Equalities Statement

Bassetlaw District Council values and respects the diversity of all people
living and working in Bassetlaw and is committed to equality of
opportunity in service delivery. We will not treat you any differently
because of your gender, race, disability, religion or belief, sexuality or
age.

This document is available in large print and other formats from any of
the Council Offices. Please bear in mind we will need a few days to
arrange this facility.

If you need help to read this document please do not hesitate to contact
us.

Our Complaints & Consultation Officer can be contacted by e-mailing
speak-up@bassetlaw.gov.uk or by telephoning 01909 533473.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Council is committed to improving the way it provides customers with access
to services and the quality of those services. The Council has identified ‘improving
customer satisfaction’ as one of its key aims in the Corporate Plan 2010- 2013 and
as essential to improving performance more generally.

1.2 A comprehensive and accessible complaints, compliments and suggestions policy
represents one of the cornerstones that will support the Council’s whole approach to
customer service.

1.3 This policy is intended to represent a practical means by which the Council can
demonstrate its determination to manage the customer feedback process effectively
for the benefit of the customer, the Council and the community as a whole.

1.4 The active support of managers and employees throughout the Council

is needed to ensure the policy becomes a ‘living’ document that is ‘owned’ by and
adhered to by all.

1.5 This policy sets out the framework for handling complaints, compliments and
suggestions and supports the” Speak-up... we're listening” initiative introduced in
May 2007 and will therefore replace the Complaints Policy 2005. This policy:

e Sets out a definition for complaints, compliments and suggestions that can be
clearly communicated to both customers and employees.

e Establishes clear minimum service standards that are capable of being monitored
and reported.

e Is responsive to the needs of our customers.

e Is transparent and easy to understand for both employees and customers.
e Reflects best practice.

e Helps the Council to learn from customer feedback to improve services.

It does not include the operational aspects for handling complaints, compliments and
suggestions, this will be covered in the supporting procedures.



2. SCOPE
2.1 This policy applies to all employees.

2.2 It is also important that the policy is understood and ‘owned’ by Elected
Members as their role as leaders in the community brings them into frequent contact
with residents who have complaints, compliments and suggestions to make about
the Council. A good working knowledge of this policy will enhance this community
leadership role together with Elected Members becoming advocates of this policy to
both residents and employees.

2.3 The Head of Community Engagement and Performance will oversee the
implementation of this policy on behalf of the Chief Executive, who has overall
responsibility for the policy. The Head of Community Engagement and Performance
with support from other team members is responsible for establishing systems and
procedures that support the implementation of this policy and for managing the
complaints, compliments and suggestions. It is understood that the Arms Length
Management Organisation (A1 Housing Bassetlaw Limited) will manage their own
complaints procedure, although the Council will co-ordinate any Local Government
Ombudsman enquiries.

2.4 Definitions
For the purpose of this policy the following definitions will be used:

A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction with service delivery that requires a
response.

A compliment is an expression of satisfaction concerning a function or service
provided by the Council.

A suggestion is an idea/comment about how a function or service provided by the
Council could be improved.

Certain types of complaint fall outside the scope of this policy, they are listed under
section 6.31.

3. PRINCIPLES OF THE POLICY

3.1 The Council’s approach to receiving complaints, compliments and suggestions is
designed to be as inclusive as possible.

3.2 Who can make a complaint?

e Any person, groups or organisation receiving or seeking to receive a service
from the Council or its contractors.



» Any person acting on behalf of an individual or group of individuals (this
includes Elected Members, Members of Parliament, Advice Agencies and other
advocacy groups).

3.3 The Council recognises that complaints, compliments and suggestions represent
a valuable and important form of customer feedback. To that end the Council will
strive to ensure that residents and other stakeholders are aware of and how to use
the complaints, compliments and suggestions procedure.

3.4 The Council is committed to ensuring equality of access for people with
disabilities and from ethnic minority communities to the complaints, compliments
and suggestions procedure. Where appropriate customer information will be made
available in other formats and languages. Take-up of the procedure will be
monitored through the collation of equalities data, where supplied, and customer
satisfaction surveys to identify whether all groups are making use of the procedure.

3.5 The Complaints & Consultation Officer (CCO) will ensure the effectiveness of the
complaints, compliments and suggestions policy/procedures. All Council employees
likely to come into contact with customers will receive training in the procedure with
particular emphasis on their roles and responsibilities. A strong emphasis will be
placed on good customer service and handling customer contact, face to face and
over the telephone, in a sensitive manner.

