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This is a National Statistics publication 
The United Kingdom Statistics Authority has designated these statistics as 
National Statistics, in accordance with the Statistics and Registration Service 
Act 2007 and signifying compliance with the Code of Practice for Official 
Statistics. 

Designation can be broadly interpreted to mean that the statistics:  

• meet identified user needs;  

• are well explained and readily accessible;  

• are produced according to sound methods; and 

• are managed impartially and objectively in the public interest.  

Once statistics have been designated as National Statistics it is a statutory requirement that 
the Code of Practice shall continue to be observed. 

Find out more about the Code of Practice for Official Statistics 
at http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice 
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Executive Summary 
This annual collection is a count of written complaints made by (or on behalf of) patients, 
received between 1 April 2014 and 31 March 2015. Data are collected via two forms, the 
KO41a (NHS Hospital and Community Health Service (HCHS)) and KO41b (Family Health 
Service (GP including Dental) (FHS)). The data relates to the complaints arrangements 
introduced in April 2009. 

In 2014-15 for the second successive year KO41b data (FHS) was collected from individual 
practices. Thus for 2014-15 a return rate is known, 94% GP and 83% Dental practices in 
2014-15 in the previous year the return rate was 77% GP and 43% Dental. Due to the large 
increases in return rates between last year and this year we are not making any direct 
comparisons between 2014-15 data and previous years. This applies to any numbers that 
include KO41b (GP and Dental) data. 

The figures for the number of FHS written complaints indicate a rise between 2013-14 and 
2014-15. However, it is likely this is partly due to a greater number of practices providing 
information in 2014-15.  

NHS HCHS (KO41a) data on its own is unaffected and year on year comparisons are 
possible. 

For more information please read the Data Quality section of this publication. 

 

Main findings1 in 2014-15: 
 
Total complaints (Hospital and Community Health Services and Family 
Health Services) 
 

• Total number of all reported written complaints in 2014-15 was 207,000. This is the 
equivalent of just under 4,000 written complaints a week and equivalent to 568 per day2. 
 

Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS) 
 

• The total number of all HCHS written complaints has increased by 6,470 (5.7%) from 
114,000 in 2013-14 to 121,000 in 2014-15. 

• By profession, complaints for Trust Administrative staff have seen an increase of 23.2% 
from 8,320 in 2013-14 to 10,300 in 2014-15. 

• The number of complaints for the subject area appointments, delay/cancellation 
(outpatient) has increased by 1,720 (19.1%) from 9,040 in 2013-14 to 10,800 in 2014-15. 

 

• The biggest proportion of HCHS written complaints by profession were for the Medical 
profession (which includes hospital doctors and surgeons) with 45.4% (54,900) of all 
HCHS written complaints.  Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting accounted for the 

1 Figures over 1,000 have been rounded to the nearest 10, over 10,000 to the nearest 100 and over 100,000 to the nearest 1,000 
2 The written complaints per day is an average based on 365 days in a year 
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second biggest at 21.1% (25,400). For 2013-14 the proportions were 45.6% and 21.7% 
respectively. 

 

• 44.1% (53,400) of all HCHS written complaints reported are for the subject area all 
aspects of clinical treatment.  This is a slightly lower proportion than last year’s figure of 
45.6% (52,300). 
 

• The service area with the highest number of complaints was inpatient hospital acute 
services, with 34,600 (28.7%), an increase of 200 (0.6%) from 2013-14 (34,400).  

 
Provider and commissioning splits and mergers between organisations are affecting 
changes in numbers. This needs to be taken into account when comparing organisational 
level data. Other reasons organisations have provided for large changes included better 
awareness of procedures, ward/hospital closures, better Patient Advice and Liaison Service 
(PALS) support and changes in car parking charges.  See the Data Quality section for further 
information regarding the accuracy and comparability of data. 

 
Family Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) 
 

• The total number of all reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 was 86,600. 
 

Revision: Following an investigation it was found that the 2014-15 service area total was 
understated by just over 2,000 and the subject area total was understated by just under 
1,600. This has led to a revision of the number of FHS complaints (please note this does not 
affect HCHS complaints). The total number of all reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 
is now an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511).  

More generally, and unrelated to the issue above, FHS 2014-15 data is not comparable with 
previous years – for more information please refer to the notes on page 5 and the Data 
Quality chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Copyright © 2015, Health and Social Care Information Centre. All rights reserved. 



Data on Written Complaints in the NHS 2014-15 

 

Revisions and Issues 
Introduction 
The NHS complaints procedure is the statutorily based mechanism for dealing with 
complaints about NHS care and treatment and all NHS organisations in England are 
required to operate the procedure.  The collection also captures complaints about NHS 
Direct and Walk-in Centres.  

From April 2011 (in line with the Government’s Transparency Agenda) it became mandatory 
for all organisations to supply the information.  Prior to April 2011 Foundation Trusts (FTs) 
only supplied data voluntarily therefore it was not possible to make year on year 
comparisons before 2011.  Further details on the implications of FTs non-supply of data are 
contained in the Data Quality section of this publication. 

The data have been published annually since 1997-98. 

This annual collection is a count of written complaints made by (or on behalf of) patients, 
received between 1 April 2014 and 31 March 2015. These data relate to the complaints 
arrangements introduced in April 2009.   Although the 2009 regulations apply to complaints 
about both adult social care and the NHS, these data only cover NHS complaints. 

The Department of Health reported that; 

“The government, in its response to the Health Select Committee report on 
Complaints and Litigation made clear in Liberating the NHS, remain committed to 
empowering individual patients, and agree it is important that NHS organisations view 
and manage complaints in a positive manner and use the information obtained to 
improve service delivery. 

The Government welcomes the Committee’s acceptance that an increase in the 
number of complaints received by the NHS is not necessarily a reflection of the quality 
of services provided. The 2009 changes were designed to simplify the complaints 
arrangements and to make them more accessible. There was also significant publicity 
around the reforms that will have led to increased awareness of the system.” 

Data are collected via two forms; KO41a (NHS Hospital and Community Health Service) and 
KO41b (Family Health Service General Practice (including Dental)) 

 
2010-11 

From April 2011 it became compulsory for all organisations to supply data and those FTs 
who had previously chosen not to respond were given the opportunity to submit data. Of the 
29 FTs who did not submit data in 2010-11 six chose to provide this data, thus the 2010-11 
data was revised with an increase of 1,594 (1.1% for all complaints or 1.6% for just HCHS) 
from the figure published in 2010-11. 

 
2011-12 
A small number of organisations indicated that their data submitted for 2011-12 was 
incorrect (see list on page 8). As these numbers were relatively small and in line with the 
HSCIC’s revision policy we did not amend 2011-12 figures but have highlighted the changes 
here for information purposes. 
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• Suffolk Community Healthcare (org code NHM): Should have been 22 (reported as 
nil) 

• North Somerset Community Partnership Community Interest Company (org code 
NLT):  The figure submitted for 2011/12 (reported as 6) was for NHS North Somerset 
which included the figures for North Somerset Community Partnership (NSCP).  Since 
1st April 2012 NSCP has been responsible for complaints as a stand-alone 
organisation. Total number of complaints for North Somerset Community Partnership 
for 2011-12 was 31.   

• Specialist Health Services (org code NWL): Should have been 5 (reported as 3)  
• Harrogate and District NHS Foundation Trust (org code RCD): Should have been 215 

(reported as 196). However of these 215 complaints 19 records were submitted as 
part of the KO41(b) return.  

 

For the 2011-12 collection an additional data item was added to the KO41 data returns, 
“Number of Complaints Upheld.” It is now possible to see how many complaints were upheld 
in addition to the number of complaints made to an organisation, which is not necessarily an 
accurate measure of performance. These were first published as experimental statistics in 
2011-12 due to the wide variations and methods of collection adopted by different 
organisations.  For 2014-15 the experimental statistics tag has been removed. These 
statistics can be found starting on page 28 of this publication.  The upheld information is 
available at a national, regional and organisational level.  

 
2012-13 
KO41b, Family Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) 
Due to the number of PCTs unable to provide complete returns (65) for their GP Practices 
for 2012-13, we are unable to make comparisons between 2012-13 FHS data and previous 
years. This also applies to any overall complaints totals (where HCHS and FHS figures are 
aggregated). HCHS data is unaffected. For more information please read the Data Quality 
section of this publication. 

 

2013-14 
The NHS underwent structural change in April 2013 resulting in a transition of common 
functions into a variety of new organisations whose status is different to those previously 
presented in NHS written complaints publications.  

 

2014-15 
KO41b, Family Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) 
The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b Family 
Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) showed that some practices have provided data 
against subject areas but not for service areas and some practices have provided data 
against service areas but not for subject areas. Therefore the revised total number of all 
reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 is now an estimated 86,629 (previously 
published 84,511).  

