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1.   Aim of System 

 
1. The aim of the complaints system is to provide an authority wide framework which 

helps resolve dissatisfaction about a service or a lack of a service. 
 
2.   Definition of a Complaint 

 
2. A  complaint  is  an  expression  of dissatisfaction (whether justified or not) 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. 

 
3.   Stages 

 
3. The complaints system is split into stages; Stage 1 informal, Stage 2 formal, Stage 3 

Appeal. (Annex A). It excludes requests for a service or for an explanation of a 
decision and those matters more appropriately dealt with under alternative procedures 
(Annex B). 

 
A complaint can be made through the following ways: 

 
 In person 
 By phone 
 In writing 
 By email 
 By fax 
 By using our complaints form 

 
4.   Stage 1 - Informal Complaints 

 
4. An informal complaint is an initial approach to the Council outlining dissatisfaction 

with some aspect of the Council’s service or actions that can be resolved informally 
and quickly during the normal course of business. 

 
5. It is expected that the majority of complaints will be dealt with satisfactorily at this 

informal stage but complainants will be told how to pursue matters further if they 
remain dissatisfied. 

 
6. Divisions  will  decide  those  circumstances  where  it  is  appropriate  to  systematically 

collect information to inform future service delivery. 
 
5.   Stage 2 - Formal Complaints 

 
7. The formal complaints procedure applies: 

 
 where  a  complainant  remains  dissatisfied  with  the  outcome  of  an  informal 

complaint, or 



  

 where the complainant alleges improper conduct or maladministration, or 
 where the matter is complex or serious enough to be handled by a senior member 

of staff.  
 
8. Formal complaints must be by: 

 
 the complainant, or 
 someone acting on the complainant’s behalf, or 
 a member of staff, where the person with a complaint needs help. 

 

9. Complaints will: 
 be acknowledged within two working days, and 
 receive a full or substantive reply within ten working days, or 
 if lengthy enquiries are necessary, receive an indication (with explanation) as to 

when a full reply may be expected. 
 
10. All formal complaints will be investigated by a senior member of staff (normally the 

appropriate service head) who has had no previous involvement in the actions or 
decisions complained of. Where a complaint relates to more than one division, a lead 
officer shall be designated in consultation with the Head of Customer Relations. 

 
11. Staff  investigating  complaints  shall  have  regard  to  The  Commission  for  Local 

Administration’s guidance on good investigative practice (Annex C) and on what to 
do if a complaint is justified (Annex D). 

 
12. A  (computerised)  complaint  record  will  be  kept  of  all  formal  complaints,  clearly 

summarising: 
 

 what the complainant feels went wrong 
 what, in the complainant’s view, should be done to put things right 
 the action taken, and 
 the complainants response (if any). 

 
13. The  Policy  and  Audit  Select  Committee  will receive a half-yearly report that 

analyses complaints by number, subject and outcome and  the  Committee  will  make  
recommendations  as  necessary  to  the Executive. 

 
6.   Stage 3 - Appeals 

 
14. Complainants dissatisfied with the response to their formal complaint may appeal to 

the Chief Executive. 
 
15. Appeals should be in writing and specify the reason/grounds of appeal. 

 
16. Appeals will be dealt with by the Chief Executive who will investigate the matter 

and also seek the formal views of the appropriate director and service head. 
 
17. The complainant will be kept informed of progress in dealing with the appeal. 

 
18. The Chief Executive will have regard to The Commission for Local Administration’s  
            guidance on good investigative practice (Annex C). 



  

 
19. The Chief Executive will provide a written decision, together with the reasons for the  
 decision and any follow-up action required. 

 
 
7.   Local Government Ombudsman 
 

20. Complainants who are still dissatisfied with the way the Council has dealt with their 
complaint after going through the other stages, can take the matter to the Local 
Government Ombudsman.  

21. The Ombudsman is independent of the Council  

 

7.   Confidentiality 
 
22. The  identity  of  the  person  making  a  complaint  shall  be  made  known  only  to  those 

who   need   to   consider/administer   the   complaint   (including   third   parties   where 
allegations  involving  them  are  made  by  the  complainant)  and  shall  not  be  made 
public.   Where a Councillor has been involved in the complaint, that Councillor will 
be notified of the outcome. 