3.6 Procedures supporting this policy will ensure that the Council is able to gain
meaningful information from the analysis of issues raised through complaints,
compliments and suggestions. Information for monitoring purposes will be reported
to the Performance Improvement Scrutiny Committee on a regular basis and
complaints information will be used to further improve performance.

3.7 The effectiveness of the policy and its practical application will be reviewed
through internal and external satisfaction surveys and reported to the Performance
Improvement Scrutiny Committee. Regular liaison with other local authorities at the
Nottinghamshire Complaints Group and also the Local Government Ombudsman will
help ensure that current best practice continues to be reflected within the policy and
supporting procedures.

4. FRAMEWORK FOR MANAGING COMPLIMENTS

4.1 The revised complaints, compliments and suggestions form (Speak up... we're
listening) will be used to capture compliments. This form will be available from the
One-stop shop reception areas, Leisure Centres, Help Points, and on the Council’s
website www.bassetlaw.gov.uk

4.2 Customers may choose to put their compliment in a letter by writing to the
Complaints & Consultation Officer; by telephoning 01909 533473; by email;
speakup@bassetlaw.gov.uk Or on-line form submission www.bassetlaw.gov.uk

4.3 Verbal compliments will be acknowledged verbally at the time.



4.4 If a customer wishes to make their compliment more formal then the employee
can direct the customer to the “Speak-up... we're listening” leaflet form or complete
an electronic version on-line. This form has been specifically designed so that it is
quick and easy for customers and employees to use on their behalf. Each service will
hold supplies (hard/electronic copies as appropriate) for issuing to customers when
required. For employees completing a form on behalf of a customer, the electronic
form can be found on the staff intranet, which once completed and submitted is sent
automatically to the Council’s Complaints and Consultation Officer for progression as
appropriate.

4.5 Expressions of satisfaction and commendations are good news stories, which
should be celebrated. If a customer is particularly pleased about the way that they
have been treated then drawing their attention to the “Speak-up... we're listening”
form is a healthy way of encouraging compliments providing that it is done tactfully
and professionally.

4.6 Compliments regarding team members will be forwarded to the appropriate
contact officer/Head of Service so that the individual concerned can be commended
by their appropriate line manager/Head of Service. The team brief also offers a
forum for celebrating and sharing success. The feelings of the employee should
always be taken into account however before sharing the information publicly with
others.

4.7 A central record of written compliments will be maintained by the Complaints &
Consultation Officer for review and monitoring purposes.

4.8 Written compliments received by post will be identified by the Post Room Team
and passed to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

4.9 Written compliments received by the departments directly will need to be sent to
the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

4.10 Compliments received by email will need to be forwarded to the Complaints &
Consultation Officer.

4.11 Compliments captured on an electronic version of the Speak up... we're
listening form will need to be sent to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

4.12 Compliments received by letter, fax or email will be acknowledged in line with
the Council’s Customer Standards.

4.13 An electronic copy of the compliment will be forwarded to the relevant
departmental contact/Head of Service by the Complaints & Consultation Officer for
their information and own use, for example, team meetings, appraisals, service
planning.



4.14 Information on written compliments will be reported on a regular basis
to the Performance Improvement Scrutiny Committee for review and monitoring
purposes.

5. FRAMEWORK FOR MANAGING SUGGESTIONS
5.1 The “Speak-up... we're listening” leaflet will be widely available to capture

suggestions/comments. This form will be available from the Customer One-stop
shops, Leisure Centres, Help Points, and on the Council’s website www.bassetlaw.gov.uk

5.2 Customers may also choose to put their suggestions or ideas about how services
could be improved in a letter by writing to the Complaints & Consultation Officer; by
email speakup@bassetlaw.gov.uk ;by telephone 01909 533473 or on-line form
submission www.bassetlaw.gov.uk. How a member of the public chooses to make a
suggestion is not important. What counts is that the Council considers the
suggestion or idea and makes any changes as appropriate.

5.3 If a customer wishes to make a suggestion then the employee can direct the
customer to the “Speak-up... we're listening” form or complete an electronic
version. The form has been specifically designed so that it is quick and easy for
customers and employees to use on their behalf. Each service will hold supplies
(hard/electronic copies as appropriate) for issuing to customers when required
together with explaining how the procedure works. For employees completing a
form electronically on behalf of a customer, the electronic form can be found on
the staff intranet, which once completed and submitted is sent automatically to
the Council’s Complaints and Consultation Officer for progression as appropriate.

