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Compliments and Complaints Annual report 2005/6

BRIEF Summary OF REPORT

1. This report provides the committee with information about the number of complaints and compliments recorded over the past three years. The report also contains a brief summary of the systems used to record complaints and compliments across the Council.

Action Recommended

	2. To agree any further action required as a result of the information included in this report.

3. To agree what information should be included in future complaints and compliments annual reports.


reason for recommendation

4. The report is intended to provide support to the Committee’s role in overseeing the Ombudsman’s investigations.

Alternative Options

5. The Committee may decide that further information and analysis is needed about complaints and compliments recorded in 2005/6.

MAIn BoDY OF rEPORT

What is a Complaint?

6. The corporate definition of a complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction with the standards of service or actions or lack of action by the County Council.

7. Information gathered through complaints and compliments gives the Council the opportunity to use complaints to improve services and processes.

Complaints Commitments

8. Suffolk County Council makes six commitments to Suffolk residents that set out how the council will respond when a complaint is received.  These are that:

a) A member of staff will write and acknowledge a complaint within five working days and explain who is dealing with it,

b) The Council will keep complainants up to date with what is happening and will try and get a full and clear reply within 20 working days of receipt of the complaint,

c) Complaints will be looked into thoroughly and fairly,

d) Complaints will be dealt with honestly, politely and in confidence,

e) There will be an apology if Suffolk County Council has made a mistake,

f) The complainant will be told what Suffolk County Council is doing to put things right.

9. Across the organisation Suffolk County Council has a three-stage method to escalate complaints. Some types of complaint, such as those about social care and education, are covered by special statutory procedures.

First stage

10. A complaint made in person at any Suffolk County Council or Customer Service Direct office or by telephone, email or letter. It is expected that the majority of complaints will be settled at this stage, either by putting things right or by providing an explanation.

Second stage

11. If the complainant is not satisfied with the Council’s response at the first stage, the complainant can ask for their complaint to be investigated by a senior manager of the service they are complaining about. The customer will receive a written reply.

Third stage

12. If the complainant is still unhappy, they can contact the following people:

g) The Chief Executive,

h) The Assistant Director of Scrutiny and Monitoring; 

i) They can also ask their local County Councillor to take up their complaint on their behalf. 

13. Following stage three if the complainant is still not satisfied with the Council’s response they are advised that they can contact the Local Government Ombudsman.

Complaints Process

14. As explained above all directorates have clear guidance about the response they should give to a complainant and how they should escalate a complaint if necessary. 

15. It is widely accepted that good complaint handling is a key to:

j) Ensuring that actions and decisions taken by the Council and its officers are fair and just,

k) Learning about how service users experience services,

l) Identifying service improvements, and

m) Establishing greater trust and confidence in the council amongst local people

16. For the complaints process to be effective in achieving these aims there is a need for a consistent process across the Council for investigating, recording and taking corrective action to prevent reoccurrence. Officers have been working with colleagues in Customer Service Direct (CSD) to develop a tool that will provide this consistent approach.

17. Customer Service Direct have developed gBiz through which Customer Service Direct Public Access Centres are able to record customer complaints and log them in a complaints database within the gBiz system. gBiz is a web-based tool used by customer service agents to handle a range of customer requests, from making payments and bookings to reporting problems. It is also used by the public who can visit Customer Service Direct’s website through the Internet to access transactional services.  Complaint information recorded in gBiz is sent as an e-mail to the relevant directorate complaints officer for investigation and follow up with the customer. 

18. Currently, only Environment & Transport use gBiz to record all complaint records, and they have seen some benefit from this approach. Customer Service Direct is putting together a proposal for consideration by the Council’s Corporate Management Team that will recommend that all other directorates use gBiz to record complaints data in the future. This would help to create consistency both in reporting and tracking of complaints data. 

19. In gBiz Customer Service Direct categorises complaints according to themes. These themes reflect the corporate themes: quality of service, policy, complaints by a third party, or by an MP. Customer Service Direct investigates its own complaints, and would take the appropriate action to prioritise the seriousness of each case.

Future Compliment and Complaints Annual Reports

20. Regulations governing the investigation and reporting of social care complaints contain specific requirements about the information that should be included in the Social Care complaints annual report. The way the annual report is currently put together for Standards Committee does not meet those requirements. Proposed changes to the regulations mean that it is likely even more detailed information will need to be included in the Social Care annual report in the future.                   