The service area total is understated by just over 2,000 (which relates to the 86,629 above) 
and the subject area total is understated by just under 1,600 making the revised subject total 
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88,973 (previously published 87,390). These differences have been added into the ‘Other’ 
category as we are unable to determine which of the specific service or subject areas these 
complaints should belong to. 

Similarly, the upheld data has been revised with a new upheld complaints total and service 
total of 32,981 (previously 31,715) and a revised subject total of 34,260 (previously 33,004). 

Please note this does not affect the KO41a hospital and community (HCHS) figures. 

In addition, FHS 2014-15 data is not comparable with previous years – for more information 
please refer to the notes below and in the Data Quality chapter.  

 

FHS data was collected from NHS England Area Teams who in turn collected the 
information on-line from individual practices. Thus for the first time data was supplied by 
individual practices to the HSCIC and a return rate is known, (77% GP and 43% Dental 
practices). Prior to 2013-14 PCTs provided an aggregated PCT return and in 2012-13 65 
PCTs highlighted that at least 1 practice in their area failed to provide a response. Therefore 
the overall return rate was unknown. 

The figures for the number of FHS written complaints indicated a rise between 2012-13 and 
2013-14. However, due to the unknown response rate for 2012-13 it is not possible to 
accurately establish if the increase was a genuine rise or due to a greater number of 
practices providing information in 2013-14. Therefore direct comparisons between 2013-14 
data and previous years for KO41b (FHS) and any overall NHS written complaint totals 
(where HCHS and FHS figures are aggregated) are not possible. 

HCHS data on its own is unaffected and year on year comparisons are possible. 

In 2014-15 for the second successive year KO41b data (FHS) was collected from individual 
practices. Thus for 2014-15 a return rate is known, 94% GP and 83% Dental practices. In the 
previous year the return rate was 77% GP and 43% Dental. Due to the large increases in 
return rates between last year and this year we are not making any direct comparisons 
between 2014-15 data and previous years. This applies to any numbers that include KO41b 
(GP and Dental) data. 

 
KO41a HCHS consultation 
In 2013-14 the HSCIC ran a consultation on the HCHS complaints (KO41a) element of this 
publication, where the purpose of the consultation to ask interested parties on the proposed 
changes to the range, and the frequency of collection of, data used to produce the NHS 
Complaints statistical publication. In particular we consulted on: 

1. Changes to Service Area categories; 

2. Changes to the Subject Area categories, including the requirement to report 
separately each aspect of a complaint where it covers more than one Subject Area;  

3. Changes to the Professional Area categories; 

4. Changes to the organisational level at which data is to be supplied; 

5. Changes to the data collected about the age and status of the complainant and to the 
outcome of complaints and the time taken to reach a resolution; 
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6. Proposals to use other data sources (e.g. Hospital Episode Statistics, Staffing levels 
collected through the Electronic Staff Record) in order to set data related to 
complaints into a context rather than considering numbers only. 

 
The published response document which details the forthcoming changes to the KO41a 
collection and publication of the HCHS written complaints from 2015-16 onwards, is 
available at: http://www.hscic.gov.uk/media/15450/NHS-Written-complaints-consultation-
response-document/pdf/NHS_Written_complaints_consultation_response_document.pdf 
 
One of the accepted proposals is to publish information quarterly, as such information on the 
number of HCHS written complaints will from April 2015 onwards be published quarterly with 
the first quarter (April to June) being published in autumn 2015. 
  
KO41b Family Health Services (GP including dental) consultation 
Officials are continuing to review and evaluate the effectiveness of the FHS complaints data 
to ensure that it is both an accurate reflection of the number of complaints made to the NHS, 
how many are upheld and importantly are user friendly.  To this end there was a consultation 
on the FHS data on written complaints which closed on the 24th August 2015.  Details of the 
proposed changes can be found at: http://www.hscic.gov.uk/article/6492/Primary-Medical-
and-Dental-Care-Written-Complaints-a-consultation-on-proposed-development-of-the-
methodology-and-presentation-of-publications 

The response to this consultation has been published on the HSCIC website and is available 
here:  

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/media/18738/NHS-complaints-in-Primary-Medical-and-Dental-Care-
consultation/pdf/Primary__Medical_and_Dental_Care_Written_Complaints_Consultation_Re
sponse.pdf 

 
To help us ensure that our publications are as useful and informative as possible, we 
welcome comments on this publication. We will consider these comments to inform the 
production of future reports.  
 
The HSCIC welcomes feedback on the methodology and tables within this publication. 
Please contact us with your comments and suggestions, clearly stating ‘Data on Written 
Complaints, England’ as the subject heading, via: 
 
Email:  enquiries@hscic.gov.uk 
 
Telephone:  0300 303 5678 
 
Post:  1 Trevelyan Square, Boar Lane, Leeds, LS1 6AE. 
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Data Quality 
Accuracy: 
The complaints data collection forms (KO41a and KO41b) are sent to every NHS 
organisation with patient responsibilities. Prior to April 2011 Foundation Trusts (FTs) only 
supplied data on a voluntary basis (although the majority did supply this information). In the 
last year (2010-11) of FTs supplying the data voluntarily there were 29 who did not submit 
data. These FTs were included within the organisational tables as a ‘nil’ return for that year.   
‘Table 1 All NHS Written Complaints, 2004-05 to 2014-15, England’ of the data tables 
accompanying this publication shows the number of FTs by year who did not supply any 
information. 

The following key is used within all tables accompanying this publication  
• ' - ' denotes zero 
• ' .. ' refers to no data available 
• ' . ' denotes not applicable 

 

Prior to 2013-14, KO41b (Family Health Service – GP and Dental) data was collected from 
Primary Care Trusts (PCTs).  

2012-13 saw considerably more PCTs indicating that a number of practices had not provided 
a return compared with previous years.  In 2012-13 65 PCTs (out of 150) indicated they were 
unable to provide complete returns for all practices within their area compared to 36 in 2011-
12.  We were unable to quantify how many additional written complaints these organisations 
received. Due to the large number of incomplete returns from PCTs for 2012-13 we do not 
provide comparisons between this and previous years. 

In 2014-15, for the second successive year, KO41b data (FHS) was collected from individual 
practices. Thus for 2014-15 a return rate is known, 94% GP and 83% Dental practices. In the 
previous year the return rate was 77% GP and 43% Dental. Due to the large difference in 
return rates between last year and this year we are not making any direct comparisons 
between 2014-15 data and previous years. This applies to any numbers that include KO41b 
data. 
 

The figures for the number of FHS written complaints indicate a rise between 2013-14 and 
2014-15.  It is not possible to distinguish if this is: 

• Simply more complaints being raised i.e. the organisations responding last year 
are also those that responded this year or 

• Higher return rate due to improved collection method i.e. more organisations 
supplied data 

• Different collection methods used by the organisation responsible for providing the 
data to the HSCIC, which was previously PCTs (for 2012-13 and years prior) and 
NHS England Area Teams (2013-14). In 2014-15 GP complaints were collected 
from practices by NHS England and Dental complaints collected from practices by 
the NHS Business Service Authority. 

To reflect this, the publication denotes these issues as follows: 

General practices complaints:- 

• Inserted a  time series break between 2013-14 and 2014-15  
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• Removal from ALL relevant tables year on year numeric differences and % change 
figures 

• Comparison to previous years cannot be made 

This also impacts on All NHS Written Complaints, therefore in the data tables overall totals 
are denoted as follows: 

• Inserted a time series break between 2013-14 and 2014-15 for All NHS Written 
Complaints 

• Removal from tables any year on year numeric differences and % change figures 
• Comparison to previous years cannot be made  

HCHS data on its own is unaffected and year on year comparisons are possible. 
 

The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b Family 
Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) showed that some practices have provided data 
against subject areas but not for service areas and some practices have provided data 
against service areas but not for subject areas. Therefore the revised total number of all 
reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 is now an estimated 86,629 (previously 
published 84,511).  

The service area total is understated by just over 2,000 (which relates to the 86,629 above) 
and the subject area total is understated by just under 1,600 making the revised subject total 
88,973 (previously published 87,390). These differences have been added into the ‘Other’ 
category as we are unable to determine which of the specific service or subject areas these 
complaints should belong to. 

Similarly, the upheld data has been revised with a new upheld complaints total and service 
total of 32,981 (previously 31,715) and a revised subject total of 34,260 (previously 33,004). 

Please note this does not affect the KO41a hospital and community (HCHS) figures. 
 

 

Relevance: 
The NHS complaints procedure is the statutorily based mechanism for dealing with 
complaints about NHS care and treatment and all NHS organisations in England are 
required to operate the procedure. This survey collects data from all NHS organisations and 
also captures complaints about NHS Direct and Walk-in Centres.  The data have been 
published annually since 1997-98. 

This annual collection is a count of written complaints made by (or on behalf of) patients, 
received between 1 April 2014 and 31 March 2015. These data relate to the complaints 
arrangements introduced in April 2009. Although the 2009 regulations apply to complaints 
about both adult social care and the NHS, these data cover only NHS complaints. 

