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Introduction
North Staffordshire Combined Healthcare NHS Trust is proud of its reputation as 
an Outstanding organisation which delivers services which are safe, personalised, 
accessible and recovery-focussed and which are delivered by people who abide by 
its values of being compassionate, approachable, responsible and excellent.

The trust is also proud to be unashamably ambitious with an overall vision to be 
“Outstanding in ALL we do and HOW we do it.”

The Trust has set a five-year Trust Strategy “The future of North Staffordshire NHS 
Trust 2023-2028”, based on three strategic objectives:

•	 Prevention;
•	 Access;
•	 Growth.

  
Underpinning this strategy are a series of enabling plans of which this 
Communications Delivery Plan is one.

It sets a new aim for the team to be delivered over the next three years to “maximise 
the reputation of North Staffordshire Combined Healthcare NHS Trust and the 
outcomes of its services through outstanding professional, high-quality, inclusive, 
innovative and impactful communications and engagement which inspires and 
supports its people and involves its partners, stakeholders and service users.”

It anchors that aim in five new Communications Objectives:
•	 Information - we will provide high quality, actively managed and well-planned 

information and content to our staff, stakeholders and service users that is (i) 
timely, (ii) accessible, (iii) accurate, (iv) honest and (v) proactive;

•	 Involvement - we will involve our people, partners, stakeholders and services 
users in design and use of our communications and engagement to maximise 
access, experience and outcomes;

•	 Inclusion - we will ensure that inclusion, diversity and accessibility is at the heart 
of all we do, so that everyone can be involved and benefit to the fullest extent and 
feel an enhanced sense of belonging;

•	 Impact - we will ensure that we deliver maximum impact by aligning our activities 
and outcomes with the trust’s strategic priorities and supporting its services and 
people to deliver outstanding, personalised, compassionate care; and

•	 Innovation - we will promote and adopt innovation and leading edge tools and 
techniques to support the trust’s reputation for excellence and ensure we are 
always in the vanguard of thinking and practice.

The three year Delivery Plan is made up of 63 components grouped into 8 
programme strands.  

Each Plan component has a specific SMART KPI associated with it, so we can track 
delivery and outcomes.

In creating this Delivery Plan, the team conducted extensive engagement - both 
internally and externally - with staff, service users and stakeholders.  We are 
confident, therefore, that it meets the needs and priorities of those who it is designed 
to serve.

We also drew upon recommendations and findings of the MIAA Internal Audit Review 
of Communications and the recently completed Deloitte Well-Led Review.

Ourselves and the entire Comms Team look forward to delivering the aims and 
objectives contained herein.

Joe McCrea                                                                                                  Kerry Smith
Associate Director of Communications                                           Chief People Officer

Summer 2024
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How the Communications Objectives and Delivery Plan support the 
five year Trust Strategy

Our Communications Objectives and the underpinning Delivery Plan have been explictly designed to support the delivery of the five-year Trust Strategy “The future of North 
Staffordshire NHS Trust 2023-2028” - as shown below.
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Our Communications Objectives
Communications should not exist in a vacuum or be undertaken as an end in itself.  It needs to be firmly aligned with - and support - the delivery of the Trust’s strategy and 
its core objectives. Recognising that, our new aim for the team to be delivered over the next three years is to “maximise the reputation of North Staffordshire Combined 
Healthcare NHS Trust and the outcomes of its services through outstanding professional, high-quality, inclusive, innovative and impactful communications and engagement 
which inspires and supports its people and involves its partners, stakeholders and service users.” To achieve this, we have anchored that aim in five new Communications 
Objectives, which we are calling the 5 ‘I’s.
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Our four engagement pledges
To complement our Communications Objectives, we also have four engagement pledges that we make to our people, stakeholders, service users and their families.

If you have 
a story to tell  

we will help you 
tell it

If you have a 
question to ask 
we will help you 

ask it

If you have 
insight to share
we will help you 

share it

If you have a
contribution to  

make
we will help you 

make it
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Delivery Plan 2024 - 2027
The Delivery Plan is the vehicle by which we translate our 5 Communications Objectives into real world outcomes. It contains 63 components grouped into 8 programme 
strands.   Each Plan component has a specific SMART KPI associated with it, so we can track delivery and outcomes.
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How will we measure and review delivery?

There are a range of methods and activities which we use to measure and review 
delivery:

•	 SMART KPIs - Each plan component has an associated SMART Key 
Performance Indicator, which is actively monitored and reported against 
through internal programme/project monitoring and assurance through agreed 
Trust governance structures;

•	 Staff, Stakeholder and Service User Feedback -  We regularly and proactively 
seek and welcome feedback from our people, stakeholders and service users 
via a variety of techniques and channels – including an Annual Satisfaction 
Survey - to ensure that our communications and engagement is meeting their 
needs, is accessible and flexible in its delivery and timely and appropriate in 
its content.  Their feedback is invaluable in enhancing collaboration and user 
experiences in all we do;

•	 After-Action Reviews – we conduct structured After-Action Reviews in the 
aftermath of our key annual deliverables – including our REACH Awards, 
AGM and Long Service Awards – to continually learn and apply lessons for the 
future;

•	 Horizon scanning and benchmarking – we carry out regular horizon scanning to 
ensure our content, skills, channels and techniques remain at the cutting edge 
of commercial and public sector best practice, as well as delivering maximum 
value for money and return on investment; and

•	 Annual Review – we review progress annually against programme aims and 
component delivery, taking into account lessons learned from all four activities 
above - and refine and adjust activity as necessary in line with the Trust’s QI 
methodology.

How do we provide assurance to the Trust?

Assurance on the delivery of the plan is reported - as part of overall governance 
and assurance of the Communications and Engagement function - through the 
People, Culture and Development Committee to the Trust Board.

