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this report introduces a review of complaints to the medical council conducted by simon o’hare, research, 
monitoring and evaluation manager at the medical council of ireland and by professor deirdre madden, school of 
Law and dr orla o’donovan, school of applied social science, university college cork.    

at the medical council, a team of people made different contributions to this report and their assistance is gratefully 
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together with the former chairs and the current and former members is acknowledged.   
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finally, this report is based on some 2,000 complaints to the medical council.  complaints were made by patients, 
their families or representatives, and responded to by doctors.  through reviewing complaints and identifying 
learning for good professional practice, we hope that the public and the medical profession can benefit from these 
experiences and that the medical council can strengthen its role in supporting good professional practice.   
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doctors play an essential role in the public’s health and wellbeing.  each year in ireland it is estimated that the 
average adult consults a gp three times; furthermore, 3-in-10 adults attend a hospital.1  it is critical that the public 
experience safe, high quality care from doctors they trust who are engaged in good professional practice.  

in general, this is the current situation in ireland.  previous studies reported by the medical council have 
demonstrated that over 9-in-10 people trust doctors and that 94% of people were satisfied with the care they 
received from their doctor; furthermore, 9-in-10 people never had an experience with a doctor which led them to 
consider making a complaint.2

while the relationship between the public and doctors in ireland is generally positive, we cannot take this position 
for granted.  a number of recent high-profile failings of care in ireland have asked difficult but important questions 
about how healthcare quality and safety is assured.  sometimes the care which patients experience from their 
doctors falls short of their expectations, giving them cause for concern and some will make a complaint.  

ron paterson, former health and disability commissioner in new Zealand noted:

“Complaints matter: to the people who make them, usually as a last resort after the frustration 
of trying other avenues without success; to the person complained about, in whom the complaint 
may provoke a fierce reaction, ranging from shame to indignation; and to the agency required to 
handle the complaint, charged with resolving a problem when parties’ recollections and objectives 
may be sharply divergent”.3

making a complaint about a doctor is not an easy step for a patient or their family to take.  it is important that their 
voices are listened to and that their concerns are taken seriously.  while those making a complaint are interested 
in understanding their specific experience of care, most see a complaint as a way to identify a problem and to point 
to learning for the benefit of other patients.4  

all of us involved in responding to patient’s complaints have a duty to meet these expectations if public trust is to 
be maintained.  

a key function of the medical council is responding to complaints about doctors through fitness to practise 
procedures.  through our Statement of Strategy 2014-2018, we aim to provide leadership to doctors in enhancing 
good professional practice in the interests of patient safety.  in setting ourselves this aim, we asked how we can 
provide leadership through our role in responding to complaints.  each year, we report on our handling of complaints 
about doctors in our annual report; however, we have never systematically reviewed complaints to identify what 
we – and everyone interested in safe, high quality care for patients – can do better.  sir Liam donaldson, former 
chair of the world health organisation world alliance for patient safety, pointed to the leadership challenge for all 
of us who are involved in driving safe, high quality care for patients: “to err is human; to cover up is unforgivable; and 
to fail to learn is inexcusable.”5  Leadership and learning go hand in hand.  Learning from complaints is something 
which those making complaints expect and is in the interest of the public and doctors alike.  

“Listening to Complaints, Learning for Good Professional Practice” is the first time that the medical council has 
systematically reviewed complaints it has received about doctors so as to identify learning for improvement.  

through this review, which looks at some 2,000 complaints handled over a 5-year period, we have a clearer and 
more detailed understanding of the complaints received and managed by the medical council.  it enables us to 
take better account of the issues which cause particular concern for patients and their families, and the sorts of 
challenges which doctors face in day-to-day practice.  we can link this learning from complaints with our role in 
supporting good professional practice among doctors so as to address particular areas that would benefit from 
additional focus.

1 central statistics office, 2010.  health status and health service utilisation - Quarterly national household survey, Q3 2010
2 medical council of ireland, 2014.  talking about good professional practice – views on what it means to be a good doctor.  
3 paterson, r.  not so random: patient complaints and frequent flier” doctors”.  bmJ Qual saf 2013; 22: 252-257.
4 p bark, c Vincent, a Jones, and J savory.  clinical complaints: a means of improving quality of care.  Qual health care. 1994 sep;  
 3(3): 123–132.  
5 sir Liam donaldson speaking at the launch of the world alliance for patient safety in washington dc on 27 october 2004.  

foRewoRd fRom PResIdenT and VICe PResIdenT
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this important review provides lessons for the medical council, for our partner organisations, for doctors and for 
everyone interested in safe, high quality care.  together with our fellow medical council members, we look forward 
to the discussions that will follow since it is through shared discussion and collaboration that we can better support 
good professional practice among doctors for the benefit of patients.   

 

   

                                                                                          
Prof Freddie Wood     Dr Audrey Dillon 
President                                                                      Vice-President 
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through the regulation of doctors, the medical council enhances patient safety in ireland. in operation since 1979, 
it is an independent statutory organisation, charged with fostering and ensuring good medical practice. it ensures 
high standards of education, training and practice among doctors, and acts in the public interest at all times.  the 
medical council is noteworthy among medical regulators worldwide in having a non-medical majority.  it comprises 
13 non-medical members and 12 medical members, and has a staff of approximately 70.  

the medical council’s role focuses on four areas:

Good professional 
practice in the 

interests of patient 
safety and high 

quality care

Safeguarding education
quality for doctors

Responding to concerns
about doctors

Maintaining the register
of doctors

Setting the standards
for doctors’ practice

Maintaining the register of doctors
the medical council reviews the qualifications and good standing of all doctors and makes decisions about who 
can enter the register of medical practitioners.  at the end of 2014, over 19,000 doctors were registered, allowing 
them to practise medicine in ireland.  

Safeguarding education quality for doctors
the medical council is responsible for setting and monitoring standards for education and training throughout 
the professional life of a doctor: undergraduate medical education, intern and postgraduate training and lifelong 
learning.  it can take action to safeguard quality where standards are not met.

Setting standards for doctors’ practice
the medical council is the independent body responsible for setting the standards for doctors on matters related 
to professional conduct and ethics.  these standards are the basis to good professional practice and ensure a 
strong and effective patient-doctor relationship.  

Responding to concerns about doctors
where a patient, their family, employer, team member or any other person has a concern about a doctors’ practice, 
the medical council can investigate a complaint.  when necessary, it can take appropriate action following its 
investigation to safeguard the public and support the doctor in maintaining good practice.  

through its work across these four areas, the medical council provides leadership to doctors in enhancing good 
professional practice in the interests of patient safety.  You can find out more about the medical council at  
www.medicalcouncil.ie.  

abouT The medICal CounCIl

http://www.medicalcouncil.ie
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• good complaint handling identifies learning for improvement. this report describes learning from 
listening to some 2,000 complaints about doctors over a 5 year period, 2008-2012.

• during the review period, complaints to the medical council about doctors rose by 46%.

• most complaints come from members of the public; compared to similar bodies, the medical council 
receives relatively few notifications of concern about doctors from employers and other healthcare 
professionals.

• some doctors may be more prone to complaint than others: for example male doctors and those in 
older age groups.

• doctors subject to one complaint are at increased likelihood of further complaint.

• in the review period, 1-in-10 complaints investigated went forward to fitness-to-practise inquiry 
and at inquiry, findings were made in respect of 7-in-10 doctors and sanctions were applied by the 
medical council.  

• “higher-impact” disciplinary decision-making was more common for males, older doctors, those 
who qualified outside ireland and those without specialist qualifications.  

• complainants present complaints in a wide variety of styles meaning that some complaints may be 
more “hearable” than others.  

• while clinical knowledge and skill featured as causes of concern, poor experience of 
communication, lack of compassion and failure to take appropriate account of patient knowledge 
were key factors in complainants making a complaint.  appropriate interactions with families as well 
as patients were also important.    

• unanswered questions, acknowledgement of poor experience and concern for other patients 
motivate complainants.

• doctors respond to complaints in a wide variety of ways ranging from formal rebuttals to 
acknowledgments and apologies.  they experience a significant impact from the experience of 
being complained about.  

• these findings provide valuable insights for how the medical council handles complaints and how 
it supports good professional practice among doctors.  the report also raises implications for 
everyone interested in safe, high quality care for patients. 

·	

•  

aT a glanCe
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InTRoduCTIon
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Key Points
• handling complaints is one way in which the medical council ensures high standards among 

doctors.  

• the complaints handling process is governed by the medical practitioners act 2007 and has three 
stages, which are discharged by the preliminary proceedings committee (ppc – stage 1), the fitness 
to practise committee (ftpc – stage 2) and the medical council (stage 3).  decisions made about 
doctors who have been complained about can be appealed to the high court.  

• good complaints handling should include measures to ensure there is feedback and lessons learnt 
from complaints that can contribute to improvement.   

• under its statement of strategy 2014-2018, the medical council aims to provide leadership to 
doctors in enhancing good professional practice in the interests of patient safety.  Learning from 
complaints is one way through which the medical council can demonstrate leadership.

• the project Listening to complaints, Learning for good professional practice is based on learnings 
from complaints received by the medical council, and aims to provide evidence to inform the 
development of guidance on good professional practice for doctors, such that our role in protecting 
the public through ensuring high standards among doctors is enhanced.

• a mixed methods review was conducted which combined quantitative and qualitative approaches.  

• the review examined complaints handled by the medical council in the period 2008-2012.  almost 
2,000 complaints were included in the quantitative review and 100 complaint files were selected for 
deeper analysis through the qualitative review.  

·	

The Role of the Medical Council in Handling Complaints about Doctors
the medical council is responsible for regulating doctors in ireland in the public interest. its role spans the 
professional life of doctors: from their undergraduate medical studies, through postgraduate training, to continuing 
practice and lifelong learning.  through our Guide to Professional Conduct and Ethics, we explain what it means 
to be a good doctor. with our functions in education, training and continuing professional development, we seek 
to ensure that doctors are equipped with the knowledge, skills and attitude they need to meet these standards. 
where there is a concern that standards are not being fulfilled, we can investigate complaints about doctors and 
take action to protect the public and ensure proper standards are maintained.  

each week, the medical council receives between 5 and 10 complaints about doctors.  anyone can make a 
complaint to the medical council about a doctor. this includes members of the public, employers, and other 
healthcare professionals. we cannot, however, respond to complaints about other healthcare professionals or 
about organisations that deliver healthcare. figure 1 provides an overview of the process:

InTRoduCTIon
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• Stage 1:
 the preliminary proceedings committee (ppc) investigates all complaints received by the medical 

council; no complaint is refused or closed without being considered by the ppc. a case officer is assigned 
to the case, liaises personally with the complainant and doctor, and gathers further information at the 
direction of the ppc to enable the ppc to form an opinion on how the complaint should be managed 
by the medical council. the ppc can refer the complaint for an inquiry under the fitness to practise 
committee (ftpc) if it believes that the matter raises concerns regarding a doctor’s practice and is 
sufficiently serious to merit an oral inquiry. alternatively, the ppc can give an opinion to the medical 
council that there should be no further action in relation to the complaint where there is no prima 
facie (at first appearance) evidence of poor professional performance or professional misconduct; that 
the complaint should be referred to another body or authority or to the medical council’s professional 
competence scheme (which leads to a workplace-based assessment of the doctor’s performance in 
practice); or that the complaint could be resolved by mediation or other informal methods, wherein 
this is agreeable to the doctor and the complainant.