 
8.   Rights of Appeal 

 
23. At the conclusion of each stage of complaint, complainants shall be told how they can 

pursue  the  complaint  in  any  other  way  (eg  appeal  to  the  Chief  Executive  or  to  the 
Ombudsman). 

 
9. Putting Things Right 

 
24. The purpose of the complaints system is to put things right if they have gone wrong. 

Where  the  investigating  officer  feels  that  he  does  not  have  the  authority  to  agree  a 
particular remedy, the matter should be referred to the Deputy Chief Executive 
or Chief Executive. 

 
10. Complaints Not Upheld 

 
25. The Council recognise that most complaints come from people who have a genuine 

sense of grievance and any communication setting out the reasons for not upholding a 
complaint shall give a clear, full and sympathetic explanation. 

 
11. Responsibility for the System 

 
26. The  Policy  and  Audit  Select  Committee  is  responsible  for  overseeing  the  system  

with authority to review standards and say if the system is not being appropriately 
followed or resourced. 



ANNEX A ANNEX A 
 

 

Complaints – which stage? 
 
 
 
 

Stage 
 

1) Informal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) Formal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3) Appeal 

 
Features 
 
 Complaint usually oral but may be in writing 
 Can be resolved informally and quickly during 

normal course of business 
 Dealt with ‘front-line’ staff providing the service 
 Limited information recorded to inform service 

delivery 
 
 
 
 
Complainant: 
i) dissatisfied with outcome of informal complaint, 

or 
ii) alleges improper conduct or maladministration 
iii) raises a matter serious enough to be dealt with 

by following a formal procedure 
 Complaint dealt with by a senior member of staff 

(usually service head) with no previous 
involvement in matter complained of 

 Detailed complaint record kept to inform future 
service delivery and performance monitoring 

 Complaint dealt with having regard to Commission 
for Local Administration Guidelines 

 
 
 
 
 Complainant dissatisfied by outcome of formal 

complaint 
 Complaint investigated by Chief Executive and views 

of appropriate service head sought 
 Complaint dealt with having regard to Commission 

for Local Administration Guidelines 
 

  



ANNEX B ANNEX B 
 
Complaints – which procedure? 

 
Is the complaint: 

 

 

  

i) 
A request for a service Yes  

Deal with as appropriate outside 
complaints procedure 

 
 
 

 
 
ii) 

No 
 
 
A request for an explanation of a 
decision 

 

 
 
Yes 

 
 
 
Deal with as appropriate outside 
complaints procedure 

 

 
No 

iii) Yes 
A matter where there is a formal 
right of appeal 

 
 
Notify complainant and apply 
appeal procedure 

 
 
 

 
 
iv) 

No 
 
 
About a Councillor 

 

 
 
Yes 

 
 
 
Refer to Monitoring Officer 

 
 
 
 

No 
v) Yes 

An allegation of criminal 
behaviour or unlawful action by 
the Council 

No 

 
 
Refer to Monitoring Officer 

 

 
vi) An allegation of financial 

impropriety 

Yes  

Refer to Head of Audit 

 
 
 

 
 
vii) 

No 
 
 
An expression of dissatisfaction 
about the Council’s action or lack 
of action or standard of service 
(including services provided by 
contractors acting on behalf of the 
Council) 

 

 
 
Yes 

 
 
 
Apply the corporate complaints 
procedure 

 

 
 

No 
viii) Yes 

More than one or none of the above Speak with Chief Executive to 
determine which course of action 
to follow 



  

ANNEX C ANNEX C 
 

13.Good Investigative Practice 
 
The majority of complaints are likely to be capable of being dealt with speedily and simply. 
Where,  however,  a  more  substantial  inquiry  is  required,  the  following  guidance  may  be 
helpful for investigating officers. 

 
1. Check if there are any previous complaints from this person. 

 
2. Contact the complainant to arrange a meeting (or time for a telephone conversation) 

and; 
 

 clarify the complaint; 
 set out in writing for the complainant your understanding of the complaint; 
 clarify the outcome sought; 
 check  whether  the  complainant  needs  support  of  any  kind,  or  has  poor  sight  or 

hearing, or a language difficulty, and check what help the complainant needs so as 
to be able to understand the discussion properly; 

 explain the investigation procedure; and 
 check that the complainant has a copy of the Council’s complaints leaflet. 

 
3. Brief  yourself  on  the  relevant  legal,  policy  and  administrative  background  to  the 

complaint. 
 
