
 

Saving babies’ lives.  

Supporting bereaved families. 
 

 

How to raise concerns,  

give feedback or make  

a complaint 
 

We are very sorry that your baby has died. We understand that  

this is a very upsetting and confusing time. Sands is here for  

anyone affected by the death of a baby. 

The information here is intended to support you in sharing your 

experiences of maternity care if you would like to do that. You  

should not feel scared or worried about sharing feedback about  

your experiences. Patient feedback is one tool hospitals use to 

improve their services for families in the future. 

 

 

 

If you need immediate support with your emotional or mental health 

The Sands National Helpline provides a safe, confidential place for anyone affected 

by the death of a baby in the UK. Whether your baby died long ago or recently, we 

are here for you. The telephone helpline is free to call from landlines and mobiles 

on 0808 164 3332. You can also email the team at helpline@sands.org.uk. 

 If you need specialist mental health services, ask your bereavement midwife or your 

GP for a referral.  

mailto:helpline@sands.org.uk
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If you would like to share your experience of maternity care  

If you have a concern or observation or want to share any feedback, positive or 

negative, about your care, you can: 

• Send an email or letter to the Head of Midwifery 

• Speak to the Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) at the hospital where 

you or your baby were cared for. (This service is for England only – procedures 

for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland will be provided on page 5)  

• Use Care Opinion (https://www.careopinion.org.uk/), an independent not-for-

profit feedback platform which operates across the United Kingdom   

• Use a search engine to look for your local hospital’s maternity feedback 

webpage. You can search for ‘[name of the hospital], give feedback, maternity 

care’. Most hospitals have a dedicated webpage for providing your feedback, 

but not all. Some maternity services also have dedicated feedback services for 

bereaved parents where parents can voice their concerns.  

• Submit your feedback on websites such as   

o NHS.UK (www.nhs.uk/contact-us/give-feedback-or-make-complaint/)  

o Scotland and Wales require you to submit feedback to your local health 

board    

o Northern Ireland requires you to contact your local Health and Social Care 

Trust. You can also directly contact the Northern Ireland government by 

emailing complaints@health-ni.gov.uk   

 

Making a complaint 

If you have a specific complaint or concern about the care, then you have the right to 

raise this. The NHS constitution protects this right. But it isn’t always clear how to do 

this.  

There are both ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ processes for making a complaint. Regardless 

of your route, you should make your complaint within 12 months of the incident or 12 

months of discovering an issue with your care. Otherwise, it may be harder to resolve. 

If your baby died several years ago or died more recently, but the review process has 

already been concluded and fed back to you, raising your concerns may be more 

challenging; the hospital may be slow to respond. 

You should, at the very minimum, be able to get a copy of your medical records and a 

copy of any review that was done into your care at that time. You may want to consider 

what you do next, having seen these.  

https://www.careopinion.org.uk/
http://www.nhs.uk/contact-us/give-feedback-or-make-complaint/
https://www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/health-rights/feedback-and-complaints/making-a-complaint-about-your-nhs-care-or-treatment/
https://www.gov.wales/nhs-wales-complaints-and-concerns-putting-things-right#complaints
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/how-complain-or-raise-concerns-about-health-services#toc-1
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/how-complain-or-raise-concerns-about-health-services#toc-1
mailto:complaints@health-ni.gov.uk
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First, write it down  

It is important to understand the issues you want to raise, who was involved, and what 

you want to be resolved. For instance, would you like an explanation of what 

happened? An apology? A change in procedures to ensure such incidents never 

happen in the future? There may be more than one issue and they may not be related 

– this is okay.  

Get a copy of your medical records 

You may feel it is useful to have a copy of any relevant medical records. Medical 

records describe the mother’s and baby’s medical care during pregnancy, birth and 

afterwards. The pregnancy notes are contained within the mother’s medical record. 

Only the mother can request to see these; her partner cannot. Fathers and partners 

can only request to see these records with the mother's permission. If a baby dies after 

birth, they will have their own medical record. The mother or father can request their 

baby’s medical records.  

You have the right to access and receive a copy of any data or supplementary 

information an organisation holds about you– this is known as a ‘subject access 

request’. To obtain a copy of your or your baby’s records, you need to request them 

from the records manager at the hospital where you received your antenatal care and 

your baby was born/cared for. The request can be made verbally, in a letter, or by 

email. You may have to fill out a form as part of this request. To find the hospital 

records manager, type the name of the hospital where you were cared for and ‘subject 

access request’ into a search engine. As of 2018, the hospital cannot charge you for a 

copy of any medical records. It can take up to 28 days to receive them.  