5.4 Suggestions and ideas should be viewed in a positive light and encouraged.
Some may influence the way the Council currently provides services.

5.5 A central record of written suggestions will be maintained by the Complaints &
Consultation Officer for monitoring and review purposes.

5.6 All written suggestions will be identified at source by the Post Team and passed
to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

5.7 Written suggestions received by the departments directly will need to be passed
to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

5.8 Suggestions received by email will need to be forwarded to the Complaints &
Consultation Officer.

5.9 An electronic version of the “Speak-up...we're listening” form will automatically
be submitted to the Complaints & Consultation Officer on completion.

5.10 All written suggestions will receive an acknowledgement within five working
days, in line with the Council’s Customer Standards whereby an address has been
provided by the Customer.



5.11 An electronic copy of the suggestion will be forwarded to the relevant
departmental contact by the Complaints & Consultation Officer for consideration and
feedback.

5.12 A written response based on the feedback received will be produced by the
appropriate Service area to the customer, if an address has been provided, within 15
working days (in line with the Council’s Customer Standards) of receiving the
comment. An electronic copy of this letter will be sent to the Complaints &
Consultation Officer for the central records.

5.13 Information on written suggestions will be reported on a regular basis to the
Performance Improvement Scrutiny Committee for monitoring and review purposes.

5.14 This policy excludes suggestions received through consultation
exercises for which different organisational arrangements apply. These
comments will be considered in accordance with the specific consultation
arrangements in place together with reference to the Council’s
respective consultation and communication strategies and polices.

6. FRAMEWORK FOR MANAGING COMPLAINTS

6.1 The “Speak-up... we're listening” leaflet will be used to capture complaints. This
form will be available from the Customer One-stop Shops, Leisure Centres, Help
Points, and on the Council’s website www.bassetlaw.gov.uk .

6.2 Customers may also choose to put their complaint in a letter by writing to the
Complaints & Consultation Officer; by email speakup@bassetlaw.gov.uk ;by completing
the on-line form submission www.bassetlaw.gov.uk or by telephone 01909 533473.
How a member of the public chooses to make a complaint is not important. What
counts is that the member of the public knows how to make a complaint, clearly
understands the procedure and that the Council manages the complaint in
accordance with its procedure.

6.3 The Council will adopt a three-stage complaint process as follows:

Stage one — Formal response within 15 working days from the relevant Head of
Service.

Stage two - Formal Response within 15 working days from the Council’s Chief
Executive

Stage three — Refer the matter to the Local Government Ombudsman.

The above timescales will ensure the customer receives a prompt service in line with
the Council’s Customer Standards. The receipt of all correspondence relating to
complaints will be acknowledged within 5 working days.



6.4 Following the completion of each stage the customer will have the right to have
the complaint escalated to the next stage of the process subject to them explaining
why they are dissatisfied with the outcome of the investigation at the earlier stage.

6.5 The adoption of a three stage process to be centrally managed from the
Community Engagement & Performance Service will provide a clear complaints
system for both customers and employees. As well as providing clarity, it will ensure
that all written complaints are handled by one department ensuring a consistent
approach to customer satisfaction and efficient working practices through the
removal of duplication e.g. customer sending in multiple letters regarding the same
complaint and/or customer receiving more than one letter from the Council as their
complaint related to more than one department.

6.6 Stage One — Investigation and response by Head of Service

6.7 If a customer remains dissatisfied after the service has attempted to solve the
problem and wishes to progress their complaint then the employee can direct the
customer to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

6.8 Some customers may require assistance in putting their complaint into writing
and employees may need to offer assistance or signpost the customer to the
Complaints & Consultation Officer who will provide this assistance.

6.9 Stage Two — Review by the Chief Executive

6.10 Stage two represents a comprehensive review of the complaint by the
Complaints & Consultation Officer on behalf of the Chief Executive. The Complaints
& Consultation Officer will carry out a fact-finding exercise of the issues surrounding
the complaint with the appropriate contact officer.

6.11 Should the Complaints & Consultation Officer believe the complaint review
should be dealt with by an external agent, discussions with the CCO and the Head of
Community Engagement and Performance and/or the Council’s Monitoring Officer
will take place for this decision to be made.

