Patient Relations Department – Complaints Pack
GUIDE TO LETTER WRITING

(This can be done in conjunction with the “Guidance on Checking and Reviewing Written Responses”)

1. Issues to bear in mind

· There is no such thing as a standard letter and each one should be personalised

· No two complaints are the same and require different responses

· Choose words appropriate to the complaint and the complainant

· Try to put yourself in the complainant’s shoes

· Be simplistic, not complicated

· Be courteous, clear, concise and complete

· The greatest impact is the tone of the letter

· Respond to all points raised

· Ensure you use good English/grammar with no inappropriate jargon

· Be honest and open

· Avoid judgements unless professional and relevant

· Include only relevant clinical/technical details

2. Steps to Follow

· Read the complaint letter thoroughly

· Check you have fully investigated and obtained all necessary statements

· Separate out, all the issues to be addressed

· Structure your thoughts before putting pen to paper

· Ensure all points are answered

· Read your response through once completed, or ask a colleague to read it

3. Structure of Letter

There is no perfect letter, but the following may be helpful.  See attached as an example copy of a complaint letter and response, incorporating these aspects : -

3.1 Name and Address – check you are addressing the correct person – is it the patient or the complainant?

3.2 Opening Paragraph – Outline the issue to be addressed and thank them for bringing it to our attention.

3.3 Early Apology – It helps to make an early apology and if a mistake has been made, acknowledge this.

3.4 Body of Response – The body of the response needs to give the results of the investigation that has been carried out in answer to each of the issues raised by the complainant.  This should be done either sequentially as raised within the actual complaint letter or, if easier, in a chronological format.

3.5 Action Plan - You need to make it clear what action has already been taken or is to be taken and discuss follow-up intentions. Ideally a time-scale should be attached to this. If it is not possible to do what has been asked, this needs to be explained, giving reasons why.

3.6 Learning Points – If appropriate, explain how the organisation has learnt from the complaint being made and thank the complainant for helping you to improve the service for others.

3.7 Closing Paragraph – Give further apology if appropriate.  Have a ‘closure’ sentence, but provide offer of further assistance should this be necessary.

EXAMPLE COMPLAINT LETTER AND RESPONSE

48 Female Street,







Ladypark,







LEEDS.







LS72 9BZ

1st December 2007

The Chief Executive,

Bluebottle Hospital,

Frog Road,

LEEDS
LS90 7FT

Dear Sir,

My father, Mr. Arthur Bright was an inpatient on A Ward at Bluebottle Hospital for a number of weeks.   Because my father was clearly not fit enough to return home and because of my work and family commitments, it was arranged that when he was ready for discharge from hospital, he would be placed in a nursing home.  You can imagine my shock when arriving on Ward A on Saturday afternoon to be told by the nursing staff that without me knowing anything about it, he had been sent to Butterfly Nursing Home.

I then trekked to the Nursing Home (which is at the other side of the city to Bluebottle Hospital), to find my father, who is very deaf and clearly did not know what was going on, extremely traumatised by the whole experience, which is not good when he is recovering from his operation.  I am sure he would have handled the move to a strange environment much better if I had been with him.

The Ward Sister has telephoned me to apologise, but I want assurances that no one else will have to go through what both me and my father had to.  Why was everything so rushed at the end and was he really ready to go, or were you trying to clear the beds to make room for someone else.  In the circumstances I feel I have no alternative but to make a formal complaint.

Yours faithfully,

FLORA WOMAN 
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Email: daisy.flowerbed@bluebottle.nhs.uk
Mrs. F. Woman,

48 Female Street,

Ladypark,

LEEDS 

LS72 9BZ

Dear Mrs. Woman,

Your letter dated 1st December 2007, addressed to the Chief Executive has been passed to me as the Matron in charge of Ward A.  I would like to thank you for bringing this matter of inadequate communication in relation to the discharge of your father, Mr. Arthur Bright, to our attention.

May I begin by offering my sincere apologies and regret for the lack of information you were given surrounding the discharge of your father from A Ward to Butterfly Nursing Home.  This is clearly unacceptable.  

I have undertaken an investigation into the events that led up to your father’s discharge and spoken to the nurses involved.  First of all I can give you an assurance that the doctor responsible for your father’s care, Dr. Nettle, Consultant in Elderly Medicine, was perfectly satisfied that Mr. Bright no longer required hospital care.  He was medically fit for discharge.  I have checked the medical records and the discharge was undertaken in a planned way.  Again I would like to give you an assurance that although the Ward was busy, your father’s discharge was not rushed in order to vacate his bed for another patient.

It is clear, however, that there was a lack of communication between different nursing staff on the ward.  There was also inadequate documentation regarding who had been informed in relation to your father’s impending discharge.  As indicated earlier, this is unacceptable and falls short of what is expected.  The nursing staff on duty at the time, are aware they made an error and apologise for not advising you in advance of your father’s discharge.  

The issue has been raised with all nursing staff on A Ward.  The importance of the need for adequate documentation and timely information and communication between nursing staff and patients’ relatives has been reiterated.  I have asked the Sister for the Ward to undertake an audit of discharge documentation which will be able to identify the extent to which conversations with relatives/carers about the discharge of a patient, are logged.   Any necessary actions identified from this audit will be carried out on its completion.  

I do believe the nursing staff on A Ward have learnt a great deal from this incident and I would like to thank you for bringing this to our attention and helping us to improve our service for the benefit of others.

Once again, please accept my sincere apologies for the additional anxiety this incident has caused to you and your family.  I hope my response has addressed the issues you raised, but if I can be of any further assistance, please do not hesitate to contact me on the above telephone number.

Yours sincerely,

DAISY FLOWERBED

Matron
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