• Stage 2: 
 some complaints are referred by the ppc to the ftpc for inquiry. an inquiry is a sworn oral hearing 

similar to a hearing before a court or tribunal. the committee hearing the inquiry is made up of three 
people: two non-medical and one medical. inquiries are usually held in public, unless there are specific 
reasons to hold the matter in private. this means that members of the public, including journalists, 
can attend.  all or part of the inquiry may be held in private if the committee believes that this would 
be appropriate, for example, in cases relating to matters of a very personal, intimate or sensitive 
nature. the chief executive officer of the medical council presents allegations against the doctor 
in the public interest. evidence relevant to the inquiry is presented to the committee by the chief 
executive officer of the medical council and a response to the allegations is presented by the doctor or 
his/her representative. at the end of the inquiry, the committee gives their findings in relation to the 
allegations presented against the doctor and the reasons for these. in some cases, a finding is made in 
circumstances where allegations against the doctor are proven, in other cases, no finding is made and 
the matter is then closed.

• Stage 3: 
 where the ftpc makes a finding in relation to the complaint, its report is then considered by the medical 

council who determines the disciplinary sanction to be applied to the doctor. sanctions can include: 
advise, admonish (warn/caution) or censure (reprimand) the doctor in writing; censure the doctor 
in writing and fine him or her up to €5,000; attach conditions to the doctor’s registration; transfer 
the doctor’s name to another division of the register; suspend the doctor’s registration for a specific 
length of time; cancel the doctor’s registration; prohibit the doctor from applying for restoration to the 
register for a specified period after their registration has been cancelled.

the procedures used by the medical council to handle complaints about doctors are prescribed by the medical 
practitioners act 2007. there is more information about how the medical council handles complaints at  
www.medicalcouncil.ie.  

http://www.medicalcouncil.ie
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Figure 1:  Overview of the Medical Council procedures for handling complaints against doctors.  

• Preliminary Proceedings 
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• advise, admonish (warn/caution) or censure (reprimand) 
 the doctor in writing;
• censure the doctor in writing and fine him or her up to €5,000;
• attach conditions to the doctor’s registration;
• transfer the doctor’s name to another division of the register; 
• suspend the doctor’s registration for a specific length of time;
• cancel the doctor’s registration;
• prohibit the doctor from applying for restoration to the register for a   
 specified period.

Why Listening to Complaint, Learning for Good Professional Practice?
the public interest is at the centre of the medical council’s role.  responding to complaints about doctors is a core 
function. through responding to complaints, the medical council safeguards the public and ensures high standards 
among doctors. while we focus on handling each individual complaint, this report is based on a comprehensive 
review of some 2,000 complaints managed over a 5-year period, 2008-2012.  why did we undertake this review?

Complaints as signposts for quality improvement 
nationally and internationally, it is increasingly recognised that, while there is a need to focus on the concerns 
of the individual complainant, good complaint handling must also ensure there is feedback and lessons learnt 
which can contribute to service improvement and serve a wider public interest.6,7,8  furthermore, reports into 

6 donaldson L, 2002.  an organisation with a memory: Learning from adverse events in the nhs. London: department of health,  
 2000.
7 office of the ombudsman, 2014.  Learning to get better - an investigation by the ombudsman into how public hospitals handle  
 complaints.
8 british and irish ombudsman association, 2007.  guide to principles of good complaint handling.
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various high-profile failings of care have shown that effective response to patient complaints, in particular linking 
complaints with learning and improvement, is an important way of assuring the safety and quality of care.9,10 
as donald berwick, an international leader in patient safety and healthcare quality, noted: “in the discovery of 
imperfection lies the chance for processes to improve”.11 

not only is learning from complaints a recognised good practice for individuals and organisations charged with 
their handling, research with those who make complaints shows that a strong motivation in coming forward with 
a concern about healthcare is an interest in preventing harm to other patients.12,13 those of us involved in handling 
complaints, therefore, have a responsibility to manage each individual complaint effectively, but also to recognise 
that these complaints may be signposts to deeper issues and to review complaints so as to identify learning for 
improvement.  

Providing leadership through learning from complaints
the medical council launched a new Statement of Strategy in 2014, and it aims to provide leadership to doctors in 
enhancing good professional practice in the interests of patient safety.14 while the medical council pursues this aim 
in various ways, our Guide to Professional Conduct and Ethics, which sets out what is expected of a good doctor in 
ireland, is central to all our functions: education and training, registration and responding to complaints. the Guide 
to Professional Conduct and Ethics is reviewed and revised each five years by the medical council to ensure that it 
continues to reflect what is expected of a good doctor. this process commenced under its current term in 2013, led 
by dr audrey dillon, Vice president of the medical council, and the ethics and professionalism committee.  

the complaints made by the public, responded to by doctors and handled by the medical council present unique 
and important opportunities for learning. while the medical council has previously used initiatives such as “closed 
case” analysis and case reports in our newsletter to identify and share learning from complaints, and while we 
publish information on complaints each year through our annual reports, we have never systematically and 
comprehensively reviewed a large volume of complaints with the aim of better supporting good practice among 
doctors.  

the project, Listening to Complaints, Learning for Good Professional Practice, was conceived to realise this 
opportunity. it is conducted pursuant to section 7(1)(a) of the medical practitioners act 2007 which empowers the 
medical council to do all things necessary and reasonable to further its object in protecting the public through 
promoting and better ensuring high standards among doctors. it is published and shared with the public and other 
stakeholders recognising the significant public interest in disseminating learning from the project.

Overall aim and specific objectives of Listening to Complaint, Learning for Good Professional 
Practice
the project aims to provide evidence, based on learning from complaints the medical council has received about 
doctors’ practice, to inform the development of guidance on good professional practice for doctors, and other 
work, such that the role of the medical council in protecting the public through ensuring high standards among 
doctors can be enhanced. 

the overall project comprised a quantitative and qualitative review of complaints 2008-2012, and the specific 
objectives were as follows.

9 holohan t, 2014. hse midland regional hospital, portlaoise perinatal deaths (2006-date) - report to the minister for health dr  
 James reilly td. 
10  francis r, 2013.  report of the mid-staffordshire nhs foundation trust public inquiry. 
11  berwick, d.  continuous improvement as an ideal in health care.  neJm 1989; 320(1): 53-56.  
12  bark p, Vincent c, Jones a, et al. clinical complaints: a means of improving quality of care. Qual health care 1994;3:123–32.
13  gallagher th, md; waterman ad, ebers ag et al.  patients' and physicians' attitudes regarding the disclosure of medical errors.   
 Jama. 2003;289(8):1001-1007.
14  medical council, 2014.  statement of strategy 2014-2018.  
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Quantitative Review
• to describe the trends in complaints made to the medical council 2008-2012 by source of complaint 

and by demographic factor of the doctor complained against;

• to describe the trends in medical council disciplinary decision-making 2008-2012 by demographic 
factor of the doctor complained against.

Qualitative Review
• to identify factors which cause concern among complainants in relation to doctors’ practice;

• to explore how these factors are perceived by complainants;

• to explore how concerns expressed by complainants are perceived and responded to by doctors who 
are subject to that complaint;

• to develop a set of concepts about the causes of concern in relation to doctors’ practice received by 
the medical council and compare these to current professional guidance.

Overall Review
• to identify ways in which current medical council guidance to doctors can be revised and strengthened 

to better reflect lessons learned from complaints so as to enable good professional practice; and to 
identify any other ways in which the medical council can apply these lessons to foster good practice.

How did we approach the review? 
details of the individual reviews are presented in the respective reports and a general overview of the approach is 
described here.

Why mixed methods?
the review used a mixed methods approach. this type of approach combines elements from both qualitative and 
quantitative paradigms to produce converging findings in the context of complex questions.15 Quantitative methods 
were used to measure the magnitude and frequency of complaints and associated characteristics, such as the age 
and gender of doctor complained against; this answered “how many”, “when” and “who” type questions.  

we were also interested in understanding “why” complaints arose and “how” the issues were experienced by the 
complainant and the doctor. each complaint describes an individual experience in rich detail. while it is possible 
to code and classify complaints, it is very difficult to do so in a standard and consistent way without reducing 
their unique value.16 simply counting the frequency of various issues fails to capture important information like 
why complaints are made, and how the issues have been experienced for the complainant and the doctor. for 
this reason, a qualitative approach was used to address the questions of “why” and “how” through exploring the 
context, meaning and understanding contained in experiences reported in complaints and doctors’ responses.  

these two approaches each have their strengths relevant to the questions they seek to address, and when used in 
combination, complement each other and enable the integration of their respective findings to answer the overall 
aim of the review. 

this review was conducted pursuant to the medical council functions under section 7(1) of the medical practitioners 

15 Lingard L., albert m. Levinson, w.  grounded theory, mixed methods, and action research.  bmJ 2008;337:a567.  
16 reader tw, gillespsie a, roberts J.  patient complaints in healthcare systems: a systematic review and coding taxonomy.  bmJ  
 Qual saf   doi:10.1136/bmjqs-2013-002437 
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act 2007. the review was an evaluation of the complaints function operated by the medical council designed to 
inform service improvement; it was not a research project, did not involve any changes to usual services and was 
intended to make findings referable to the medical council’s context only.  

