
Guidance notes 
 
Introduction 
 
 
Surrey Heath Borough Council aim to provide everyone with an efficient and 
good quality service. We will occasionally receive complaints but this should 
not be viewed as a negative thing. We can use the outcome of complaints as 
a way of monitoring our performance and improving the services we provide. 
 
It is hoped that this guide will provide you with general guidance on handling 
complaints. 
 
 
Aims and objectives 
 
 
A consistent process 
 
We want to give everyone a fair, consistent and structured process to get a 
remedy for problems in the delivery of our services. 
 
 
A positive process 
 
We will use the outcome of complaints and any remedial action as a positive 
method of monitoring performance and improving our services. 
 
 
A quality process 
 
Our objective is to: 
 

 Improve the quality of services we provide 
 
 Improve our relations with service users 

 
 Ensure that staff have the confidence to deal with complaints 

consistently across the Council 
 
 
 
An available process 
 
We value anyone who lives, works or visits the borough and uses the services 
we provide. We want to make the complaints procedure accessible to 
everyone. 
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What is a complaint? 
 
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, whether justified or not. 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 
 
A complaint can be made through the following ways: 
 

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

A complaint could be any of the following: 
 

 We fail to provide a service 
 Delay in providing a service 
 Poor quality of service 

 
 
When dealing with complaints we should try to do the following: 
 

 Be polite, honest and impartially 
 Provide a prompt and efficient service 
 Keep the customer informed of what you are doing and time limits 
 Make it easy for people to make a complaint or comments 
 

 
 
The complaints process 
 
Stage One – Informal 
 
This stage is dealt with by the service area concerned and allows the service 
to resolve the complaint reasonably quickly and during normal everyday 
business.  
 
The majority of complaints will be received and handled satisfactorily at this 
early stage but complainants will be told how to progress their complaint 
further if they remain dissatisfied. 
 
If the complaint cannot be resolved there and then, then an acknowledgement 
of the complaint must be sent within 2 working days and a full response sent 
within 10 working days. 
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Stage Two - Formal  
 
This is a more formal stage and should be dealt with by the service head. 
They will carry out a formal investigation. 
 
Stage two will apply when: 
 

 A complainant remains dissatisfied with the outcome of an informal 
complaint, or 

 A complainant alleges improper conduct or maladministration, or 
 The matter is complex or serious enough to be handled by a senior 

member of staff. 
 
We will acknowledge the complaint within 2 working days and the complainant 
will receive a full or substantive reply within 10 working days. If a lengthy 
enquire is necessary the complainant should be told when a full reply may be 
expected.  
 
We will log the complaint on the Lagan system 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) 

 
 
Stage Three 
 
A stage three complaint is dealt with by the Chief Executive, when the 
complainant is dissatisfied with the response to their formal complaint.  
 
In most cases the Chief Executive will need to carry out an investigation, 
review all the files and records and any relevant details from staff and service 
heads in relation to the complaint. 
 
The complainant will be informed about: 

 The progress of the investigation 
 The final outcome in writing 
 Any follow-up action required 

 
Stage Four 
 
If the complainant is still unhappy with the way the complaint has been dealt 
with through all the stages, the matter can then be taken to the Local 
Government Ombudsman. 
 
The Council must have a chance to answer the complaint before it is taken to 
the Ombudsman. And the complaint must be made within 12 months from 
when the complainant first knew about the matter. 
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Complaints Good Practice 
 
The previous information should form part of the way in which you deal with 
complaints made to the Council.  
 
The following principles and guidelines should help keep the process 
consistent: 
 
Written replies 
 

 Avoid using jargon 
 

 Reply should be factual correct 
 

 Try to answer all points of concern 
 

 Use good spacing, paragraphs and numbering or bullet points 
 

 Only deal with one issue in a paragraph 
 
 
General guidelines 
 

 All complaints should be acknowledged in writing  
 
 Listen sympathetically to people who have a complaint 

 
 Make sure you fully understand the nature and issues of the complaint 

 
  Don’t consider the complaint as a person criticism 
 
 Take time to investigate the complaint 

 
 Tell the complainant what is happen and the stages of the procedure 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


