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Introduction

During the 2015/2016 Scrutiny work programme consultation, it was suggested that
the Commission look at the Council’'s Corporate Complaints System to further
understand the process and see if there was anything that could be added to improve
the handling and monitoring of complaints and increase levels of satisfaction.
Members of the task group, Councillors Pat Ireland (Chair) Jimmy Jackson, Pat
Jackson, Geoff Pearl and Allan Jones met with Kirsty Watkinson, Customer
Intelligence and Consultation Officer who is responsible for administering corporate
complaints processes and procedures.

Complaints are extremely valuable because they give the Council the opportunity to
put things right if there have been mistakes and, just as importantly, to improve our
services, to make sure these same mistakes are not repeated in the future.

Background and Context

St Helens Council is committed to putting its residents and customers first and
providing high quality services. To this end we want to make sure that all complaints
are handled in a fair, well-structured and consistent manner. Complaints provide
useful information for the improvement and development of services to meet the
needs of our customers.

The effective and efficient handling and promotion of the complaints process
demonstrates the Council’'s commitment to listening to customers, learning from their
feedback and improving services in response to it.

What is a complaint?

“An expression of dissatisfaction from any recipient(s) of a council service,
however made, about the standard of service received, action or lack of action
taken, or the behaviour of any representative of the Council”.

For example: -

. we do not deliver a service on time;

. we give incorrect information;

« we wrongly or inconsistently apply Council policies;

. we failed to consult properly with, or listen to people on issues that affect them;
. that you received a poor quality or inappropriate service; or
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you are unhappy with the actions or conduct of a member of staff.

The examples above are not exhaustive.

The complaints policy applies to all expressions of dissatisfaction that are
received within 12 months of a service being provided and relate to the provision of
any service provided by, or on behalf of, the Council.

All complaints are handled in accordance with the Council’'s complaints policy.
Certain complaints are also covered under separate legislation or Council procedures
and will be dealt with accordingly.

Below highlights the number of complaints received in 2014/15 by financial quarter.

Total
Quarter 1 122
Quarter 2 113
Quarter 3 138
Quarter 4 133
Grand Total 506

Compilaints received by department in 2014/15 via the CRM system

Complaints by Department Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
Adult Social Care and Health 0 0 0 0
Chief Executive's 23 36 20 24
Children and Young People's Services 1 3 1 3
Environmental Protection 88 63 105 101
Urban Regeneration Housing and Culture 10 11 12 5
Total 122 113 138 133

Most of the complaints received are for services provided by Environmental
Protection. The reason being is that their services are used by every household in
the borough and they are one of the most visible frontline services in communities.

Findings

Handling of a Complaint

The Deputy Chief Executive and Director of Finance has overall responsibility for
coordinating and managing this Policy and Procedure to ensure a consistent
approach across all Services of the Council.

Each complaint, at any stage, will be: -

Acknowledged — Customer will receive information in writing that:
« we have received their complaint.

« which officer is dealing with it and the complaint reference number.
« how long we think it will take to resolve the problem.

Investigated - by an officer at the appropriate level for the level of the complaint.
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iii. Keep you informed about the progress of our investigation of the complaint and
if for any reason a full response to your complaint maybe delayed.

iv. Resolved -We aim to resolve Corporate Complaints, where possible and
appropriate, in ten working days for stage 1 complaints and 15 working days for
stage 2 and 3.

Each complaint is logged into the Corporate Customer Record Management System
(CRM) and checked for duplication. If it is found that the complaint is already being
investigated the customer will be sent a letter of acknowledgement confirming that
the matter is already being looked into and by whom. Repetitive complaints on the
same issue, when there has been no change in circumstances from the original
response, will not be re-investigated.

If the customer is not happy with the way in which the complaint has been handled or
a decision reached, then the complaint will be progressed to level 2 or 3. A
response will be sent to the customer confirming this, and providing details of the
Local Government Ombudsman should they wish to take the matter further.

Procedure

The Council will exercise its discretion about the stage at which it starts to consider a
complaint. For example, very serious complaints might go straight to Stage 3 and
complex ones might start at Stage 2. In certain circumstances, complaints might
move straight from Stage 1 to Stage 3. All complaints must be logged on the Contact
Centre System for all stages and their progress through the procedure is monitored.
This also enables them to be reported to Departmental Managers and Councillors
and form part of the Council’s Customer Communication Report.