6.12 All written complaints will be identified at source by the Post Room Team and
passed to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

6.13 Written complaints received by the departments directly will need to be sent
without delay to the Complaints & Consultation Officer.

6.14 Complaints received by email will need to be forwarded without delay to the
Complaints & Consultation Officer.

6.15 Complaints captured on an electronic version of the “Speak-up... we're
listening” leaflet will be automatically submitted to the Complaints & Consultation
Officer.



6.16 All written complaints will be acknowledged within 5 working days in line with
the Council’s Customer Standards.

6.17 An electronic copy of the complaint will be forwarded to the relevant
departmental contact for investigation and response at stage 1 of the complaints
procedure. A full response will be provided to the customer within 15 working days
in line with the Council’s Customer Standards.

6.18 If a response cannot be provided within the above timescale then the
customer will be notified of this by the relevant departmental contact and given a
revised date when a response will be provided. This “holding letter” should only be
issued when the complaint is particularly complex.

6.19 All stage two responses will be prepared by the Complaints & Consultation
Officer and will include a standard paragraph which clearly informs the customer of
what to do if they remain dissatisfied. An electronic copy of this letter will be sent to
the relevant departmental contact for their records.

6.20 All stage two responses will be signed by the Chief Executive Officer or a
nominated officer in his absence.

6.21 If a response cannot be provided within the timescale then the customer will be
notified of this by the Complaints & Consultation Officer and given a revised date
when a response will be provided. This should only occur when the complaint is
particularly complex.

6.22 If a customer remains dissatisfied after stage two of the complaints process
then the next course of action would be for the customer to refer their complaint to
the Local Government Ombudsman. Information on how to go about contacting the
Ombudsman will be included in the stage 2 response letter.

6.23 Role of the Ombudsman

The Council is within the jurisdiction of the Commission for Local Administration,
which is also known as the Local Government Ombudsman.

6.24 The Ombudsman was created by Part III of the Local Government Act 1974 to
provide independent, impartial and prompt investigation and resolution of complaints
of injustice caused through maladministration.

6.25 In most cases, before the Ombudsman investigates a complaint, the Council
will normally be given an opportunity to respond to the complaint in accordance with
its procedures. Any ‘premature’ complaints received from the Ombudsman will be
handled by the Complaints & Consultation Officer in accordance with this policy.

6.26 Customers choosing to make a complaint to the Ombudsman after going
through the Council’s complaint process will be investigated by the Ombudsman as
an ‘ordinary’ complaint. All correspondence to and from the Ombudsman will be
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handled by the Complaints & Consultation Officer on behalf of the Chief Executive.
The Council’s Monitoring Officer will receive electronic copies of any complaints
received by the Ombudsman.

6.27 The Ombudsman will notify the Council in writing of its findings when it has
concluded its investigation. Any financial recommendations requiring a decision will
be made by the Chief Executive Officer and/or Monitoring Officer.

6.28 Where the Ombudsman records a decision of maladministration and/or injustice
then the necessary arrangements will be made in accordance with the Ombudsman’s
instructions.

6.29 The Monitoring Officer has a duty to make a statutory report to Council in
respect of maladministration where the Local Government Ombudsman has
investigated and found maladministration and injustice on the part of the authority.

6.30 Supporting procedures will explain fully the operational matters concerning
complaints from the Ombudsman.

6.31 Types of Complaints

6.32 Whilst the aim of this policy is to be comprehensive regarding the management
of complaints, it is recognised that certain types of complaint fall outside the scope
of this policy and need to be dealt with through other mechanisms.

6.33 Grievances by existing, or former, employees about their employment. These
need to be referred to Human Resources and considered under their policies and
procedures.

6.34 Issues for which statutory appeal bodies or tribunals have been established, for
example, The Appeals Service (for Benefit appeals), The Planning Inspectorate (for
Planning appeals).

6.35 Complaints which amount to a disagreement with the Council about its decision
rather than the way the decision has been administered (e.g. the level of the Council
Tax).

6.36 Complaints regarding a decision made by the Council when exercising its
regulatory powers (e.g. licensing, serving notices) or undertaking its statutory duties
(e.g. making a decision on a homelessness claim) unless the complaint relates to the
way the matter has been administered.

6.37 Matters, which are or could reasonably be expected to be the subject of court
or tribunal proceedings.

6.38 Complaints which amount to a disagreement with or refusal to accept a rule of
law which the Council is applying.
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6.39 Complaints about Elected Member’s conduct. These are handled by the
Monitoring Officer through the Standards Committee.

