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Practice Complaints Procedure
Introduction
This Practice-based Complaints Procedure is in accord with the Department of Health ‘Complaints in Health and Social Care: Standards and Guidelines for Resolution and Learning’ (April 2009): the HSC Complaints Procedure.

Its purpose is to address issues of dissatisfaction raised by patients regarding their treatment and care and to provide explanations and, where necessary, offer apologies; and to learn from mistakes and improve services for the Practice’s patients.  
The Practice always welcomes views and comments from patients, good or bad, and will endeavour to deal with patients’ complaints in a positive and constructive way and to learn from them.
Definition of a Complaint

Under the HSC Complaints Procedure a complaint is “an expression of dissatisfaction that requires a response.”  It is recognised that complainants may not always use the word ‘complaint’ and/or that they may offer a comment or suggestion that can be extremely helpful.  The Practice recognises the importance of being able to determine those comments that are really complaints and therefore need to be handled as such.
How to Complain

Complaints can be made in person or by telephone in the first instance or in writing by letter or by completion of the Practice’s complaints forms if your complaint cannot be immediately resolved. 
Timescales for raising a Complaint
Under the HSC Complaints Procedure complaints should normally be made within 
6 months of the complainant becoming aware of the cause for complaint, or within 
12 months of the date of the event, whichever is the earlier.
Responding to a Complaint

If a complaint cannot be immediately resolved in-house and progresses and/or is received in writing; this will be acknowledged within 3 working days and responded to within 10 working days.
Complaining on behalf of someone else

Please note that the Practice must ensure strict adherence to the rule of patient confidentiality.  If a complaint is made on behalf of someone else, the Practice needs to know that the respective patient has given their permission for the complaint to be made and written consent from the patient concerned will be required.  There will be circumstances when this cannot be supplied, eg when the patient does not capacity to provide consent (because of illness) or is deceased.  In the circumstances when the patient does have capacity supporting evidence will be required (where applicable) and when the patient is deceased, the complainant will need to declare that they are the appropriate person to act as  representative of the deceased and state the relationship.

OR 
Are their personal representative and have legal documents confirming their appointment (ie. Grant of Probate, Letters of Administration, Letter from Solicitor). 

Where this form is required it will be issued or made available on request.
Complaints Manager

The Practice Manager, Ms June Murray, has been appointed as Complaints Manager (contact the Practice on 028 9756 2929).  She will be informed immediately when any member of the Practice receives a complaint.  If the Complaints Manager is absent, the complainant should be referred directly to the Investigating Partner Mrs Bernie Molloy, Staff Manager
Receipt and investigation of a complaint
When we receive a complaint the purpose of investigation is not only resolution but to ascertain what happened, to establish the facts and to learn to ensure this does happen again.  This may require further training for staff and/or changes to Practice policies and protocols.

Complaints can be investigated in different ways but will always be handled in confidence.
1. Any comments or matters of dissatisfaction will always be attempted to be resolved immediately as close to their source as possible and the Practice Manager made aware.  If this is not possible the Practice Manager will be notified and seek to resolve the complaint at the time.
2. If a complaint cannot be resolved through discussion with the Practice Manager, either by telephone or in person at the time or at a scheduled meeting, the patient will be asked to complete a complaints form or if they prefer, to submit a letter to the Practice.  The Practice Manager can also note the details of the complaint provided the complainant is happy with the content.  A copy of the Practice’s complaints leaflet will be made available (and a consent form if applicable).
Complainants can also seek the assistance of the Patient and Client Council in drafting a letter or completing the complaints form.

3. On receipt of this the complaint will be formally acknowledged within 3 working days by the Practice Manager. (or investigating partner)

4. Consideration will then be given to the complaint which will be discussed at the Practice meeting.  A decision will be made at the meeting whether the best way of resolving the complaint, based on its content and/or complexity, would be to meet with the complainant with one or more of the GPs present; or to respond in writing.  The complainant will be made aware that they can be accompanied to this meeting by a relative or friend and/or a representative of the Patient and Client Council.
5. The complaint will be thoroughly investigated including a review of the medical records and/or discussion with the members of staff to whom the complaint relates in relation to their recollection of events.
6. If a meeting is offered and accepted by the complainant, this will be noted and the complainant given opportunity to comment on this before an agreed version is held on the complaint file.  If need be, a confirming letter of the issues discussed and agreed will be sent to the complainant by the Practice Manager. (or investigating partner)
7. If a written response is to be issued this will be agreed by the Partners and sent to the complainant within 10 working days by the Practice Manager. (or investigating partner).  This will offer an apology where necessary and explain what has happened and why this has happened as well as advising of anything that has been changed as a result of the complaint, to ensure, as much as possible, that the same does not happen to another patient.  It will also offer the complainant opportunity to seek further clarification on any issues and/or the opportunity to meet with the Partners.  If a meeting is requested, this will follow point 6 above.
Complaints records are separate to health and social care records and will NOT be held on patients’ GP records.
Health and Social Care Board

Under the HSC Complaints Procedure, patients can raise their complaint with the Health and Social Care Board.  This may be because they feel uncomfortable approaching immediate staff or the Practice.  The Board cannot investigate complaints, but can act as an ‘honest broker’ or intermediary between patients and the Practice to help resolve complaints.  The Board can be contacted at: - Complaints Office, Health and Social Care Board, 12-22 Linenhall Street, Belfast, BT2 8BS; complaints.hscb@hscni.net or telephone (028) 9536 3893.
The Practice can also approach the Board at any stage during the complaints process, with the agreement of the complainant, to seek assistance in resolving a complaint.

NI Public Services Ombudsman

If the complaint cannot be resolved at Practice-level or the complainant is not happy with the outcome, they are able to approach the NI Public Services Ombudsman: who can undertake an independent investigation of the complaint.  The Ombudsman will normally only investigate a complaint after all attempts to resolve this at Practice level have been exhausted.  The Ombudsman can be contacted at: -

NI Public Services Ombudsman

Progressive House

33 Wellington Place

BELFAST

BT1 6HN

Tel: Freephone: 0800 34 34 24
Patient and Client Council

The Patient and Client is an independent body that can assist people in making complaints.  They cannot investigate complaints, but can act as an advocate for you, provide assistance to you in drafting letters of complaint and accompany you to meetings.  The Council can be contacted at: Patient and Client Council: info.pcc@hscni.net; or Freephone: 0800 917 0222.
Monitoring of Complaints

The Practice conducts regular reviews of complaints received to look for trends or clusters of complaint in which change in processes may be required.
Under the HSC Complaints Procedure anonymised copies of all written complaints and their respective responses are required to be forwarded to the HSC Board for monitoring purposes. 
Complaints and Legal action

The HSC Complaints Procedure cannot address questions of negligence or provide compensation.  If a complainant’s initial communication is through a solicitor’s letter, it should not be inferred that the complainant has decided to take formal legal action.  However, if the complainant has instigated formal legal action, or advised that they intend doing so, the complaints process will cease immediately.  The complainant will be notified of this in writing.
This Procedure is available from:

· The Practice Manager (Ms June Murray)

· The Staff Manager (Mrs Bernie Molloy)
· At Reception
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