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Introduction
The following definition is provided by the Local Government Ombudsman:

“A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction by one or more members of the public about the Council’s action or lack of action or about the standard of a service, whether the action was taken or the service provided by the Council itself or a person or body acting on behalf of the Council.”  
This document details the Council’s overarching policy on dealing with complaints received from our customers.  The policy is supported by good practice guidance for staff together with detailed customer information and publicity materials.  

Rochdale Council is committed to providing consistently high quality services, and although the majority of the time our services are provided to very high standards, occasionally things do go wrong. 
We welcome feedback from our customers, and complaints are a valuable source of information to help us to:

· Improve the standard of services we deliver;
· Put things right when they have gone wrong; and
· Learn from our mistakes.
The aim of this policy is to provide a fair, consistent and structured three stage process for our customers if they are dissatisfied with a service they have received.  The policy will be widely publicised and accessible in a variety of formats.
Emphasis will be placed on resolving complaints as quickly as possible by the Service concerned.  We will ensure our staff are equipped to deal with complaints efficiently and effectively, and lessons learnt from complaint investigations will be used to directly inform service improvements.

What a customer can expect 

Customers can expect to receive a consistently high quality service when they contact any member of staff with a complaint, and we will deal with all complaints promptly, and with courtesy and efficiency.

When a customer wishes to complain about a Council Service, they can expect:
· Their complaint to be dealt with immediately if possible, or if further investigation is required, within a maximum of ten working days;

· Their complaint to be progressed to the next stage of the procedure if they remain dissatisfied after the initial response;

· An acknowledgement of their complaint within five working days at stage 2 or stage 3 of the procedure, informing them of who will be dealing with their complaint and when they can expect a response;

· To be kept informed about progress of the investigation into their complaint; 

· A full written response within the timescales specified in this policy; and
· Appropriate action to be taken to resolve the complaint. 

When replying to a complainant with the outcome of a complaint investigation, we will inform them of their right of further redress i.e. progressing to the next stage of the complaints procedure, or contacting the Local Government Ombudsman.

When a complaint has been investigated and closed, the customer will be asked to complete a customer satisfaction form to provide feedback on the way in which their complaint was dealt with (as distinct from the outcome of the complaint) and how easy it was to use the complaints procedure.  
When dealing with complaints we will:

· Treat all complaints seriously and confidentially;

· Maintain a database of all complaints received;

· Monitor the nature and location of complaints to identify any weaknesses in service delivery;

· Learn lessons from complaints to continually develop and improve our services; and
· Monitor and report our performance in complaint handling against agreed targets. 
Accessibility
The Council is committed to equal opportunities and our aim is to make our Corporate Complaints Policy easy to use and accessible to all of our customers.  It will be widely publicised, available in a variety of formats and customer complaints/comments/compliments leaflets containing a feedback form will be available in all Council public points of access. 

Staff will provide information on the complaints procedure for customers wishing to make a complaint and provide any assistance they may require, for example:

· Assisting with completion of a customer feedback form

· Completing a customer feedback form on behalf of a customer

· Making appropriate arrangements for customers who may have specific requirements e.g. British Sign Language interpreter, wheelchair access etc.
· Arranging for the services of an interpreter

We monitor the use of the policy for equality and diversity purposes to ensure it is being accessed by all areas of the community.
Confidentiality

All complaints received will be dealt with confidentially and in accordance with the requirements of the Data Protection Act 1998.
The stages of the complaints procedure
The complaints procedure consists of a three stage process:
Stage 1 (Service level complaints)
The process for handling complaints at the point of service delivery.  This is the first opportunity for a Service to resolve a customer’s dissatisfaction, and the majority of complaints will be resolved at this stage, either by the member of staff taking the complaint or by the manager of the Service concerned.

Stage 2 (Service level review)

The process for an Investigating Officer to look into a complaint not resolved at stage 1.
Stage 3 (Appeal stage)

The appeal stage of the process is an independent review of a stage 2 investigation, carried out by the Corporate Complaints Team.  

Timescales for handling a complaint

Stage 1 – maximum 10 working days
Full response within a maximum of 10 working days, if it is not possible to resolve the complaint immediately.
Stage 2 – maximum 20 working days
Acknowledgement within 5 working days

Full response within a further 15 working days

Stage 3 – maximum 25 working days
Acknowledgement within 5 working days

Full response within a further 20 working days

Extending time limits

We aim to resolve all complaints within the timescales above; however, if a complaint is very complex it may occasionally be necessary to extend the time limit.  If this is the case we will keep the complainant informed of progress with the investigation, the reasons for the delay, and inform them of the new deadline. 
Following any stage of the procedure, a complainant has a maximum of 28 days from the date of the final response to request that their complaint be progressed to the next stage.