These are used by the Department of Health to answer Parliamentary Questions, press 
queries and are available for use by any NHS organisation or the general public. 

The Francis report, which was an Independent Inquiry into the care provided by Mid 
Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, made recommendations that included the requirement 
for NHS organisations to have a more open and transparent complaints process and that 
complaints information is required to inform patient choice.  
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Comparability and Coherence: 
This publication has changed little over the years although information on complaints 
resolved within a target time limit is no longer required by legislation and from 2009-10 was 
no longer part of the collection. In 2011-12 it was made compulsory for Foundation Trusts 
(FTs) to return their data (previous years were voluntary) therefore absolute totals and 
percentages are not strictly comparable prior to 2011-12.  

As it is now compulsory for all organisations to supply data, those FTs who had previously 
chosen not to respond were given the opportunity to submit data. Of the 29 FTs who did not 
submit data in 2010-11 six chose to provide this data, thus the 2010-11 data was revised 
with an increase of 1,594 (1.1% for all complaints or 1.6% for just HCHS) from the figure 
published in 2010-11. 

For the 2011-12 collection an additional data item was added to the KO41 data returns, 
“Number of Complaints Upheld.” It is now possible to see how many complaints were upheld 
in addition to the number of complaints made to an organisation, which is not necessarily an 
accurate measure of performance. These were published as experimental statistics in 2011-
12 through to 2013-14 due to the wide variations and methods of collection adopted by 
different organisations. The experimental statistics tag has been removed for 2014-15. 
These statistics can be found starting on page 28 of this publication 

Over the past few years the NHS has gone through a series of structural changes. This has 
affected the numbers of complaints received by organisations as responsibilities are 
changing over time between commissioning and provider roles.  Thus some organisations 
have seen large increases and others large decreases due to these changing roles and 
responsibilities and not necessarily changes to the complaints process.  Where known these 
have been highlighted within the individual organisation tables. 

Specifically as from April 2013 a re-organisation of the NHS meant that SHAs and PCTs 
were replaced with NHS England Area Teams (ATs) and Clinical Commissioning Groups 
(CCGs).    

Data from 2013-14 onwards are presented at Area Team level (2012-13 data was estimated 
at these levels where possible). We are unable to map the data to CCG level at present. 
Information at England level is unaffected by these changes. 

Prior to 2013-14, KO41b (Family Health Service – GP and Dental) data was collected from 
Primary Care Trusts (PCTs).  

2012-13 saw considerably more PCTs indicating that a number of practices did not provide a 
return compared with previous years.  Care is needed when comparing FHS data over time. 
In 2012-13 65 PCTs (out of 150) indicated they were unable to provide complete returns for 
all practices within their area compared to 36 in 2011-12.  We are unable to quantify how 
many additional written complaints these organisations may have received. Three of the 
PCTs approached for data did not provide a return in 2012-13. Due to the large number of 
incomplete returns from PCTs for 2012-13 we are unable to provide any comparisons 
between this year and previous years. 

2013-14 KO41b data (FHS) was collected from NHS England Area Teams who in turn 
collected the information on-line from individual practices. This means that for the first time 
data was supplied by individual practices to the HSCIC.  In 2014-15 data was collected from 
individual practices but the collection method was slightly different. In 2014-15 GP 
complaints were collected from practices by NHS England and Dental complaints collected 
from practices by the NHS Business Service Authority. Thus for 2014-15 a return rate is 
known (94% GP and 83% Dental practices) and can be compared to the previous year, 
 
Copyright © 2015, Health and Social Care Information Centre. All rights reserved. 13 



Data on Written Complaints in the NHS 2014-15 

 

(77% GP and 43% Dental practices). However there are issues (see below) that make 2014-
15 data incomparable with previous years. 

The figures for the number of FHS written complaints indicate a rise between 2013-14 and 
2014-15. It is not possible to distinguish if this is: 

• Simply more complaints being raised i.e. the organisations responding last year 
are also those that responded this year or 

• Higher return rate due to improved collection method i.e. more organisations 
supplied data 

• Different collection methods used by the organisation responsible for providing the 
data to the HSCIC, which was previously PCTs (for 2012-13 and years prior) and 
NHS England Area Teams (2013-14). In 2014-15 GP complaints were collected 
from practices by NHS England and Dental complaints collected from practices by 
the NHS Business Service Authority. 

This affects the way we have presented the data for both KO41b (FHS) data and total figures 
for All NHS Written complaints (KO41a and KO41b combined) indicated below: 

KO41b (FHS data) 
• Insert time series break between 2013-14 and 2014-15 for Total general practice 

complaints 
• Remove from ALL relevant tables year on year numeric differences and % change 

figures 
• Comparison to previous years cannot be made 

All NHS Written complaints 
• Insert time series break between 2013-14 and 2014-15 for All NHS Written 

complaints 
• Remove from tables any year on year numeric differences and % change figures 
• Comparison to previous years cannot be made 

 

Organisations have a statutory responsibility to adhere to the 2009 regulations (available 
here), which should ensure consistency on collection and reporting of written complaints.  
The HSCIC has no authority or responsibility to audit organisations to ensure that they are 
capturing and recording correctly all complaints.  Each organisation monitors and audits its 
own collection process.   

Upheld data:   
Since the inclusion of the upheld collection in 2011-12, each year including the latest, 
organisations have fed back a number of concerns over the collection and supply of the 
upheld figures.  In summary the concerns are: 

• A complaint can have a number of different aspects with no ability to distinguish within 
the monitoring system those various aspects. Therefore a complaint is upheld if any 
element of the complaint is well founded.  

• Comments show that there is and continues to be significant variation in recording 
practice across England. Some organisations classify all complaints as upheld upon 
receipt of a written complaint whilst others class all complaints as not upheld due to 
actively responding and resolving the written complaint. 
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Timeliness and punctuality: 
The collection of the complaints information is taken during May following the end of the year 
in March to enable all the complaints for the previous year (April – March) to be assessed 
and included in the returns. 

The complaints data is made available as soon as possible after it has been validated and 
compiled. 
 

Accessibility:  
All data areas are published and available in this publication. Excel spread sheets and all 
data items collected in CSV files are available via HSCIC’s own internet site and 
data.gov.uk.  
Further detailed analyses may be available on request, subject to resource limits and 
compliance with disclosure control requirements. 
 

Performance cost and respondent burden 
The KO41a and KO41b is a simple data collection that asks organisations to provide data 
they already collect and is produced from existing administrative systems with minimal 
burden.   
 

Confidentiality, Transparency and Security: 
The standard HSCIC data security and confidentiality policies have been applied in the 
production of these statistics.  
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Analysis and Commentary 
Introduction 
The following sections (for All and Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS) written 
complaints) are laid out to show information for every organisation.  Since the collection 
became mandatory for all organisations (including Foundation Trusts (FTs)) in April 2011 
figures for HCHS only for the last four years are directly comparable. 

Due to FTs voluntary submission of data from 2007-08 to 2010-11, figures are not directly 
comparable for these years.   

Caution should be taken when interpreting the basic quantitative data. An organisation that 
has good publicity, that welcomes complaints as an opportunity to learn and to improve 
services, and that has a non-defensive approach in responding to complaints may be 
expected to receive a higher number of complaints than an organisation with poor publicity 
and a defensive approach in responding. Yet one might also expect its services to be of a 
higher quality. It is important that organisations are open about the number of complaints 
received, but these should not be read in isolation. The annual reports that organisations 
have to produce places a duty on them to provide further information which provides a more 
rounded view of complaints handling.   

Officials are continuing to review and evaluate the effectiveness of the complaints data to 
ensure that it is both an accurate reflection of the number of complaints made to the NHS 
and how many are upheld.  

All NHS - Hospital and Community Health Services and  
Family Health Services: General Practice (including Dental) 

 
Table 1a shows the total number of all reported written complaints in 2014-15 was 207,4073, 
the equivalent of almost 4,000 written complaints a week.  
 
The rise of over 10% seen between 2008-09 and 2009-10 was partly due to the changing 
emphasis placed on the complaint reporting and monitoring.  It should also be noted that the 
drop in the number of FTs not responding may also have contributed to the increase. 

3 This figure has been revised due to the revision of the number of reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 
to an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511). This does not affect the HCHS data. 

Table 1a: All NHS Written Complaints, 2007-08 to 2014-15, England

2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11R 2011-12 2012-13(1) 2013-14(2) 2014-15(2)(4)

All NHS written complaints 131,022 137,736 151,832 149,765 162,129 162,019 174,872 207,407

Number of Foundation 
Trusts not returning data  (3) 17 23 18 23 - - - -

(1) Comparisons cannot be made betw een 2012-13 and previous years for f igures including FHS (GP data) due to the number of PCTs unable to 
submit complete returns this year. For more information see the Data Quality section of this publication.
(2) Comparisons cannot be made betw een 2014-15 and previous years for f igures including FHS (GP data) due to the change in collection methodology 
and return rates from GP and Dental practices in 2013-14 and 2014-15. For more information see the Data Quality section of this publication.
(3) Up to 2010-11 data from FT w as returned on a voluntary basis.