4. Assess whether the complaint procedure is the most appropriate way of handling this 

complaint.  Consider possible alternative procedures: 
 

 an appeal to a tribunal; 
 a complaint to the Standards Board for England; 
 legal action; or 
 police involvement. 

 
Discuss the alternatives with the complainant. As consideration of the complaint 
proceeds, the question of the appropriate mechanism should be reviewed as necessary. 

 
5. Consider whether the complaint could be resolved without further investigation. 

 
6. If  the  complaint  is  about  a  proposed  action  by  the  Council,  consider  whether  the 

action should be deferred while the complaint is investigated. 
 
7. Obtain all relevant documents (ensuring that you see the originals, not copies).  These 

may include files, logbooks and time sheets. Get copies of all the documents you need. 
 
8. Establish  the  relevant  sequence  of  events  from  the  files  and  also  the  names  of  the 

officers/members most directly involved in the matters complained of. 
 
9. Prepare the line of questioning for each person to be interviewed: 



  

 use open, not leading questions; 
 do not express opinions in words or by your body language; and 
 ask single, not multiple questions. 

 
10. Arrange the order of interviews so that, where you need to establish what procedures 

are normally followed, you do this first with more senior officers, and then with the 
officers most directly involved in the matters complained of. 

 
11. Inform all those to be interviewed that they can be accompanied by a friend or a union 

representative, provided the friend is not the supervisor of the interviewee.  Explain 
the complaint clearly to them. 

 
12. Consider  whether  you  need  a  witness  to  an  interview  which  may  be  particularly 

difficult. 
 
13. Interviews should be conducted in an informal and relaxed manner, but persist in your 

questions if necessary.  Do not be afraid to ask the same question twice.  Make notes 
of each answer given. 

 
14. Try to separate hearsay evidence from fact by asking interviewees how they know a 

particular fact. 
 
15. Deal with conflicts of evidence by seeking corroborative evidence. If this is not 

available, then as an exceptional measure, consideration can be given to organising a 
confrontation between the conflicting witnesses. 

 
16. At  the  end  of  the  interview,  summarise  the  main  points  covered  and  ask  if  the 

interviewee has anything to add. 
 
17. Make  a  formal  record  of  the  interview  from your  written  notes  as  soon  as  possible 

after the interview, while your memory is fresh.   Never leave it longer than the next 
day. 

 
18. If appropriate, visit the establishment complained about unannounced to check normal 

practices. 
 
19. Investigate thoroughly, but only enough to get sufficient information to make a fair 

and properly informed decision. 
 
20. Complainants should be kept informed of the progress of their complaint.   Where a 

complaint  is  taking  significantly  longer  to  investigate  than  previously  advised,  the 
complainant  should  be  told  this  and  given  an  explanation  of  the  reasons  and  the 
expected revised timescale. 

 
21. Draft  a  report  setting  out  the  evidence  obtained,  preferably  without  including  your 

own opinions, and circulate this for comment to all those interviewed, including the 
complainant, unless there are special reasons not to do so. 

 
22. Consider  comments  and  amend  the  report  as  necessary,  adding  conclusions  and,  if 

appropriate, a suggested remedy for the complainant. 



  

ANNEX D ANNEX D 
 
14. Action to Consider if a Complaint is Justified 

 

 
1. If  fault  by  the  Council  is  found,  it  will  be  necessary  to  consider  whether  it  caused 

injustice to the complainant and, if so, what the injustice was. 
 
2. Where a complaint is found to be justified, consideration needs to given to a remedy 

for it.  An apology will normally be appropriate and other action may also be justified. 
 
3. 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. 
 
4. It will be necessary to determine: 

 
 who  can  take  remedial  action  and  to  what  extent  the  action  can  be  taken  under 

delegated powers; 
 arrangements to ensure that the remedy is carried out; 
 arrangements to ensure that the Council is acting within its legal powers 

(confirmation of the general power for Councils to pay compensation or take other 
remedial action is set out in s92 of the Local Government Act 2000); and 

 that the approach to remedies is reasonably consistent. 
 
5. Some   complaints   may   be   remedied   by   providing   the   service   desired   by   the 

complainant.  In other cases, a change of procedures to prevent future difficulties of a 
similar kind, either for the individual complainant or for citizens generally, may be 
the appropriate action. 

 
There may also be some circumstances where the complainant has sustained loss or suffering 
and the Council may wish to consider the question of financial compensation. 