The Complaints Process

A complaint at any stage of the procedure may be made:

· By telephone;

· In person;

· On a customer complaints/comments/compliments leaflet;

· By e-mail;

· By fax; or

· Via the Council’s website.
The Council’s complaints/comments/ compliments leaflet explains the three stages of the complaints procedure, and contains a feedback form for customers to complete and return.  The leaflet will be available in all Council public access points.
Stage 1 (Service level complaints)

Any member of staff can receive a customer complaint and should attempt to resolve the issue, if necessary referring it to a more senior officer or manager within the Service.  If the complaint is about another Service, staff will offer to put the customer in contact with the Service concerned, or take the customer’s contact details and forward them to the Service concerned promptly.

If it is not possible to resolve a complaint immediately, the complainant will be informed of the complaints procedure, any action to be taken and the timescale involved.   
The majority of complaints will initially be considered at stage 1 of the process, allowing the Service concerned the opportunity to resolve the issue quickly, however, in certain cases it may be necessary for a complaint go straight to stage 2 of the process.  This would be the case if:

· The complaint is very complex and requires detailed investigation; or

· The subject of the complaint is cross-cutting involving more than one Service.

Any member of staff receiving a complaint that has already been considered by the Service at stage 1 of the procedure should forward it to the Complaints Coordinator for the Service. 

If the complainant remains dissatisfied

If, at the end of stage 1 of the procedure the complainant remains dissatisfied, they will be advised that they have 28 days from the date the response was given in which to request that their complaint is progressed to stage 2.   
Stage 2 (Service level review)

The Investigating Officer will carry out a review of the complaint and inform the complainant of any action to be taken and the timescale involved.  They will keep the complainant informed of progress of the investigation and send the final response.  
The complainant will be advised that should they remain dissatisfied with the outcome of their complaint at stage 2 of the procedure, they have 28 days from the date of the final response in which to forward an appeal to the Corporate Complaints Team under stage 3 of the procedure.   
Stage 3 (Appeal to the Corporate Complaints Team)

The Corporate Complaints Team will receive and acknowledge an appeal within a maximum of five working days, and inform the complainant that a review of their complaint will be undertaken, and the timescale involved.
An impartial, independent review of the complaint and its investigation will be carried out, providing recommendations for resolution.  
At the end of the review the complainant will be informed of the outcome, any further action to be taken, and the right of further redress via the Local Government Ombudsman.
The Corporate Complaints Team will support services to develop and improve as a result of lessons learnt from complaints through development of action plans to ensure recommendations from complaint investigations are implemented.

Complaints against the Corporate Complaints Team
If, following an appeal at stage 3 of the complaints procedure, a customer -has a complaint regarding the way the Corporate Complaints Team carried out the investigation, a complaint can be made to the Scrutiny & Performance Manager, who will investigate and respond within 15 working days.  This will not be a further opportunity to appeal against the outcome of the investigation.
Complaints involving more than one Service
Complaints involving more than one Service will be forwarded to the Complaints Coordinator for the Service receiving the complaint.  The Complaints Coordinator will contact the Corporate Complaints Team, who will advise which Service should coordinate the investigation, and contact the Complaints Coordinator for that Service.  This will usually be the Service with the most involvement.  
Each Service involved will be responsible for investigating the issues relating to their Service and providing information to the nominated investigator within sufficient time to enable timescales to be complied with.  A single response will be sent to the complainant addressing all the points that have been raised.  

The Complaints Coordinator for the Service leading on the investigation will have responsibility for ensuring that timescales are met and the complaint record is maintained on the system.
Vexatious and unreasonably persistent complainants
The Local Government Ombudsman defines unreasonably persistent complainants as:

“Those who, because of the frequency or nature of their contact with an authority, hinder the authority’s consideration of their, or other people’s, complaints”
Dealing with vexatious or unreasonably persistent complainants has the potential to be resource intensive whilst achieving no benefit for customers or Service users.  If the Corporate Complaints Team or Head of Service consider a complaint to be deliberately repetitious or vexatious, a decision may be taken at any stage not to pursue the complaint under the Corporate Complaints Policy.  The complaint will still be recorded by the Complaints Coordinator, with a record of the date the decision was taken. 