Quantitative review
the quantitative review focuses on the period 2008-2012. medical council data on complaints is rich but complex. 
while we have generally sought to present straightforward analyses of complaints, some rules were applied to 
how data was handled. the total number of complaints included in the review changes slightly depending on the 
context of analysis presented and discussed. this is because time elapses from initial receipt of a complaint to final 
decision, especially if a fitness to practise inquiry is called.   

when analyses relate to the numbers of complaints received between 2008-2012 this includes all complaints made 
to the council in that time-frame, regardless of whether or not complaints were fully investigated in the same 
period (2056 complaints in total). 

when analyses explores decisions made about complaints, we include a number of complaints that were received 
before 2008, but all complaints included must have been fully investigated in the period 2008-2012 (some 1961 
complaints in total). this means that some complaints received in the period 2008-2012, that were not subject to 
a decision in the same period, were excluded from analyses about decisions. 

most complaints involve a single doctor. for complaints that involved multiple doctors, we counted each doctor 
complained about in our analyses – so if a complaint involved 4 doctors in the same incident, our analysis treated 
this as 4 separate events of doctors being complained about. in other words, in general, we have presented counts 
of doctors complained about which, because some complaints relate to more than one doctor, is greater than the 
total number of complaints. however, this approach allows us to better understand doctor-related characteristics 
and how these are associated with the likelihood of being complained about or subject to a decision. 

basic information on the complaint was extracted from our complaints handling databases (with a small amount 
of missing information being manually added by referring to the paper-based case file). this data was merged with 
data held about doctors in the medical council’s registration database, so that we could gather more insight into 
the relationship between complaints and doctor characteristics.  

the following variables were available for analysis: the registration number of the doctors subject to a complaint, 
the year in which the complaint was received, the year the final decision about a complaint was made, the doctor’s 
date of birth, the doctor’s gender, the type of registration held by the doctor, the region in which the doctor 
gained their basic medical Qualification, whether or not the doctor had legal representation during the complaint 
investigation, the decision by the preliminary proceedings committee, the recommendation of the fitness to 
practise committee, and the sanction imposed by the medical council. a new variable – source of complaint - was 
routinely collected post mid-2011 and so an interrupted time series analysis is shown for this variable.  

to enable clearer data analysis some variables were recoded into more useful categories, for example, the 
sanctions applied by the medical council were recoded into “high impact outcomes” (including decisions that 
attached conditions to a doctor’s registration, suspended the doctor’s registration for a specific length of time; 
cancelled the doctor’s registration; or, prevented the doctor from applying to put their name back on the register 
for a specific period of time), and “Lower impact outcomes” (including decisions to admonish, advise or censure 
the doctor, or to fine the doctor up to €5000). it is important to note that “lower impact outcomes” are serious and 
imply that a finding has been made in relation to the doctor’s practice.  

in this report we provide basic frequencies for some data (for example the number of complaints received each 
year) however a large proportion of the analysis is devoted to exploring associations with likelihood of complaint, 
and outcomes at different stages of the investigation process, with multiple doctor characteristics. for example, we 
include analysis on whether or not doctors’ gender was associated with different likelihood of complaint. 
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to help determine significant associations between doctor characteristics, the likelihood of complaints, and 
outcomes at different stages in the investigation processes, some descriptive statistical analysis is provided; 
usually in the form of chi-squared measures of association or odds ratio analysis.17 all tests that reported a p value 
of < .05 were considered as statistically significant. 

some modelling is included to explore which, if any, doctor characteristics could be said to be associated with 
outcomes at each stage of investigation process (through the use of decision-tree analysis). 

a summary of the complaints included in the quantitative review is shown in the statistical annex.  

Qualitative review
the qualitative review focused on a subset of the complaints analysed in the quantitative review and were sampled 
from the same period, i.e. 2008-2012. a content analysis was conducted with all selected cases, and a narrative 
analysis was conducted with a subset of these.  

a combination of random and purposeful sampling was used to select the sample of 100 cases for analysis. case 
files comprised of the letter of complaint, the response from the doctor and all associated relevant correspondence.

the files were collated at the medical council by medical council staff and scanned to produce text files; identifiable 
information was then removed before the anonymised text files were transmitted securely to the researchers.  

using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo as a data management and coding tool, the qualitative content 
analysis of the 100 case files was undertaken in three iterative stages. firstly, the two researchers immersed 
themselves independently in the data to familiarise themselves with the whole data set. in the course of this 
initial reading of the sample of case files the iterative process of identifying themes and developing a preliminary 
coding system began. this was followed by a series of lengthy discussions and sharing of suggested categories 
which eventually led to agreement of a codebook. in the final stage, to enhance the robustness of the qualitative 
analysis, the entire sample of complaint files was reread independently by both researchers (and where appropriate, 
recoded), to identify cases for narrative analysis, cases that are especially data rich and provide particular insight 
into key issues emerging from the content analysis.  

the detailed codebook used for the qualitative content analysis was organised into nine nodes which included 
the original complaint, doctor’s first response, further correspondence from the complainant and further 
correspondence from the doctor. additionally, the data was coded using five other nodes related to specific areas 
of learning for the medical council, including education and training; professional standards; other stakeholders; 
other organisations that receive complaints, and complainants’ feedback on the council’s complaints process. 
categories were generated in each of these nodes. for example, the content of the original complaints was coded 
using the four categories effect on patient, motivation, narrative style of complaint, and nature of complaint. in 
turn, nineteen different categories of nature of complaint were generated, along with many subcategories. 

narrative analysis of 4 case files was used to provide more in-depth insight into key issues that emerged in the 
qualitative content analysis. while the qualitative content analysis necessarily fragmented the narratives of 
complainants and doctors, the narrative analysis allowed for more detailed and contextualised descriptions of 
instances that afford particular understanding and learning. key themes emerging from the qualitative content 
analysis informed the selection of case files for narrative analysis. the narrative analysis of complaint files 
undertaken as part of this study focused on the content and meaning of the documentation, or the complainants’ 
and doctors’ accounts of what happened and why. 

further detail on the methods is available in the quantitative review.     

a summary of the complaints includes in the qualitative review is shown in the statistical annex.   

17 an odds ratio (or) is a measure of association between a characteristic (for example, in this review, doctor’s gender) and   
 an outcome (for example, in this review, being subject to a complaint).  ors are presented with a reference point (for example,  
 in this review, or of complaint for gender is made with reference to females, where the or for females is 1).  where or is >1,   
 the characteristic is associated with an increase in the likelihood of an outcome; where or <1, the characteristic is associated  
 with a reduction in the likelihood of an outcome. 



15 A SPECIAL REPORT ON COMPLAINTS TO THE MEDICAL COUNCIL 2008-2012

whaT we found - QuanTITaTIVe ReVIew



16A SPECIAL REPORT ON COMPLAINTS TO THE MEDICAL COUNCIL 2008-2012

Key Points
• there were 1723 complaints made to the medical council in the period 2008-2012.  of these, 211 

complaints cited more than one doctor, so, in total, there were 2056 complaints about doctors 
during this period; 325 doctors were subject to more than one complaint.

• the number of doctors complained against to the medical council each year rose from 335 in 2008 
to 488 in 2012, a 46% relative increase.  for doctors, the likelihood of being complained about rose 
from 1.9% to 2.7%.

• in total, of those complaints that were assigned a source (mid-2011 onwards), 86% were from 
members of the public and 2% were from the hse and other employers.   complaints investigated 
by the medical council were most likely to proceed to inquiry when they were made by the hse or 
other employers.  however, the majority of inquiries held arose from complaints by the public.   

• certain groups of doctors were more likely to be subject to a complaint to the medical council: 
males, older doctors, doctors who qualified in ireland and specialists. 

• for doctors subject to a complaint in the review period, the likelihood of being subject to at least 
one further complaint was 21%.

• in the period 2008-2012, 11% of cases considered by the ppc went forward to inquiry by the ftpc 
(a “high impact” decision).

• certain groups of doctors were more likely to be subject to a high impact decision by ppc: males, 
younger doctors, doctors who qualified outside ireland and non-specialists.

• in the period 2008-2012, 68% of cases subject to inquiry under the ftpc were subject to a finding 
(a “high impact” decision).

• while there were some differences, in general there was no group of doctors who appeared more 
likely to be subject to a high impact decision by ftpc.

• in the period 2008-2012, 27% of cases subject to a finding who were considered by the medical 
council were subject to a high impact sanction.

• doctors who qualified in the eu and doctors without legal representation were more likely to be 
subject to a high impact sanction by the medical council. 

Increasing number of complaints 2008-2012
in the period 2008-2012, the numbers of doctors who were complained against rose from 335 in 2008 to 488 in 
2012; this represents a 46% increase in number of complaints against doctors to the medical council in the review 
period (figure 2).  for doctors, the likelihood of being complained rose from 1.9% to 2.7%.

whaT we found - QuanTITaTIVe ReVIew
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Figure 2:  Number doctors with complaints made against them per year, 2008-2012
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Source of complaint matters
source of complaint was assigned from mid-2011 onwards.  the predominant source of complaint to the medical 
council was members of the public (86%) followed by other healthcare professionals (7%).  this pattern is 
different to the sources of complaint to other medical regulatory bodies; for example 64% of complaints made 
to the general medical council in the uk are made by members of the public and 18% are made by other doctors 
or employers of doctors.18  source of complaint matters because we found that complaints made by employers of 
doctors and other healthcare professionals were most likely to proceed to inquiry following investigation by the 
ppc (table 1); in the uk, the general medical council report similar experience.  the majority of inquiries from mid-
2011 onwards (52%), however, arise from public complaints about doctors.   

Table 1:  Source of complaints (2011-2012) and referral to inquiry

Source
Number of 
complaints 

received

% of all 
complaints 

received

Number of 
complaints 
referred by 

PPC to inquiry

% of 
complaints 
by source 

referred by 
PPC to inquiry

members of the public 330 86% 23 7%

doctors & other healthcare professional 25 7% 6 24%

hse & other employers 11 3% 9 82%

the medical council* 10 3% 4 40%

others** 6 2% 2 33%

total 382 100% 44 12%

*anonymous complaints or complaints arising from other medical council functions

**includes other regulators, patent advocacy groups and solicitors

18  general medical council, 2014.  state of medical education and practice, 2014.  
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Are some doctors more “complaint-prone” than others?
the likelihood of being complained against for doctors rose from 1.9% in 2008 to 2.7% in 2012; however, the rate 
of complaint was higher for some groups of doctors:  

• compared with female doctors, male doctors were more likely to be complained (odds ratio (or) 2.2, 
95% ci 2.0-2.4, p<0.001).

• compared with younger doctors (aged 20-35 years), older doctors were more likely to be complained 
(e.g. aged 56-65 years or 9.4, 95% ci 7.8-11.3, p<0.001).