6.40 Complaints which amount to a request for service e.g. noise nuisance unless it
relates to how the Council is administering the request for service.

6.41 Complaints which constitute an allegation of fraud and/or corruption will need
to be dealt with under the provisions made by the Whistle Blowing Policy.

6.42 Complaints which constitute a racist incident will need to be dealt with under
the procedures covering the reporting of racial incidents.

6.43 Complaints naming officers need to be investigated by an appropriate line
manager. Whilst the officer concerned will need to provide information, it is not
appropriate for the individual to sign off the departmental investigation. Where as
part of investigating a customer complaint it becomes apparent that an employee’s
standard of performance or conduct fails to meet the Council’s expectations, the
matter should be referred to the relevant Head of Service to enable an Investigating
Officer to be appointed in accordance with the Council’s Disciplinary Procedure. If
the poor standard of performance or conduct relates to a Head of Service, the
matter should be referred to the relevant Director. For guidance on standards of
performance or conduct please refer to the Council’s Disciplinary Code of Conduct,
which forms part of the Council’s Disciplinary Procedure.

6.44 In the above cases, the customer is still to receive a written response to their
complaint in accordance with this policy but care needs to be given to the wording.
The balance needs to be struck between providing a full response to the complaint
particulars whilst ensuring confidentiality to the parties involved in undertaking the
Council’s Disciplinary Procedure. Guidance should be sought from the Head of
Human Resources as appropriate.

6.45 Organisations contracted to provide services on behalf of the Council will be
required to comply with this policy. This includes recording and responding to
complaints, providing Council officers with information as requested and
providing assistance in connection with further investigations as appropriate. It
will be the responsibility of each Head of Service to ensure that this is agreed as
part of contractual arrangements and included in the contract.

6.46 Anonymous Complaints

6.47 Some customers may elect to remain anonymous when reporting complaints.
For verbal complaint reporting the employee dealing with the telephone call or face-
to-face contact needs to explain, whilst respecting the customer’s decision to remain
anonymous, the restrictions this may cause us in trying to resolve the matter, for
example, unable to provide feedback or request further information at a later date,
which is often critical for progressing some complaints.

1



6.48 It will be for each Head of Service to decide how far investigations can proceed
into complaints received anonymously. This will be dependent on the nature of the
complaint, any legislative requirements to investigate and any other information that
the service has to hand or is aware of.

6.49 It needs to be borne in mind that individuals may have valid reasons for
choosing to remain anonymous, for example, fear of reprisal. Conversely, some
individuals may have less honourable reasons for choosing to remain anonymous,
for example, to cause problems or difficulty for someone. It is therefore important
that each anonymous complaint is given due consideration with the onus on making
investigations, even if limited, unless there are good grounds not to.

6.50 Anonymous complaints received in writing will be managed centrally by the
Complaints & Consultation Officer.

6.51 No customer acknowledgement or complaint response letter will be sent.
6.52 Persistent or Vexatious Complainants

6.53 For the purpose of this policy the following definition will be used:

The repeated and/or obsessive pursuit of

e unreasonable complaints and/or unrealistic outcomes
e reasonable complaints in an unreasonable manner.

6.54 Where complaints have been identified as persistent or vexatious in accordance
with the criteria set out in the attached document (Schedule A), the Complaints &
Consultation Officer with discussions with the Head of Community Engagement &
Performance and/or the Monitoring Officer will treat the complainant as a persistent
or vexatious complainant and for an appropriate course of action to be taken. The
attached schedule (B) details the options available for dealing with persistent or
vexatious complaints.

6.55 The Complaints & Consultation Officer will notify complainants, in writing, of
the reasons why their complaint has been treated as persistent or vexatious and the
action that will be taken.

6.56 Heads of Service may need to inform and seek advice from the Complaints &
Consultation Officer regarding potential persistent or vexatious complaints, which
have not progressed onto stage one of the complaints process and as such fall
outside the control of (and therefore knowledge of) the Complaints & Consultation
Officer.

6.57 Once a complainant has been determined to be persistent or vexatious, their

status will be kept under review and monitored by the Complaints & Consultation
Officer with reports being taken to the Senior Management Team as required.
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If a complainant subsequently demonstrates a more reasonable approach then their
status may be reviewed.

6.58 Remedies

6.59 There are two important reasons for having an effective complaints system — to
provide a remedy and to improve services.