A complainant may be considered to be unreasonably persistent if they: 

· refuse to specify the grounds of their complaint, despite offers of assistance from staff;

· refuse to co-operate with the complaints investigation process while still expecting resolution of their complaint;

· refuse to accept that their complaint does not fall within the remit of the Corporate Complaints Policy, despite having been provided with information about the scope of the policy;
· change the basis of their complaint during the investigation; 

· introduce trivial or irrelevant new information which they expect to be taken into account, or continue to raise large numbers of detailed but irrelevant questions and insist they are all fully responded to;
· adopt a ‘scattergun’ approach by pursuing a complaint through a variety of sources simultaneously e.g. MP, Councillor, Ombudsman etc.;
· repeatedly submit complaints about the same issues, after the complaints processes have been completed; 

· make unreasonable demands on staff time with excessive telephone calls, e-mails, or letters and expect an immediate response.
If a decision is taken not to pursue the complaint under the Corporate Complaints Policy, the complainant will be informed in writing with the reasons for the decision.
Anonymous Complaints
Anonymous complaints are unlikely to be effectively dealt with under the Corporate Complaints Policy, as the Council needs to correspond with and in some cases meet with the complainant in order to address their concerns.  However, these complaints will still be recorded and investigated by the Service involved in order to identify possible areas for service improvement.  When taking details of a complaint, staff should always encourage customers to provide their identity in order for their complaint to be effectively processed under the Corporate Complaints Policy.
Remedies

If, following a complaint investigation, a complaint is upheld, it is necessary to consider the appropriate remedy.

The Local Government Ombudsman guidance states:

“The general principle is that, as far as possible, complainants should be put in the position they would have been in if things had not gone wrong”.
It is important that the remedy is made as quickly as possible after the conclusion of the investigation.  The Investigating Officer should always consider practical action as a suitable remedy.  For example:

· An apology
· Delivery of the service required
· A change of procedures to prevent a recurrence of the incident.
The Investigating Officer should also consider any practical remedy suggested by the complainant.

If the complainant has suffered loss or suffering, financial compensation may be appropriate.  Where the Complaints Investigator does not have the authority to action a remedy, the Head of Service should be consulted for agreement on the proposed course of action before a response is sent to the complainant.
If agreement cannot be reached with the Head of Service, the Corporate Complaints Team will refer the issue to the relevant member of the Executive Leadership Team.
The Scope of the Corporate Complaints Policy
This policy covers complaints relating to the majority of services provided by, or on behalf of the Council.  However, there are a number of exceptions where different statutory or legal processes apply.  These include:

· A complaint where the customer or Council has started legal proceedings

· Complaints that are being considered by the Local Government Ombudsman

· Freedom of Information complaints that are being considered by the Information Commissioner

· Complaints covered by statutory appeals processes e.g. appeals against the refusal of planning permission

· Complaints about a councillor, which are dealt with by the Standards Committee
· Complaints about the management and maintenance of council housing, which are dealt with by Rochdale Boroughwide Housing

· Statutory complaints about social care services which are dealt with by the Corporate Complaints Team under separate statutory policies.
· Complaints about personnel matters, including the recruitment process, disciplinary issues and grievances and Dignity at Work, which are dealt with by the People Management Service

· Complaints made by staff under the Whistleblowing procedure.

· School complaints – see details below

School Complaints
Complaints about school issues are investigated under the school’s own complaints procedure with the exception of: 

· the provision of the National Curriculum (dealt with by the School Improvement Service); 

· the provision of religious education and collective worship (with the exception of church aided schools) (dealt with by the School Improvement Service); 

· school admission appeals (dealt with by the Legal and Democratic Service) 

· exclusions (dealt with by the Pupil Welfare and Inclusion Team, Learners and Young People Service); 

· special educational needs assessments (dealt with by the Special Education Needs Team, Learners and Young People Service); and 

· child protection issues and allegations of child abuse (dealt with by the Education Welfare Team, Learners and Young People Service). 

A Service in receipt of a complaint which for any reason cannot be considered under the Corporate Complaints Policy will provide an explanation to the complainant and advise of the appropriate route to follow.  
The Corporate Complaints Team is a central point of contact for members of the public and staff to provide clarification and advice on any aspect of the Corporate Complaints Policy.

