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 COMPLAINTS POLICY

1. 
Statement of Intent 

1.1 
The Association is committed to providing a quality service, which meets the needs of our customers. However, sometimes things go wrong and when this happens we need to know about it to help us to improve our service. 

1.2 
The Association will comply with the requirements of the Localism Act 2011, Equality Act 2010, Housing Act 1996 (section 51), the Regulatory Framework for Social Housing in England and the Housing Ombudsman’s Complaint Handling Code.
1.3 
It is the aim of the Association to resolve complaints effectively and as quickly as possible. 

1.4 
The Association is committed to dealing with all complaints fairly and reasonably. 

1.5 
The Association recognises that complaints can provide valuable information about service delivery and will use this information to continuously improve services and also to improve the procedure for dealing with complaints. 

1.6
The Association will recognise tenants’ panels that are supported by the local council, a Large Scale Voluntary Transfer housing provider or a consortium of social housing providers.

1.7
The Association will support residents of the Association who would like to form a tenants’ panel.
2.
Definition
2.1
The Association has adopted the Housing Ombudsman’s definition of a complaint –


A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about the standard of service, actions or lack of action by the organisation, its own staff, or those acting on its behalf, affecting an individual resident or group of residents. 

2.2
A resident does not have to use the word complaint in order for it to be treated as such. We will recognise the difference between a service request (pre-complaint), survey feedback and a complaint and take appropriate steps to resolve the issue for residents as early as possible

3. 
Implementation of the Policy 

3.1 
The Association aims to meet the Housing Ombudsman’s ‘Dispute Resolution Principles’ of being fair, putting things right and learning from outcomes. 

3.2
We will provide each resident with a summary of this complaints policy, and procedure. 

3.3 
Copies of the complaints policy, procedure and complaint forms are freely available from the Association’s offices and website. 
3.4 
Staff will work within the agreed time-scales of the complaints procedure. 

3.5 
All complaints will be treated confidentially in accordance with data protection legislation; and taken seriously. 
3.6
Making a complaint will not adversely affect the way a customer is treated or the service that they receive.

3.7 
Complaints may be received verbally in person or by telephone, or in writing by letter, email, via our website or social media, from the complainant or someone acting on their behalf. A complaint may also be anonymous. 



3.8
We will offer support to help complainants with specific needs to make their complaint, for example, providing an interpreter, a sign language interpreter, allowing more time than usual for information to be provided by the complainant, providing information in alternative formats such as large print or Braille, use of email or telephone rather than printed letters, use of Textaloud, use of plain English or Easy Read service, comfort or rest breaks during meetings, and dealing with an advocate or other representative.

3.9
The availability of reasonable adjustments, as illustrated above, will be publicised in customer information leaflets, on our website, and in the acknowledgement letter sent in response to a complaint

3.10
If someone acting on behalf of a complainant is not a Member of Parliament, Councillor or a person with power of attorney, we will require the written permission of the complainant to discuss their complaint with the other person.

3.11
Complaints that are made directly to one of the Association’s Board Members or Senior Executive, will be passed to the appropriate service manager and dealt with in accordance with this policy. 

3.12
Our complaints procedure has two stages. However, we will try to resolve a complaint at the initial point of contact with the customer or at the earliest possible stage of the complaints procedure. The two stages are - 

· 1st stage – a Manager will investigate the complaint and respond within 10 working days

· 2nd stage – a Director will review the complaint and respond within 20 working days

3.13 
Every complaint will be recorded and acknowledged. We aim to acknowledge complaints within 2 working days. Anonymous complaints will be recorded but not acknowledged.
3.14
Complaints received via social media may be acknowledged by the same means but this will be confirmed by written letter and any further contact with the complainant in response to their complaint will be private and confidential by telephone, their personal email address, personal visit and written letter.

3.15
The written acknowledgement of receipt of a complaint will include confirmation of the details of the complaint and the outcome(s) that the resident wants, as well as advice that the Housing Ombudsman service can provide help and support at any stage of a complaint. If any aspect of the complaint is unclear then the resident will be asked to provide clarification.

3.16
Every complaint will be investigated. Anonymous complaints will be investigated to determine whether the complaint is justified and should be investigated further, unless there is insufficient information to do so. 

3.17
We will aim to make personal contact with each complainant so that we hear the complaint from their point of view, ensure that we fully understand their complaint; and to discuss and attempt to resolve the complaint.
3.18
We will give any staff member who is the subject of a complaint, the opportunity to set out their position and comment on any findings before a final decision is made.
3.19
If a complainant raises additional complaints during the investigation, these will be included unless the stage 1 response had been issued or it would unreasonably delay the response in which case the new matters raised will be recorded and dealt with as a new complaint. 

3.20 
Complainants will be kept informed of progress and the outcome of any investigations. We aim to respond to complaints within 10 working days at stage 1 and within 20 working days at stage 2. If we are unable to do so we will inform complainants and agree a new timescale with them. Where agreement over an extension period cannot be reached, we will provide the Housing Ombudsman’s contact details so the complainant can seek advice on our proposed timescale for responding to their complaint.

