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How to use this guide 

This guide is designed to help you lead your organisation to meet the NHS 
Complaint Standards. 

It sets out five things you can do as a senior leader to: 

• embed the Complaint Standards in your organisation 

• make sure you deliver on your leadership responsibilities 

• support your organisation to deliver a good complaints service now and in 
the future. 

Introduction 

This guide will help you feel confident in taking the steps to embed the Complaint 
Standards in your organisation. It will give you and your colleagues confidence in 
your role and responsibilities as senior leaders committed to meeting the 
Complaint Standards. 

It includes a workshop outline that explains how you can work with your senior 
leadership team to: 

• reflect on your organisation’s culture around dealing with complaints 

• identify the barriers and challenges you face when delivering a good 
complaints service 

• communicate what you would like your complaints service to be 

• identify goals and actions to improve your complaints service, governance, 
reporting and learning.  

If you or your organisation have any questions about the Complaint Standards and 
supporting materials, please contact the Parliamentary and Health Service 
Ombudsman’s Stakeholder Engagement Team 
(liaisonmanagers@ombudsman.org.uk). 

  

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards-summary-expectations
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards-summary-expectations
mailto:(liaisonmanagers@ombudsman.org.uk
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Meeting the Complaint Standards  

We have designed the NHS Complaint Standards and supporting materials to help 
you, as a senior leader, make sure your organisation delivers a good complaints 
service.  

The Complaint Standards will help you: 

• create a culture that is open, honest and accountable when things go wrong 

• create an environment where everyone feels supported to learn from 
mistakes, rather than feeling blamed 

• use learning from complaints to improve services and make sure every 
member of staff knows their role in promoting a learning culture. 

Getting started 
Start by taking the steps below so you can be sure you are embedding the 
Complaint Standards in the right way. 

Step one Assess your organisation’s current approach to complaint handling 
against the Complaint Standards. You should use the organisational 
assessment tool to do this and identify which Standards you already 
meet and any areas you need to improve. 

Step two Compare your existing complaints procedure to the model 
complaint handling procedure. Consider what actions or changes 
your organisation can make to your procedure to enable you to 
meet the Complaint Standards. 

Step three Make sure you, and your colleagues who deal with complaints, are 
aware of and refer to the good complaint handling guides. They 
provide detailed guidance on complaint handling and will help you 
meet the Complaint Standards and deliver a good service. 

Step four Consider what complaint handling training you already provide. 
Identify any additional training needs your staff might have so they 
can successfully deliver the Complaint Standards (see the note 
below on free certified training). 

  

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards-summary-expectations
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards-assessment-matrix
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards-assessment-matrix
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/model-complaint-handling-procedure-nhs-services-england
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/nhs-complaint-standards/model-complaint-handling-procedure-nhs-services-england
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards/good-complaint-handling-guides-nhs
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Free certified training  

To complete step four you can take advantage of CPD-certified, Ombudsman-
approved training that covers identifying, investigating and resolving complaints. 
The training is free to NHS staff (including providers of NHS services) and is 
suitable for staff involved in handling and responding to complaints, including 
clinical staff.  

Find out more about the NHS Complaint Standards training. 

  

http://phsolearning.org.uk/login/index.php/?tenanttheme=nhscomplaintstandards1
Author
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Five things you can do as a leader to embed the 
Complaint Standards 

1. Establish roles and responsibilities 
As a senior leader you must make sure your organisation is meeting the legal 
requirements of the NHS Complaint Regulations.  

The Regulations say your organisation must appoint a ‘responsible person’ who 
should be the chief executive, sole proprietor or partner. 

The responsible person must make sure your organisation meets the 
Regulations. They should make sure your organisation takes any 
necessary action as a result of a complaint and must sign the final 
response letter to the complaint. 

The Complaint Standards set out expectations that you should also fulfil. These 
are: 

• Senior staff make sure every employee knows how they can create and 
deliver a just and learning culture for handling complaints. All staff can 
demonstrate how they contribute to this culture through practical 
examples.  

• Senior staff make sure appropriate structures are in place to deliver fair and 
robust complaint investigations. 

• Senior staff make sure staff are supported and trained in all aspects of 
dealing with complaints, from identifying a complaint to issuing a response, 
so that they meet the expectations set out in the Complaint Standards. This 
should include how to manage challenging situations. 

• Appropriate governance structures are in place so that senior staff regularly 
review information that arises from complaints and are held accountable for 
using the learning to improve services. There are clear processes in place to 
show how organisations do this and this information is included in their 
annual report. 

As a senior leader, and particularly if you are the responsible person, you should 
also familiarise yourself with: 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=e70c7891e2cff79dJmltdHM9MTcyMDY1NjAwMCZpZ3VpZD0wMmRiMWZmYy03OGZhLTZhZWItMWNjMS0wYzhhNzllNzZiNzQmaW5zaWQ9NTUxNw&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=02db1ffc-78fa-6aeb-1cc1-0c8a79e76b74&psq=nhs+complaint+regulations+2009&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubGVnaXNsYXRpb24uZ292LnVrL3Vrc2kvMjAwOS8zMDkvcGRmcy91a3NpXzIwMDkwMzA5X2VuLnBkZg&ntb=1
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• what is expected when investigating a complaint under the Complaint 
Standards (Carrying out the investigation guide) 

• what to include in a good final response letter (Writing and communicating 
your final response guide).  