• compared with doctors who qualified in ireland, doctors who qualified outside ireland were less likely 
to be complained (qualified in eu or 0.8, 95% ci 0.7-0.9, p=0.012; qualified outside eu or 0.6, 95% 
ci 0.5-0.7, p<0.001).

• compared with specialists, non-specialists were less likely to be complained (e.g. doctors registered in 
general division or 0.4, 95% ci 0.3-0.5, p<0.001).

for doctors who were subject to one complaint in the period, the likelihood of being subject to at least one further 
complaint was 21%.  

Likelihood of “higher-impact” disciplinary decisions 2008-2012
in total, of 1961 complaints investigated by the ppc, 221 (11%) were taken forward for inquiry (a “high impact” 
decision).  at inquiry by ftpc, findings were made in 148 (68%) cases (a “high impact” decision).  sanctions were 
applied by the medical council to doctors in all 148 cases; in 40 cases (27%) the sanction impacted on the doctor’s 
continuing registration (a “high impact” decision).  this is summarised in figure 3.  

Figure 3:  Outcomes at each stage of disciplinary proceedings (2008-2012) 

1961 complaints investigated by the Preliminary Proceedings Committee (Stage 1)

Number of high impact outcomes
221 (11%) 

Number of lower impact outcomes
1740 (89%) 

221 complaints investigated by the  Fitness To Practice Committee (Stage 2)

Number of high impact outcomes
148 (68%) 

Number of lower impact outcomes
69 (32%) & 4 cases open 

 

148 complaints referred to  Medical Council for sanctioning (Stage 3) 

Number of high impact outcomes
40 (27%) 

Number of lower impact outcomes
107 (73%) & one open case
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complaints made by employers and other healthcare professionals were more likely to be subject to higher impact 
disciplinary decision-making.  

there was also some variation in the severity of disciplinary decision making by doctor characteristics at the 
different stages of the process.  higher impact decisions at ppc stage were more likely for male doctors, younger 
doctors, doctors who qualified outside ireland and non-specialists. severity of decisions at ftpc stage did not 
vary by doctors characteristic. higher impact sanctions at medical council stage were more likely for doctors who 
qualified outside ireland and those without legal representation. 
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Key Points
• the analysis of complaints undertaken in this project generated many themes underlying the 

causes of complaint, the motivation for making complaints, and the effect of the incidents 
complained of on the complainants and their families. 

• key themes that emerged included the importance of acknowledging and managing different 
components of competency of medical practitioners. the traditional distinction between ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ competencies, e.g. clinical knowledge and skills on the one hand, and interpersonal skills on 
the other, is an invalid distinction from the perspective of patients. the public expect that doctors 
will not only be clinically proficient but that they will also have and demonstrate good listening 
skills, compassion, and other interpersonal skills. 

• good communication is an aspect of professional practice that emerges as a key factor in the 
causes of complaints against doctors.  assessment of the needs of patients requires active 
listening to the patient’s concerns, description of symptoms and expectations of treatment, as 
well as clear communication by the doctor of the diagnosis, treatment options and risks and 
benefits of treatment. crucially, from the perspective of many complainants, assessment of the 
medical needs of patients also requires recognition and valuing of patients’ “experiential and 
embodied knowledge” and “lay expertise” of their health.  doctors need to adopt a repertoire of 
communication styles to adapt to the individual needs of different patients and the contexts in 
which they are dealing with the patient. 

• another key theme to emerge was the challenges that may arise for doctors in dealing with the 
families of patients. in many ways a patient’s family can be of critical importance and value to the 
doctor in describing symptoms, explaining concerns, and acting as carer and advocate for the 
patient. the challenge for doctors is often how to manage those legitimate concerns borne from 
experience and knowledge of the patient, with respect for the autonomy and confidentiality of the 
patient him or herself. this challenge is exacerbated when the family is not unified in its concerns 
or where there is hostility or breakdown of relationships within the family dynamic. 

How are complaints presented – are all complainants equally “hearable”?
complaints are presented to the medical council in a wide variety of ways: some are written by patients and their 
families, others by solicitors or healthcare managers; some are long, other are short; some focus on specific facts, 
other focus on feelings and experience; some display a detailed knowledge of medicine and the role of the medical 
council, others do not. given this continuum of ways in which complaints are presented, there is a challenge to 
avoid privileging complaints that “speak the language” of the medical council and ensure that all complainants are 
equally “hearable”.

“i have felt very upset, angry and traumatised by 
the manner in which the events unfolded on the 

day”

“i wish to make the following formal complaints 
of “professional misconduct” and/or “poor 

professional performance” as described in “guide 
to professional conduct and ethics for registered 

medical practitioners, 7th edition, 2009”

whaT we found – QualITaTIVe ReVIew
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Good communication and compassionate attitude matter 
the nature and number of causes of concern raised by complainants varied considerably.  while it is intuitive to 
distinguish the cause of complaint between “what” was done (i.e. a doctor’s technical knowledge and skill) from 
“how” it was done (i.e. a doctor’s overall approach to the patient and their family), complainants perceive these 
as highly inter-related: they see good professional practice as being about the integration of knowledge and skills 
with attitudes and behaviours. failure by the doctor to both take account – and to be seen to take account – of the 
experience of the patient and the family is an important factor in why complaints are made. good communication 
and a compassionate attitude are perceived by complainants as essential. diagnosis, approach to assessment, 
and prescribing were particular causes of concern. some context of medical practice present environments where 
these factors more readily come together to create a situation where a complaint can arise: out-of-hours care, 
psychiatry, and plastic surgery.   

“[doctor] showed total disregard for me also all 
the information i gave to him”

“[doctor] showed no warmth or understanding … 
i just felt railroaded, a nuisance — would i please 

just go away”

What do complainants experience and what do they expect?
the consequences and effects of their experiences were highly significant in complainants contacting the medical 
council.  negative emotional reactions were very commonly reported by complainants and were often linked with 
poor communication. these ranged from upset and anxiety to anger.  for some complainants, these reactions 
continued for a long time after the experience and for others, their experience also impacted their families.  Loss 
of trust or confidence in the medical professional was reported by many complainants.  different reasons were 
reported for contacting the medical council.  it was common for complainants to seek an investigation of their 
complaint to answer questions.  acknowledgement of the complainant’s experience was also commonly sought. 
while complainants brought forward concerns about their own experience, many did so out of a sense of public 
duty, a concern for patient safety and an interest in the prevention of future harm to others.  

“i just cry every time i think about it”
“i have never come across the likes of what my 

late husband, i and my family experienced on that 
day. i hope no one else ever has to either”“the recent events have damaged my faith in 

irish healthcare system.”

How do doctors respond - deny and rebuke, or acknowledge and apologise?
doctors present a variety of responses to complaints. some were very formal and contained legal observations 
and comments sent by the doctors themselves or by solicitors on their behalf, often containing strident rebuttals 
or denials. other responses were very minimalist, dealing only with the clinical facts of the alleged incident and 
often relying on clinical notes and/or recollections of professional colleagues. in some cases the doctor took the 
opportunity to express concern for the patient, sympathy for their distress, and expressed an acknowledgement 
and/or apology for negative experience of healthcare.

“i deny any breach of section 57 of the medical 
practitioners act 2007 either as alleged or at all 

and i particularly deny any misconduct and or 
poor professional performance or indeed any of 

the other matters referred to in section 57 of the 
medical practitioners act 2007.”

“i am sure that [patient] has gone through a 
terrible ordeal. i am very sorry that she has had 
such a distressing time and has had to suffer an 
exceptionally complex and debilitating illness.”
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Complaints impact doctors too
in their responses, many doctors expressed their own experience of the impact of the complaint: from distress and 
anxiety, to shock and disappointment, and concern about negative publicity. the challenges of day to day medical 
practice were highlighted as factors relevant to the complaint; these included finding the right balance between 
their relationship with the patient and with the patient’s family.

“[patient]’s complaint has occupied my waking thoughts almost constantly since i received it … i have 
been trying to work out how [patient] could possibly have misconstrued my words and actions”
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Key Points
• the Listening to Complaints, Learning for Good Professional Practice project provides a more 

informed perspective on complaint received by the medical council and contribute to an evidence 
base for improvements.

• the rising tide of complaints observed at the medical council in the period of the review is common 
to other bodies that handle complaints and relates to a wide range of social, political and cultural 
factors.  there is a need for the health system to take this demand into account and to plan ways to 
better listen to public feedback on healthcare.  

• compared to similar bodies, the medical council receives a greater proportion of complaints 
about doctors directly from members of the public and less commonly receives complaints from 
employers and other healthcare professionals.  while public complaints are an important source 
of information and contribute to the majority of fitness to practise inquiries, complaints from 
employers and other healthcare professionals appear more likely to contain serious fitness to 
practise concerns requiring regulatory action.  

• the overall system for handling complaints from the public needs to be easier to understand, 
more supportive to patients, streamlined and joined up.  healthcare organisations need to develop 
systems of clinical governance with improved processes to handle complaints that will – as 
appropriate – link public complaints with other local information and refer concerns regarding a 
doctor’s fitness to practise to the medical council.  

• challenging work contexts for doctors need to be better understood since these contribute to the 
public’s experience of medical care.  

• our findings about doctor-related factors that are associated with an increased likelihood of 
complaint or disciplinary action are similar to findings elsewhere.  we can use this information to 
implement initiatives that can help address risk and causes of concern.  

• failings in communication skills and compassionate attitude point to a need to maintain a strong 
and consistent focus on medical professionalism from medical school, through specialist training 
to continuing practice.  while educational bodies must take this agenda forward with the medical 
council, medical professionalism can only flourish where leadership and culture in healthcare 
settings and the wider health system supports a strong and effective patient-doctor relationship.

 

A more informed perspective and an evidence base for improvements
Listening to Complaints, Learning for Good Professional Practice is the first time which the medical council has 
comprehensively reviewed its experience of handling complaints about doctors. this review provides a more 
informed perspective on our work in handling complaints and is an evidence base for how we – and everyone 
interested in safe, high quality care – can make improvements in the interests of the public.     

The rising tide of complaints
over the period of the review, the medical council faced a rising tide of complaints about doctors. this phenomenon 
is common across a range of organisations that receive complaints about public services generally, and about 
healthcare in particular.  

the ombudsman’s office recently reported an 11% increase in the number of complaints it received between 2013 
and 2014, in part explained by an increase in the number of organisation that fall within its scope;19 the hse 

19  ombudsman office, 2015.  annual report, 2014.

