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1. AUDIT BACKGROUND/RATIONALE 
It is the right of HSE service users to make a complaint where standards of care, treatment and practice 
are perceived to fall short of what is acceptable.  Responding effectively to complaints received and 
learning from them is a key aspect to providing a high quality customer focused service.    
Part 9 of the Health Act 2004i makes provision for the introduction of a statutory complaints system within 
the HSE.  The Health Act 2004 (Complaints) Regulations 2006 (SI No 652 of 2006)ii giving force to Part 9 
of the Health Act became operational from the 01 January 2007.  These Regulations include inter alia 
specific requirements in relation to investigation reports and are as follows:  
Paragraph 6(3)(a) of the Regulations: 

A complaints officer shall prepare a report on the investigation – 
(a) at the conclusion of the investigation, and 
(b) at any time during the investigation, if requested by the Executive or service provider, as 

appropriate. 



 

Paragraph 8(9) of the Regulations: 

Upon conclusion of an investigation, a complaints officer shall, as soon as practicable, prepare a 
signed and dated report (referred to in Regulation 6(3)(a)) which shall include – 
(a) his or her findings, 
(b) any recommendation which he or she considers appropriate, 
(c) the reasons for such findings and recommendations, and forward it, as soon as is practicable, to 

the complainant, the Executive and service provider, as appropriate. 
Paragraph 8(10) of the Regulations:  

The report forwarded to the complainant under Paragraph (9) shall also advise that he she may 
request that the recommendation made be reviewed and provide such information as is necessary to 
assist with requesting a review.  

The HSE, in accordance with the legislation, is committed to providing a system for the management of 
complaints.  In March 2009, HSE Consumer Affairs introduced “Your Service Your Say” Policy and 
Procedures for the Management of Consumer Feedback to include Comments, Compliments and 
Complaints in the HSEiii - a comprehensive guide to the management of complaints received at all levels 
across the organisation.  To bring consistency to the process across the service and to further support 
complaints officers in their role, this guide was followed by the roll-out of standard templates including a 
standard report template and an accompanying standard letter of response to the complainant. 
As “Your Service Your Say” has been in place for some time and given that HSE Consumer Affairs has 
responsibility for implementing and developing best practice models of customer care within the HSE, the 
Director of Advocacy, Quality and Patient Safety Directorate (QPSD) has determined that an audit of the 
use of the standard investigation report template and accompanying standard letter of response, by 
designated complaints officers is opportune.  An assessment of the use of the standard investigation report 
template and accompanying standard letter of response will complement and inform future development of 
the complaints management process. 
This audit was conducted in conjunction with a separate but related audit that was also requested by the 
Director of Advocacy, Quality and Patient Safety Directorate.  The title of the second audit is ‘Audit of the 
implementation of recommendations made following investigation of complaints under Part 9 of the Health 
Act 2004’.   

2. AUDIT OBJECTIVES 
The objectives of this audit are fivefold as follows: 

1. To determine if complaints officers in HSE acute hospitals are aware of the standard report template 
and accompanying standard letter of response issued for use by HSE Consumer Affairs in September 
2009. 

2. To determine if complaints officers in HSE acute hospitals are using the standard report template and 
accompanying standard letter of response issued for use by HSE Consumer Affairs in September 
2009. 

3. To determine the level of compliance by complaints officers with Regulation 8(9) and 8(10) and the 
HSE’s document - “Your Service Your Say”.  Accordingly, determine if the final report and where 
relevant the letter of response include - 

(a) Summary of complaint; 
(b) Summary of investigation process undertaken; 
(c) Findings; 
(d) Recommendations (if any); 
(e) Statement regarding follow-up of recommendations (if any) by the General Manager;  
(f) Statement regarding client’s right to request a review of their complaint; 
(g) Timeframe for review request; 
(h) Statement regarding client’s right of review to the Office of the Ombudsman/Ombudsman for 

Children and provision of relevant contact details. 
4. To determine if complaints officers consider the standard report template and accompanying letter of 



 
response issued by HSE Consumer Affairs ‘fit for purpose’. 