21. The appendix to this report contains basic information showing the number of complaints received and how quickly the customer has received a response. Other information may be required in the future that would enable analysis of the cause of complaints and the changes made to systems and processes as a consequence. Providing this information would be dependent on having the appropriate recording systems in place.

22. Information recorded about complaints in 2005/6 corresponds to the old directorate structure. Directorates would find it difficult to report separately on education and social care services and it is proposed that the committee should in the future receive information that relates to the new Adult and Community Services and the Children and Young People directorates. 

	Sources of further information

n) None 


Appendix One: Compliments and Complaints by Directorate

23. Where available this appendix contains the numbers of complaints recorded for the past four financial years by directorate. It includes complaints recorded both in directorate’s own complaint recording systems and on gBiz.

24. Directorates have provided the information included in this appendix. They were also asked to highlight both their key area of improvement and key concern in 2005/6. 

Environment and Transport

25. Most of the complaints received by Environment and Transport are recorded on the gBiz system.

26. Environment and Transport do not differentiate between themes of complaints in terms of how seriously they are taken.  Senior Managers within the directorate are responsible for investigating and resolving complaints for their service areas.

Improvements and Concerns

Improvements

27. Environment and Transport do customer satisfaction surveys following the completion of highway maintenance and improvement schemes so they can learn from feedback.  Customer satisfaction levels for last year were 77.3%.  Where there is dissatisfaction the directorate endeavours to resolve concerns before they become complaints.

28. The height of barriers at household waste and recycling centres has recently been raised. This was previously a cause for complaint from drivers of four wheel drive and people carrier vehicles as these vehicles were previously prevented from entering the sites by the barriers. People in these vehicles had to transfer their waste onto trolleys before disposing of it in the site.  

29. In 2005/06 Suffolk County Council invested significantly more money into the maintenance of  “B”, “C” and Unclassified roads, and increased highway grass cutting to two cuts/year on all roads (from 1 to 2 cycles/year on Unclassified roads (representing 50 percent of the County highway network).  The directorate believes that both these actions have been significant factors in the reduction in the level of complaint about the highway maintenance service.

Concerns

30. The low percentage of complaints acknowledged and resolved in the financial year 2005/06 is a concern. To address this from 1st April 2006 all complaints received either by public access service centres or by the directorate are entered into the public access complaints system, gBiz.    Complaints for the service are now channelled to a nominated officer in Environment and Transport who monitors, reminds and tracks complaints across the directorate (including at outlying offices. This should lead to an improved performance in 2006.  (During the period 1/4/2006-3/05/2006, 90% acknowledged within 5 working days; 100% resolved within 20 working days). 

31. Increasingly the public send emails rather than letters.  In some cases these have been sent to individual email addresses, which means they are not seen by managers in the service.  To address this Environment and Transport have introduced more generic (shared) email addresses which do allow email transactions to be viewed by colleagues and also enables them to be actioned in times of planned/unplanned absence. The lack of response in a timely fashion has been a cause for complaints in the past.

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	420
	338
	237
	323*

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	53%
	60%
	49%
	68%

	% Dealt with in 20 days
	75%
	76%
	73%
	69%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	344
	284
	265
	225




32. Please note: this is the first year Environment and Transport figures include complaints received about “Education Transport” (which is now a service delivered by the Passenger Transport Division of Environment and Transport).

Process

33. The public access programme has been extended to include rights of way, waste, traffic management and road safety providing easier access for the public to a wider range of services.  This means that CSD public access staff act as first point of contact for the majority of public-facing services delivered by Environment and Transport and log most of the complaints received. 

34. In partnership with CSD and staff at the service centre, the directorate has introduced new protocols where the directorate regularly update customers on the actions being taken with problem reports..

35. Environment and Transport provide more information on the services the directorate provides via the SCC/CSD websites, for example during times of snow/ice there are morning and afternoon updates both to the service centre Agents and via the websites.  

 Libraries and Heritage

36. There were only two complaints relating to Libraries and Heritage recorded on gBiz.

Improvements and Concerns

37. A lot of concern was expressed over the temperature in the County Library, Ipswich, particularly the overheating in summer, and some air-conditioning has been installed to help alleviate this.

