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Complaints about social care and
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Making a complaint can feel daunting but help is available. This
guide offers information on how to make a complaint about care
and health services in Wales.
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Our free advice service offers expert independent advice
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Introduction

If things start to go wrong with your care or health
services, it is important to let someone know as soon as
you can. Don’t wait until it gets worse. Ask for help
straightaway if you need it to make a complaint. You should
be able to talk to someone involved in providing the service
who can look into the issue for you – you may even be able
to change the situation immediately. However, if you decide
you need to go further to make a complaint, this guide can
give you more information about the steps to take, and let
you know about the help and support available.
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1. What are care and health services?

If you receive care and health services, you may be dealing
with many different groups of people. For example, you
may be receiving visits at home from a health visitor,
community nurse or you may have regular carers who
assist you with personal tasks, such as getting dressed or
having a shower. If you are dissatisfied with these services
in any way, you need to first work out who is responsible
for providing the service to be able to make a complaint.

Care and treatment provided through the NHS, for
example, by a health visitor, GP practice, community nurse
or services from a health care agency, is described in this
guide as ‘health care’.

Care arranged by through the local council (which may be
delivered through social services or by a private or
voluntary care organisation), is described in this guide as
‘social care’.  Social care services can also be arranged
privately, for example if you do not want to involve the
council, or have been told that you do not qualify for
council support. 

Once you know who is responsible for your care service,
whether it is the NHS, the council or a private or voluntary
organisation, you can take the steps outlined in this guide
to start your complaint.

Good to know

If your complaint involves both the NHS and the council's
social services department, they should co-ordinate their
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investigations into your complaint, and their responses to
you.
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2. Why you might want to make a complaint

You may be unhappy or upset about an ongoing situation,
or be concerned about a particular incident. Sometimes it is
enough to raise the issue and have an informal chat either
with the individual concerned, a member of staff, or the
manager in charge of the service. You may just want to
make them aware and make sure that it doesn’t happen
again. However, if the problem continues, you may want to
go further and make an official, or formal, complaint.

Reasons why you may wish to complain about your
social care could include any of the following:

If the council is involved:

- the council has made a new decision about your care,
which could mean you receive fewer hours of care

- you don't agree with the way your care needs have been
assessed

- you have been waiting a long time for a decision or to be
provided with services

- you have been refused a service without a good reason

- you don't agree with the way your financial contribution
towards your care has been worked out.

See chapter seven about how to complain about decisions
or actions by the council. 

Whether the council is involved or not:
- you don't agree with the amount that you are being
charged for your care service (for example, if you feel
you have been overcharged)

- you are unhappy with the quality or amount of care you
are being given (for example, if you feel the care is not
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very good or that the carers are not staying as long as
they used to)

- changes have been made to your care service (for
example, you are getting less care than before and feel
you need more help)

- there has been poor communication from the care
provider (for example, if you have not been informed
about a change to your care services)

- you are unhappy with the behaviour and attitude of staff
(for example, if they have been neglectful, unhelpful or
rude)

- you feel you have not been given all of the information
you should have been given (for example, if you have not
been given your written assessment or you have been
provided with incorrect or misleading information).

See chapters five and six about making complaints about
care services. 

Reasons why you may wish to complain about health
care could include any of the following:

- there has been poor communication from your health
service provider, or you have been given misleading
information about your treatment or right to services

- you feel that your health and care needs were not
assessed properly before you were discharged from
hospital

- you are unhappy with the quality or amount of care given
by your primary care provider (such as your GP, dentist
or optician), or your secondary care provider (such as the
hospital medical team, district nurse, occupational
therapist, community care nurses)

- you received neglectful or harmful treatment

- you were not given appropriate after care services, to
meet your eligible assessed needs
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- you are unhappy with the behaviour and attitude of staff
(for example, if they have been unhelpful or rude).