ConClusIons and neXT sTePs
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also recently reported an increase in the number of complaints about health services.20 in the same period as 
the current review of complaints against doctors (2008-2012), applications to the nursing and midwifery board 
for inquiries on the grounds of concern about nursing practice rose from 75 to 89, a 19% increase.  Looking 
internationally, a similar trend of increasing complaints to the medical regulator can be observed. for example, in 
the period 2007-2012, the uk’s general medical council experienced a doubling in the total number of complaints 
(from 5,168 in 2007 to 10,347 in 2012).  

What drives this rising tide of complaints?
archer et al sought to answer this question by examining the experience of the general medical council in the 
uk so as to identify contributory social, political and cultural factors.21 it was found that an increasing number 
of complaints from the public was a feature common to many regulatory bodies, albeit most pronounced for the 
general medical council. this was explained by a number of factors. in the period, the public profile of the general 
medical council rose; however, this was not accompanied by an increased level of understanding of the general 
medical council, its remit, or the limitations of what can be achieved through a fitness to practise complaint to a 
professional regulator. at the same time, opportunities to make complaints, especially through new communication 
technologies, has increased. it was also identified that, although the reputation of the medical profession remained 
generally positive, a sustained diet of negative coverage, conforming to a few stereotyped models and media 
coverage of the professional failings of individual doctors may create a highly critical backdrop against which 
the medical profession is perceived by the public affecting their likelihood to make a complaint. the relationship 
between individual patients and their doctors has also changed, with less deference and a greater willingness to 
raise questions. furthermore, many patients now see making a complaint as an altruistic step taken in the wider 
public interest. finally, a sense of considerable confusion surrounding the wider system of complaint-handling in 
place in the healthcare sector suggested that it was difficult for members of the public to know where to address 
their complaints, and that this confusion may be driving people towards long-standing organisations such as the 
general medical council, as it may be more recognisable. these factors, summarised in box 1, go some way to 
explaining the same rising tide of complaints against doctors experienced by the medical council in the same 
period.  

Box 1:  Social, political, and cultural factors that contribute to the rising tide of complaints

Contributory factor 

increasing public profile and recognition of medical regulatory bodies

poor understanding of the precise remit of medical regulatory bodies in wider complaints system

sustained diet of negative media coverage of doctors 

changing patient-doctors relationship with less deferential and more questioning public

complaints increasingly seen as a “public interest” measure to protect patients

more information about making a complaint and more avenues to pursue this

public confusion about complaints processes may lead them to contact more recognisable bodies

adapted from archer et al22

20 health service executive 2015.  annual report 2014 – caring and providing for the health of our nation..
21 archer J, de bere sr, bryce m, et al, 2014.  understanding the rise in fitness to practise complaints from members of the public.   
 report for the general medical council.  http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/research/25233.asp 
22 archer J, de bere sr, bryce m, et al, 2014.  understanding the rise in fitness to practise complaints from members of the public.   
 report for the general medical council.  http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/research/25233.asp 

http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/research/25233.asp
http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/research/25233.asp
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Knowing where to turn with a concern – a complex and confusing system?
in the context of this rising tide of complaints, in ireland, like many health systems, there are a range of bodies to 
which members of the public can turn if they have a concern about their experience of healthcare.

the first and most important point of recourse is the point at which healthcare is delivered.  many people will raise, 
and successfully resolve, their concern immediately as it arises with the individual, team, or organisation from 
which they are receiving care.  the merits of an early acknowledgement, apology and resolution of patient concerns 
in healthcare are well recognised and widely promoted.23  however, sometimes this early and local response is weak 
or absent.  and other times, patients may not feel comfortable enough to raise their concern or may be dissatisfied 
with the initial response, and will want to turn to another option.    

an online resource, known as healthcomplaints.ie, is designed to sign-post members of the public to various options 
available for making a complaint, which include:

• bord na radharcmhastóirí (the opticians board)

• coru (health and social care professionals council)

• dental council

• food safety authority of ireland

• health information and Quality authority (hiQa)

• health products regulatory authority (hpra)

• health services executive: Your service Your say

• medical council

• mental health commission

• office of radiological protection

• office of the ombudsman

• ombudsman for children (complaints by children or adults on their behalf)

• pharmaceutical society of ireland

• pre-hospital emergency care council

• the nursing and midwifery board of ireland 

while not every option will be relevant in each situation, for many people with a concern about their experience of 
healthcare, there may be more than one organisation to which they can complain.  

the reality is that the range of options available for patients and families who are concerned about their experience 
of healthcare is confusing and complex. this is a point noted by archer at al and in part contributes to the rising 
tide of complaints facing professional regulators.24 a recent review of complaint handling in the nhs shared this 
view, noting that vulnerable people find the complaints system in healthcare complicated and hard to navigate.25 

23 health service executive, 2013.  open disclosure national guidelines - communicating with service users
 and their families following adverse events in healthcare.
24 archer J, de bere sr, bryce m, et al, 2014.  understanding the rise in fitness to practise complaints from members of the public.   
 report for the general medical council.  
25 clwyd a and hart t, 2013.  a review of the nhs hospitals complaints system putting patients - back in the picture. 



29 A SPECIAL REPORT ON COMPLAINTS TO THE MEDICAL COUNCIL 2008-2012

the same challenge faces patients and their families in ireland. in its review of the handling of complaints about 
healthcare in ireland, the ombudsman’s  office identified that understanding of how to make a complaint among 
the public is poor.26 

while the public need to know where to turn with a concern about healthcare, they must also have confidence that 
they will be listened to and that there will be appropriate action.  the review of nhs complaints handling conducted 
in the wake of the failings of care at mid-staffordshire trust found that patients were often concerned that raising 
a complaint would result in personal repercussions and that their complaint would not be handled in an effective 
and independent manner;27 similar concerns were heard by the ombudsman’s office when it explored the public’s 
view of making complaints to the health service executive in ireland.28 

we have found that the leading source of complaint to the medical council is the public – patients, family members, 
or those acting on their behalf.  table 2 shows the proportion of complaints to a selection of professional regulators 
which come from the public.  

Table 2: The public as a source of complaint to the Medical Council and some benchmark medical regulators

Organisation Time Period 
% of complaints or notification 

from the public

medical council of ireland mid 2011-2012 86%

general medical council uk 2010-2013 64%

medical council of new Zealand*
• direct 
• Via health and disability commissioner

2013-2014 <1%
34%

college of physicians and surgeons of ontario 2013 66%

Total 100%

*in new Zealand, members of the public with concerns about doctors are directed to the health and disability commissioner and usually 

do not go direct to the medical council – see box 2.  

compared to other professional regulators, the proportion of concerns brought to the medical council’s attentions 
which come from members of the public is high. complaints from other sources, like healthcare organisations and 
other healthcare professionals are less common. we have previously reported attitudes among doctors regarding 
raising a concern about a colleague: only 50% of doctors said they completely agreed that doctors should report 
all instances of significantly impaired or incompetent colleagues to the relevant authorities.29

the medical council exists to protect the public so complaints from patients and their families are an important 
source of information for our role.  however, comparison of the source of complaints to the medical council versus 
other medical regulatory bodies asks some important questions. a more accessible, simpler, and effective system 
for public complaints about healthcare may mean that patients and their families would be more confident to raise 
their concern locally and achieve a satisfactory outcome before needing recourse to the medical regulator. at the 
same time, systems of clinical governance in healthcare organisations, including systems for handling complaints, 
need to mature and link more effectively with the medical regulator on fitness to practise concerns about doctors. 
this is underscored by the findings reported by the health information and Quality authority following its 
investigation into the safety, quality and standards of services at portlaoise hospital.30

26 office of the ombudsman, 2015.  Learning to get better - an investigation by the ombudsman into
 how public hospitals handle complaints.  
27 clwyd a and hart t, 2013.  a review of the nhs hospitals complaints system putting patients - back in the picture. 
28 office of the ombudsman, 2015.  Learning to get better - an investigation by the ombudsman into
 how public hospitals handle complaints.  
29 medical council, 2014.  talking about good professional practice – views on what it means to be a good doctor. 
30  health information and Quality authority, 2015.  report of the investigation into the safety, quality and standards of services  
 provided by the health service executive to patients in the midland regional hospital, portlaoise
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Better support for concerned patients and families 
in addition to knowing where to turn, and having confidence that their concerns will be taken seriously, many 
members of the public will need support in bringing forward their concerns about their experience of healthcare.

we found that patients present their complaints to the medical council in a wide variety of ways. some complainants 
may be more “hearable” than others and it can be easier for bodies like the medical council to given attention 
to complaints which are clear, well-structured, supported with evidence, and written in a way which links with 
our legally-based fitness to practise procedures.  furthermore, some complainants misunderstand the role of the 
medical council or have expectations regarding our functions which cannot be met.  

in many health systems, members of the public with a concern about their experience of healthcare can turn to 
independent patient advocacy services for advice and support; they can be helped to understand and navigate the 
complaints system, linked with the most appropriate agency, and supported to set out their concern in a way which 
enables prompt and effective action.

both the health information and Quality authority and the chief medical officer identified the need to establish 
patient advocacy services following failings of care at portlaoise hospital.31,32 this is also a measure supported by 
the ombudsman.33 it is welcome that the department of health has committed to the establishment of a patient 
safety agency in the context of the strategic reform of the health services, which is expected to include patient 
advocacy and related services. once it is in place, the medical council will identify the best way to coordinate its 
role with the agency’s patient advocacy services. in the interim, it will continue to communicate its role to the 
public, and to work with groups that represent patient’s interests.   

The role of fitness to practise procedures in handling complaints about doctors 
good handling of complaints is essential element of a modern, effective and patient-centred framework for the 
assurance of safety in quality in healthcare. complaints from the public, which report patient experience first-hand, 
are important measures of quality and can sometimes herald more deep-seated problems.  

in common with other professional regulators, the medical council responds to concerns about doctors’ practice 
through complaint handling which links with our fitness to practise process.  ultimately, in responding to a complaint 
against a doctor, the medical council seeks to answer the question as to whether or not we should take action 
against a doctor’s registration in the interests of public protection and to maintain public trust in doctors.  the 
process is not aimed at punishment for a particular incident.  we cannot offer redress to a complainant in relation 
to a particular experience of healthcare; neither can we provide an apology.  the medical council’s processes are 
is governed by legislation and supervised by the courts.  there is a subtle but important difference between the 
role of fitness to practise procedures and other systems for handling complaints about healthcare such as those 
operated by a local healthcare organisation or by an ombudsman.  in the uk, the professional standards authority, 
which oversees professional regulation in the public interest, has sought to better explain the purpose of fitness to 
practise procedures to the public.34    

to determine if it needs to take action against  a  doctor’s  registration  through its  fitness  to  practise  process, the 
medical council reviews the issue reported about the doctor’s practice against two principle standards: professional 
misconduct and poor professional performance, the latter being a  newer  test  established  under  the  medical  
practitioners  act  2007.    