R = Revised. Includes 6 FTs w ho provided data for 2010-11 post-publication 

(4) The total number of all reported FHS w ritten complaints in 2014-15 has been revised to an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511) w hich in 
turn revises the 'All w ritten complaints' f igure to 207,407 (previously published 205,289). 
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The 2009 changes were designed to simplify the complaints arrangements and to make 
them more accessible. There was also significant publicity around the reforms that will have 
led to increased awareness of the system. 

Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS)4 

Tables 1 to 8 and Figures 1 to 3 

 
 
The number of reported written complaints about Hospital and Community Health Services 
has increased by 5.7% (6,470) from 114,308 in 2013-14 to 120,778 in 2014-15.  

Factors which affect the numbers of written complaints an organisation receives include:  
• Processes in place to resolve potential and verbal complaints before they escalate to 

written complaints.  These include some organisations making staff available to 
discuss and resolve issues. 

• Staff making patients aware of other helpful services such as the Patient Advice and 
Liaison Service, known as PALS, which has been introduced to ensure that the NHS 
listens to patients, their relatives, carers and friends, and answers their questions and 
resolves their concerns as quickly as possible.  They provide information about the 
NHS complaints procedure and how to get independent help if a further complaint is 
being considered. 

• Organisations have a responsibility to highlight the complaints procedures/processes 
and alternatives to patients, through a variety of methods including leaflets, poster 
adverts and through direct discussions with patients.  This better awareness of the 
written complaints process is leading to more patients complaining. 

The large increase between 2008-09 and 2009-10 will be made up of: 

• Fewer non-respondent FTs, but predominantly due to  

• Complaint regulation changes introduced April 2009 which made it easier for patients 
(or their representatives) to make a complaint. 

From 2007-08 to 2010-11 it is difficult to state categorically that HCHS complaints have been 
increasing, decreasing or are static due to FTs voluntary response option.  The HSCIC has 
been unable to estimate data for non-respondents due to the very different services offered 
by organisations across the NHS. 
 

 
 

4 Up to 2010-11 data from FTs returned on a voluntary basis. 

2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11R 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

% Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15 

HCHS Written Complaints 87,080 89,139 101,077 99,057 107,259 109,316 114,308 120,778 6,470 5.7%

Total organisations 
approached for data 392 393 390 381 453 459 636 633

Number of foundation Trusts 
not returning data  (1) 17 23 18 23  -  -  -  -
(1) Up to 2010-11 data from FT returned on a voluntary basis.
R = Revised. Includes 6 FTs w ho provided data for 2010-11 post-publication 

Table 1b: HCHS Written Complaints, 2007-08 to 2014-15, England
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Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS) by Service Area 

 
Figure 1 shows the number (table) and percentage (pie chart) of HCHS written complaints 
received by service area in England.  It can be observed that Inpatient – Hospital acute 
services has the greatest percentage at 28.7% closely followed by Outpatient – Hospital 
acute services with 28.4%. 
 
By NHS England Area Team Inpatient – Hospital acute services ranges from 21.4% in 
Leicestershire and Lincolnshire to 40.8% in Durham, Darlington and Tees. Almost all Area 
Teams (19 of 25) have the largest proportion of complaints in the service area of Inpatient – 
Hospital acute services.  The remaining six Area Teams; West Yorkshire, London, 
Leicestershire and Lincolnshire, Surrey and Sussex, Thames Valley and the Essex Area 
Team have their largest proportion in Outpatient – Hospital acute services. 
 
It should be noted that although Inpatient Hospital acute services has the greatest number of 
all written complaints by service area, it is unknown if this is good or bad in relation to the 
other service areas, since we are unable (at present) to provide comparable statistics, such 
as number of complaints per 100,000 patients treated.  The HSCIC, together with DH, will 
investigate means of collecting patient number details to enable greater comparison across 
service areas. Further information will be available in the new quarterly publication due to be 
published from autumn 2015. 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1: 2014-15 Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): 
                  Written Complaints by Service Area, England

Hospital acute services:   
Inpatient 34,617
Hospital acute services:   
Outpatient 34,352
Mental health services 12,725
Hospital acute services:   A&E 10,078
Ambulance services 8,039
Other community health services 7,885
Areas with < 5% 13,082
Other 2,843
Maternity services 3,276
CCG, NHS England commissioning 3,576
Community hospital services 1,333
Elderly (geriatric) services 1,270
Walk in centres 555
NHS Direct 229

Total 120,778

28.7%

28.4%
10.5%

8.3%

6.7%

6.5%

10.8%
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HCHS by Service Area 

 
Table 2a shows that the largest percentage increase between 2013-14 and 2014-15 within 
service area, was CCG, NHS England commissioning at 40.4%, although this is based on 
relatively small numbers compared to other service areas. 
Other community health services – is community based care, provided by a pharmacist, 
named nurse or multidisciplinary team. Further details are available in the aid to 
interpretation section of this document. 
Ambulance services written complaints increased from 6,873 in 2013-14 to 8,039 in 2014-15, 
a 17.0% rise.  During 2013-14 some ambulance trusts took over responsibility for 111 
services, so the increase could be a combination of the additional 111 service complaints 
plus an increase in the number of complaints against traditional ambulance services. 
Over the past few years the NHS has gone through a series of changes with responsibilities 
changing over time between commissioning and provider roles, which has affected both the 
numbers and categorisation of complaints received by organisations.   
Thus some service areas have seen large increases with others having large decreases due 
to changing roles and responsibilities and not necessarily a change to the quality of services.   
 
  

2013-14 2014-15

Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

% Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

All Service Areas 114,308 120,778 6,470 5.7%

Hospital acute services: Inpatient 34,422 34,617 195 0.6%
Hospital acute services: Outpatient 31,083 34,352 3,269 10.5%
Mental health services 12,221 12,725 504 4.1%
Hospital acute services: A&E 9,919 10,078 159 1.6%
Ambulance services 6,873 8,039 1,166 17.0%
Other community health services 6,292 7,885 1,593 25.3%
Other 3,684 2,843 -841 -22.8%
Maternity services 3,343 3,276 -67 -2.0%
CCG, NHS England commissioning 2,547 3,576 1,029 40.4%
Community hospital services 2,001 1,333 -668 -33.4%
Elderly (geriatric) services 1,058 1,270 212 20.0%
Walk in centres 503 555 52 10.3%
NHS Direct 362 229 -133 -36.7%

Table 2a: Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): Written 
Complaints by Service Area, 2013-14 to 2014-15, England
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HCHS by Profession 

 
 
The Medical profession had the highest percentage of written complaints at 45.4% (54,885), 
followed by Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting at 21.1% (25,433). Both proportions are 
slightly lower than 2013-14 figures (45.6% and 21.7% respectively).  Trust Administrative 
staff accounts for 8.5% (10,253) of written complaints, a slight rise in the proportion of 
complaints by profession from 7.3% in 2013-14.  
By Area Team, Shropshire and Staffordshire has the lowest percentage of Medical (including 
surgical) written complaints at 36.5%, with Leicestershire and Lincolnshire having the highest 
at 78.4%. 
  
It should be noted that although Medical (including surgical) has the greatest number of all 
written complaints by profession, it is unknown if this is good or bad in relation to the other 
professions, since we are unable (at present) to provide comparable statistics, such as 
number of complaints per 100,000 patients treated.  

  

Figure 2: 2014-15 Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): 
                  Written Complaints by Profession, England

Medical (including surgical) 54,885
Nursing, Midwifery and 
Health Visiting 25,433
Other 16,034
Trust Administrative staff / 
members 10,253
Ambulance crews (including 
paramedics) 5,748
Professions supplementary 
to medicine 4,304
Professions with < 2% 4,121
Administrative staff / members 
(exc GP admin) 1,389
Scientific, Technical and 
Professional 1,265
Dental (including surgical) 837
Maintenance and Ancillary staff 630

Total 120,778

45.4%

21.1%

13.3%

8.5%

4.8%
3.6%

3.4%
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HCHS by Profession 

 
Table 3a shows that the largest percentage increase between 2013-14 and 2014-15 within 
professions was Trust Administrative staff/members (23.2%) with only Maintenance and 
Ancillary staff showing a slight fall (2.0%). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013-14 2014-15

Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

% Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

All Professions 114,308 120,778 6,470 5.7%

Medical (including surgical) 52,123 54,885 2,762 5.3%
Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting 24,793 25,433 640 2.6%
Other 15,835 16,034 199 1.3%
Trust Administrative staff / members 8,323 10,253 1,930 23.2%
Ambulance crews (including paramedics) 5,702 5,748 46 0.8%
Professions supplementary to medicine 3,836 4,304 468 12.2%
Administrative staff / members (exc GP admin) 1,196 1,389 193 16.1%
Scientific, Technical and Professional 1,139 1,265 126 11.1%
Dental (including surgical) 718 837 119 16.6%
Maintenance and Ancillary staff 643 630 -13 -2.0%

Table 3a: Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): Written Complaints by 
Profession, 2013-14 to 2014-15, England
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HCHS by Subject 

 
By subject, the highest percentage of written complaints concerned the subject area All 
aspects of clinical treatment at 44.1% (53,438), compared to 45.6% (52,330) in 2013-14.   
This was followed by Attitude of staff at 11.4% (13,771), compared to 11.6% (13,269) in 
2013-14.  The third highest subject of complaint at 10.3% (12,439) concerned both written 
and oral communication of information to patients, last year this was 10.0% (11,472).  
It should be noted that although All aspects of clinical treatment has the greatest number of 
all written complaints by subject it is unknown if this is good or bad in relation to the other 
subject areas, since we are unable (at present) to provide comparable statistics, such as 
number of complaints per 100,000 patients treated. 
 