See chapter eight about making complaints about health
services.
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3. How to make a complaint

You should make your complaint directly to the organisation
which is providing your care or health treatment.  You can
make your complaint:

- over the phone

- in person

- by writing a letter or sending an email.

Whichever way you decide to make your complaint, the
organisation involved must keep a written record.
Complaints can be made either by you, or by a friend or a
relative if you give your permission. You can also ask for
support from an independent advocate or an advice
organisation (see chapter five).

What your complaint should include

- your full name and address

- an explanation of why you are making the complaint
(make it clear that you are making a formal complaint)

- a description of what has gone wrong – make sure you
include all the relevant facts (such as dates, times and
names), but keep the account as brief as you can

- if you are writing your complaint, attach copies of any
relevant letters and other documents, and list all the
items you have attached within your letter or email

- an explanation of how you want the organisation to
resolve the matter. For example, whether you would like
to receive an apology, better service, an explanation or
simply an acknowledgement that the problem will not
happen again.

To do...
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Try to keep the tone of your complaint polite, even if you
feel very angry or upset about the situation.

See the following chapters for more details about
making complaints about different types of care –
such as care in your own home (chapter five), or in a
care home (chapter six). 
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4. Independent advocacy and support to make a
complaint

You don’t have to go through all of this on your own - there
is help and support available. If you would find it helpful to
talk to someone who is independent of your situation, you
could contact us at Independent Age (0800 319 6789,
advice@independentage.org) or contact the Older People’s
Commissioner for Wales to discuss the process of making a
complaint and what your options are (02920 445030,
olderpeoplewales.com).

Independent Advocates

An independent advocate is someone who can speak on
your behalf to represent your views and rights, or support
you to speak for yourself. They can discuss your situation
privately with you and, with your permission, can attend
meetings with you. The advocate may be able to help you
resolve problems and make communication easier between
you and the professionals involved.

To do...

You can find a local independent advocacy organisation
by calling the Advocacy Resource finder helpline (08451 22
86 33) or by looking on the Older People’s Advocacy
Alliance (OPAAL) website ( opaal.org.uk).

Age Cymru (08000 223 444, ageuk.org.uk/cymru) may also
have details of advocacy schemes in your local area.

For more information on advocacy, see our guide
Independent Advocacy (Guide 25).

mailto:advice@independentage.org
http://olderpeoplewales.com
http://www.opaal.org.uk/
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5. Complaining about care in your own home

You may not be happy with the care you receive in your
own home if, for example, you are being charged more
than you feel you can afford or you have received a bill for
more than you were told you should have to pay. Or you
may have found that your carers have not turned up when
you were told to expect them, they may not have helped
you with the personal tasks that you normally receive help
with, or they may be making their visits shorter than usual.

Should I complain?

You might be unsure whether to complain, especially if you
are worried that your carer could be blamed for something
you don’t feel is their fault, for example, they turned up
later than usual because they had lots of people to visit
before you. However, it's important to raise this issue with
the organisation arranging the care, to stop this situation
from happening again.

The steps to take

1. If you are dissatisfied with the standard of care you are
receiving in your own home from the NHS, the council or
from a home care agency, you should first speak to
someone in charge of the service. This may be the manager
or supervisor of the home care agency, the manager of the
community nurses, or the social worker involved in
organising your care.

2. If you are dissatisfied with the response you receive, you
can make a complaint using the organisation’s complaints
procedure. If the service you receive is provided by the
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NHS, you will need to use the NHS complaints procedure
(see chapter eight). If the service is provided or arranged
by your council, you need to use the council’s social
services complaints procedure (see chapter seven). If you
arranged the service yourself, the organisation you are
using should have their own internal complaints procedure.

3. If your complaint is about home care provided by a care
agency, you can also complain to the Care and Social
Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) (0300 7900 126,
cssiw.org.uk), an independent body that registers and
regulates all home care agencies in Wales. They don’t
investigate individual complaints but can make sure that
agencies are meeting important standards of quality and
safety.

http://www.cssiw.org.uk/
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6. Complaining about care in a care home

All care homes are required to have a complaints procedure
in place in accordance with the Care Standards Act 2000.
They must make sure that all residents of the care home
are able to complain using this procedure.