38. Failure to meet high customer service standards, though rare, is always of special concern. Where this does occur, it is dealt with through normal staff management processes and if appropriate, by additional training and/or improved practices, locally or service-wide. 

39. In addition to compliments and complaints, Libraries and Heritage receive customer comments on stock and suggestions for service and IT development. 

40. Most compliments received are in appreciation of the dedication, cheerfulness and expertise of the staff.  Refurbished buildings are also the subject of many complimentary letters. 

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	94
	55
	49
	65

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	73%
	71%
	78%
	93%

	% Dealt with in 20 days
	95%
	91%
	98%
	98.5%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	112
	167
	63
	64


41. There has been a noticeable increase in the percentage of complaints being acknowledged within 5 working days.

Education

42. The previous Education and Social Care Directorates were re-organised into Directorates for Children and Young People and for Adult and community Services from April 2006. As this report covers the period 2005/06, complaints about education services and social care services are reported separately. 

43. Complaints include those received at headquarters and Area Education Offices about the education services we provide directly to the public. They do not include complaints about schools since Governing Bodies hold this responsibility and a separate procedure is therefore in place. Most schools purchase a service from the county council to provide independent investigation of complaints that cannot be resolved within the school.

44. The Public Access Service Centres record complaints they receive on gBiz and then pass them to the directorates for investigation and response.  In 2005/06 they recorded four complaints about Education Services. These  were all acknowledged within five working days and dealt with in 20 working days.

Improvements and Concerns

45. Complaints are recorded by themes. These are quality of service, policy, complaints regarding a racial incident; complaints made by a third party and complaints received from an MP. The senior manager responsible for delivering individual services oversees all complaints. 

46. The directorate provides a high standard of service and complaint outcomes are used to review procedures. Any issues about the quality of service are addressed at local level.  

47. There were no specific areas of concern.

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	315
	216
	264
	101**

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	98%
	98%
	88%
	94%

	% Dealt with in 20 days
	99%
	96%
	93%
	93%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	299
	292
	158
	78


48. *These figures do not include complaints received by the Public Access Service Centres.  

49. **The number of Education complaints has dropped significantly in 2005/06. This is due to the transfer of services relating to school transport to Environment & Transport, mirrored by a consequent increase in Environment and Transport complaints, and the transfer of student loans support to Customer Services Direct.  

25. Complaints about the trading services, including Caretaking and Cleaning, School Catering and County Grounds are included for the period until January 2006 when responsibility for those services transferred to Resource Management.  

Process

26. Complaints are mainly received direct by the manager of the relevant operational unit. Each complaint is acknowledged, registered and investigated by a senior manager, and a substantive response is sent to the complainant within four weeks.

27. Most complaints concern service responsiveness or service quality. Because there are frequently very low numbers of complaints in comparison with the volume of activity, it is usually difficult to draw general conclusions. For example 3 complaints about school admissions were received by the Northern Area team out of a total of 4000 processed. Each of these complaints dealt with different aspects of the service received.

28. However, individual complaints can often highlight opportunities to improve services and processes or to rectify a service failure. Examples include an error in the application of the admission process which was rectified by the exceptional admission of the child to a school, certain courses being rescheduled to fit in with childcare arrangements, and changes to the wording of standard correspondence to remove ambiguities. 

29. In forming the new Children & Young People’s Services Directorate, the opportunity has been taken to review the arrangements for dealing with complaints so that all teams use a consistent approach which is effectively monitored through a simple electronically based system.

Public Protection

50. Public Protection complaints are made up of figures from the Fire and Rescue Service and Trading Standards.

Improvements and Concerns

51. Access to Trading Standards services has improved and customers no longer struggle to get through on the telephone lines. 

52. Resolution of queries is a concern within Trading Standards.  10% of complaints received concerned the amount of time that Trading Standards took to resolve an enquiry.

53. Annual numbers of complaints made about the Fire and Rescue Service have fallen from 2003/4 levels however, the number of complaints about standards of driving of Fire Service vehicles particularly fire appliances, is still too high with consequential risks to the reputation of the Fire and Rescue Service and the County Council.  