Figure 3: 2014-15 Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): 
Written Complaints by Subject 1, England

All aspects of clinical 
treatment 53,438
Attitude of staff 13,771
Communication / 
information to patients 
(written and oral) 12,439
Appointments, delay / 
cancellation (outpatient) 10,760
Admissions, discharge and 
transfer arrangements 6,286
Subjects with < 5% 24,363
Total 121,057

(1) A complaint can be made concerning more than one subject area. Where this has occurred, some organisations have recorded a 
complaint under each subject area contained w ithin the complaint letter received. Therefore the total number of complaints by subject 
(121,057) does not match the actual total number of complaints w hich is 120,778. 

44.1%

11.4%

10.3%

8.9%

5.2%

20.1%
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Table 4a shows that the subject area All aspects of clinical treatment had the greatest 
number at 53,438 (44.1% of all complaints by subject) an increase of 2.1% since 2013-14.  
The subject which received the fewest complaints during 2014-15 was Code of openness – 
complaints with just 66 (less than 0.1% of the total). 
Care needs to be taken when considering just the percentage change year on year as the 
large percentage changes can be affected by the size of the numbers involved.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013-14 2014-15

Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

% Change 
2013-14 to 

2014-15

All Subjects of Complaint (1) 114,788 121,057 6,269 5.5%

All aspects of clinical treatment 52,330 53,438 1,108 2.1%
Attitude of staff 13,269 13,771 502 3.8%
Communication / information to patients (w ritten and oral) 11,472 12,439 967 8.4%
Appointments, delay / cancellation (outpatient) 9,038 10,760 1,722 19.1%
Other 6,303 5,317 -986 -15.6%
Admissions, discharge and transfer arrangements 5,913 6,286 373 6.3%
Transport (ambulances and other) 3,935 4,707 772 19.6%
Appointments, delay / cancellation (inpatient) 2,681 2,866 185 6.9%
Aids and appliances, equipment, premises (including access) 1,529 1,546 17 1.1%
CCG, NHS England commissioning (including w aiting lists) 1,315 2,034 719 54.7%
Failure to follow  agreed procedures 1,109 968 -141 -12.7%
Patients property and expenses 1,091 1,165 74 6.8%
Patients privacy and dignity 1,029 1,052 23 2.2%
Personal records (including medical and / or complaints) 1,017 1,120 103 10.1%
Policy and commercial decisions of trusts 734 895 161 21.9%
Hotel services (including food) 644 574 -70 -10.9%
Independent sector services commissioned by CCGs, NHS England 462 130 -332 -71.9%
Consent to treatment 229 237 8 3.5%
Patient's status, discrimination (e.g. racial, gender, age) 185 216 31 16.8%
Length of time w aiting for a response, or to be seen: NHS Direct 168 473 305 181.5%
Complaints handling 120 122 2 1.7%
Length of time w aiting for a response, or to be seen: Walk in centres 106 717 611 576.4%
Mortuary and post mortem arrangements 42 71 29 69.0%
Independent sector services commissioned by trusts 38 87 49 128.9%
Code of openness - complaints 29 66 37 127.6%

Table 4a: Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS): Written Complaints by 
Subject of Complaint (1), 2013-14 to 2014-15, England

(1) A complaint can be made concerning more than one subject area. Where this has occurred, some organisations have 
recorded a complaint under each subject area contained w ithin the complaint letter received. Therefore the total number of 
complaints by subject does not match the actual total number of complaints.
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Family Health Services: General Practice (including Dental) 
Tables 9 to 12 and Figures 4 & 5 

 
The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b Family 
Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) showed that some practices have provided data 
against subject areas but not for service areas and some practices have provided data 
against service areas but not for subject areas. Therefore the revised total number of all 
reported FHS written complaints in 2014-15 is now an estimated 86,629 (previously 
published 84,511).  

The service area total was understated by just over 2,000 (which relates to the 86,629 
above) and the subject area total was understated by just under 1,600 making the revised 
subject total 88,973 (previously published 87,390). These differences have been added into 
the ‘Other’ category as we are unable to determine which of the specific service or subject 
areas these complaints should belong to. 

This year FHS (KO41b) data was collected from individual practices and collated by NHS 
England (GP) and NHS Business Services Authority (Dental). This is the second year that 
data has been supplied by individual practices to the HSCIC.  Thus for 2014-15 a return rate 
is known, 94% for GP and 83% for Dental, and can be compared to 2013-14 (77% GP and 
43% Dental). Prior to 2013-14 Primary Care Trusts (PCT) provided an aggregated PCT 
return and in 2012-13 65 PCTs highlighted that at least 1 practice in their area failed to 
provide a response, which means the return rate was unknown. 

The figures for the number of FHS written complaints indicate a rise between 2013-14 and 
2014-15. However, due to the increase in the response rate for 2014-15 it is likely this 
increase is due to a greater number of practices providing information in 2014-15 rather than 
a rise in the number of complaints received. Therefore direct comparisons between 2014-15 
data and previous years for FHS and any overall NHS written complaint totals (where HCHS 
and FHS figures are added together) are not possible. 

 
 

2008-09(1) 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13(2)(4) 2013-14(5) 2014-15(5)(6)

Total General Practice 
(including Dental) Health 
Services Complaints 48,597 50,755 50,708 54,870 52,703 60,564 86,629

Total organisations approached for data 152 152 151 154 150 25 ..

of which incomplete returns (3) 36 18 29 36 65 25 ..
(1) Includes one PCT in 2008-09 w hich did not submit a return
(2) Three PCTs failed to submit a return for 2012-13
(3) Information from some PCTs state they did not receive returns for some practices w ithin their area and so have submitted incomplete data.
(4) Comparisons cannot be made betw een 2012-13 and previous years for f igures including FHS (GP data) due to the number of PCTs unable to 
submit complete returns in 2012-13. For more information see the Data Quality section of this publication.
(5) Comparisons cannot be made betw een 2014-15 and previous years for f igures including FHS (GP data) due to the change in collection methodology 
and return rates from GP and Dental practices in 2013-14 and 2014-15. For more information see the Data Quality section of this publication.
(6) The total number of all reported FHS w ritten complaints by service area, in 2014-15 has been revised to an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511). 
Data as at 1 April - 31 March each year
.. Denotes not applicable

Table 9a: General Practice (including Dental) Health Services: Written Complaints, 2008-09 to 
2014-15, England
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FHS by Service Area 

 
The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b FHS 
(GP including dental) showed that some practices have provided data against subject areas 
but not for service areas. Therefore the revised total number of all reported FHS written 
complaints in 2014-15 is now an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511).  

The service area total was understated by just over 2,000. These differences have been 
added into the ‘Other’ category as we are unable to determine which of the specific service 
areas these complaints should belong to. 

The highest percentage of written complaints concerned the Medical service area; 40.7% or 
35,276 complaints.  The service area with the second highest percentage of written 
complaints at 36.1% (31,281) concerned Practice administration. 
The percentage of service area complaints for Medical varies across Area Teams from 
35.4% (Wessex) to 47.4% (Essex). Medical services account for the highest proportion of 
complaints in 22 of the 25 Area Teams. 
It should be noted that although Medical has the greatest number of all written complaints by 
service area it is unknown if this is good or bad in relation to the other service areas, since 
we are unable (at present) to provide comparable statistics, such as number of complaints 
per 100,000 patients treated. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Medical 35,276

Practice 
administration 31,281

Other(2) 12,318

Dental 7,754
Total 86,629

(2) For 2014-15 the 'Other' category includes just over 2,000 complaints w ith an unknow n service area.

Figure 4: 2014-15 Family Health Services: Written Complaints by 
Service Area (1), England

(1) The total number of all reported FHS w ritten complaints by service area, in 2014-15 has been 
revised to an estimated 86,629 (previously published 84,511). 