6.60 The Council should give service users the information they need to identify
services that are below standard. This information will be conveyed through the
following:

¢ Publication of the Council’s Customer Standards
¢ Printed service information.
¢ Service information contained on the Council’s website.

6.61 It is important to ascertain early on in the complaints process what outcome
the customer is looking for i.e. what would be a suitable remedy. Whilst the
proposed remedy may not always be reasonable and/or achievable it ensures that
the Council knows early on what would be a satisfactory outcome for the customer.
("What would you like to happen next?” is included in the "Speak up... we're
listening” form)

6.62 Commission for Local Administration has set down guidance on remedies,
which can include:

6.63 An apology - An apology will normally be appropriate and adequate, but not in
all circumstances. Other remedies will be considered where appropriate and may be
in addition to an apology.

6.64 An explanation — As to why a situation arose and to help the customer
understand.

6.65 An assurance that the same thing will not happen again (and monitored to
make sure that it does not).

6.66 Action that can be taken to put things right. Where appropriate a change of
procedure will be implemented to prevent further difficulties of a similar kind either
for the individual customer or for customers generally.

6.67 Financial compensation should be an option, even though it may only be
relevant in a few cases. Financial compensation should not be seen as an alternative
to putting things right.

6.68 The guiding principle must be that as far as possible the customer is put in the
position that he/she would have been in had things not gone wrong.

6.69 Customers need to know what remedies to a complaint are available.
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6.70 Where a complaint is found to be justified after investigation at any stage of
the complaints process then consideration needs to be given to an appropriate
remedy.

6.71 For stage 2 complaints a consideration of appropriate remedies will be
undertaken by the Complaints & Consultation in conjunction with the appropriate
Head of Service with a recommendation to the Chief Executive Officer for approval.

6.72 Section 92 of the Local Government Act 2000 confirms that councils are
empowered to remedy injustice arising from maladministration where the complaint
is made only to the council and not to the Local Government Ombudsman. It would
be useful to seek guidance as and when required from the latest ‘Remedies —
Guidance on Good Practice’ produced by the Commission for Local Administration in
England.

6.73 The definition of ‘maladministration’ is very wide and can include:

e Delay

e Incorrect action or failure to take any action
e Failure to follow procedures or the law
e Failure to provide information

¢ Inadequate record-keeping

e Failure to investigate

e Failure to reply

e Misleading or inaccurate statements

¢ Inadequate liaison

¢ Inadequate consultation

¢ Broken promises

6.74 There is no fixed definition of injustice but it can include:

e Hurt feelings, distress, worry, or inconvenience

e Loss of right or amenity

e Financial loss or unnecessary expense

e Time and trouble in pursuing a justified complaint

6.75 In cases of maladministration the Council should try to identify all those
affected and offer a suitable remedy. There may be a few cases where identifying
others who may have suffered would be such an enormous task that it would affect
the Council’s day-to-day operation or the Council’s ability to put right a failure that
was the main cause of the maladministration. In these cases it would be better to
improve the services and to stop the maladministration happening again.

6.76 The Council should always consider whether maladministration or failing to
meet a standard has caused worry and distress to the service user and whether this
needs to be taken into account when deciding on the right remedy.
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The Council should also provide a remedy if the complaint has been handled in a
way that is itself maladministration.

7. Awareness and Learning

7.1 It is important that customers and other stakeholders are aware of the
complaints, compliments and suggestions process and how to use it. The use of
publicity in accordance with the Council’s Customer Standards and Access Strategy
will be used to raise awareness of this important service for customers.

7.2 Publicity will include:

e Posters for display in Council buildings.

e Printed leaflets describing the system, (form included).

e Publicity in the Council’'s newspaper.

¢ Information on the Council’s website, including on-line form
e Information in service publicity.

7.3 It is also essential that the Council knows whether the system, especially the
complaints element, is working. To this end the Council will undertake customer
satisfaction surveys to ascertain the level of satisfaction. The survey will need to
draw out the customer’s satisfaction with the way their complaint was handled
and their satisfaction with the complaint outcome. This is important as the
satisfaction rating between the two could be quite marked e.g. if a customer
remained unhappy about a course of action that we have taken yet felt that

their complaint about it had been handled satisfactorily.

7.4 It needs to be borne in mind that some people will need more support in
accessing the system and making their verbal and written requests.