54. It is also a concern that the numbers of compliments has gone down in successive years from 2003/4.

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	55
	46
	44
	65

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	95%
	91%
	84%
	100%

	% Dealt with in 20 days
	56%
	63%
	80%
	 83%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	183
	113
	135
	93


Process

55. The processes used by Trading Standards and the Fire Service currently differ.  However, work is ongoing to evaluate the implementation of the ISO 9000 based system used by Trading Standards by the Fire Service. 

56. The Joint Emergency Planning Unit (JEPU) currently has no formal process for handling complaints or compliments but they are reviewing processes used elsewhere within the Public Protection Directorate with a view to their adoption. Whatever system the Joint Emergency Planning Unit adopt will need to be acceptable to those Authorities that partner the County Council in the provision of the JEPU.

Trading Standards

57. When a complaint is reported to Trading Standards it is entered onto the Trading Standards Quality System. Here it is broken down into one of four levels of severity. These are “feedback”, “feedback, urgent”: “justified”, “unjustified”.

58. The complaint is then categorised into one of the following categories:

	Advice given wrong/incomplete
	Poor attitude

	Appointment time not kept
	Poor professional technique

	Didn’t like the call management system
	Property not returned

	No response from service
	Response too slow

	Not kept informed of progress
	Suggestions for change

	Out of date information
	Telephone number engaged

	Unreasonable attitude
	Unjustified reason


59. The Quality system automatically notifies the person most appropriate to deal with complaint. This automatic notification is based on the complaint and severity category. The matter is allocated to a Principle Officer who will respond within 5 days and aim to resolve the matter within 20 days.

60. If the matter is not resolved to the satisfaction of the complainant then the complaint will be referred to an Assistant County Trading Standards Officer.  The Assistant County Trading Standards Officer will try to resolve the matter within 5 days.  

Fire and Rescue Service

61.  At least once a year, the Fire and Rescue Service Policy and Performance Unit prepares a summary for the Chief Fire Officer of all complaints, compliments and comments received by the Brigade, including details of their source, nature and how they were resolved.  Any recurring patterns or trends, are reported to the Fire Management Team.    A questionnaire and reply paid envelope; is included with all final letters to complainants (see below).  Feedback from these questionnaires is incorporated into the reports to Fire Management Team.

62. The complaint and compliment handling procedures followed by the Fire and Rescue Service are shown in the diagrams below:
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63. The following is the questionnaire included with all final letters to complainants:

COMPLAINTS SURVEY
1.
Initial Contact




YES

NO
N/A

1.1
Were you aware of to whom and where

(

(

you should address your complaint? 

1.2
Were you aware that you could have


(

(

complained in writing, in person or by telephone? 

1.3
Did you experience any difficulty in finding

(

(

the right person to complain to?

1.4
Was the member of the Fire & Rescue

(

(

Service you first spoke to helpful and courteous? 

1.5
Did you receive written acknowledgement of

(

(

your complaint within two working days of notification? 

2.
Dealing with the Complaint
2.1
Were you given a satisfactory explanation as to
(

(

how your complaint would be dealt with? 

2.2
Were you informed of who would be dealing

(

(

with your complaint?

2.3
Were you kept up to date with the progress of
(

(

the investigation into the complaint? 

2.4
If the complaint was dealt with over a long

(

(
(

period of time, did you receive monthly


written updates detailing progress? 

3.
Outcome

3.1
Were you given a full explanation as to the

(

(

outcome of the investigation?

3.2
Were you satisfied with the outcome of

(

(

the investigation? 

3.3
If you were note satisfied, were you made aware
(

(

of the further steps that you should take to


take to resolve your complaint?

3.4
If you did take your complaint further, did

(

(

you obtain a satisfactory outcome?

Social Care

64. The data included below is the total number of complaints and compliments recorded.  A percentage of the complaints recorded are pursued to the formal stage of the social care complaints procedure (Stage 2).  This is part of the statutory procedure.

Improvements and Concerns

65. There has been a lower number of both compliments and complaints recorded than in recent years.  This is not necessarily an accurate reflection of the numbers received, as not all complaints are recorded when received and resolved by operational staff.  The same is true for compliments.  The work currently under way with CSD, to improve recording systems for complaints across the council, should, if implemented, ensure more consistent recording of complaints.