40.7%

36.1%

14.2%

9.0%
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FHS by Subject  

 
The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b FHS 
(GP including dental) also showed that some practices have provided data against service 
areas but not for subject areas. Therefore the subject area total was understated by just 
under 1,600 making the revised subject total 88,973 (previously published 87,390). 

These differences have been added into the ‘Other’ category as we are unable to determine 
which of the specific subject areas these complaints should belong to. 

The highest percentage of written complaints by subject at 36.8% (32,716) concerned the 
subject 5 area Clinical. 
Communications / attitude subject area was the second highest with 22.5% (20,052).  
The percentage of Clinical subject area complaints ranged across Area Teams from 32.0% 
(London) to 41.3% (North Yorkshire and Humber) and accounts for the largest proportion of 
complaints in all Area Teams. 
When a written complaint is received the subject area it is attributed to depends on the 
nature of the complaint.  Organisations are provided with guidance which explains the 
subcategories for each service area to attribute the complaint.  Briefly, 

• 'communications/attitude' complaint falls into this category if it concerns a contact 
made either face to face or by telephone, facsimile, email or website and issues 
relating to verbal/non-verbal characteristics, or content 

5 A complaint can be made concerning more than one subject area.   Where this has occurred, the complaint is recorded  under each 
subject area contained within the complaint letter.    Submitting data by subject of complaint is optional for the Family Health Services 
collection. 

 

Figure 5: 2014-15 Family Health Services: Written Complaints by Subject (1)(2), England

Clinical 32,716

Communications 
/ attitude 20,052

Practice 
administration 18,007

Practice / surgery 
management 8,930

Other (3) 8,305

Premises 963

Total 88,973

(2) The total number of all reported FHS w ritten complaints by subject, in 2014-15 has been revised to an estimated 88,973 (previously published 87,390). 
(3) For 2014-15 the 'Other' category includes around 1,600 complaints w ith an unknow n subject area.

(1) A complaint can be made concerning more than one subject area. Where this has occurred, the complaint is recorded under each 
subject area contained w ithin the complaint letter.    

36.8%

22.5%

20.2%

10.0%

9.3%

1.1%
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• 'practice/surgery management' complaint falls into this category if it concerns the 
decisions made by the practice manager about the operation of the practice /service 
(e.g. access to individual practitioners, appointments, opening hours, locum cover) 

• 'practice administration' complaint falls into this category if it concerns activities 
undertaken by the reception and administrative staff within the practice 

 
It should be noted that although Clinical has the greatest number of all written complaints by 
subject it is unknown if this is good or bad in relation to the other subject areas, since we are 
unable (at present) to provide comparable statistics, such as number of complaints per 
100,000 patients.   The recently closed (24 August 2015) consultation on this area covered 
this and further details on how the HSCIC intend to meet this area will be contained in the 
consultation response document which will be published autumn 2015. 
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Complaints Upheld 
Tables 13 to 23 
Improving the patient experience is a key priority for the government and it was recognised 
that simply counting the number of complaints made to an organisation did not indicate how 
an organisation was performing. From 2011-12 an additional data item was added to the 
KO41 data returns, “Number of Complaints Upheld.” It will now be possible to see how many 
complaints were upheld in addition to the number of complaints made to an organisation, 
which is not necessarily an accurate measure of performance. 

It should be noted that caution should be taken when interpreting the basic quantitative data. 
An organisation that has good publicity, that welcomes complaints as an opportunity to learn 
and to improve services, and that has a non-defensive approach in responding to complaints 
may be expected to receive a higher number of complaints than an organisation with poor 
publicity and a defensive approach in responding. Yet one might also expect its services to 
be of a higher quality. It is important that organisations are open about the number of 
complaints received, but these should not be read in isolation – the annual reports that 
organisations have to produce places a duty on them to provide further information that 
provides a more rounded view of complaints handling. 

Regulation 18 of the 2009 complaints regulations places a statutory obligation on all NHS 
organisations to collect the number of complaints upheld and make it available to any one 
requesting it. It was therefore expected all organisations would be in a position to provide the 
number of complaints upheld for the 2012-13 collection.  During collection organisations fed 
back a number of concerns over the collection and supply of the upheld figures.  In summary 
the concerns are: 

• A complaint can have a number of different aspects with no ability to distinguish within 
the monitoring system between each aspect. Therefore a complaint is upheld if any 
element of the complaint is well founded.  

• Comments show that there is significant variation in recording practice across 
England with some organisations classifying all complaints as upheld upon receipt of 
a written complaint whilst others class all complaints as not upheld due to actively 
responding and resolving the written complaint. 

The above reasons mean that further work is required to enable direct organisational 
comparison on the various percentages that are shown in organisation tables 19 and 22. 

Due to the highlighted factors the upheld statistics were classified as ‘Experimental Statistics’ 
up to 2013-14. However, because the data has been made available for several years the 
‘Experimental Statistics’ tag has now been removed for 2014-15. This is in keeping with the 
UK Statistics Authority’s Code of Practice.  

 
Data prior to 2014-15: 
It should be noted that these are experimental statistics and at an organisation level show a 
range from 0% to 100% of written complaints being upheld as shown in the organisation 
tables 19 for HCHS and the csv file accompanying this publication. 

 
Experimental statistics are published in order to involve users and stakeholders in their 
development, and as a means to build-in quality at an early stage. The UK Statistics Code of 
Practice states that “effective user engagement is fundamental to both trust in statistics and 
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securing maximum public value…” and that as suppliers of information, it is important that 
we involve users in the evaluation of experimental statistics. 
 

The UK Statistics Code of Practice can be accessed via the following web-link: 
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/code-of-practice-for-
official-statistics.pdf. 
 
To help us ensure that our publications are as useful and informative as possible, we 
welcome comments on this publication. We will consider these comments to inform the 
production of future reports. Please send comments to enquiries@hscic.gov.uk 
 

2014-15 revision 
The findings from an investigation into the 2014-15 data used to produce the KO41b Family 
Health Services (GP including dental) (FHS) showed that some practices have provided data 
against subject areas but not for service areas and some practices have provided data 
against service areas but not for subject areas. This issue also impacted on the upheld data.  

Therefore, the upheld data has been revised with a new upheld complaints total by service 
area of 32,981 (previously 31,715) and a revised subject area total of 34,260 (previously 
33,004). 

Please note this does not affect the KO41a hospital and community (HCHS) figures. 

 
Table 14a shows that the 45.9% (95,108) of all NHS Written Complaints were fully or 
partially upheld.  This varied by the two separate areas from 51.4% for Hospital and 
Community Health Services to 38.1% for Family Health Services.   

Written 
Complaints 

Received
of 
which

Written 
Complaints 

Upheld
Percentage 

Upheld

All NHS Written Complaints 207,407 95,108 45.9%

HCHS Written Complaints 120,778 62,127 51.4%

Family Health Services: General 
Practice (including Dental) (1) 86,629 32,981 38.1%

Please note, this revision does not affect the HCHS complaints f igures

Table 14a: NHS Written Complaints, 2014-15, England 

(1) The total number of all reported FHS w ritten complaints in 2014-15 has been revised to an estimated 86,629  and 
the upheld f igures revised to 32,981 (previously published 84,511 and 31,715 respectively). This in turn revises the 
'All w ritten complaints' f igure to 207,407 and upheld to 95,108 (previously published 205,289 and 93,842 
respectively). 
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UK Home Countries 
Written complaints data for the other UK home countries is published however these are not 
directly comparable with the England data on written complaints contained within this bulletin.  
Factors which mean the different home country information is not comparable include: 

• Wales – New regulations aimed at streamlining the handling of complaints about the 
NHS in Wales, referred to as Putting Things Right, came into force on 1 April 2011. 
Under these arrangements a new set of data will be collected. These data are not 
comparable with the KO41 data. 

• Scotland – There is a variation in recording practice across Scotland and some NHS 
Boards/organisations include telephone and other formal oral complaints.  England 
collects only written complaints. 

• Northern Ireland – have an integrated health and social care system, therefore Trusts 
figures would include complaints regarding social workers. England’s figures do not 
include social workers. 

 

Related publications from other UK countries are available from the following links; 

 

• Wales complaints bulletin: http://gov.wales/statistics-and-
research/?subtopic=Complaints&lang=en 
 

• Wales complaints online data: https://statswales.wales.gov.uk/Catalogue/Health-and-
Social-Care/NHS-Performance/Complaints 

 

• Scotland: http://www.isdscotland.org/Health-Topics/Quality-Improvement/NHS-
Complaints-Statistics/statistics/ 

 

• Northern Ireland: http://www.hscboard.hscni.net/publications/Complaints/ 
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Aid to Interpretation 
i) Methods used to compile the statistics 
Background 
The NHS complaints procedure is the statutorily based mechanism for dealing with 
complaints about NHS care and treatment and all NHS organisations in England are 
required to operate the procedure. This survey collects data from all NHS organisations and 
also captures complaints about NHS Direct and Walk-in Centres. The data have been 
published annually since 1997-98. 