7.5 Complaints are a major source of information about what people think of the
services they are receiving and where things are going wrong. It is essential
therefore that the Council uses this information to make improvements to its
services.

7.6 Information about complaints, compliments and suggestions will be presented to
Performance Improvement Scrutiny Committee on a regular basis to facilitate this
learning process.

7.7 Communication is a two-way process therefore the Council will publish
information about the complaints, compliments and suggestions received in ways
that reach the customers and other stakeholders.

Schedule A - Criteria for Determining Persistent or Vexatious
Complainants
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Complainants (and/or anyone acting on their behalf) may be deemed to
be persistent or vexatious where previous or current contact with them
shows that they meet two or more of the following criteria:

Where complainants:

1. Persist in pursuing a complaint where the Council’s complaints process has

been fully and properly implemented and exhausted.

2. Persistently change the substance of a complaint or continually raise new

issues or seek to prolong contact by continually raising further concerns or questions
whilst the complaint is being addressed. (Care must be taken, however, not to
disregard new issues which are significantly different from the original complaint as
they need to be addressed as separate complaints.)

3. Are repeatedly unwilling to accept documented evidence given as being factual or
deny receipt of an adequate response in spite of correspondence specifically
answering their questions or do not accept that facts can sometimes be difficult to
verify when a long period of time has elapsed.

4. Repeatedly do not clearly identify the precise issues which they wish to be
investigated, despite reasonable efforts of the Council to help them specify their
concerns, and/or where the concerns identified are not within the remit of the
Council to investigate.

5. Regularly focus on a trivial matter to an extent which is out of proportion to its
significance and continue to focus on this point. It is recognised that determining
what is a trivial matter can be subjective and careful judgement will be used in
applying this criteria.

6. Have threatened or used physical violence towards employees at any time. This
will, in itself, cause personal contact with the complainant and/or their
representative to be discontinued and the complaint will, thereafter, only be
continued through written communication. The Council has determined that any
complainant who threatens or uses actual physical violence towards employees will
be regarded as a vexatious complainant. The complainant will be informed of this in
writing together with notification of how future contact with the Council is to be
made. (The Staff Protection Policy, which is available on the Intranet, provides
guidance on how to minimise violent incidents and procedures on how to report an
incident and what happens afterwards).

7. Have, in the course of addressing a registered complaint, had an excessive
number of contacts with the Council — placing unreasonable demands on employees.
A contact may be in person, by telephone, letter, email or fax. Judgement will be
used to determine excessive contact taking into account the specific circumstances
of each individual case.

8. Have harassed or been verbally abusive on more than one occasion towards
employees dealing with the complaint. Employees recognise that complainants may
sometimes act out of character in times of stress, anxiety or distress and will make
reasonable allowances for this.

9. Are known to have recorded meetings or face-to-face/telephone conversations
without the prior knowledge and consent of other parties involved.

10. Make unreasonable demands on the Council and its employees and fail to

16



accept that these may be unreasonable, for example, insist on responses to
complaints or enquiries being provided more urgently than is reasonable or within
the Council’s complaints procedure or normal recognised practice.

Schedule B - Options for Dealing with Persistent or Vexatious
Complainants

The options below can be used singularly or in combination depending on the
circumstances of the case and whether the complaint process is ongoing or
completed.

1. A letter to the complainant setting out responsibilities for the parties involved if
the Council is to continue processing the complaint. If terms are contravened,
consideration will then be given to implementing other action as indicated below.

2. Decline contact with the complainant, either in person, by telephone, by fax,
by letter, by e-mail or any combination of these, provided that one form of
contact is maintained. This may also mean that only one named officer will be
nominated to maintain contact (and a named deputy in their absence). The
complainant will be notified of this person.

3. Notify the complainant, in writing, that the Council has responded fully to the
points raised and has tried to resolve the complaint but there is nothing more to add
and continuing contact on the matter will serve no useful purpose. The complainant
will also be notified that the correspondence is at an end, advising the complainant
that they are being treated as a persistent or vexatious complainant and as such the
Council does not intend to engage in further correspondence dealing with the
complaint.

4. Inform the complainant that in extreme circumstances the Council will seek
legal advice on persistent or vexatious complaints.

5. Temporarily suspend all contact with the complainant, in connection with the
issues relating to the complaint being considered persistent and/or vexatious,
while seeking advice or guidance from its solicitor or other relevant agencies, such
as the Local Government Ombudsman.
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