Steps to take

1. If you are a resident, or a relative or friend of a resident,
you can begin the complaints process by making your
concerns known to the care home matron or manager. You
could ask another member of staff to speak to them on
your behalf if you prefer.

2. If you are not satisfied with the response you get, or you
do not want to discuss the complaint with the staff at the
care home, you can make a complaint to an inspection
officer at the Care and Social Services Inspectorate for
Wales (CSSIW) (0300 7900 126, cssiw.org.uk). They don’t
investigate individual complaints but can make sure that
homes meet quality and safety standards. You can write or
speak to the inspectors in confidence, although you may
have to reveal more information if you want them to
investigate in detail.

You do not have to tell the care home that you have made
a complaint to the CSSIW, but you may wish to do so, so
that the home is aware that you are treating your concerns
seriously and that you are aware of your right to do so.

3. If some or all of your care home fees are being paid by
your local council, social services must carry out an annual
review of your care. You could discuss any difficulties or

http://www.cssiw.org.uk/
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complaints you have about your care and the home with
the social worker who reviews your needs or with a
manager at the council's social services department.
However, if you have serious concerns that need resolving
quickly, you do not have to wait for the review meeting.
You can contact social services immediately to request an
urgent review of your care needs.
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Complaining about a care home if you pay for your
own care

If you are paying your own care home fees and the
complaint is not about abuse (see chapter 10), social
services may not be prepared to get involved.

To do...

You may want to look over your contract with the care
home to see what standards you can expect and what
services should be provided. Citizens Advice Consumer
helpline (03454 040506 or 08454 04 05 05 for a
Welsh-speaking service) may be able to advise on whether
the contract terms are fair.

If you need help to communicate with staff or need support
to make a complaint, you could consider getting support
from an independent advocate (see chapter four).

If you and the manager of the care home cannot agree on
how to resolve the complaint, it may be as a last resort that
you have to move to another care home. If this happens,
you may want to contact the council to ask for a needs
assessment, to make sure that your new home can meet
your care needs. FirstStop Care Advice (0800 377 7070,
firststopcareadvice.org.uk) and the Care and Social
Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) (0300 7900 126,
cssiw.org.uk) are able to provide details of care homes in
your local area that may be able to meet your care needs.

http://firststopcareadvice.org.uk
http://www.cssiw.org.uk/


Guide 74: Complaints about social care and NHS services in Wales 17

7. Complaining about the council's social services
department

The Welsh Government introduced new arrangements for
social services departments to deal with complaints on 1
August 2014.

You must make a complaint within 12 months of the
incident or situation which you are complaining about (or
within 12 months of it coming to your attention). The time
limit may not apply if your council’s social service
department is satisfied that you have good reasons for your
complaint being made later, and if they think that it is still
possible to investigate your complaint effectively and fairly.

There are two stages in social services complaints
process:

Stage one – local resolution

The council must always first offer to discuss your
complaint with you and try to resolve the situation within
10 working days. However if you are still unhappy at the
end of this stage you can ask for a formal investigation. You
also have the right to request a formal investigation
straight away.

Stage two – formal investigation

Once you have requested a formal investigation, the council
should write to you setting out their understanding of your
complaint, and checking that you agree with this. After they
have done this, they have 25 working days to investigate
and respond to your complaint.
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The complaint will be investigated by an Independent
Investigator. They must produce a report with findings,
conclusions and recommendations.

If, due to exceptional circumstances, the council is not able
to send a written response within 25 working days it must
write to you and tell you why there is a delay and when you
will get their response. The council must give you a full
response no later than six months from the date that they
received your complaint.

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales

If you remain dissatisfied after stage two you can take your
complaint to the Public Services Ombudsman (0300 790
0203, ombudsman-wales.org.uk) - see chapter 12. 