This annual collection is a count of written complaints made by (or on behalf of) patients, 
received between 1 April 2014 and 31 March 2015.  The 2009 regulations provide details on 
what constitutes a complaint and the duties placed on organisations in responding to a 
written complaint.  The 2009 regulations are available here 

Data are collected via two forms; KO41a (NHS Hospital and Community Health Service) and 
KO41b (Family Health Service (GP and Dental)).    

Organisations have a statutory responsibility to adhere to the 2009 regulations which should 
ensure consistency on collection and reporting of written complaints.  The HSCIC has no 
authority or responsibility to audit that organisations are capturing and recording correctly all 
complaints.  Each organisation monitors and audits its own collection process.   

Note: Information on complaints resolved within a target time limit is no longer required by 
legislation and from 2009-10 was no longer part of the collection. 
 
The statistics in the Data on Written Complaints publication have been assessed by the 
United Kingdom Statistics Authority (UKSA), the report is available here. 
 

The 2009 regulations adopted a single approach for dealing with complaints about NHS and 
adult social care services, with organisations encouraged to ask people what they think of 
their care, to sort out problems more effectively and to use the opportunities to learn. 

The new approach is designed to bring real benefits for health and care organisations and 
for the staff working in them. 

From April 2009, health and social care managers have to show how they use feedback to 
learn and improve. Under the new complaints legislation, organisations need to produce an 
annual report detailing:  

• the number of complaints they receive 
• the issues that these complaints raise 
• whether complaints have been upheld, and 
• the number of cases referred to an Ombudsman. 

Organisations will also need to record any significant issues raised by complaints, the 
lessons learnt and actions taken. 

Improving the patient experience is a key priority for the government and it was recognised 
that simply counting the number of complaints made to an organisation did not indicate how 
an organisation was performing. From 2011-12 an additional data item was added to the 
KO41 data returns, “Number of Complaints Upheld.” It is now possible to see how many 

 
Copyright © 2015, Health and Social Care Information Centre. All rights reserved. 31 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2009/309/contents/made
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/assessment/assessment-reports/assessment-report-159---statistics-on-community-health-in-england.pdf


Data on Written Complaints in the NHS 2014-15 

 

complaints were upheld in addition to the number of complaints made to an organisation, 
which is not necessarily an accurate measure of performance. 
 

It should be noted that caution should be taken when interpreting the basic quantitative data. 
An organisation that has good publicity, that welcomes complaints as an opportunity to learn 
and to improve services, and that has a non-defensive approach in responding to complaints 
may be expected to receive a higher number of complaints than an organisation with poor 
publicity and a defensive approach in responding. Yet one might also expect its services to 
be of a higher quality. It is important that organisations are open about the number of 
complaints received, but these should not be read in isolation – the annual reports that 
organisations have to produce places a duty on them to provide further information that 
provides a more rounded view of complaints handling. 
 

In 2010-11, 29 Foundation Trusts did not provide data on written complaints – a rise from 18 
in 2009-10. From April 2011 in line with the Government’s Transparency Agenda, all 
Foundation Trusts must supply data on written complaints. This means that all NHS 
organisations must provide data on written complaints. 
 

The information published annually by the HSCIC collects summary data from all NHS 
organisations, and also captures complaints about NHS Direct and Walk-in Centres.  
 

A written complaint is one that is made in writing to any member of NHS staff, Trust, NHS 
England area team, GP and Dental practices, or is originally made orally and subsequently 
recorded in writing. 
 

Officials are continuing to review and evaluate the effectiveness of the complaints data to 
ensure that it is an accurate reflection of the number of complaints made to the NHS, how 
many are upheld and importantly that it is user friendly. To this end in 2013-14 the HSCIC 
ran a consultation on the HCHS complaints KO41a element of this publication, where the 
purpose of the consultation to ask interested parties on the proposed changes to the range, 
and the frequency of collection of, data used to produce the NHS Complaints statistical 
publication. In particular we consulted on: 

1. Changes to Service Area categories; 

2. Changes to the Subject Area categories, including the requirement to report 
separately each aspect of a complaint where it covers more than one Subject Area;  

3. Changes to the Professional Area categories; 

4. Changes to the organisational level at which data is to be supplied; 

5. Changes to the data collected about the age and status of the complainant and to the 
outcome of complaints and the time taken to reach a resolution; 

6. Proposals to use other data sources (e.g. Hospital Episode Statistics, Staffing levels 
collected through the Electronic Staff Record) in order to set data related to 
complaints into a context rather than considering numbers only. 
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The published response document which details the forthcoming changes to the KO41a 
collection and publication of the HCHS written complaints from 2015-16 onwards, is 
available at: http://www.hscic.gov.uk/media/15450/NHS-Written-complaints-consultation-
response-document/pdf/NHS_Written_complaints_consultation_response_document.pdf 
 
One of the accepted proposals is to publish information quarterly, as such information on the 
number of HCHS written complaints will from April 2015 onwards be published quarterly with 
the first quarter (April to June) being published in the Autumn 2015. 
 

KO41b Family Health Services (GP including dental) consultation 
Officials are continuing to review and evaluate the effectiveness of the FHS complaints data 
to ensure that it is both an accurate reflection of the number of complaints made to the NHS, 
how many are upheld and importantly are user friendly.  To this end there was a consultation 
on the FHS data on written complaints which closed on the 24th August 2015.  Details of the 
proposed changes can be found at: http://www.hscic.gov.uk/article/6492/Primary-Medical-
and-Dental-Care-Written-Complaints-a-consultation-on-proposed-development-of-the-
methodology-and-presentation-of-publications 

The response to this consultation will be published on the HSCIC website early autumn 
2015. 
 

Collection 
Under the new complaints legislation, responsible organisations are required to collect, 
respond to and maintain details of all written complaints received.  Organisations maintain 
their own localised systems for recording these details which is used to complete the annual 
data submission to the Health and Social Care Information Centre (HSCIC). 

The HSCIC uses two returns to collect the data and organisations complete one of these 
depending on the type of services provided. 

The two written complaints collections are: 

• the K041(a) written Hospital and Community Health Service complaints and 
• the K041(b) written General Practice (including Dental) complaints  

They each collect summary information by service area and type of written complaint 
received by the NHS each year.  The data on written complaints is only collected or stored 
by responsible organisations; the only method available to the HSCIC to obtain this 
information is directly from each responsible organisation.  
 

The information is collected annually for all written complaints made by, or on behalf of, 
patients in the period 1st April to 31st March.  This falls in line with organisations own 
reporting time period. 
 

K041a collection: 
It is completed with information about written complaints, of those the number which were 
upheld, about hospital and community health services, made by, or on behalf of, patients in 
the period 1st April to 31st March.  NHS organisations are required to complete and submit a 
return. 
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The collection form consists of 6 parts: 

• number of written complaints by service area 
• number of written complaints by category of profession 
• number of written complaints by subject category 
• number of written complaints received from patients by ethnic group of patient 
• number of written complaints received against staff by ethnic group of staff  
• section for comments 

The same information is collected for the number of those written complaints which were 
upheld. 
 

KO41b collection: 
It is completed with information about written complaints, of those the number which were 
upheld, about family health services: general practice (including dental) health services; 
made by, or on behalf of, patients in the period 1st April to 31st March.   

The collection form consists of 5 parts: 

• number of written complaints by service area 
• number of written complaints by subject of complaint 
• number of written complaints received from patients by ethnic group of patient 
• number of written complaints received against staff by ethnic group of staff  
• section for comments 

The same information is collected for the number of those written complaints which were 
upheld. 
 

The two KO41 (a) and (b) forms are used to collect summary information from responsible 
organisations. 
 

The KO41a is maintained on the Omnibus data collection system which has built-in data 
validation criteria that reduce errors in data entry and improve data quality at source. In order 
to successfully complete written complaints return on the Omnibus system the data has to 
pass the validation criteria.   

 

Automatic validations via Omnibus system include:  

• Sum of row and column values agree to totals.   
• Year on year percentage change validation, users have to enter a reason for greater 

than 10% change. 
In addition on receipt of the data the HSCIC check the data against previous year’s 
information from data suppliers to ensure accuracy and perform additional internal 
validations. 

The KO41b was collected via two web based tools, one for the GP practices and one for the 
dental practices. Both tools at this stage do not have the facility to validate totals 
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automatically. For this year (2014-15) the HSCIC has validated the data and ensured totals 
match sums of components. 

The collection of the complaints information is taken from May to June following the end of 
the year in March to enable all the complaints for the previous year (April – March) to be 
assessed and included in the returns.  Information on time to resolve a complaint was 
collected prior to 2009, however, the new regulations dropped this requirement as it was 
deemed unfair to allocate a set period in which to respond to a complaint, as the time to 
respond is determined by the complexity of the complaint.  Organisations are however 
required to acknowledge receipt of a complaint and set out the timescales for a formal 
response.  
 