5. To identify gaps in compliance and make recommendations in line with good practice. 

The scope of the audit included: 
1. The issue of a questionnaire to the four Area Consumer Affairs Managers currently in place in the HSE 

to ascertain some preliminary information. 

2. The issue of a questionnaire to all designated complaints officers, currently in place in HSE acute 
hospitals nationally, to ascertain awareness and use of the standard report template and 
accompanying standard letter of response. 

3. Follow-up site visits at four HSE acute hospitals to review files and evidence the level of use of the 
standard report template and accompanying standard letter of response.   

3. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS 
o A number of hospitals audited do not have a local policy for the management of complaints. 
o A number of complaints officers in hospitals audited have not received formal training for their role as 

complaints officers. 
o A number of complaints officers in hospitals audited are not aware of the standard report template and 

accompanying letter of response issued by HSE Consumer Affairs.  
o Whilst the majority of complaints officers reported on the questionnaire returned that they use the 

standard report template there was limited evidence of its use during on-site visits.  Evidence of its use 
was found in one of the four hospitals audited.  The general practice is for complaints officers to 
include the detail pertaining to the investigation in the body of the letter of response.  

o Whilst the majority of complaints officers reported on the questionnaire returned that they use the 
standard letter of response there was limited evidence of its use during on-site visits.  With the 
exception of one site, it was either not used or only used for a maximum of 50% of cases.  It is 
common practice for complaints officers to use a general letter customised to the individual complaint.  
Whilst the letters seen by the audit team were person-centred and appeared to focus on addressing 
the issues raised by the complainant many did not make reference to core legislative requirements i.e. 
those dealing with review, timeframe for review and appeal to Ombudsman/Ombudsman for Children 
and as a result, many complainants were not made aware of their legislative entitlements.  

o The general view among complaints officers who commented on the templates and in particular the 
complaints officers interviewed, is that the standard report template and accompanying standard letter 
of response are too formal and legalistic in tone for the majority of complaints received by hospitals.  
Whilst many acknowledged that complainants need to be made aware of their legislative entitlements 
they are of the view that the majority of responses do not require the level of detail prescribed by the 
standard templates.   

4. RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. A local policy for the management of complaints should be created by hospitals, where none currently 

exists.  The local policy should be created in line with the HSE’s policy, procedures and guidelines 
format.   

2. The Regional Consumer Affairs Departments should ascertain who has not received formal training for 
their role as a complaints officer and arrange training where required.  Formal training should be 
scheduled at regular intervals thereafter for new staff and for the provision of updates on 
policies/procedures/guidelines.   

3. The HSE Advocacy Unit, Quality and Patient Safety Directorate in conjunction with the relevant 
persons, should review the standard report template and accompanying standard letter of response, 
and in particular the language used in the letter of response, to ensure that they meet the needs of all 
complainants.  The creation of a separate leaflet with the information regarding redress should also be 
considered.     

4. The HSE Advocacy Unit, Quality and Patient Safety Directorate should ascertain from the Consumer 
Affairs Area Manager/HSE acute hospitals the name(s) of the designated complaints officers currently 



 
in place in each HSE acute hospital and update the HSE website in accordance. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The audit of complaints officer reports to ensure compliance with legislation and HSE policy and 
procedures was successfully completed across 28 HSE acute hospitals.  Based on the findings, the audit 
team conclude that while there is evidence of some good practices in relation to the management of 
complaints, reports (i.e. letter of response and report template) for the most part, are not in compliance 
with the provisions of the legislation and HSE policy and procedures.  Use of pro forma documentation 
issued by HSE Consumer Affairs is limited with many complaints officers eschewing its use in favour of 
more simple customised responses with the result that many complainants are not being made aware of 
their legislative entitlements.  The audit team therefore submit that a review of the format and language of 
the standard report template and accompanying letter of response, by the HSE Advocacy Unit is 
warranted.   
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