Complaints involving other services

In some instances, a complaint may include other services
which may affect how your complaint should be
investigated. For example, if a complaint involves criminal
behaviour, such as in a case of abuse (see chapter 10), the
police may need to investigate the situation. In these
circumstances, you can choose whether the council
investigates your complaint straightaway or after any other
investigation has been completed. The council should keep
you informed of the developments of any investigation.
Once such an investigation has been completed, you have
the right to ask the council to look into your complaint
again.

http://ombudsman-wales.org.uk
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8. Complaining about a health service

If something is wrong with the care you have received in
hospital, or within a doctor’s or dentist’s practice, you
should raise this at the time by mentioning it to the staff.
This may give them a chance to put the matter right
immediately, if this is possible, or to make a note of it to
make sure the problem doesn’t arise again. This may be
enough for you to feel much better about the situation.
Likewise, if you have been given information about your
health treatment, but you don’t understand what you have
been told, don’t hesitate to ask for an explanation
straightaway which could put your mind at rest, rather than
worrying about it later.

Complaints can be made to any member of NHS staff by
you, or by a friend or relative.

Good to know

Some health services are run by private companies – this
can include services you are referred to by your GP. Before
complaining, it is important to make sure that the NHS who
is responsible for the service. If not, you should complain
using the company’s own complaints procedure.

To do...

If you would like advice and support in making your
complaint, your local Community Health Council (CHC)
provides a free and independent advocacy service. You can
find your local CHC by contacting the Board of Community
Health Councils (0845 644 7814,
wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/899/home).

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/899/home
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The government guidance ‘Putting things right’ [1] was
published in 2011 and explains how you can make a
complaint about the NHS.

Steps to making your complaint

You should normally make a complaint within 12 months of
an event occurring, or within 12 months of the date when
you first became aware of the issue you want to complain
about. If you raise the complaint after 12 months it is at
the discretion of the NHS about whether to investigate.

The NHS complaints procedure has the following stages:

1. Local resolution or “on the spot” complaints

“On the spot” complaints are those made to staff at the
time of the complaint. If you do not wish to complain
immediately, or are unhappy with the response you receive,
you can make an official complaint to the organisation (GP
surgery, dentist, hospital) or to your Local Health Board.

2. Formal complaint

You should be able to make a complaint to any member of
staff who will then forward it to the named complaints
manager of the organisation you are complaining about,
such as your doctor or dentist. Alternatively, your Local
Health Board can investigate your complaint. The primary
care provider can also ask the Local Health Board to
investigate.

[1]
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sites3/page.cfm?orgid=932&pid=
50738

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sites3/page.cfm?orgid=932&pid=50738
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What happens next

After you complain, you should:

- receive an acknowledgement within two days. This should
say who is dealing with your complaint and provide
information on where to find an advocate should you
need one.

- receive a response to your complaint within 30 days or an
explanation as to why it is taking longer. The response
should explain the outcome of the investigation and any
appropriate action taken.

Action resulting from a complaint can include any or all of
the following:

- a written apology

- information on action taken to prevent it from happening
again

- an explanation of events

- the offer of financial compensation and/or remedial
treatment.

The Health Inspectorate Wales

If you have a problem with your healthcare service in Wales
you can also raise the matter with the Health Inspectorate
Wales (0300 062 8163, inspectionwales.com). The
Inspectorate is responsible for ensuring that all providers of
health services in Wales meet quality and safety standards.
They do not have to investigate an individual’s complaints
but can make sure that agencies are meeting the
standards.

http://inspectionwales.com
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9. Complaints about an individual care or health
professional

If the complaint involves a serious matter involving an
individual worker, you may wish to complain about their
behaviour as a trained and regulated professional. Here are
some examples of bodies who can investigate specific
professions.

