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Introduction

Gravesham Borough Council believes that dealing effectively with complaints is essential to
providing good services. Complaints are not only a way of customers telling us when they
are dissatisfied but can also provide us with information that can help us improve our
services.

e Good complaint handling promotes a positive relationship between an organisation and
service users.

e Complaints allow an issue to be resolved before it becomes worse. Those issues not
resolved quickly can take significant resource and time to remedy.

e Involvement in complaint resolution develops staff ownership, decision-making and
engagement.

e Complaints provide senior staff with essential insight into day-to-day operations,
allowing them to assess effectiveness and drive a positive complaint handling culture.

e Data collected about complaints can be analysed and used to inform key business
decisions to drive improvement in service provision.

This policy sets out how we define complaints and how we will respond to them. It explains
the complaints process, how complaints are monitored and reported; and is written in
conjunction with the requirements of both the Local Government & Social Care
Ombudsman and the Housing Ombudsman.

Information about the role of the Ombudsmen, their Complaint Handling Codes and how to
raise a complaint with them can be found on their websites at:

https://www.lgo.org.uk/
https://www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/

The Council will publicise this Policy and Procedure on its website:

www.gravesham.gov.uk/complaints
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1. Definition of a complaint

1.1 A complaint is defined as:

‘An expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about the standard of service, actions or
lack of action by the Council, its own staff, or those acting on its behalf, affecting a resident
or individual, or group of residents or individuals.’

1.2  The following are examples of complaints:

Failure to deliver the quality of service expected

Failure in following its’ own procedures or timescales

Provided the wrong information

Did not return telephone calls or written communications

Sent unclear communication

The conduct or behaviour of a member of staff was unsatisfactory

1.3 A customer does not have to use the word ‘complaint’ for it be recognised and
treated as such. If dissatisfaction has been expressed about services, whether
directly, through a survey or other mechanism, the customer should be made aware
of how they can pursue a complaint.

1.4 If wider feedback about services is being sought, e.g., through a survey, this should
include details of how customers can complain.

1.5 A service request is a request requiring action to be taken to put something right.
Service requests should be recorded, monitored, and reviewed regularly. A
complaint should be raised when dissatisfaction is raised with the response to the
service request and should be progressed in line with this procedure. Efforts to
complete the service request should not be stopped due to a complaint being
received.

2. Exclusions

2.1 The categories below are generally outside the scope of the complaints procedure
and will not be considered.

e Anissue that is older than 12 months or has already been investigated and
where no fresh evidence is provided

e Aninitial request for service e.g., report of fly-tipping, missed bin collection

e Complaints where other appeal mechanisms are available to the customer e.g.,
refusal of planning permission, parking fine or entitlement to Housing Benefit

e Complaints about Council policy e.g., charging structure or decision to close a
service

e Complaints about decisions or actions associated with carrying out regulatory
powers e.g., hygiene audit of food premises

e Matters for which legal proceedings have started
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2.2 However, complaints will be reviewed on their individual circumstances and may be
considered even when it would normally fall outside the scope of the procedure, if there is
good reason to.

2.3 In the cases where the complaint will not be considered, the customer will be notified
why the matter will not be dealt with under this procedure and how to access the
appropriate service or channel, along with details of how they can contact the relevant
Ombudsman if they disagree.

3. Accessibility and Awareness

3.1 The Council has a single policy for dealing with complaints, irrespective of which
department or service they are complaining about.

3.2  The Council will accept complaints however made, although complaints made in
writing can assist with ensuring clarity of the issues raised. However, the Council will make
reasonable adjustments for customers who may need support in accessing the complaints
process.

3.3  The Council will ensure its policy and process for handling complaints is made
available in a clear and accessible format for all customers and will detail how complaints
will be managed; including the number of stages involved, what happens at each stage and
the timeframes for responding.

4. Responsible Officers and Training

4.1  The Director of Communities & Inclusive Growth with oversee the management of
the Council’s Policy and process; with the Head of Community Support acting as the
Council’s Complaint Officer, responsible for overseeing complaint handling including liaison
with the relevant Ombudsman and ensuring complaints are reported to Senior Management
and relevant Committees for transparency and Member involvement in complaints and
learning.