31 health information and Quality authority, 2015.  report of the investigation into the safety, quality and standards of services   
 provided by the health service executive to patients in the midland regional hospital, portlaois
32 holohan t, 2014. hse midland regional hospital, portlaoise perinatal deaths (2006-date) - report to the minister for health dr  
 James reilly td.
33 office of the ombudsman, 2015.  Learning to get better - an investigation by the ombudsman into
 how public hospitals handle complaints.  
34 professional standards authority 2014.  a statement explaining the purpose of the fitness to practice process.  
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in february 2015, supreme court published its decision on an appeal by the medical council against a successful 
high court judicial review of a decision it made against a doctor.35  the supreme court  judgment determined that  
the medical council should hold an oral inquiry into matters only where a threshold  of  “seriousness”  has  been  
met; in  other  words,  the nature of a matter should be sufficiently serious to merit the holding of an oral inquiry 
into a doctor’s conduct or fitness to practise.    

in short, the supreme court has clarified the role for professional regulators in responding to  complaints  through  
fitness  to  practise  processes; it  has  indicated that, to warrant professional regulatory action, complaints  should  
raise  serious  fitness  to  practise  concerns.   

 we found in the period of the review of complaints that 11% of complaints investigated by the medical council  went  
forward  to  an  inquiry  into  a  doctor’s  fitness  to  practise; in relation to inquires held, 68% resulted in a finding 
against the doctor and subsequent sanction. table 3 presents this in comparison with some international reference 
points.  our ability to present “like-with-like” comparison is limited since the structure and stages of complaints 
handling processes are different in different health system. compared with the general medical council, a greater 
proportion of complaints go forward at the medical council to inquiry; the general medical council, however, has 
mechanisms to close complaints before inquiry including, for example, issuing warnings or directing the complaint 
for local resolution. at inquiry, a slightly greater proportion of complaints to the general medical council result 
in some form of sanction compared with the medical council; this may be because it resolved some less serious 
complaints without inquiry.  at the college of physicians and surgeons in ontario, compared with the medical 
council of ireland, a lower proportion of complaints proceed to inquiry.     

table 3 also shows that the proportion of complaints going forward through medical council procedures was 
greater among complaints presented by sources other than the public (41% for complaints from other sources 
versus 7% for complaints from the public). while  the medical council investigates all complaints under  its  ppc, 
the general medical council, which also exercises its function against  a  legal  threshold  for  taking  action  
against  a  doctor’s  registration, has different fitness to practise processes; for example, while all complaints to the 
medical council are brought forward to the ppc for investigation, the general medical council can close complaints 
without investigation and can direct complaints back to local healthcare organisations for resolution. the general 
medical council reported conducting full investigations in respect of 33% of complaints handled in 2012. however, 
the likelihood of a full investigation of the complaint varied by source: while 20% of complaints from the public 
were fully investigated, 84% of complaints made by an employer were fully investigated; similarly, compared with 
complaints from the public, complaints made by employers were over six times more likely to result in a sanction 
or warning against the doctors subject to complaint.36 

35 denham c.J., hardiman J., o’donnell J., mckechnie J., dunne J. 2015.  martin corbaLLY v the medicaL counciL, ireLand   
 and the attorneY generaL.  
36 general medical council, 2013.  state of medical education and practice report, 2013.  
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Table 3: Proportion of complaints that proceed through disciplinary process

Organisation Time Period 

% of complaints that 
proceed to fitness to 

practice or disciplinary 
inquiry

% of fitness to practice 
or disciplinary inquiries 
that result in sanction

medical council of ireland
• all
• Public
• Employers and other 

healthcare professional 

2008-2012
Mid 2011-2012
Mid 2011-2012

11%
7%
41%

68% 
35%
85%

general medical council uk*
2010
2011
2012

4%
2%
2%

80%
86%
77%

college of physicians and 
surgeons of ontario

2012 3% n/a**

Total 100%

*the proportion relate to all enquires that require triage by the medical council to consider whether it raises a question about a doctor’s 
fitness to practise.37

**there is no data available.38 

the medical council take seriously all concerns from any source regarding the fitness to practise of any doctor. 
the  public  are  an  important  source  of  information  about  the  quality  of  healthcare  and about doctors’ 
practice. complaints from patients and their families require an effective response. in fact, the majority of fitness 
to practise inquiries held by the medical council relate to complaints from the public.  however, there is a specific 
purpose to the fitness to practise process and a defined legal threshold for a medical regulator to hold an oral 
inquiry into the conduct or performance of a doctor and thereafter take action against a doctor’s registration, 
in appropriate circumstances. in common with other medical regulatory bodies, the medical council finds that 
this threshold is more commonly met when concerns are brought to it by employers and other healthcare 
professionals. in the context of a complex, confusing and disjointed system for public complaints about healthcare, 
this threshold, combined with misunderstanding about the purpose of the fitness to practise process, may lead to 
an “expectations gap”, which can result in dissatisfaction with how complaints are handled.39 that gap can only be 
addressed through improving public understanding of the current complaints handing system or by reforming the 
system for managing public complaints so that there are better ways to respond to public complaints and to link 
these with fitness to practise processes.   

box 2 provides some examples of how other medical regulators deal with public complaints.       

 

37 general medical council, 2013.  2013 annual statistics for our investigations into doctors’ fitness to practise
38 college of physicians and surgeons of ontario, 2013.  annual report 2013.  
39 bismark mm, spittal mJ, gogos aJ et al.  remedies sought and obtained in healthcare complaints.  bmJ Qual saf. 2011   
 sep;20(9):806-10. 
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Box 2: Some examples of how medical regulators link with public complaints in other health systems

General Medical Council, UK 

Like the medical council in ireland, the uk’s general medical council can receive complaints direct from the 
public; however, it has a different set of powers to deal with complaints before needing to call a fitness to 
practise inquiry. while all complaints at the medical council are brought forward to an investigation, the general 
medical council has powers to re-direct complaints to the local healthcare organisation and the doctor’s 
employer without conducting a full investigation. this direction is made with a request for further information 
if the complaint is indicative of a wider pattern of concerning practice; if that is the case, the general medical 
council can proceed to a full investigation. furthermore, following a full investigation and without proceeding 
to a fitness to practise inquiry, the general medical council has the powers to issue a warning to a doctor 
where there has been a departure from good practice but where the issue does not call into question the need 
to inquire into the doctor’s fitness to practise. undertakings can also be agreed with doctors following a full 
investigation and without a need for a fitness to practise inquiry.  

The Medical Board and the Health Care Complaints Commission, New South Wales 

in new south wales, complaints about doctors can be made to both the medical board and the health care 
complaints commission (hccc) under a co-regulatory model. regardless of the route, all complaints are 
assessed by both bodies, and a decision is then made as to which should lead on action. complaints about 
doctors which demonstrate or appear to demonstrate reckless, unethical, wilful or criminal behaviour in either 
clinical or non-clinical domains will usually be referred for investigation to the hccc, which has powers to 
conduct a tribunal. in other circumstances, where public protection can be achieved through the application 
of non-disciplinary and educative responses, the medical council can direct the doctor to one of its conduct, 
health or performance programs, or to the hccc’s resolution service for conciliation or assisted resolution. 
even where one body takes a lead on handling a complaint, there are provisions for cross referral during the 
management of the complaint if a role for the other body is identified.  

The Medical Council and the Health and Disability Commissioner, New Zealand 

in new Zealand, a member of the public who has concerns following their experience of healthcare brings a 
complaint to the health and disability commission (hdc); the medical council cannot deal with a public complaint 
and must refer it to the hdc, however, employers and other doctors can contact the medical council directly with 
a concern. public complaints relating to doctors can be investigated by the health and disability commissioner 
and it can conduct a tribunal. the hdc can also refer matters to the medical council in circumstances where 
this is the best course of action; for example, where there is a concern about a doctor’s health or performance.  

Are some doctors more prone to complaint and disciplinary action?
for the first time, we have identified doctor-related characteristics which are associated with an increased likelihood 
of being subject to a complaint to the medical council: being male, being in an older age group, qualifying in ireland 
and being registered as a specialist.  we have also identified that doctors who are subject to one complaint are more 
likely to be subject to a second complaint than doctors in general. our qualitative review has also suggested that 
doctors working in psychiatry, cosmetic surgery, obstetrics and gynaecology and in locum/out-of-hours contexts 
may face particular challenges in relation to complaints. finally, we have found that some doctors are more likely 
to experience disciplinary action once a complaint is investigated: younger doctors, those who qualified outside 
ireland and those without specialist qualifications.  

our experience is, in many ways, similar to that reported internationally.

in the uk, the national clinical assessment service (ncas) is a body which receives notifications from healthcare 
organisations of doctors whose practice is causing concern.  an analysis of its data has found that doctors whose 
first medical qualification was gained outside the uk were more than twice as likely to be referred to ncas as uk-
qualified doctors; male doctors were more than twice as likely to be referred as women doctors; and doctors in the 
late stages of their career were nearly six times as likely to be referred as early career doctors.40  

40 donaldson LJ, panesar ss, mcavoy pa, scarrott dm.  identification of poor performance in a national medical workforce over 11  
 years: an observational study.  bmJ Qual saf. 2014 feb;23(2):147-52.
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the general medical council has reported on the phenomenon of “complaint-prone” and “discipline” prone doctors 
through its state of medical education and practice report series.  for example, it has reported that it both received 
more complaints about, and was more likely to take forward disciplinary action about, male doctors and older 
doctors.41  Qualification outside the uk is also relevant; while these doctors are no more likely to be complained 
about to the general medical council, once a complaint is received, it is more likely to move forward through 
the regulator’s disciplinary process.  this pattern of “higher impact” disciplinary decision-making by the general 
medical council affecting overseas qualified doctors has also been reported by humphries et al.42  also examining 
general medical council data, dacre et al found that the likelihood of being sanctioned following disciplinary action 
was greater for males, for doctors who qualified outside the uk, for doctors with increasing duration of practice, 
and for general practitioners.43

spittal et al have examined the factors that predict the likelihood of doctors being subject to a formal patient 
complaint in australia. being male, being an older doctors and being subject to a previous complaint were all 
associated with being “complaint-prone”.44 in addition to psychiatry, cosmetic surgery, obstetrics and gynaecology, 
they also found that complaints were more likely among doctors working in a number of specialities: internal 
medicine, general practice, surgery and dermatology.  pooling data on disciplinary action against doctors between 
australia and new Zealand across the period 2000-2009, elkin et al found that the likelihood of disciplinary action 
was greater for males and for doctors working in general practice, psychiatry and obstetrics and gynaecology.45 
examining the data of medical regulators in a number of australian states, elkin et al also found that overseas 
qualified doctors were more likely than australian-trained doctors to attract complaints and adverse disciplinary 
findings.46     

in the us, analysis of state medical board disciplinary data has shown that likelihood of being subject to disciplinary 
action was greater for males, non-specialists, older doctors, and internationally qualified doctors; specialities 
associated with a greater likelihood of disciplinary action included general/family practice, psychiatry, obstetrics 
and gynaecology and emergency medicine.47,48  

box 3 summarises characteristics which appear to be more commonly associated with an increased likelihood that 
a doctor will face a complaint and/or disciplinary action.