Complaints about the conduct of a social worker

To complain about a social worker, you can contact the Care
Council for Wales (0300 30 33 444, ccwales.org.uk). They
have standards of conduct for social workers (available on
their website), which workers must sign up to as part of
their registration with the Care Council.

Complaints against a doctor, dentist, nurse or other
health professional

If you have a complaint about nurses, midwives or health
visitors, you can make a complaint to the Nursing and
Midwifery Council (020 7462 5800, nmc-uk.org).

For a serious complaint about a dentist, you can complain
to the General Dental Council (GDC) (0845 222 4141,
gdc-uk.org). The GDC can investigate all concerns from
dental patients, whether they are NHS or private patients.

If you have a serious complaint about a doctor, you can
also complain to their professional organisation, the
General Medical Council (GMC) (0845 357 0022,
gmc-uk.org). The GMC has the power to investigate doctors
working in the UK and can take a range of actions. To make
a complaint to the GMC you must put your complaint in

http://www.ccwales.org.uk/
http://www.nmc-uk.org/
http://www.gdc-uk.org/
http://www.gmc-uk.org/
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writing using their complaints form available on their
website.

If you have a serious complaint about another health
professional, such as an occupational therapist, speech and
language therapist, or physiotherapist, you should contact
the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) (0800 328
4218, hpc-uk.org). They maintain a register of certain
health professionals and can investigate complaints if it is
about a profession they regulate.

http://www.hpc-uk.org/
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10. If the complaint is about abuse

If your concerns relate to a form of abuse, for example,
neglect, financial, physical or emotional abuse, you can
reported them to the council's social services department
and/or the local police.

If you contact the council with your concerns, you may be
referred to the social services safeguarding adults
co-ordinator. The safeguarding adults co-ordinator is
responsible for investigating any alleged abuse.

If you have complained to the NHS and your complaint
involves a vulnerable adult being at risk of harm, the NHS
may need to involve the safeguarding team at the council in
the case, to make sure the person involved is safe.

To do...

If you wish to speak to someone independent, in confidence
about your concerns, you could contact Action on Elder
Abuse (0808 808 8141, elderabuse.org.uk). They are an
independent charity providing advice about elder abuse
through their helpline. You may also want to get support
from an independent advocate (see chapter four).

http://www.elderabuse.org.uk/
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11. Once you have made your complaint

- keep copies of all the letters and documents that you
have sent, and any responses you get.

- Whenever you are in touch with someone about your
complaint, make a note of their name, the date, and what
was said.

- If a decision is made or anything is agreed over the
phone or in person, make sure to ask that the decision is
confirmed to you in writing.
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12.  Next steps with your complaint

If you are unhappy with the response that you get to your
complaint , there are further steps you can take.

Public Services Ombudsman

If you disagree with the investigation into your complaint,
you can go to the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
(PSO) (0300 790 0203, ombudsman-wales.org.uk). The
Ombudsman is completely independent of the NHS and
your council.  You can also go to the Ombudsman if you
have arranged your services yourself, and the NHS and the
council have not been involved. This is a free and impartial
service.

The Ombudsman will not investigate your complaint until
you have made a formal complaint first through the
appropriate complaints procedure.

A complaint would usually have to be made to the
Ombudsman within 12 months of the event occurring.

Getting others interested

You could consider getting support from a voluntary
organisation, pressure group or from a political
representative to help fight your case. People you may
want to contact include:

- your local councillor or MP will hold surgeries in your area
and can also be contacted by email or letter. You can find
out where and when from your local library.

- the Older People’s Commissioner for Wales (02920
445030, olderpeoplewales.com). The Commissioner is an
independent champion for older people, and can get

http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/
http://olderpeoplewales.com
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involved if you have been experiencing difficulties with a
public service provider that you cannot resolve locally.

- the Welsh Assembly Government Minister responsible for
the public service you are concerned about - you could
write to them explaining your situation. The Welsh
Assembly website ( wales.gov.uk) provides contact details
for the different Ministers.