See our checklist of the ten things to look for when approving a 
complaint response. 

2. Create a learning culture 
As a senior leader it is important to lead by example. They way you behave and 
the things you do will set the tone and culture for your organisation. Use the 
personal cultural assessment tool to reflect on your current performance and 
identify any actions you need to take. 

You will find more help in the Complaint Standards guide on promoting a just 
culture. This sets out what senior staff should do to create the right culture and to 
make sure that: 

• service users see how your organisation proactively and openly responds to 
complaints and uses learning to improve services 

• colleagues know to be open and accountable when mistakes happen and feel 
confident to speak up when things go wrong 

• colleagues are empowered to learn from the insight that comes from 
complaints, and are supported to be accountable and use learning to 
improve 

• colleagues are trained to know what a just and learning culture looks like in 
practice and how they should promote it in their work 

• people who complain to your organisation agree that they have been 
listened to and have had their concerns looked at openly, thoroughly and 
fairly. 

3. Action plan for the future 
After completing your organisational assessment you should have identified the 
areas you would like your organisation to improve and develop.  

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/carrying-out-investigation
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards-landing-page-test/nhs-complaint-standards-test/test-nhs-complaints-standards-guides/writing-and-communicating-your-final-response
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards-landing-page-test/nhs-complaint-standards-test/test-nhs-complaints-standards-guides/writing-and-communicating-your-final-response
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards-landing-page-test/nhs-complaint-standards-test/promoting-just-culture
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards-landing-page-test/nhs-complaint-standards-test/promoting-just-culture
Author
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To make sure your senior leadership team takes ownership of those actions, you 
should meet to discuss the assessment and what you have found. 

To help with that work and to make sure you have the full commitment of your 
team you may want to hold a workshop to reflect on your organisation’s culture 
around dealing with complaints. You can use this workshop to: 

• identify the barriers and challenges you face when delivering a good 
complaints service and what is expected under the NHS Complaint Standards 

• communicate what you would like your complaints service to be 

• identify goals and actions for developing your complaints service, 
governance, reporting and learning.  

The workshop outline and action plan templates will help you do this. 

4. Capture and report on learning   
The Complaint Standards say that as a senior leader you should make sure: 

‘Appropriate governance structures are in place so that senior staff 
regularly review information that arises from complaints and are held 
accountable for using the learning to improve services. There are clear 
processes in place to show how [your organisation does] this and this 
information is included in [your] annual report.’ 

You should read the guide on capturing and reporting on learning from complaints 
and discuss it with your leadership team to make sure you have the right 
governance and procedures in place. The guide includes a template form to 
capture insight and learning that you can use to make sure you are capturing the 
right data from all your sources of feedback. 

The guide explains what you are legally required to do. It shares good practice on: 

• capturing the right data 

• learning from complaints   

• sharing that learning with others.  

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards/good-complaint-handling-guides/capturing-and-reporting-learning-complaints
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/nhs-complaint-standards/good-complaint-handling-guides/capturing-and-reporting-learning-complaints
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/sites/default/files/NHS%20data%20reporting%20forms.docx
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/sites/default/files/NHS%20data%20reporting%20forms.docx
Author
Link



9 

Ideally you should appoint a senior member of your organisation, such 
as a board member, senior partner or equivalent, who will be 
responsible for overseeing your complaints service and making sure your 
organisation learns from complaints. The guide explains how they 
should carry out that role.  

5. Show and share learning  
One of the most important parts to get right is showing your service users that your 
organisation has learned from the complaints you receive. This can be difficult and 
may need new ideas. Any actions you take or plans you make should include how 
you will show you have learned and improved services. 

Sharing learning more widely to help others improve what they do is a sign of a 
mature learning organisation and will increase your reputation. Think about how 
you can do this through your: 

• annual report  

• networks and forums 

• Integrated Care Board, local Healthwatch and advocacy providers 

• website, social media and local press.   
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Toolkit for senior leaders 

Checklist: ten things to look for in a complaint 
response 

This checklist sets out what you should look for when approving a complaint 
response. Ask yourself, does it: 

set out the issues and what the complainant wanted to achieve 

set out how you have investigated the complaint 

explain if something has gone wrong or not: ‘what happened’ vs ‘what 
should have happened’ 

give your conclusion on the care or service provided 

explain any failings and the impact they have had 

give a meaningful apology if there are failings 

explain how you will put things right for the person who made the complaint 

explain how you will put things right for future service users, if relevant 

explain how you will keep the person involved and updated about the action 
you are taking 

make it clear that it is your final response and signpost to the Ombudsman 

Other resources 

Workshop outline for senior leaders 

Culture assessment tool 

 

Author
Format as checklist
Add links to the culture assessment tool and the workshop for senior leaders template which will each be a separate Word download

Author
I think these numbers should be ticks (that may be what you mean by format as a checklist?! Also de we need ? At the end of each of the points?

Author
This should match the step by step guide already produced Step-by-step guide: writing the final response letter | Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (PHSO) 
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