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Private and Confidential 
 

Ms Leila Benyounes 

Assistant Coroner for Gateshead and South Tyneside 
Coroner Office,  
Town Hall and Civic Offices 
Westoe Road, South Shields 
Tyne and Wear  
NE33 2RL 
 
27 November 2025 

 

Dear Ms Benyounes, 

Inquest: Joanna Daria Kowalczyk 

At the conclusion of the inquest on 22 January 2025 investigating Joanna’s sad death you 
issued a Regulation 28 (prevention of future deaths) report to, amongst others, the General 
Chiropractic Council (GCC). 

I wrote to you in March explaining that we would be establishing an Expert Group, 
comprised of members from within and outside of the profession, to consider your findings 
and any further lessons from the circumstances of her death. 

This letter is to update you on the findings of the Expert Group, and the Action Plan that the 
GCC and representatives of the chiropractic profession have agreed to take to mitigate 
against a comparable incident occurring in the future. 

Fitness to Practice Investigation 

Before I share the considerations that led to the Action Plan, I should inform you that our 
investigation into the actions and fitness to practice (FTP) of the individual chiropractor 
involved in Joanna’s care continues. The investigation has been kept entirely separate from 
the work of the Expert Group, so that each does not impede the other. However, should 
further lessons come to light from the FTP proceedings, these will also be acted on. 

The Expert Group Action Plan 

I have enclosed a copy of the Expert Group’s Action Plan. The group settled on four themes 
and sought practical solutions for chiropractors to incorporate into their daily practice. The 
Action Plan is purposefully heavy on activity, and light on reasoning, but I have expanded on 
their deliberations for your information below: 
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Theme 1 – accessing medical records. 

The Expert Group specifically considered your direction to: 

“ensure consideration to obtaining medical records should always be given before assessment, 
particularly where recent medical treatment or investigations have been undertaken”. 

While “considering” obtaining medical records was felt to be standard practice in the 
profession, and reflected in standard D1 of the new Code of Professional Practice (2026), it 
was recognised that there were systemic issues (both real and perceived) – particularly for 
those in private practice seeking NHS records – which could prevent or dissuade a 
chiropractor from “obtaining” medical records. These issues could lead to a habitual 
“downplaying” of the relevance of the medical records when taking a thorough case history. 

The actions in output 1 are designed to improve chiropractor understanding of the current 
best practice when accessing medical records, and using those records in the creation of a 
thorough case history. 

Theme 2 – Understanding and discussions of clinical risk 

The Expert Group was concerned that chiropractors and patients may both shy away from 
conversations around rare, but catastrophic, risks. The group recognised that if a patient is 
not informed of the risks of a particular type of care, then they are not able to provide valid 
consent, or fully partake in shared decision-making. 

The actions in output 2 are designed to support both chiropractors and patients in better 
communicating and understanding these risks, so that every individual can make decisions 
on the level of risk that they are prepared to accept. 

Theme 3 – Identifying the risk factors for cervical arterial stroke 

The Expert Group set aside questions of causality in favour of a “precautionary principle” 
position that, as health care providers, chiropractors will encounter patients at risk of stroke. 
They identified that there was inconsistent understanding of stroke, the symptoms and the 
risk factors for patients in the profession. 

The actions in output 3 are intended to challenge every member of the profession to reflect 
on their knowledge of stroke, and to direct them to reputable information to further educate 
themselves. 

Theme 4 – Responding to a stroke in progress 

The Expert Group noted that, while there is a low probability of any individual encountering 
a patient suffering a stroke in progress, it is inevitable that someone within the profession 
will face a similar situation.  

The actions in output 4 seek to develop best practice across the profession to give patients 
requiring urgent care the best chance of survival. 
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The wider context within the chiropractic profession. 

In 2024, the GCC reviewed and updated the standards of proficiency for chiropractors. The 
new standards were published ahead of the inquest (31 December 2024) but must “sit” for a 
year before they come into effect (on the 1 January 2026). References to the Code of 
Professional Practice in this letter, and in the Action Plan, refer to this new document (which 
was not in place at the time of Joanna’s death). However, we do not believe that the 
changes to the Code would have made a material difference to the expectations of the 
chiropractor in this case. 

Each year the General Chiropractic Council requires every registrant to complete a focused 
reflection as part of their continuous professional development (CPD) record. Our 
experience is that the focused reflection topics create an impact across the providers of 
CPD events. The focus for the current CPD year (September 2025 to August 2026) is on 
safety and quality in clinical practice – and this will provide additional context for the activity 
within the Action Plan. 

Finally, I have been heartened by the response of the profession’s leadership to Joanna’s 
death. Separate to their support of the Expert Group, and the resulting Action Plan, the 
British Chiropractic Association held webinars to refresh the knowledge of their members on 
the symptoms and treatment of stroke. Furthermore, the Royal College of Chiropractors 
initiated work to review their emergency referral form (used by chiropractors to share 
immediate concerns with frontline emergency healthcare professionals). Promoting the 
adoption of this form is one of the activities in the fourth theme. 

Throughout this process, we have kept Joanna Kowalcyzk foremost in our minds. 

I do not intend to update you further on our progress, but hope that we have demonstrated 
the resolve of the GCC, and the wider profession, to learn from the circumstances of her 
death and provide safer care for chiropractic patients in the future 

 

Your sincerely. 

 

 

 

CEO and Registrar. 
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