Aggregation (Analysis) 
Every responsible organisation is required to publish an annual report which details  

• the number of complaints received; 
• the number of complaints which the organisation decided were well-founded; 
• the number of complaints which have been referred to— 

(i) the Health Service Commissioner or 

(ii) the Local Commissioner 

• and summarises— 
(i) the subject matter of complaints received; 

(ii) any matters of general importance arising out of those complaints, or the way in 

      which the complaints were handled; 

(iii) any matters where action has been or is to be taken to improve services as a 

                 consequence of those complaints. 

 

The information sourced on the KO41 (a) and (b) is returned at an aggregated level.  Each 
organisation provides totals by each category requested.  From this, overall totals and 
percentages for England and NHS England area teams are calculated by the HSCIC.  These 
are generated for numerous areas including type of complaint, area of complaint and subject 
of complaint. 

Due to the nature of the NHS (not all organisations offer the same services or serve equal 
catchment areas/populations) and patient choice, it is not possible to produce comparative 
information against population size.   

A limitation of the report is that only totals are produced with no indication of scale of the 
number, i.e. two organisations with 100 complaints each do have the same number of 
complaints but if one organisation has only 100 patients all of which have complained 
against the second with a 1,000 patients of which 100 have complained, then clearly the first 
organisation got a higher percentage of complaints (100%) than the second (10%). 

To enable some comparison between organisations, since 2011-12 information on the 
number of complaints which were upheld has been collected.  The total number of upheld 
and percentage of total number of written complaints at England, regional and individual 
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organisational level (KO41a only) are provided as experimental statistics for 2011-12 to 
2013-14. For 2014-15 the experimental statistics tag has been removed. 
 

Sources of Error 
The HSCIC collects from all responsible organisations the total number of written complaints 
received during the reported year, this gives 100% coverage of all written complaints for 
England.  However it should be noted: 

• Until 2011-12 Foundation Trusts (FTs) only supplied data on a voluntary basis, 
although the majority did supply this information.  In 2010-11 of the 137 FTs, 29 did 
not submit data. These FTs were included within the organisational tables (table 8) as 
a ‘nil’ return.  This means the totals are not a true reflection of all complaints within 
England for 2010-11.  As it is now compulsory for all organisations to supply data, 
those FTs who had previously chosen not to respond in 2010-11 were given the 
opportunity to submit data in 2011-12. Of the 29 FTs who did not submit data in 2010-
11 six chose to provide this data, thus the 2010-11 data has been revised with an 
increase of 1,594 (1.1% for all complaints or 1.6% for just HCHS) from the figure 
published in 2010-11. 

• Responsible organisations contact practices to collect the GP (including dental) data. 
In 2012-13 of the 150 Responsible Organisations 65 indicated that they were unable 
to provide complete returns for all practices within their area.  In addition to these part 
submissions in 2012-13 three PCTs did not provide a return.  This means the totals 
may not be a true reflection of all complaints within England.   

 

These two factors mean that the total figures for England and (in previous years) some 
SHAs will be understated for those years where organisations either did not provide a return 
or indicated that not all organisations provided a return when requested, however the 
proportions of complaints by subject, area and type will be unaffected since the proportions 
across organisations follow similar patterns. 

Other possible causes of error could be: 

• Misallocation of the initial complaint.  The complaint manager is responsible for 
allocating the complaint to the relevant categories and on occasion the subject and/or 
area of the compliant may be miscoded, however this should occur rarely as there are 
guidelines and training to ensure complaint handlers have relevant knowledge and 
training. 

• Non-allocation of the complaint.  The complaint manager, having received a written 
letter, does not deem it to be a valid complaint.  Again this is minimised as the 
complaint handlers have specific knowledge and training.  

• For 2013-14 the KO41b data was collected on an online collection tool via NHS 
England Area Teams. This was the first and only year that data was collected via this 
mechanism and by these teams (PCTs are no longer in existence). Because of this it 
was not possible to validate data against earlier years. Also, the online system did not 
allow for automatic validation which has led to some examples of poor data quality 
such as totals not matching sum of components. 

• For 2014-15 the KO41b was collected on two new online tools with NHS England 
area teams responsible for the GP practice collection and NHS Business Service 
Authority responsible for the Dental practice collection.   Again the online system did 
not allow for validation against previous year’s submission or automatic validation 
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which has led to some examples of poor data quality such as totals not matching sum 
of components. 

 

During collection of the upheld data organisations fed back a number of concerns over the 
collection and supply of the upheld figures, in summary: 

• A complaint can have a number of different aspects with no ability to distinguish within 
the monitoring system each aspect. Therefore a complaint is upheld if any element of 
the complaint is well founded.  

• Comments show that there are significant variations in recording practice across 
England with some organisations classifying all complaints as upheld upon receipt of 
a written complaint whilst others class all complaints as not upheld due to actively 
responding and resolving the written complaint. 
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Users and Uses 
How are the statistics used? 
Users and uses of the Report 

 
i) Known Users of the Statistics 
This section contains comments based on responses from the users listed.  All these users 
have found the information in the report useful for the purposes set out. 
 
Department of Health 
"The annual collection of written complaints made by (or on behalf of) patients is used by the 
Department of Health and providers of NHS funded services to improve services; it also 
supports academics, researchers, regulators and policy makers in their work. Quantitative 
complaints data, whilst being acknowledged as a somewhat simplistic measure of 
organisational performance, are used in part to shape policy in the Department.” 
 
"The information is also used to:  

 
        - contribute to speeches and briefings for Ministers and senior officials  

 - answer PQs and Prime Minister’s Questions 

 -  respond to Media Enquiries and other correspondence." 

 

Press, Journal Articles & Social media 
Press – the data in the 2013-14 report have been used to underpin articles in newspapers 
and journals on matters of public interest. Several examples are included below: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-28965026  

http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/government-told-to-invest-in-ambulance-services-
as-complaints-soar-9697310.html  

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2737230/Hospitals-threatened-fines-failing-serve-decent-food-Hunt-orders-overhaul-
healthier-options-available-canteens-staff-help-patients-eat-meals.html 

Social media - The HSCIC corporate twitter account, which has over 4,000 followers, is used 
to publicise each statistical report on the morning of release. This complements more 
traditional media such as press releases (sent to bespoke lists according to specialism, with 
a combined total of more than 1,000 recipients), the press office section of the website, the 
publications calendar for journalists (sent to more than 1,000 contacts each month) and the 
press office contact programme, which targets key national and specialist media. 

ii) Unknown Users of the Statistics 
The survey report is free to access via the HSCIC website and therefore the majority of 
users will access the report without being known to the HSCIC.   
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It is therefore important to have in place mechanisms to understand how these additional 
users are using the statistics and to gain valuable feedback on how the HSCIC can make the 
data more useful to them. 
On the webpage where the report is surfaced there is a link to offer feedback via email and 
also the telephone number of the general enquires desk. 
Any responses received are passed to the team responsible for the report to consider.  The 
HSCIC received four responses in 2009-10, zero responses on the 2010-11, 2011-12, 2012-
13 and 2013-14 reports following publication. 
Contact information is contained within the publication which can be used to provide 
feedback via post, telephone or email. 
 
It is difficult to gather information about the use that is made of the report/tables published on 
the HSCIC website, unless we are informed by the user as to how they use the information. 
These statistics could be used by: 

• the general public to work out the areas where the highest numbers of complaints are 
made which could aid in the selection of an area to obtain NHS services.  

• NHS organisations to compare level of complaints with other NHS organisations 
 
Below are the web stats for Data on Written Complaints in the NHS, 2013-14 [NS] (taken 
from publication up until July 2015): 
 
Page views: 7,832 
Unique page views: 6,769 
Avg. time on page: 00:02:50 
Entrances: 2,375 
% Exit: 41.09% 
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Definitions 
KO41a: Is completed with information about written complaints regarding hospital and 
community health services (HCHS) made by, or on behalf of, patients in the period 1st April 
to 31st March. HCHS organisations are required to complete and submit a return. 

 

KO41b: Is completed with information about written complaints regarding general practice 
(including dental) health services (formerly family health services) made by, or on behalf of, 
patients in the period 1st April to 31st March.  

 

UPHELD: If any or all of a complaint is well founded then it should be recorded as upheld 
locally. 
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Further Information 
Any enquiries about the data contained in this Bulletin or requests for further information 
should be addressed to:  

 

Health and Social Care Information Centre  

1 Trevelyan Square 

Boar Lane 

Leeds 

LS1 6AE  

Tel: 0300 303 5678 

Email: enquires@hscic.gov.uk 
 

 

This bulletin and previous editions of the publication can be found on the Health and Social 
Care Information Centre website patient experience section at:  

 

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/searchcatalogue?q=written+complaints&topics=0%2fPatient+experi
ence&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1#top 
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