Your and your baby’s medical records will detail what care you/your baby received, 

when, and who was present. Your records might have correspondence between you 

and the doctor(s) who cared for you, including discharge letters, test results, scan 

results and tissue sample results. Because these notes were written by the clinicians 

managing your care, you may well need help understanding them. If you are 

comfortable doing so, you can ask someone at the maternity or neonatal service, such 

as your bereavement midwife or community midwife, to explain them. If you do not 

want to speak with staff at the hospital about your notes and live in England, your local 

Maternity and Neonatal Voices Partnership (MNVP) representative should be able to 

help you.  In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, the equivalent to MVPs are 

Maternity Services Liaison Committees (MSLCs). More information about the role of 

the MNVPs and MSLCs is on page 5. 
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The medical notes might not match your memory of what happened, and you might 

want to challenge this. You can also include your recollection of events in your 

complaint letter.  

What you might want to ask about 

Your complaint can be about anything you experienced, including: 

• The care you received during pregnancy 

• The care you receive during your baby’s birth or delivery 

• The care your baby received after they were born 

• The care you received after your baby died, including bereavement care, 

support, or referral to emotional or mental health services. 

If you are making notes or writing down your story of what happened, try to include 

as much detail as possible, such as the names of the people involved in your care and 

any times or conversations that might not be captured in your medical notes. Things 

to include in your complaint might be: 

• Who or what you are complaining about 

• What happened, from your perspective  

• Where and when the event happened 

• The impact this has had on you 

• If you know, what outcome you would like to see 

How to make a complaint ‘informally’  
When you feel ready to make your complaint, you may want to begin by doing this 

informally. Informal complaints involve speaking to someone from the maternity 

service via phone or email about the issues which concern you. To ensure they take 

your informal complaint seriously, ensure you refer to it as a complaint and ask them 

what the next steps will be. Make a record of when you do this, who you speak to and 

what their response is. People you could contact include: 

• Your community midwife, 

• Your bereavement midwife,  

• Your named obstetrician (a doctor who specialises in maternity and is ultimately 

responsible for your care), 

• Your named neonatologist (a doctor who specialises in caring for newborn 

babies).  

The maternity service will ideally try to resolve the complaint within ten working days. 

But some services are not always able to comply in ten days.  
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The Role of Maternity and Neonatal Voices Partnerships  

If you don’t want to speak to a healthcare professional or anyone involved in your care, 

you could contact your local Maternity and Neonatal Voices Partnership. MVPs are 

women and families, doctors and hospital managers working to improve maternity 

services. They can help ensure your concerns reach the attention of someone senior at 

the hospital, such as the Head/Director of Midwifery or a senior doctor.  

  

If you are in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland, the equivalent is your local Maternity 

Services Liaison Committees (MSLCs). You can find them by   

 

• Checking your local NHS Trust, Health Board or hospital website  

• Reaching out to your local Head of Midwifery   

• Enquiring on the MSLC Leaders and Members Facebook group 

The Role of Patient Advice and Liaison Service  

If you aren’t able or do not feel comfortable speaking with an MVP, you can contact 

the Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) - sometimes called the ‘patient 

experience team’ or ‘concerns team’. PALS is independent of the hospital and can help 

you make a complaint and offer confidential advice, support and information.  

PALs operates across England. If you are in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland, you 

can access:  

 

• The Patient Advice and Support Service (PASS) in Scotland  

• Your local Community Health Council in Wales  

• The Patient and Client Council in Northern Ireland. 

How to make a complaint formally 
You might want to make a formal complaint if your informal complaint remains 

unresolved. But, if you wish to make a formal complaint in the first instance, you can 

do so at any time. You can make a formal complaint either verbally or in writing. 

If you want to make a complaint verbally, you can do this by phoning the hospital’s 

complaints service. The complaints service is different from the patient advocacy 

service run by PALs. Hospitals vary in what they call this department, but you should 

be able to find the phone number by searching ‘[name of hospital] complaints team 

phone number’. If you make a complaint verbally, the person you are making your 

complaint to must make a written record of your conversation and send you a written 

copy.  

You should ask them to send you a copy of their notes on your 

conversation.  

https://nationalmaternityvoices.org.uk/
https://www.nhs.uk/nhs-services/hospitals/what-is-pals-patient-advice-and-liaison-service/
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You can also make a complaint in writing. If you do this, ensure your letter or email 

includes as much information as possible about what happened, who was involved, 

when and where, and the impact on you. You can address your letter to the hospital’s 

Chief Executive from where you received your care. Most NHS Trusts make the Chief 

Executive’s email and postal address available on their website. But some do not. If the 

Trust doesn’t make the Chief Executives’ email available, you can contact PALS, which 

should give you the relevant contact details. You can also request that a copy of your 

complaint is sent to the Head of Midwifery, the Director of Women’s Services, the 

Director of Nursing, or the consultant obstetrician from the maternity unit where you 

were cared for.  