How do we deliver value for money, cost-effectiveness and return on investment to 
the Trust?

Throughout its journey and development since 2016, the Communications function 
at Combined has operated with a far higher level of self-sufficiency and in-house 
delivery compared with the norm in the NHS.   Rather than outsource the production 
and delivery of key outputs and content to external or commercial providers, the Trust 
has chosen to reduce external spend and instead invest in recruiting and developing 
specialist in-house skills, equipment and tools.

This has enabled it to achieve self-sufficiency in all key Trust-wide outputs and events 
- including for example the Annual Report and Quality Account, its Annual General 
Meeting and Trust Board meetings, its annual staff awards ceremony and long 
service awards.  It also has meant that the Trust’s services, teams and projects have 
been able to draw on these internal resources for free to obtain high quality reports, 
documents, leaflets, films and events.  This has delivered significant value for money 
and return on investment for many years for the whole of Combined.

Not only does this mean that Combined Healthcare is currently in a far stronger and 
resilient place than the norm to be able to maintain the quality and excellence of its 
communications during a period of significant financial pressure.  It also opens the 
possibility of being able to develop its comms function as an income generator for the 
Trust through offering highly competitive production facilities and outputs for external 
clients facing their own financial challenges.
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The Delivery Plan Strands, Components and SMART KPIs
Brand, Marketing, Reputation Management
The national NHS brand is one of the most trusted brands in the world and has its own mandatory guidelines and standards.  The Comms Team ensures that Combined 
Healthcare is always compliant with these national standards.  Within these, we also design and promote a strong brand for Combined itself - its visual identity, values, tone 
and messaging. We protect and promote the reputation of the Trust, its leadership, its people and its services as being open and honest about the information they produce 
and the care they provide.  We carry out public relations and marketing, harnessing platforms such as websites, social media, film and animation, virtual reality, awareness 
days and campaigns - and we always adopt leading edge practice, tools and techniques. 
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Operational Excellence
Combined’s overall aim is to be both Outstanding in ALL we do, but also HOW we do it.  This applies to the Communications and Engagement Team as much as it does to 
frontline services.  Over the period of the Delivery Plan, we will continually improve our operational planning and delivery, including developing and applying robust Standard 
Operating Procedures and Service Level Agreements, so that everyone who works in and with the team is clear about their roles and responsibilities.  We will also look 
to enhance our capabilities and performance to match the best in the NHS, including establishing an internal events management function, mainstreaming innovation into 
Business As Usual and developing resilience and succession planning to ensure medium to long term success.
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People Initiatives
The beating heart of Combined Healthcare is its people. One of the most important responsibilities of the Communications and Engagement Team is to inform, support, 
recognise and celebrate them.  We do this partly through developing and supporting awards and engagement activities - including full responsibility for delivering our flagship 
annual event - the REACH awards.   But we also have a crucial role to play in supporting the successful implementation of the trust’s People Plan - working closely with 
People, Organisational Development education and training colleagues.  Our work also is a key component in how Combined attracts and recruits people to choose the trust 
as their employer - and how we induct and welcome them to the trust in as inclusive, high quality and effective fashion as possible.  So at each stage of our people’s time with 
us - from recruitment and induction, through employment and service delivery, to celebration, achievement and retirement - excellent and professional communications and 
engagement is crucial. 
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Enhanced tools and services for teams
For a number of years, Combined has pursued a strategy of developing its internal capacity and skill sets in communications and engagement, so that it can deliver leading 
edge tools and services with unparalleled value for money compared with being forced to source externally each and every time.  This means our teams can access 
advanced, high quality products and services at minimal cost - crucial at a time of financial challenge.  Deploying this capacity directly for the benefit of our frontline teams is 
what drives the Communications and Engagement Team’s pursuit of one of our key strategic objectives - Impact - to ensure that we deliver maximum impact by aligning our 
activities and outcomes with the Trust’s strategic priorities and supporting its services to deliver outstanding, compassionate care. 
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Channels Development
Two of the most important factors in delivering successful communications are (i) Content and (ii) Channels.   Developing good quality, engaging content ensures people 
actually want to see or hear what you have to say.  But having all the best content in the world is meaningless without channels to deliver that content to people, at a time and 
in a fashion that suits them.  The nature of how people are choosing to receive digital content is changing exponentially - as they become used to streaming services, bite-
size products, catch-up and on-demand delivery.  Combined’s Communications team has been at the forefront in the NHS of recognising and responding to this revolution in 
recent years and the Delivery Plan maintains this momentum.  However, we need to be equally aware of the need to apply effort also to non-digital channels and content, to 
avoid exclusion.
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Key Annual Deliverables
The Communications Team are involved in many annual, recurring events and activities.  Four in particular are included as key annual deliverables for the Delivery Plan.

Stakeholder Engagement
We will focus efforts particularly in increasing our outreach to Seldom Heard groups, as well as increasing the number of organisations with which we engage.  We will also 
maintain our Trust Stakeholder Map, underpinned by our database of stakeholder organisations and individuals, with a twice-yearly refresh to maintain its currency and 
accuracy.
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Support for wider Programmes
The Communications and Engagement Team do not operate in isolation from the rest of the trust and its partners.   Just as it is important for the full range of skills, tools and 
channels to be made available to individual frontline teams and services, it is equally important that they are available to key programme-level and cross-cutting initiatives 
and activities.  This is a second crucial factor in delivering the ‘Impact’ Strategic Objective, to ensure that we deliver maximum impact by aligning our activities and outcomes 
with the Trust’s strategic priorities.  The initial list in the Delivery Plan contains the current most prescient programmes where the Communications and Engagement Team are 
heavily involved.  Of course, this list will most likely evolve and grow as time passes and external events and pressures change throughout the lifetime of the Plan.