Stage 1:
Problem Solving

. A member of staff from the service relating to the

complaint will try to deal with the complaint as quickly
as possible and record it in the Corporate Contact
System. This will be through either providing
information, taking appropriate action or explaining a
decision. If possible this will be without the customer
having to do anything further.

If the complaint cannot be resolved informally then it
will be delegated via the Corporate Contact System to
an appropriate officer to deal with.

. A letter will be sent out to the customer explaining: -

« who is handling their complaint and
« how long we think it will take to resolve it.

We aim to resolve most complaints, were possible, in
about 10 working days.

Once an investigation has been completed a letter will
be sent to the customer informing them of the
outcome.

If the customer is not happy with our response, they
have 28 days to ask us to progress the complaint to
Stage 2.
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Stage 2:

Formal Investigation
by the Senior Officer

The complaint will be forwarded to the Senior Officer
for the service to investigate.

. A letter will be sent out to the customer explaining: -

« who is handling their complaint and
« how long we think it will take to resolve it.

We aim to resolve most complaints, were possible, in
about 15 working days.

If more information is needed by the Senior Officer
about the complaint then an interview with the
customer may be requested.

The Senior Officer will respond within 15 days, where
possible, to the customer to inform them of the
outcome of their investigation. If for any reason this
will take longer then the customer will be kept up to
date with any progress and given a reason as to why
the response is delayed.

If the customer is not happy with our response, they
have 28 days to ask us to progress the complaint to
Stage 3.

Stage 3:
Investigation by
Chief Executive

. The Chief Executive will review the details of the

complaint and either carry out an investigation, or
nominate an Investigating Officer at Chief Officer level.

If more information is needed by the Chief Executive or
delegated Chief Officer about the complaint then an
interview with the customer may be requested.

. The Chief Executive will respond within 15 days,

where possible, to the customer to inform them of the
outcome of their investigation. If for any reason this
will take longer then the customer will be kept up to
date with any progress and given a reason as to why
the response is delayed.

Responses to Level 3 complaints will include details of
how to refer the findings to the Local Government
Ombudsman should the customer remain dissatisfied.

Local Government Ombudsman

This is an independent service set up by the Government to investigate complaints
about most Council matters. At any time during the course of an investigation by the
Council, a complainant can refer their complaint to the Local Ombudsman. However,

the Ombudsman will normally give the Council the opportunity to resolve the
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complaint via their internal procedure first unless the nature of the complaint is felt to
warrant immediate intervention.

Persistent or Vexatious Complaints

There will be circumstances when a complainant persists in pursuing a complaint,
which has no reasonable basis, or when the Council has already taken reasonable
action in response or where some other process should or has been taken.

Whilst the Council will never dismiss a complaint out of hand, discretion will be
exercised as to when a matter will be regarded as closed in the circumstances
described above. The Council has a separate Vexatious Complaints Policy which
covers all complaints including ASC&H and CYPS.

Monitoring and Reporting

All complaints are logged onto the Corporate CRM and this information is analysed
by the Customer Intelligence and Consultation Manager and Service Managers.

A detailed quarterly statement is prepared for inclusion in the Customer
Communication Report highlighting recent trends, complaints upheld, and any
service improvements that have been made, or are required, in response to customer
feedback.

All level 2 and level 3 complaints that are upheld will trigger a review of complaint
handling and service delivery within the relevant service.

Customer satisfaction questionnaires are included in the written responses to all
formal complaints, and satisfaction is checked on all oral resolutions. Feedback is
monitored by the Consultations Manager, and a statement on the level of satisfaction
included in customer communication report.

Any complaint processed through the procedure will be dealt with in accordance with
the requirements of the Data Protection Act 1998 and Freedom of Information Act

How do we process complaints?

All corporate complaints should be logged through the Council’'s CRM (ASCH and
CYPS are only recorded in the CRM if they come via the contact centre — ASCH and
CYPS teams use their own systems) and there are number of reasons why this is
important:-

(i) Customer enquiries can be linked together.

When a complaint is logged it is attached to a customer record which contains
the customer’s name, contact details and communication preferences. We
can see at a glance what kind of enquiries the customer has been making
and if there are any persistent problems.

(i) Details of the complaint and which service it relates to can be accurately
recorded.

Using the CRM to record enquiries means not only is the detail of the
complaint recorded formally but it will be recorded against a service and
service code. Service codes are basically individual functions of a service. For
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example Street lighting has a wide variety of codes from ‘street light column
door off’ to ‘tree blocking out light'.