If your complaint is about an individual, you can also complain to one of the 

professional bodies which set standards for doctors, nurses and midwives.  

• To raise an issue about a doctor, you need the General Medical Council 

• To raise an issue about a midwife or nurse, you need the Nursing and Midwifery 

Council 

 

If your complaint is about specific hospital policies, treatments, or service, you can 

complain to the Integrated Care Board  (you will find them listed here) that 

commissioned (paid for) your maternity care.  

 

There is no time limit on how long the process of a formal complaint will take. However, 

if you have not heard from the hospital within six months, or if you come to the end 

of the complaint process and are not satisfied the hospital or Trust has adequately 

dealt with your complaint, you can file a complaint with their Parliamentary and Health 

Service Ombudsman (PHSO).    

 

Contacting the Parliamentary and Health Service 

Ombudsman  
In England, the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (PHSO) are 

independent of the NHS and government. They make the final decisions on complaints 

that the NHS has not resolved.  

You can approach the PHSO once you have exhausted all options and have ended the 

complaints process with your local Trust. The PHSO will not accept your complaint until 

you have done this. You can contact the PHSO directly to make a complaint about NHS 

care. 

https://www.gmc-uk.org/concerns
https://www.nmc.org.uk/concerns-nurses-midwives/support-for-patients-families-and-public/
https://www.nmc.org.uk/concerns-nurses-midwives/support-for-patients-families-and-public/
https://www.nhs.uk/nhs-services/find-your-local-integrated-care-board/
https://www.nhs.uk/nhs-services/find-your-local-integrated-care-board/
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/
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In Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales, you can contact the Northern Ireland Public 

Services Ombudsman (NIPSO), The Scottish Public Service Ombudsman (SPSO) or The 

Public Service Ombudsman for Wales.  

Contacting your local elected representative  

You can also contact your local elected representative, such as your MS in Wales, your 

MSP in Scotland or your MLA in Northern Ireland, to ask them to raise your concerns. 

You can also ask your member of parliament (MP) in Westminster. MPs and local 

officials are often very well-connected with what’s happening in their local Trust or 

Health board. While they can’t have investigations commissioned, they can raise issues 

on your behalf or apply pressure to Trusts and Health boards. If you are unsure about 

who your MP is, you can use the They Work For You website to find out who they are 

and how to contact them.  

 

The Independent Senior Advocate  
In England, the NHS is developing a new role to support parents. The role of the 

Independent Senior Advocate (ISA) is to help all parents be listened to and heard by 

their maternity and neonatal care providers. There are 22 ISAs across the UK in a pilot 

scheme running from June 2023 for 12 months. While some ISAs are employed by the 

NHS, many are funded by charities and are completely independent of the NHS. If you 

think this may be helpful, ask your bereavement midwife/key contact at your maternity 

unit if you are in one of the pilot sites, and if you are, how to get in touch with your 

local ISA. 

 

If you would like any support or guidance to help you navigate the 

complaints processes, there are people and organisations to help you.  

 

 Organisations (UK) 

Action against Medical Accidents 
Action against Medical Accidents (AvMA) is a UK charity for patient safety and justice. 

They provide free, independent advice and support to people affected by medical 

accidents. They have many helpful guides for making a complaint.  

 

Citizens Advice 
Citizens Advice offers guidance on taking legal action and making a complaint about 

care. 

  

Organisations (England only) 

http://nipso.org.uk/nipso/
http://nipso.org.uk/nipso/
https://www.spso.org.uk/spso
https://www.ombudsman.wales/
https://www.ombudsman.wales/
https://www.theyworkforyou.com/
https://www.avma.org.uk/
https://www.avma.org.uk/help-advice/guides/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/health/nhs-and-social-care-complaints/complaining-about-the-nhs/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/civil-rights/
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Healthwatch  
Healthwatch can help advocate for you to ensure your healthcare provider hears your 

concerns. They are an independent statutory body which has the power to make sure 

NHS leaders and other decision-makers listen to your feedback and improve standards 

of care.  

POhWER 
POhWER is an independent complaints advocate who can help you if you are unsure 

whether to make a complaint. They can also answer questions about the complaints 

process, including where to start. Their NHS Complaints Advocacy service is free and 

independent of the NHS.  

 

Care Quality Commission (CQC) 
The CQC does not deal with complaints directly. However, you can report the poor 

care you received. Doing so may help prevent the same thing from happening to 

others.  
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https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/
https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/help-make-complaint
https://www.pohwer.net/nhs-complaints-advocacy
https://www.cqc.org.uk/contact-us/how-complain/complain-about-hospital-community-or-mental-health-service
https://www.cqc.org.uk/give-feedback-on-care?referer=contactus