41 general medical council.  state of medical education and practice report series, 2011-2014.  http://www.gmc-uk.org/  
 publications/25452.asp
42 humphrey c, hickman s, gulliford mc.  place of medical qualification and outcomes of uk general medical council "fitness to  
 practise" process: cohort study.  bmJ. 2011 apr 5;342:d1817. doi: 10.1136/bmj.d1817
43 unwin e, woolf k, wadlow c, dacre J.  disciplined doctors: does the sex of a doctor matter? a cross-sectional study   
 examining the association between a doctor's sex and receiving sanctions against their medical registration.  bmJ open. 2014  
 aug 7;4(8):e005405.
44 spittal mJ, bismark mm, studdert dm.  the prone score: an algorithm for predicting doctors' risks of formal patient complaints  
 using routinely collected administrative data. bmJ Qual saf. 2015 Jun;24(6):360-8.
45 elkin kJ, spittal mJ, elkin dJ, studdert dm.  doctors disciplined for professional misconduct in australia and new Zealand,   
 2000-2009.  med J aust. 2011 may 2;194(9):452-6.
46 elkin k, spittal mJ, studdert dm.  risks of complaints and adverse disciplinary findings against international medical graduates  
 in Victoria and western australia.  med J aust. 2012 oct 15;197(8):448-52. 
47 khaliq aa, dimassi h, huang cY, narine L, smego ra Jr. disciplinary action against physicians: who is likely to get disciplined?  
 am J med. 2005 Jul;118(7):773-7.
48 kohatsu nd, gould d, ross Lk, fox pJ.  characteristics associated with physician discipline: a case-control study.  arch intern   
 med. 2004 mar 22;164(6):653-8.
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Box 3:  Doctor related factors associated with being complained about or disciplined

Factor 

male gender

older age

not holding specialist qualifications

Qualifying as a doctor in another health system

certain areas of practice including general practice, psychiatry and obstetrics and gynaecology

being subject to a previous complaint, especially multiple complaints

Maintaining a focus on good communication and compassionate care
this review identified a range of issues which caused concern about doctors’ practice for those making complaints 
to the medical council. it was not our intention to explore the frequency of these issues, since we already report 
these through our annual reports (see table 4), but rather to understand the issues in depth. while some of 
these related to doctors’ clinical knowledge and technical skills, the importance of good communication and 
compassionate care is clear; this includes respecting the role which patients play in their own health and taking 
appropriate account of their own knowledge of their illness.  

Table 4:  The 5 leading contributory factors in complaints to the Medical Council, 2013

Contributory factor Number of complaints

diagnosis 123

communication 112

clinical investigations and examinations 80

follow-up care 74

appropriate professional skills 46

source:  medical council annual report, 2014

these attributes of doctors’ practice are often referred to as “professionalism”. we have found that most patients 
positively experience these aspects of the patient-doctor relationship. for example, in a survey of the general 
public in 2013, 94% were satisfied or very satisfied with their experience of the doctor they attend most often; and 
9-in-10 said that their doctor communicates effectively, provides understandable explanation, listens, and takes 
them seriously.49 

however, it is clear through our review of complaints that there is variability in how patients experience doctors 
and that a more consistent focus on communication and compassion is required. this is similar to the experience 
of other bodies that respond to complaints about doctors; for example, the general medical council in the uk 
report that approximately 1-in-3 complaints it handles relate, in full or in part, to communication skills; for public 
complaints, this proportion of communication-related complaints rises to approximately 1-in-2.50 

49  medical council, 2014.  talking about good professional practice – views on what it means to be a good doctor.  
50  general medical council, 2013.  2013 annual statistics for our investigations into doctors’ fitness to practise
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professionalism is a complex concept. while there is a knowledge-base and a skill-base required for a doctor to be 
professional, professionalism concerns attitudes and behaviours. these attitudes and behaviours are formed and 
maintained through informal interactions in the workplace and are strongly shaped by culture. formal education, 
training and lifelong learning programmes must provide a foundation for good professional practice but for these 
programmes to be effective, the leadership and culture at the settings where healthcare is delivered and the wider 
healthcare system must support appropriate professional attitudes and behaviours.51,52,53    

Challenging work contexts for doctors
this review identified that the context in which a doctor works can, sometimes, contribute to causes of concern. 
while it is necessary for doctors to have the knowledge, skill and attitudes for good care, the environment in which 
a doctor practices can influence patients’ experience of care. for example, heavy workloads, poor facilities and 
equipment and ineffective team-working can all contribute to poor care for patients; these factors may be outside 
the control of the doctor who is complained about (box 4).  

Box 4: Examples of contextual factors that influence doctors performance in practice

Factors 

Leadership in the workplace

organisational culture and climate

physical facilities

equipment

information systems and ict

policies, procedures and guidelines

appraisal (including audit and indicators), feedback and learning

team working

workload and job design

source:  adapted from cox et al54

in responding to complaints about doctors, it is important the medical council continues to recognise the challenges 
which doctors face in day-to-day practice and seeks to provide advice on how best to navigate these so as to ensure 
good care for patients.  

Can we address risk and causes of concern?
now that we have a better understanding of risk and the causes of concern about doctors’ practice, are there ways 
that we can begin to address these?

the medical council’s role is wider than responding to complaints; it includes providing guidance for doctors’ 
conduct and ethics, and quality assuring doctors education, training and lifelong learning.  

51 Lesse cs,  Lucey cr, egener b et al.  a behavioral and systems View of professionalism Jama. 2010;304(24):2732-2737 
52 holohan t, 2014. hse midland regional hospital, portlaoise perinatal deaths (2006-date) - report to the minister for health dr  
 James reilly td. 
53 francis r, 2013.  report of the mid-staffordshire nhs foundation trust public inquiry. 
54 cox J, king J, hutchinson a, mcavoy p, 2006.  understanding doctors’ performance.  
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the Guide to Professional Conduct and Ethics is at the core of the work of the medical council.  it sets out what 
we expect of good doctors.  this review was conducted to inform a revision of that guide, and the content has 
been updated to take specific account of the issues which have been identified in 2008-2012.  for the first time, 
our guidance to doctors on conduct and ethics has been based on evidence regarding issues which cause concern.  
to coincide with the launch of this review, we will be commencing consultation on a draft version of the revised 
Guide to Professional Conduct and Ethics and we will be establishing ways to support these through topic-specific 
supplementary information so that doctors can embed the guidance in day-to-day practice.

there is good evidence to demonstrate that doctors who are complained about to medical regulatory authorities 
have sometimes been a cause of concern at medical school, either because of their conduct or their academic 
performance.55  ensuring medical schools are guided and supported to deal effectively with issues arising for 
medical students – including removing students from the programme where this is in the public interest – is 
important.  

the medical council has previously welcomed the increasing emphasis on communication skills and professionalism 
at undergraduate level.56  we need to ensure that this emphasis is maintained along the continuum of medical 
education and training for doctors, and is well embedded in lifelong learning. the age profile of doctors complained 
about indicates that a focus on maintaining communication skills and professionalism is required throughout 
doctors’ professional lives. since 2010, the medical council has been working with doctors to ensure they are 
engaged in lifelong learning. while this is a developing area, there is good evidence to show that doctors who 
engage in lifelong learning, especially learning activity which is based in their day-to-day practice and involves 
learning with peers, are less likely to experience a complaint to the medical regulator.57 now that this system is 
established for doctors in ireland, we must find ways to maximise its benefit for doctors and patients.

we also need to ensure that doctors benefit from adequate support to get a good start when they enter practice 
in ireland for the first time.  

through our registration function, we assess doctors to determine who can enter practice in ireland. pre-registration 
exams for internationally qualified doctors are a common safeguard across professional regulatory authorities 
and it has been found that doctors who perform well in these exams, especially in assessment of communication 
skills, are less likely to experience a subsequent complaint to the medical regulator.58 we already require some 
internationally qualified doctors to participate in our examinations, which are specifically designed to address 
communication skills as well as clinical knowledge and practical skills, and we are further strengthening the medical 
council pre-registration examination system in 2015. however, there are some limitations to our registration 
function. due to eu legislation governing professional mobility and the free market, the medical council cannot 
test english language skills of doctors who are seeking to practice medicine in ireland and we continue to work with 
legislators to address this concern. furthermore, the current legislation provides mechanisms for entry to register 
which bypass our examination and we welcome legislative plans to revise these provisions through amendment to 
the medical practitioners act 2007.  

through Your Training Counts, we have highlighted gaps and weakness in induction and orientation for doctors in 
training and it is reasonable to conclude that these same issues apply to all doctors who are new to practice. we 
will continue to work with employers to emphasise how pivotal good induction and orientation are to supporting 
doctors in good professional practice who are new to a health care setting. we also identified that doctors 
transitioning from medical school to practice for the first time may experience particular challenges in taking this 
important step, including a sense of being under-prepared. we are currently consulting with trainees and other 
stakeholders to better understand these issues and are preparing some changes to internship training in ireland 
which will better support these doctors.  