4.2  The Council will appoint a Member Responsible for Complaints who will receive
regular updates on the complaints including categories and outcomes, Ombudsman
investigations and annual complaints performance and service improvements.

4.2  The Council will prioritise complaint handling and a culture of learning from
complaints, with all relevant staff appropriately trained in the importance of complaint
handling.

5. The Complaint Handling Procedure

5.1  This procedure has been drawn up on a council-wide basis to encourage a
consistent, best practice approach to complaints. It is designed to:

e be as simple as possible, easy to access and easy to follow
e relate to all departments and services
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e give clear timescales for dealing with complaints

e ensure complainants are kept up to date, advised of any delays, the reason for
any delay and revised timescales

e clearly define stages and officers responsible for dealing with complaints

e detail the monitoring process of complaints, which will lead to improvements

5.2  The Council can receive complaints in a variety of ways — in person, over the
telephone, by letter, via social media or on-line. While it is preferred that the customer puts
their complaint in writing (for reasons of clarity and record) this may not always be possible,
or the customer may prefer to give their account directly to a council officer. In these cases,
officers should take down full details of the complaint and repeat it back for accuracy.

5.3  When a customer is reporting an issue for the first time, for example, this should be
considered as a service request. The council would be expected to respond by arranging
appropriate action and ensuring this is delivered. In this case, the customer should be
advised of the reason for this and how their issue will be managed.

5.4  When a customer is reporting a concern for the second time, or if the issue is
significantly affecting them or they are asking for a complaint to be raised, the Council
would be expected to record this as a complaint.

5.5 When a customer expresses dissatisfaction the council must register the issue as a
complaint. The council must then set out their understanding of the complaint and the
outcomes the customer is seeking. If any aspect of the complaint is unclear the customer
must be asked for clarification.

5.6 If the complaint includes reference to third party involvement e.g. a contractor, the
Council will include that element as part of the overall complaint. The Council will also
ensure that third parties handle complaints in line with this Policy and Procedure.

5.7 A customer may prefer to raise their complaint through a representative. In these
cases, the council will need proof of permission from the complainant to liaise with the
representative. This should be recorded in writing and a copy shared with all parties for
clarity. A customer may also be accompanied or represented at any meeting relating to
their complaint.

6. Complaint Stages

6.1. The council has a two-stage complaint process and aims to resolve complaints at the
earliest opportunity.

6.2. Complaints will be ‘triaged’ on receipt to ensure they fall within the scope of the
policy and to consider the complexity, urgency, and any vulnerabilities. Most Stage
1 complaints can be resolved quickly and effective. This may include an explanation,
apology, or resolution to rectify the situation.

6.3. In some cases, the customer will remain dissatisfied with the response and can ask
for the matter to escalated to Stage 2.
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6.4.

The customer can refer their complaint at any time to the appropriate Ombudsman
Service, but the Council will normally expect to have the opportunity to conclude the
matter through its own complaint procedure before an Ombudsman investigates.

Stage 1

6.5.

6.6.

6.7.

6.8.

6.9.

6.10.

6.11.

6.12.

Stage 1 complaints will be dealt with by the appropriate manager of that service or
department. If the complaint involves more than one department or service area, the
investigation and response should be co-ordinated to ensure one comprehensive
response is sent.

Stage 1 complaints must be acknowledged within five working days of the complaint
being received, with a full response being sent within a further 10 working days of
the acknowledgement unless an extension is requested. The acknowledgement
letter must set out the ‘complaint definition’ (the investigating officer’'s understanding
of each part of the complaint), along with details of who will be investigating and
contact details.

In some cases, an extension to the timescale for investigating a complaint is needed,
for example, when considering complex issues. In these cases the customer must be
informed of the expected timescale for response, with any extension being no more
than an additional 10 working days. There must be good reason for this extension
and the reason(s) must be clearly explained to the customer at the time of being
notified of an extension. The Council must also provide the contact details of the
relevant Ombudsman in this extension letter.

A complaint response must be sent to the customer when the answer to the
complaint is known, not when the outstanding actions required to address the issue
are completed. Outstanding actions must still be tracked and actioned promptly with
appropriate updates provided to the individual.

The Council must address all points raised in the complaint definition and provide
clear reasons for any decisions, referencing the relevant policy, law, and good
practice where appropriate.

If the Council has got something wrong, it must record the complaint as being upheld
even if there are elements of the complaint it has not upheld.