- You could also try to get publicity through newspapers or
magazines, although you should be aware that by
involving the media, you may lose some of your privacy
and personal control over the situation.

http://www.wales.gov.uk/
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13. Taking legal action

Judicial review

You can challenge some decisions made by a council or the
NHS using a Judicial Review in the High Court. The Judicial
Review considers the way a public authority has made its
decision to see if it has followed the law correctly, although
it cannot change the law itself.

In many circumstances problems can be resolved without
considering court action. However, in some circumstances it
may be appropriate to get legal advice to see if an
application for judicial review would be an appropriate way
to challenge a decision. An application for Judicial Review
must be made promptly, usually within three months of the
event that you have complained about.

To do...

You will need to get advice from a solicitor to see if Legal
Aid might be available to cover the legal costs, depending
on your finances. If you are not eligible for Legal Aid,
Judicial Review may be a very expensive option.

Private legal action

It may, in some circumstances, be possible to sue a public
authority in court, although the process is slow and can be
very expensive.

To find a solicitor, you can contact the following
organisations:

- Solicitors for the Elderly (0844 567 6173,
solicitorsfortheelderly.com) has a database of solicitors

http://www.solicitorsfortheelderly.com/
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that have experience and/or specialise in legal issues
affecting older people, their families and carers.

- Civil Legal Advice (0345 345 4345,
gov.uk/civil-legal-advice) can advise you on solicitors in
your area who may offer free or low-cost legal advice
(through the legal aid scheme, if you are eligible). They
can also give information about solicitors who offer
private legal advice that you pay for yourself.

- The Law Society (020 7320 5650,
solicitors.lawsociety.org.uk), which regulates and
represents solicitors in England and Wales, has a
database and helpline to help you find a solicitor and offer
advice on what to expect and common legal problems.

 

https://www.gov.uk/civil-legal-advice
http://solicitors.lawsociety.org.uk
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14. Summary: things to remember when making a
complaint

- Don’t wait for things to get worse with your care or health
services - tell someone as soon as you can.

- Do ask for explanations if you don’t understand what
you’re being told; small problems can become bigger
when there is a misunderstanding or breakdown in
communication.

- Don’t feel that you’re being a nuisance; organisations
need to know if there is a problem and usually prefer to
be told so that they have a chance to put things right.

- Do ask for help; if you feel you need to make a complaint
but can’t do it by yourself, there are lots of organisations
who can help, such as our team at Independent Age
(0800 319 6789, advice@independentage.org).

mailto:advice@independentage.org
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15. Useful contacts

Here are a few of the key organisations mentioned in this
guide to support you with following your complaint through:

If you are concerned about abuse

- Action on Elder Abuse (080 8808 8141, elderabuse.org.uk
).

Getting support to make your complaint

- The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales (02920
445030, olderpeoplewales.com) – can support you to
make a formal complaint and monitor how your complaint
is dealt with.

- Advocacy Resource Finder helpline (08451 22 86 33,
opaal.org.uk) – to find a local advocate who could attend
meetings with you and represent your views.

If you don’t get the result you want

- Public Services Ombudsman for Wales (0300 790 0203,
ombudsman-wales.org.uk).

Remember that you can also speak to one of our
independent advisers about your situation by calling us on
0800 319 6789, or email advice@independentage.org.

http://elderabuse.org.uk
http://olderpeoplewales.com
http://opaal.org.uk
http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/
mailto:advice@independentage.org


This guide is not a full explanation of the law and is aimed at
people aged over 60.

If you need any of this information in another format (such as
large-print or Braille), please contact our Information Manager
on 020 7605 4294 or email comms@independentage.org

If you have found our advice useful, please consider supporting
us by raising money, volunteering or making a donation. We
receive no state funding and rely on support from individuals,
trusts and other sources to continue providing our services to
hundreds of thousands of people in need.

For further information on how to support us, please see our
website independentage.org or call 020 7605 4288.
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