Making a Complaint About a Psychologist

1. What is the British Psychological Society?

The Society is a professional organisation. Psychologists can apply to be a member of the Society if they have appropriate qualifications in psychology. We have approximately 40,000 members. 

We also operate the Register of Chartered Psychologists. To be on the Register a psychologist must show that they have a high level of qualifications and expertise in their area of psychology. There are about 9,000 Chartered Psychologists.

Membership of the Society is voluntary. Psychologists are allowed to practise without having to be a member of the Society.

2. Who can I complain about?

Usually we can only investigate a complaint about a member of the Society. If you are not sure if someone is a member you can write to us and we will tell you. We can also investigate complaints that someone who is not a member of the Society is describing themselves as being a member. 

We can only investigate complaints about a named member, not about an organisation. For example, we cannot investigate a complaint about the Psychology Department of a hospital, but we can investigate the conduct of the psychologist who is treating you, if they are a member of the Society.

If you want to complain about someone who is employed (for example by the NHS or a university), whether or not they are a member of the Society, you might be able to use the employer's complaints procedure. 

3. What complaints can the Society investigate?

The Society can investigate complaints that a psychologist has breached the Society's Code of Conduct. The Society also takes action to make sure that psychologists are not practising when they are not fit to do so because of health problems. 

Sometimes psychologists may disagree with each other, or with you, about the results of tests, or about how to treat a client. We will not be able to take action against a psychologist because you, or another psychologist, disagrees with their professional judgement. 

4. The Code of Conduct

The Society expects members to act within standards laid down in a Code of Conduct. The Code is published and you can get a copy from the Society's website, or by writing to the address at the end of this leaflet. We can usually only take action against a psychologist if they have breached the Code of Conduct. 

Some examples of actions that would breach the Code of Conduct are: 

· Taking too long to produce an assessment report; 

· Disclosing confidential information about you without your consent; 

· Forming an inappropriate relationship with a client; 

· Practising in an area of psychology without the qualifications and experience to do so. 

5. How do I make a complaint? 

You must make your complaint in writing.

We have a complaint form which you can use. We would prefer you to use this but you do not have to. If you have documents or evidence which support your complaint please send them to us. We will return them to you if you want them back. If your complaint includes information about people other than you and the psychologist you are complaining about, you need to think about the confidentiality of the people identified. You may need to ask their permission to send the evidence or you may need to remove the information that identifies them, for example by crossing through their name with a black marker pen wherever it appears in the documents. 

In particular you need to think about any information relating to children. If the child involved is over 12 and is able to understand the nature of the information about them which is being disclosed, we will need to have their consent. The consent of a parent will not be enough. If you are not providing the consent of any children involved, please let us know if this is because they are too young to need to give consent, or because they are over 12 but not able to give consent themselves, or because they have not been asked to give consent or have refused to do so. 

6. How will my complaint be dealt with? 

When we receive your complaint we will send it to the person you are complaining about and ask them for their response to the complaint. Once you have seen this response, the complaint will be considered by the Investigatory Committee. The Committee is made up of psychologists and considers all complaints made to the Society.

The Committee will decide what action the Society should take. If they think they need more information to make that decision they might appoint a Panel which will carry out further investigations. The Panel will be made up of psychologists. They are members of the Society but are volunteers and do not work for the Society. They may need to ask you, and the person you are complaining about, more questions. They may also ask other people for information, for example the psychologist's employer. You will be kept informed of the progress of their investigation.

When the Investigatory Committee has enough information they will decide whether there has been professional misconduct or not and what steps to take next. Any recommendation they make will be checked by a member of our Professional Conduct Board who is not a psychologist. If they disagree with the findings of the Committee it is the decision of the non-psychologist which is followed by the Society.

In very serious cases, or in cases where a psychologist may not be fit to practise for health reasons, the Investigatory Committee may decide that a hearing is needed. They will ask the Professional Conduct Board to appoint a Conduct or Fitness to Practise Committee made up of two non-psychologists and one psychologist. The hearing will be similar to a court case but more informal. You may be asked to give evidence to the Committee about your complaint.

You will be told what decisions the Investigatory Committee has made as the case progresses and at the end of the case. 

7. How long will it take to deal with my complaint? 

The length of time a complaint will take depends partly on whether a hearing of a Conduct or Fitness to Practise Committee is required. Our targets are to close cases: 

· Within nine months of receipt if a hearing is not required; 

· Within 18 months of receipt if a hearing is required. 

Some cases do take longer than this to complete, particularly if we are relying on other bodies to provide us with information, or if we have to suspend our investigation while another disciplinary or investigation process is completed.

8. What action can the Society take? 

The Society can do the following things: 

· Decide that there is no professional misconduct and close the case; 

· Try to resolve the matter between you and the psychologist, for example, by an apology; 

· Give advice or a warning to the psychologist about their conduct.

If the Society has a hearing and finds that there has been misconduct, it can take the following action: 

· Reprimand the member; 

· Ask the member for written promises about their future practice; 

· Put conditions on the member's future practice; 

· Suspend or expel the member from the Society.

The Society has no power to make members pay compensation or to appoint a different psychologist for you. 

9. Information the Society collects and what we do with it 

In order to properly investigate your complaint, we might need to ask questions about your treatment and we may need to see reports prepared about you. This information will be kept private. It will be seen only by the people who are involved in investigating your complaint and will only be used for the investigation. You can of course refuse to provide such information. However, it may be difficult for us to investigate the complaint if you do.

If we have a hearing, the documents which we have collected and any evidence you are asked to give in the hearing would not be private, because our hearings are held in public. 
We would, however, try to ensure that only information necessary to decide the case was made public.

If we find a breach of the Code of Conduct by the psychologist we will keep some details about the action we took permanently. However, the majority of the documents will be destroyed after seven years.

If we do not find any breach of the Code of Conduct we will destroy our file of documents after one year.

10. More information

There is more information about the Society and how we handle complaints on our website at www.bps.org.uk.

If you would like more information, or you need help because writing is difficult for you or English is not your first language, please contact the Regulatory Affairs team at the Society and we will do our best to help you.

The team can give advice and help about how to make a complaint and how the complaint-handling process works. However, we cannot tell you whether you should complain or whether your complaint will succeed.

If you have a complaint about the Society's complaint handling procedure please write to the Professional Conduct Officer at the address below.

You can contact the Regulatory Affairs team at: 
St Andrews House 
48 Princess Road East 
Leicester 
LE1 7DR

By e-mail on: conduct@bps.org.uk By telephone on: 0116 254 9568