Where a customer raises additional complaints during the investigation, these must
be incorporated into the Stage 1 response if they are related, and the Stage 1
response has not been issued. Where the Stage 1 response has been issued, the
new issues are unrelated to the issues already being investigated, or it would
unreasonably delay the response, the new issues must be logged as a new
complaint.

At the completion of the investigation the response must set out the following in
clear, plain language:
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e The complaint stages

The complaint definition — understanding of the complaint and outcomes /
clarification

The decision on the complaint

The reasons for any decisions made

The details of any remedy offered to put things right

Details of any outstanding actions

Details of how to escalate the matter to a Stage 2 should the individual be
dissatisfied with the response

6.12. The response should also include the following final paragraphs:

e Your complaint has been dealt with in line with our complaints procedure and |
trust the above has addressed the issues you raised.

e However, if you feel my response has not fully addressed your complaint, that the
information | have provided is inaccurate, or if you disagree with my decision, you
can request for the matter to be escalated to Stage 2 where a director will
undertake a review.

e Should you wish to request a review, please contact us within 8 weeks of the
date of this letter. To assist with this, it is also helpful if you can also set out the
reasons for requesting a review.

e Our Complaint Policy and Procedure sets out details of how we handle
complaints as well as information relating to the relevant Ombudsman Services.
If you are unhappy with how we handle complaints or if you disagree with the
outcome of your complaint, you can refer it to the relevant Ombudsman.

e Full information can be found at www.gravesham.gov.uk/complaints

Stage 2 Review

6.13. If the customer requests a complaint be escalated to Stage 2, then the Director of
the relevant department is responsible for reviewing the complaint and action taken
in Stage 1. If the Director has been involved in the original Stage 1 response, then
an alternative Director of the Council may be appointed to undertake the Stage 2
review.

6.14. The customer is not required to explain their reasons for requesting a Stage 2
escalation, although the Stage 1 response sets out that it is helpful if they do.

6.15. A Stage 2 response is the Council’s final response and must be based on a review of
the adequacy of the Stage 1 response, as well as any new and relevant information
not previously considered.

6.16. The Council acknowledge a Stage 2 complaint within 5 working days, again setting

out the ‘complaint definition’ (the investigating officers’ understanding of each part of
the complaint), along with details of who will be investigating and contact details. The
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final response must be issued within 20 working days unless an extension is
requested.

6.17. If the Council requires an extension to the 20 working days, it must inform the
customer of the reasons for this and provide the contact details of the relevant
Ombudsman.

6.18. On completion of the investigation the Council must confirm the following in writing,
in clear plain language:

The complaint stages

The complaint definition

The decision on the complaint

The reasons for any decisions made

The details of any remedy offered to put things right

Details of any outstanding actions

Details of how to escalate the matter to the relevant Ombudsman Service should
the individual remain dissatisfied

Standard responses for Stage 2 letters.

Depending on the nature of the complaint, the Stage 2 response should also include the
following relevant paragraph:

1 For Local Government & Social Care Ombudsman:

‘I have reviewed your complaint under Stage 2 of our complaints procedure and set out my
findings above. | trust that you are satisfied with my response. However, if you are still not
happy with the decision, you may refer your complaint to the Local Government & Social
Care Ombudsman who is appointed by the government to investigate complaints made
against local councils. You can visit their website for further information at www.lgo.org.uk or
use the online form at www.lgo.org.uk/making-a-complaint

2 For Housing Ombudsman:

“I have reviewed your complaint under Stage 2 of our complaints procedure and set out my
findings above. | trust that you are satisfied with my response. However, if you are unhappy
with how | have handled the complaint, or you are unhappy with my decision, you may refer
your complaint to the Housing Ombudsman. You can visit their website for information at
www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk or use the online form at www.housing-
ombudsman.org.uk/residents/make-a-complaint/

6.19. If a complaint is upheld at Stage 1 and the Stage 2 review agrees with those findings
the complaint must be recorded as upheld. This is the case even if the Stage 2
review finds no fault in the way the Stage 1 complaint was handled.

1. Ombudsman Services
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6.20. Stage 2 is the Council’s final response. At the exhaustion of the council’s procedure,
the customer is entitled to refer the matter to the Ombudsman to seek further
clarification or redress.