This enables us to report on enquiries and pinpoint what residents are
concerned about. As we have their enquiry linked to their customer record we
can even report on where these issues are happening.

(iii) The ability to report on issues and identify problems

Logging enquiries into the CRM means we can report on many aspects from
emerging service trends, who is contacting us and why, what methods they

use to contact us, as well as reports for the Local Government Ombudsman
(LGO).

(iv)  The Council is statutorily obliged to provide information to the LGO and
Information Commission Officer (ICO)

There are times when a complaint has been made to the LGO or ICO and we
need to be able to give information on the issue to the LGO and ICO within a
set timescale. If enquiries have not been logged on the CRM then it can be
very hard to pull the relevant information together quickly and there is always
the risk that information is lost. Failure to provide information can be very
detrimental to these investigations and can result in fines.

(v) It’s good customer service

If enquiries are logged in the CRM this enables the customer (or the notifier)
to be informed about progress or updates. If enquiries go directly through
officers there is a risk that issues can get over looked or the customer or
notifier is not kept informed of any progress.

If a customer contacts the Council via the contact centre and asks for an
update on their issue and this isn’t logged within the CRM the customer could
assume we have not acted on their enquiry. Not only is this frustrating for the
customer but it will be logged in the CRM and possibly delegated to a
different officer and this will duplicate work.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Members were pleased to hear about the Council’s good practice and felt that overall
the corporate complaints system was working well. However, from their own
experiences of using the system and feedback received from constituents, a number
of slight improvements would help to ease the process.

When a complaint had been reported via the CRM system, notifications were sent
out with only a service code assigned to the complaint. Due to the high number of
complaints submitted by members, this made it difficult to identify which complaint
the code was referring to. It was felt it would be much easier if there was a way that
a narrative explaining the basis of the complaint was included with the reference
number.

Members sometimes reported complaints directly to the responsible department
rather than reporting these through the contact centre. It was agreed that whilst it
was sometimes quicker to use this direct route, this did not produce a record of a
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complaint being lodged on the CRM system. It is essential that all information is
gathered together so to create a full picture to help with identifying areas for
improvement. Should members go directly to departments they are requested to
ensure that they also inform the contact centre of any action taken.

Members’ experiences and feedback received from constituents highlighted the
difficulties experienced getting through to a contact centre operator. The length of
time taken to answer calls in busy periods was felt to be unacceptable and often
resulted in people hanging up. Members felt that it would be more helpful if there
was an automated message which informed those calling what number in the queue
they were. This would give them an indication of how long they could have to wait to
speak to someone.

We heard that complaints relating to Adult Social Care and Health and Children and
Young People’s Services are not entered onto the CRM System however we are
unsure as to why, particularly when the system can be adjusted to suit different
needs. We feel it would be preferable for all complaints to go through the same
system and be recorded in one place so as to provide a whole picture.

The Council’s reporting app had recently been launched and all members have
access to this on their phones and iPad. The app allowed you to a take a photo of
the problem, automatically noting the location and sent it through to the contact
centre. It was an extremely convenient way of reporting problems. Whilst some
members were aware of how the app worked and had used it, it was felt that it would
be beneficial for this to be further promoted amongst all members and members of
the public.

Recommendations

1. When notifying of progress, that a narrative explaining the basis of the complaint
be included with the service code to allow for easier identification.

2. That should members report complaints directly to responsible departments they
are requested to ensure that they also inform the contact centre of any action
taken to enable the CRM system to be updated.

3. That an automated message be installed on the call waiting system informing
those calling what number in the queue they were.

4. That the possibility of all Council complaints being processed through the CRM
system be further examined.

5. That the use of the Council reporting app be further promoted, particularly
amongst members and where necessary, drop in sessions be arranged.




Rec
No

Recommendation

Responsible Officer

Agreed Action and Date of Implementation

When notifying of progress, that a narrative
explaining the basis of the complaint be
included with the service code to allow for
easier identification.

That should members report complaints
directly to responsible departments they are
requested to ensure that they also inform the
contact centre of any action taken to enable
the CRM system to be updated.

That an automated message be installed on
the call waiting system informing those
calling what number in the queue they were.

That the possibility of all Council complaints
being processed through the CRM system be
further examined.

That the use of the Council reporting app be
further promoted, particularly amongst
members and where necessary, drop in
sessions be arranged.




