’ 

• See https://www.supplychain.nhs.uk/ 

NHS Web site • Funded by the DHSC, ‘website content, data and services 

commissioned by NHS England and delivered by NHS Digital’ 

• See https://www.nhs.uk/ 

PCNs (Primary Care 
Networks) 

• ‘NHS Plans for 2018-19 set out the ambition for CCGs to 
actively encourage every practice to be part of a local primary 
care network so that these cover the whole country as far as 
possible by the end of 2018/19.’  

• ‘Primary care networks will be based on GP registered lists, 
typically serving natural communities of around 30,000 to 
50,000. They should be small enough to provide the personal 
care valued by both patients and GPs, but large enough to 
have impact and economies of scale through better 
collaboration between practices and others in the local health 
and social care system.’ 

• See https://www.england.nhs.uk/primary-care/primary-care-
networks/ 

Public Health England (PHE) • PHE is an executive agency, sponsored by the DHSC 

• They ‘exist to protect and improve the nation’s health and 
wellbeing and reduce health inequalities.’ 

• See https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-
health-england 
 

STPs (sustainability and 
transformation 
partnerships) 

• ‘In 2016, NHS organisations and local councils came together 

to form sustainability and transformation partnerships 

(STPs) covering the whole of England, and set out their 

proposals to improve health and care for patients.’ 

• ‘In some areas, a partnership will evolve to form an integrated 

care system (ICS), a new type of even closer collaboration. In 

an integrated care system, NHS organisations, in partnership 

with local councils and others, take collective responsibility for 

managing resources, delivering NHS standards, and improving 

the health of the population they serve.’ 

 

https://www.nhsinform.scot/
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Health
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Health
https://www.scot.nhs.uk/
https://www.supplychain.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england
https://www.nhs.uk/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/primary-care/primary-care-networks/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/primary-care/primary-care-networks/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england
https://www.bing.com/search?q=public+health+england&cvid=29f6727dcc2b49edab17b0ba43383c18&FORM=ANAB01&PC=U531
https://www.bing.com/search?q=public+health+england&cvid=29f6727dcc2b49edab17b0ba43383c18&FORM=ANAB01&PC=U531
https://www.england.nhs.uk/stps/view-stps/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/stps/view-stps/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/stps/view-stps/