66. The total number of complaints is broken down into service areas as follows:  106 complaints received concerning services to adults, 63 concerning services to children and young people.

67. Of the total number of complaints received, 21 complaints concerning services to adults went on to receive a formal investigation at Stage 2 of the statutory complaints procedure.  22 complaints concerning services to children and young people were formally investigated.

68. The total of Stage 2 investigations for the year – 43 – depicts an upward trend.  As part of restructuring within both ACS and CYP, we are proposing investment in supporting operational staff to resolve complaints at an early stage and reduce the numbers of complaints escalating unnecessarily to the formal part of the procedure.  This is in line with the commitment to listen and respond effectively to customers. 

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	290
	248
	268
	169

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%

	% Dealt with in 28 days*
	No Data
	29%
	62%
	49%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	369
	350
	339
	189


*Social Care’s statutory deadline is 28 days rather than 20 days.

Process

69. There are three stages to the social care statutory complaints procedure.

70. Stage 1 is informal resolution stage, carried out by operational staff.  The vast majority of complaints are successfully resolved at this level of the procedure.

71. Stage 2 is formal investigation stage.  This involves appointing an investigating officer and (in complaints concerning services to children and young people, an independent person.  The investigating officer and independent person make recommendations to a senior manager responsible for the service being complained about, to improve quality of service where necessary and appropriate.

72. Stage 3 is the review panel stage of the procedure.  This is the final stage of the procedure.  During 2005-06 there were 2 review panels.  Review panels consist of an independent chairperson, a county councillor and a senior officer. 

Social Inclusion

73. The figures for social inclusion include the Youth Offending Service, the Drug and Alcohol Action Team and the Community Safety Unit. None of the complaints included in these figures were included on gBiz.

74. The number of complaints and compliments recorded by Social Inclusion has not been included in previous annual reports on complaints made to Standards Committee.

Improvements and Concerns

75. Given the low volume of complaints there are no defined areas of concern or improvement identified. All complaints are treated on their individual merit and no general areas of concern have been highlighted

Figures

	Social Inclusion
	2003/4*
	2004/5*
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	5
	5
	5

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	100%
	100%
	100%

	% Dealt with in 20 days
	100%
	100%
	80%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	12
	5
	16


76. *These figures are for Youth Offending Service Only.

Process

77. All complaints are treated with equal importance and because of the low volumes it has not been considered necessary to categorise or rate them for seriousness

Resource Management

78. The number of complaints and compliments recorded by Resource Management has not been included in previous complaints annual reports to Standards Committee as it is not a front line service

79. Most of the Resource Management complaints reported were not recorded on gBiz.

80. Resource Management are aware that some complaints may be duplicated by their recording systems. However, processes will be put in place to ensure that this does not happen in future.

Figures

	
	2002/3
	2003/4
	2004/5
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	43
	19
	52
	61

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	81%
	68%
	63%
	89%

	%Dealt with in 20 days
	86%
	89%
	35%
	90%

	Total Compliments Recorded
	20
	1
	17
	97


81. There was a 17 percent increase in the number of complaints received by resource management between 2004/5 and 2005/6 due to an improved recording system.

82. Whilst the percentage of complaints resolved within 20 days dipped considerably in 2004/5 there has been a vast improvement in 2005/6 and will continue to improve in the future along with the acknowledgements. 

83. The directorate has reported a considerable increase in the number of compliments. The directorate thinks that this could be the result of feedback received in customer surveys.

Adult Education

84. The number of complaints and compliments recorded by Adult Education has not been included in previous annual reports. None of the complaints included in these figures were recorded on gBiz.

85. Historically complaints received about adult education have been collated with complaints about community education as a whole.  These figures have had to be disaggregated from the total.

Figures

	
	2005/6

	Total Complaints Reported
	5

	% Acknowledged in 5 working days
	5

	%Dealt with in 20 days
	5

	Total Compliments Recorded
	2


Process

86. The definitions used to produce the adult education figures are:

o) Complaint - An expression of dissatisfaction about the nature or quality of a service or an action provided by the County Council or anyone acting on its behalf

p) Compliment - An expression of satisfaction about the nature or quality of a service or an action provided by the County Council or anyone acting on its behalf

q) Comment - An observation about the nature or quality of a service or an action provided by the County Council or anyone acting on its behalf

16