55 papadakis ma, teherani a, banach ma, et al.  disciplinary action by medical boards and prior behavior in medical school.  n engl  
 J med. 2005 dec 22;353(25):2673-82.
56 medical council 2013.  medical education, training and practice in ireland – a progress report.  
57 wenghofer ef, campbell c, marlow b, et al. the effect of continuing professional development on public complaints: a case-  
 control study. med educ. 2015 mar;49(3):264-75.
58 tamblyn r, abrahamowicz m, dauphinee d, et al.  physician scores on a national clinical skills examination as predictors of   
 complaints to medical regulatory authorities.  Jama. 2007 sep 5;298(9):993-1001.
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our review – in common with other reviews of complaints and disciplinary decision – highlighted a need to consider 
internationally qualified doctors. it is a huge transition to move between health systems for any health professional 
and it can be difficult to quickly adapt to the sometimes subtle differences in professionalism expectations, like 
how doctors relate to patients and their families, and how doctors work with other healthcare professionals; these 
expectations are culturally constructed and can be very different in different health systems.59 in response to 
findings similar to those in this review, on behalf of the general medical council, slowther et al explored the 
potential difficulties experienced by internationally qualified doctors in their transition to practice within the uk 
ethical and professional regulatory framework.60 it was found that these doctors often lacked relevant information 
about legal, ethical, and professional standards and guidance, experienced variable levels of training and support 
specifically in the areas of communication and ethical decision making, and isolation in non-training posts; in 
particular, these doctors were challenged by the emphasis on individual autonomy and shared decision making 
between doctor and patient which is the current norm in the uk and the contrast with their experience of a more 
paternalistic model of the patient doctor relationship in their country of qualification.

ensuring doctors new to practice in ireland – both irish qualified and internationally qualified – is a priority for the 
medical council and we are undertaking further research this year to better understand the issues and to establish 
how it can support all doctors with a “safe start”.  

Conclusion
ron paterson, former health and disability commissioner in new Zealand noted:

“Complaints matter: to the people who make them, usually as a last resort after the frustration 
of trying other avenues without success; to the person complained about, in whom the complaint 
may provoke a fierce reaction, ranging from shame to indignation; and to the agency required to 
handle the complaint, charged with resolving a problem when parties’ recollections and objectives 
may be sharply divergent”.61

because complaints matter, we have a duty not only to seek to address these individually as they arise, but to 
consider what we can learn to improve our role in overseeing doctors in ireland for the benefit of patients and to 
share with everyone interested in patient safety and healthcare quality.  Listening to Complaints, Learning for Good 
Professional Practice is the first time that the medical council has comprehensively reviewed its role in responding 
to complaints about doctors.  

59 chandratilake m, mcaleer s, gibson J. cultural similarities and differences in medical professionalism: a multi-region study.  med  
 educ. 2012 mar;46(3):257-66..
60 slowther a, Lewando hundt ga, purkis J, taylor r. experiences of non-uk-qualified doctors working within the uk regulatory  
 framework: a qualitative study.  J r soc med. 2012 apr;105(4):157-65.
61 paterson, r.  not so random: patient complaints and frequent flier” doctors”.  bmJ Qual saf 2013; 22: 252-257.
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Next steps
in summary, here are the steps we intend to take to ensure that this learning informs improvements in our work.

Supporting complainants and the wider system for complaints about healthcare

we will continue to ensure that accessible information about our role in handing complaints is available to 
support anyone who may have a concern about their experience of healthcare.  

we will continue to work with complainant expectations by clarifying our specific role in relation to fitness to 
practise of doctors, highlighting the legal threshold for our action and explaining what can – and what cannot – 
be achieved through a complaint to the medical council.

we will continue to work with existing patient advocacy services to ensure that complainants are supported and 
that our role, in the context of the wider healthcare handling complaints system, is understood. we will consider 
how we can ensure that there are specific supports made available for complainants who may have particular 
needs, such as those with mental health difficulties.  

we will support and collaborate with national patient advocacy services established under the new patient 
safety agency to ensure that we can continue to play an appropriate and effective role in the wider system for 
handling complaints in healthcare.

Working with doctors who are complained about

we will ensure that our procedures for handling complaints are clearly explained to doctors who are asked 
to respond to a complainant. we will explain what role acknowledgements, apologies, and implementation of 
practice improvement can play for doctors in responding to complaints.  

we will continue to advise doctors of the importance of ensuring that they have professional indemnity which is 
sufficient to ensure they can access support for disciplinary investigation.

we cannot offer support to doctors who are complained about; however, it recognises that the complaints process 
is difficult for all parties and continues to advocate with doctors’ training and representative organisations to 
ensure that collegial support is available to doctors.  

Enhancing our handling of complaints – ensuring a fair, consistent and effective process

we will continue to ensure our role in handling complaints is fair, consistent and effective through following 
process that is clearly documented and available to all parties.  we will continue to ensure that everyone involved 
in complaints handling – case officers and members of the ppc, ftpc and the medical council - benefits from 
training to ensure that they can discharge their role effectively.  

we have developed a policy on equality and diversity and will ensure that this is embedded in our complaints 
handling functions through training and monitoring.

we will ensure that the effectiveness and consistency of decision-making is assured through continuous 
monitoring and audit of our complaint procedures.  

Preventing concerns and promoting good practice – standards and guidance for doctors

we have revised the guide to professional conduct and ethics to reflect lessons learned from this review and will 
finalise it later this year based on feedback from the public, doctors, and all other stakeholders.

we will develop further information for doctors and design educational supports so that they understand how 
best to embed the guide in day to day practice.

we will seek to address specific contexts and issues where, based on this review, it appears that doctors may 
need further support to ensure good practice, for example, interacting with families.  
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Preventing concerns and promoting good practice – entry to practice

we will continue to work with the department of health to ensure that the system of registration of doctors is 
robust and effective.  this includes ensuring that we are empowered through legislative amendment to assess 
english language competence among doctors new to practice in ireland.

we will continue to strengthen our pre-registration examination system to ensure that it effectively assesses 
skills, including communication skills, necessary for practice in ireland.

we will assess the needs of doctors who are new to the practice of medicine in ireland to determine who we 
can support them make a “safe start”.  

we will continue to highlight the importance of robust and effective induction and orientation to doctors who 
are new to specific healthcare settings.

Preventing concerns and promoting good practice – entry to practice

we will continue to emphasise the teaching and learning of communication skills, compassionate care, and 
professionalism across the continuum of education, training, and lifelong learning and through our quality 
assurance role, we will conduct a thematic review in this area to determine current strengths and opportunities 
for further development in the medical education and training sector.

we will support medical schools to ensure medical student professionalism is promoted through guidance; 
this guidance will clarify our expectation that concerns regarding medical student conduct and academic 
performance, which might herald future problems, are effectively managed.

we will examine how doctors’ lifelong learning can be designed to prevent concerns and promote good practice, 
especially among doctors who are at an increased likelihood of complaint.  we will begin by considering the 
needs of non-specialists who are not in training.

we will pilot patient feedback with doctors as a tool to focus lifelong learning on communication skills and 
professionalism.

Preventing concerns and promoting good practice – developing evidence-base and information 

we will develop our information systems that support our role in complaint handling.  we are already gathering 
enhanced information on complaints (for example source of complaint, healthcare setting and location where 
concern arose) and we will develop greater intelligence about medical practice in ireland.

we will continue to periodically review and report on our role in complaints handling so as to identify learning 
for improvement.

we will examine how best we can share information with everyone interested in safe, high quality care and how 
we might contribute to patient safety surveillance in ireland.  

Healthcare organisations and employers of doctors

healthcare organisations and employers of doctors need to develop systems of clinical governance with 
improved processes to handle complaints that will – as appropriate – link public complaints with other local 
information and refer concerns regarding a doctor’s fitness to practise to the medical council.

healthcare organisations and employers of doctors need to ensure there is effective support, beginning with 
induction and orientation, for doctors entering new practice settings, especially those new to the practise of 
medicine in ireland.

healthcare organisations and employers of doctors need to ensure the medical professionalism is enabled 
through leadership and culture which supports a strong and effective patient-doctor relationship.
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Summary of doctors subject to complaint included in the quantitative review

Characteristic
Number of 
registered 

doctors (%)*

Number 
of doctors 
complained 

(%)

Number of 
PPC decisions 

(% total)

Number of 
FTP decisions 

(%)

Number 
of Medical 

Council 
Sanctions (%)

Gender

female 7120 (39%) 463 (22%) 433 (22%) 26 (12%) 16 (11%)

male 11352 (61%) 1593 (78%) 1528 (78%) 191 (88%) 131 (89%)

Age Group

20-35 years 5662 (31%) 148 (7%) 146 (7%) 26 (12%) 20 (14%)

36-45 years 5080 (28%) 493 (24%) 480 (25%) 61 (28%) 45 (31%)

46-55 years 4031 (22%) 701 (34%) 662 (34%) 68 (31%) 46 (31%)

56-64 years 2232 (12%) 525 (26%) 495 (25%) 39 (18%) 22 (15%)

65+ years 1447 (8%) 189 (9%) 178 (9%) 23 (11%) 14 (10%)

Country of qualification

Qualified in 
ireland  11960 (65%) 1519 (74%) 1463 (75%) 91 (42%) 59 (40%)

Qualified in eu 1559 (8%) 161 (8%) 160 (8%) 42 (19%) 29 (20%)

Qualified outside 
eu 4893 (26%) 376 (18%) 338 (17%) 84 (39%) 59 (40%)

Division 

specialist 
registration 9274 (50%) 1289 (63%) 1216 (62%) 70 (32%) 44 (30%)

general 
registration 6682 (36%) 721 (35%) 701 (35%) 139 (64%) 99 (67%)

intern 686 (4%) 1 1 1 -

trainee specialist 1706 (9%) 45 (2%) 43 (2%) 7 (3%) 4 (3%)

Total 18472 2056 1961 221 148

*interpolated annual average in the review period

sTaTIsTICal anneX
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Summary of complaints included in the qualitative review

Characteristic Number of complainants (%)* Number of doctors (%)

Gender

female 69(61%) 33 (26%) 

male 45(39%) 95 (74%)

source

patient 53(46%) -

family 47(41%) -

others 14(13%) -

Age group

20-35 years 7%

36-45 years 24%

46-55 years 33%

56-64 years 26%

65+ years 10%

Country of qualification

Qualified in ireland  91(71%)

Qualified in eu 9(7%)

Qualified outside eu 28(21%)

division

specialist registration 87(68%)

general registration 41(32%)

Total 114 128
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Summary of context of complaints and some issues identified in the qualitative review*

Issue Number of complaint files

Contexts of complaint

Locum services 10

psychiatry 8

Issue arising

misdiagnosis 29

inadequate examination 14

prescribing 11

not listening 18

sexual assault, harassment or inappropriate sexual comments 7

discrimination (including homophobia) 9 (4)

medical records 9

*the qualitative review was not designed to make a generalizable assessment of statistical frequency.
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