6.21. The Local Government & Social Care Ombudsman investigates complaints made
against the council, except for some social housing complaints which are dealt with
by the Housing Ombudsman.

7. Putting things right

7.1. Gravesham Borough Council recognises that one of the primary aims of the
complaint procedure is to remedy situations of fault. Where something has gone
wrong the Council must acknowledge this and set out the actions it has already
taken, or intends to take, to put things right. These can include:

Apologising

Acknowledging where things have gone wrong
Providing an explanation, assistance, or reasons

A thorough re-assessment of eligibility for a service
Acting if there has been delay

Reconsidering or changing a decision

Amending a record or adding a correction or addendum
Providing a financial remedy

Changing policies, procedures, or practices

7.2. The primary consideration for the appropriate remedy will be to return the customer
to the same position they would have been in, had the complaint not occurred.
Remedies can be applied at any stage of the complaint procedure.

7.3.  When considering remedies, Gravesham Borough Council will refer to the
appropriate Ombudsman’s guidance on remedies:

https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/staff-quidance/quidance-on-remedies

https://www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/landlords-info/quidance-notes/ombudsmans-
policy-and-quidance-on-remedies/

7.4. The remedy offer must clearly set out what will happen and by when, in agreement
with the customer where appropriate. Any remedy proposed must be followed
through to completion.

8. Complaints of illegality or against Members

8.1. The Council is required by law to appoint a Monitoring Officer who has a wide range
of powers to investigate and report to the Council or Cabinet on matters involving
illegality, maladministration, or injustice. The Monitoring Officer must be advised
immediately of any complaint which alleges illegality, maladministration, or injustice.
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8.2.

8.3.

8.4.

The Monitoring Officer will decide if it is necessary to call for a fuller report or take
over investigation of the complaint.

Members of the public may on occasion make complaints direct to the Monitoring
Officer. Such complaints will normally include a suggestion of illegality,
maladministration, or injustice. The Monitoring Officer will call for information and
comments from any relevant source and will deal with the complainant directly. Staff
and Members involved will be advised of the result of the investigation.

The Monitoring Officer is also responsible for investigating allegations of misconduct
by Borough and Parish councillors and for investigating issues on behalf of the
Standards Board for England where appropriate.

9. Monitoring, Reporting and Compliance

9.1.

9.2.

The Council will record Stage 1 & 2 complaints on its’ content management system
which captures a range of information subsequently used to monitor and report back
to the Council’s Management team. This information includes:

customer’s details

nature of complaint

date complaint received

date acknowledgement sent

officer assigned to deal with the complaint

details of the complaint

date complaint was closed

whether complaint has been upheld

whether complaint was responded to within the target times / extended target
times

e what learning opportunities have/are to be implemented

The Council will produce an annual complaints performance and service
improvement report for scrutiny and challenge. This will include:

e A qualitative and quantitative analysis of the Council’s complaint handling
performance and include a summary of the types of complaints the Council has
refused to accept

e Service improvements and learning from complaints

e Any annual report about the council’s performance from the relevant
Ombudsman

e The Housing Ombudsman’s annual self-assessment against the Ombudsman
Code to ensure our complaint handling policy remains in line with its
requirements

¢ Any findings of non-compliance with the Code

e Any other relevant reports or publications produced by the relevant Ombudsman
in relation to the work of the Council
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10.Scrutiny and oversight: Continuous learning and improvement

10.1. The Council will look beyond the circumstances of individual complaints and
consider whether service improvements can be made because of any learning from
the complaint. The Council will use complaints as a source of intelligence to identify
issues and introduce positive changes in service.

10.2. Accountability and transparency are integral to a positive complaints culture and the
Council will report back on wider learning and improvements from complaints to
stakeholders, staff, and relevant committees.

11.Managing Unreasonable and Unreasonably Persistent Complaints

11.1. The Council has a Policy and procedures in place for dealing with unreasonable or
unreasonably persistent complainants.

11.2. The Policy sets out examples of when a complaint is unreasonable and what steps
the Council can take in these cases.

12.Further Information

For further information relating to this Policy and Procedure, please contact Customer
Services at customer.services@gravesham.gov.uk or by calling 01474 337000.

Anita Tysoe

Head of Service
Community Support
March 2024
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