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NHS Complaints Procedures

Summary

This Commons Library briefing paper provides information on NHS complaints procedures
in England. The standard two-stage NHS complaints procedure, where complaints are first
raised locally and with the option of referral to the Health Service Ombudsman, can be
used for most complaints about NHS services. However, other options may also be
appropriate in some cases depending on the objective of the complaint, such as obtaining
an apology, compensation, disciplinary action, a change in policy, or a clarification of the
law.

A section at the end of the briefing paper lists some of the organisations that can provide
help and advice to patients who wish to make a complaint about NHS services.

It is important to note that some care services are provided by local authority social
services departments. Complaints about these services are outside the scope of this note
but further information is available from the Local Government Ombudsman website.

Procedures for NHS staff to raise concerns are covered in a separate Library Standard
Note, NHS whistleblowing procedures in England (SN06490).



http://www.lgo.org.uk/adult-social-care/
http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN06490
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1. Summary of NHS complaints
procedures

The standard NHS complaints procedure can be used for most
complaints about NHS services. However, other options may also be
appropriate depending on the objective of the complaint, such as
obtaining an apology, compensation, disciplinary action, a change in
policy or clarification of the law.'

For example, someone seeking compensation might consider legal
action; someone wanting to reform NHS practice and procedures, or
simply seeking an apology, might choose the standard NHS complaints
route; someone who believed that a specific medical practitioner was at
fault might complain to the relevant professional body such as the
General Medical Council, which could ultimately prevent a doctor from
practising; and for clarification of the law someone might seek judicial
review. However, where legal action is being considered professional
legal advice should be sought and this is not something the House of
Commons Library can provide.

Special procedures apply in certain circumstances, for example to
patients raising concerns about treatment under the Mental Health Act,
in cases where a specific drug or treatment is being refused by the NHS,
and regarding eligibility for NHS continuing healthcare.

Where a MP is writing to the NHS on behalf of a patient and states, in
writing, that he or she has a patient's consent to access confidential
patient information, this should be accepted by the NHS bodies
concerned without further resort to the patient.?

Over the past decade, written complaints on NHS services have more
than doubled, from 95,047 in 2005/06° to 198,739 in 2015/16.* The
2015/16 figure is the equivalent of 3,822 written complaints a week, or
44 complaints per day, over the year.

T If a complaint is made using the standard NHS complaints procedure this does not
prevent the complainant also using of any of the other types of procedure referred
to in this note, including taking legal action.

2 NHS Confidentiality Code of Practice, November 2003, page 43

3 Health and Social Care Information Centre, Data on Written Complaints in the NHS
2005-06, 15 November 2006

4 Health and Social Care Information Centre, Data on Written Complaints in the NHS
2015-16, 15 September 2016



http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130107105354/http:/www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/@dh/@en/documents/digitalasset/dh_4069254.pdf
http://content.digital.nhs.uk/searchcatalogue?productid=184&q=title%3A%22Data+on+written+complaints+in+the+NHS%22&topics=0%2FPatient+experience&gran=GP+practices%2C+dental+practices%2C+pharmacies+and+clinics&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1
http://content.digital.nhs.uk/searchcatalogue?productid=184&q=title%3A%22Data+on+written+complaints+in+the+NHS%22&topics=0%2FPatient+experience&gran=GP+practices%2C+dental+practices%2C+pharmacies+and+clinics&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1
http://content.digital.nhs.uk/article/2021/Website-Search?productid=21728&q=title%3a%22Data+on+written+complaints+in+the+NHS+2015-16%22&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1&area=both#top
http://content.digital.nhs.uk/article/2021/Website-Search?productid=21728&q=title%3a%22Data+on+written+complaints+in+the+NHS+2015-16%22&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1&area=both#top
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2. The standard NHS complaints
process

The NHS complaints system is designed to provide explanations of what
happened and, where appropriate, apologies and information about
action taken to ensure similar incidents do not happen again.

The legislation governing NHS complaints procedure is the Local
Authority Social Services and National Health Service Complaints
(England) Regulations 2009.° The 2009 Regulations set out various
obligations on NHS bodies, GPs and other primary care providers, and
independent providers of NHS care in relation to the handling of
complaints. For example, Regulation 14 of the 2009 Regulations
imposes a duty on NHS bodies to provide a written response to
complaints.®

Advice for patients on the two stages of the standard NHS
complaints process is set out on the NHS Choices website:

Ask your hospital or trust for a copy of its complaints procedure,
which will explain how to proceed. Your first step will normally be
to raise the matter (in writing or by speaking to them) with the
practitioner, e.g. the nurse or doctor concerned, or with their
organisation, which will have a complaints manager. This is called
local resolution, and most cases are resolved at this stage.

If you're still unhappy, you can refer the matter to the
Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman, who is
independent of the NHS and government. Call 0345 015 4033’

The two stage complaints system described above was introduced in
April 2009. Formerly there was an intermediate stage where the
Healthcare Commission would conduct an independent review into the



http://www.opsi.gov.uk/si/si2009/uksi_20090309_en_1
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/si/si2009/uksi_20090309_en_1
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/si/si2009/uksi_20090309_en_1
http://www.ombudsman.org.uk/























































