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Healthwatch England’s report Suffering in Silence, 2014 states that around 2/3 of 

people wishing to make a complaint about health and care services do not actually 

do so. One of the explanations for this is the complexity of the health and social 

care systems and their respective complaints pathways. The report highlights that: 

• People are not given the information they need to complain 

• People do not have confidence in the system to resolve their concerns 

• People find the complaints system complex and confusing 

• People need support to ensure their voices are heard 

• People need to know that health and social care services learn from 

complaints 

Healthwatch England recommend making it easier to complain, ensuring a 

compassionate response and resolution, and holding to account those who fail to 

listen. 

Across Barnet, Camden, Enfield, Haringey and Islington our findings echo the 

findings of this national work. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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Complaints in GP practice 

Following the introduction of the Health and Social Care Act 2012, patients have 

two routes for complaining about GP practice. 

Stage One 

 

 

 

Patients must choose whether to complain to the commissioner or provider, they 

cannot do both.  Complaints to the Practice Manager could also include local 

resolution and the matter not needing to be progressed to a formal complaint. 

Complaints via NHS England greater oversight of how the complaint is handled 

(though practices are required to report to commissioners on the number of 

complaints raised and upheld). 

Stage Two 

 

 

Stage two can only be tried after stage one has been completed, and assumes that 

the complainant was not happy with how the complaint was managed. 

 

Mystery Shopping Findings 

Information about complaints 

Mystery shopping activity carried out across the boroughs within GP practice 

showed that many practices did not let patients know how they can make a 

complaint and in some cases displayed out of date information about the 

complaints process. For more information, see the full reports from Islington and 

Camden: 

http://www.healthwatchislington.co.uk/sites/default/files/mystery_shopping_gp_

complaints_1.pdf 

http://www.healthwatchcamden.co.uk/resources/healthwatch-camden-gp-

complaints-report 

Islington 

Healthwatch Islington have found that some patients think that they have made a 

complaint because they have had a conversation with staff about their experience, 

Complain to NHS England (commissioner) 
Complain to the practice directly , 

usually via Practice Manager 

(provider) 

Appeal to the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman 
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but that this is not recognised as a complaint by the provider because it has not 

been put in writing. 

Across services patients tell us that they did not complain because they didn’t 

know how to, or didn’t feel able to. These barriers are more greatly enhanced for 

patients facing any additional barriers. For example, focus group work with Deaf 

users in Islington showed that although all attendees had cause for complaint, 

none could actually complain because they could not access the process (most 

providers relying on written communication). Likewise, for those who rely on 

interpreting because English is not their first language, access is limited. 

Camden 

HWCamden followed up their mystery shop recently, looking at the worst 

performers. One practice had used their report constructively and improved its 

process. Unfortunately most of the others were still poor, and a couple were 

rather rude to our repeat mystery shopper. So it seems that a small number of 

practices are not interested in the rights of their patients at all. This is not typical 

of Camden practices, but does affect several thousand people who are registered 

at these practices.  

Haringey 

Haringey are in the process of compiling their report but also noted inadequate 

facilities for those with hearing difficulties, very few practices had hearing loops  

and a common response was that " we only have one or two deaf patients so we 

don't have anything specific for them"; though Healthwatch Haringey noted the 

growing prevalence of those with hearing difficulties. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Main areas of complaint within GP practice 

For Islington 

• Access to the GP – making an appointment, 

• Patients not having their health concerns heard and taken seriously, 

• (At some practices) Getting referrals on to other services. 

For Camden 

Access to the GP – making an appointment is number one, but they also get a 

number about receptionist attitude (mostly from the same handful of practices) 

and about muddled referral processes. Another recurring issue is around 

prescribing, usually because the GP and a hospital doctor are recommending 

different things.  
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For Enfield 

Enfield’s audit of information available from GPs found a number who seemed to have no 

website.  Aside from limiting the information available online about them, this means that 

these practices are poorly placed to offer online appointments and repeat prescriptions, 

as required from April 2015, and despite considerable IT investment over the past 2 or 3 

years.  With many other practices already providing comprehensive online services, this 

finding is also consistent with the very variable reports they receive from across Enfield on 

people’s satisfaction with their local GP practice.  Many patients are happy with access to 

appointments and with the general service they receive, but they also hear complaints 

about lack of appointments, lack of time at appointments, and unclear referral processes.  

They intend to undertake further work to learn more about the issues and the areas most 

affected. 
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Other Feedback  

Access to the complaints procedure 

As within GP services, patients comment that it is hard to find out about how to 

complain across other areas of the health service too. Again the issue of 

complaints procedures relying on written English has been raised. 

Fear of reprisal 

For some patients, they state that they do not wish to complain for fear of 

repercussions whilst using a service or of being denied access. One complainant 

told us of how following a complaint the service to which they were entitled had 

been reviewed and withdrawn. Luckily an intervention from Healthwatch Islington 

resolved this case.  There is not a way for complainants to remain anonymous 

within the system. 

Not being taken seriously/ Complaining not changing anything 

For some patients they feel that their complaint won’t be taken seriously or that 

nothing will change as a result of making a complaint and so they are less inclined 

to make a complaint in the first place. 

The complaints process can be lengthy and require a lot of input from patients, 

who may have been through a traumatic experience. Systems can seem more 

geared to providers than complainants.  

 

 