Who’s who in complaints handling

The role of the Corporate Complaints Team
The Corporate Complaints Team is responsible for the management of the Corporate Complaints Policy and ensuring its consistent implementation across the Council. 

The Team provide an alternative course of redress by acting as an independent, impartial point of appeal for customers who are dissatisfied with the outcome of their complaint after it has been considered at stage 2 of the complaints procedure.   

A programme of staff training in complaints handling and resolution is delivered by the Corporate Complaints Team in order to ensure that staff are equipped to deal with complaints efficiently and effectively, and the Team act as a central point for advice and guidance.
The Corporate Complaints Team supports services to develop and improve as a result of lessons learnt from complaints through development of action plans to ensure recommendations from complaint investigations are implemented.
The Corporate Complaints Team also co-ordinates the response to Local Government Ombudsman investigations on behalf of the Council.
The role of Customer Service Centres and the Contact Centre
Customer Service Centres and the Contact Centre provide a central point of contact for customers.  Staff are able to provide advice on the complaints procedure, deal with and resolve complaints at stage 1, record complaints at stage 2, and provide assistance with completion of a customer feedback form if required.  
Staff in the centres have access to the corporate complaints system and are able to record complaints directly and forward to the relevant Complaints Coordinators via the system.
The role of Complaints Coordinators

Each Service will have a nominated Complaints Coordinator who has responsibility for overseeing the complaints procedure for their Service.  Duties will include:

· Acknowledging receipt of the complaint and informing the complainant that an investigation will be carried out;
· Ensuring details of all complaints received by the Service are recorded on the complaints system;
· In consultation with the Head of Service, arranging for stage 2 complaints to be allocated to an investigating officer;

· Ensuring the progress of complaints is monitored and responses are sent within timescale; and 
· Updating the complaints system when an investigation is complete.

The role of Investigating Officers

Each Service will have nominated Investigating Officers, identified by the Head of Service, to carry out investigations into stage 2 complaints.  The Investigating Officer will have responsibility for:

· Providing the complainant with information about the complaints process;
· Carrying out an objective investigation into the complaint; 
· Keeping the complainant informed of progress of the investigation;

· Providing the final response to the customer within the appropriate timescale together with a customer feedback form; and
· Informing the Complaints Coordinator when the complaint is closed and providing a copy of the final response.
Staff Training and Support

The Corporate Complaints Team co-ordinate the Corporate Complaints Policy across the Council and provide guidance and support for staff on use of the policy and dealing with complaints.
An ongoing programme of staff training is provided by the Corporate Complaints Team to ensure all staff are equipped with the necessary skills to deal with complaints effectively.  

This includes:
· Staff briefings – general information on the Corporate Complaints Policy for any member of staff dealing with a customer complaint;

· Investigator training – training in good investigative practice for nominated Investigating Officers within Services; and
· Training for Complaints Coordinators – training specifically for Coordinators on their role in managing the Corporate Complaints Policy for their Service.
Monitoring and Performance Reporting

The Council is committed to continually improving the services we deliver to our customers.  Information gained from complaints can be a valuable tool in identifying the needs of our customers and developing our services to meet those needs.

The Corporate Complaints Team has overall responsibility for monitoring and reporting performance in complaints handling and resolution.

The complaints system contains a reporting facility that enables data to be analysed to identify any trends in specific service or geographical areas or complaint subject.  

The Corporate Complaints Team have responsibility for collating statistical information and reporting performance in complaints handling and resolution to the Council’s Performance Scrutiny Committee, Heads of Service, Senior Officers and Council members on a quarterly basis.
Ad hoc reporting will also be carried out either at the request of a Head of Service, or to highlight any areas of concern identified by the Corporate Complaints Team.
The Corporate Complaints Team also produces an annual report on the overall performance of complaints handling across the Council.

Review and Evaluation
In order to ensure we continue to provide the best possible complaints handling service for our customers, this policy will be subject to ongoing evaluation and annual review by the Corporate Complaints Team.  
All complainants will receive an evaluation form following completion of the investigation into their complaint, to encourage them to provide feedback on ease of use of the complaints procedure and their satisfaction with the way in which their complaint was dealt with.  The results will provide valuable information to ensure we continue to improve our services and identify areas for improvement. 
Staff involved in complaints handling will also be consulted for their views and suggestions on how the policy may be improved, and are encouraged to contact the Corporate Complaints Team for advice and support at any time.
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