3.21
We will provide a full written response in plain English. It will contain a summary of the complaint including the legal obligations of the complainant and the association if these are a key issue of the complaint, an acknowledgement of anything that has gone wrong, an explanation of what has happened, our response including any action we are taking, an apology if appropriate, and details of how to appeal against our decision within 20 working days..

3.22
The action taken may include reconsidering or changing a decision, amending a record, offering compensation, changing our policies, procedures or practices; and it will reflect the extent of any service failure and detriment to the complainant. The factors taken into consideration will include the length of time that the situation has been ongoing, the frequency, the severity, and the complainant’s individual circumstances and/or vulnerabilities.
3.23 
Complainants will be advised that if, after exhausting the Association’s procedure, they are dissatisfied with the outcome they have the right to complain to the Housing Ombudsman Service. The Association will co-operate fully with any investigation carried out by the Housing Ombudsman.
3.24
Leaseholders will be advised that they can also apply to the First Tier Tribunal (Property Chambers) to resolve complaints about service charges and the terms of lease agreements that have been through all stages of the Association’s complaints process. 
3.25 
There may be some complaints that the Association cannot deal with but will direct the customer to the right organisation. For example, the Association is not responsible for the assessment and payment of housing benefit. 
3.26
Complaints about matters that are part of a legal process already started by either the complainant or the Association (for example, claims for disrepair, or repossession or other legal action for breach of tenancy conditions) are outside the scope of this policy. These complaints will be dealt with in liaison with the Association’s legal advisor. 
3.27
If a complaint cannot be dealt with for the reasons outlined above, the reason(s) will be explained to the complainant and that they have the right to challenge this decision by contacting the Housing Ombudsman, who may instruct us to accept and investigate the complaint. 

3.28 
The Association will consider claims for compensation from complainants who have suffered financial loss. Compensation will be offered by a Manager, Director or the Chief Executive, in accordance with delegated authorities and the Association’s Compensation policy.

3.29
We reserve the right to be flexible in the application of this policy to ensure that individual complainant’s needs are taken into account, if that will result in a fairer outcome. 

3.30
We will contact complainants after their complaint has been resolved to find out if they are satisfied with how their complaint was handled and if they are satisfied with the outcome. If a complainant expresses dissatisfaction with the handling of their complaint we will contact them to discuss this, apologise if appropriate, and explain how our complaints handling process may be changed to prevent the issue happening again. If a complainant expresses dissatisfaction with the outcome of their complaint, they will be asked if they want it to be escalated to the next stage or, if they have already exhausted the association’s complaints process, given advice again about how to take their complaint to the Housing Ombudsman.  

3.31
All staff will receive training on the Association’s complaints policy and procedure that is appropriate to their role and responsibilities. Staff members will be trained to see complaints as a valuable source of information that can help us to improve our services.

4
Unreasonable Behaviour
4.1
We understand that complainants may be assertive or determined in pursuing their complaint but their behaviour may be considered to be unreasonable if they – 

· Make excessive demands on the time and resources of staff whilst their complaint is being investigated
· Refuse to speak to a member of staff and/or insist on speaking to another 

· Repeatedly change the substance of their complaint or raise unrelated concerns to an extent that hinders the consideration of their complaint and the ability of staff to provide a quality service to other customers. 

4.2
In these exceptional circumstances, a Director may decide on appropriate action to manage the situation. We will advise the complainant that their behaviour is unacceptable and give them the opportunity to adjust their behaviour. However, if this is unsuccessful then other action may be appropriate, including –

· Restricting the complainant to one method of contact

· Restricting contact to one named member of staff or email address

· Setting a time limit on conversations

· Setting a limit on the number of telephone calls, letters or emails that will be accepted within a specified period of time. 

4.3
Any such restrictions will be imposed for a maximum of six months and then reviewed. 

4.4
The restrictions will not apply to the reporting of emergency repairs or other urgent service requests.
4.5
We will inform the complainant in writing of the decision and explain why we consider that their behaviour is unreasonable, the action that we are taking, the length of time it will be imposed before being reviewed, and their right to appeal against this decision.
4.6
Complainants will have a right of appeal against any restriction that is imposed on their contact with the Association. Their appeal will be considered by the Senior Management Team within 10 working days.

4.7
If a complainant’s unreasonable behaviour may be caused by a particular vulnerability or disability then we will consider making reasonable adjustments such as using different methods of communication; or seek support from an appropriate agency.
4.8
The Association recognises that people may act out of character when distressed or frustrated and that complainants may be angry about the circumstances that have lead them to complain. However, any complainants who behave in a threatening or aggressive manner towards members of staff or representatives of the Association will be dealt with in accordance with the Association’s ‘Personal Safety List’ procedure. Aggressive behaviour includes any behaviour or language that may cause staff to feel afraid, threatened, or abused, for example, threats, physical violence, personal abuse, derogatory or discriminatory remarks, rudeness, and inflammatory statements.

5. 
Responsibility 

5.1 
The Director of Customer Services will act as the ‘Complaints Officer’ with responsibility for ensuring that complaints are dealt with in accordance with this policy.
5.2
The Chair of the Board of Directors will have lead responsibility for complaints, ensuring the board receives regular information on complaints handling performance. 

6. 
Monitoring 
6.1 
Complaints will be monitored in order to establish the scale and type of complaints; identify any trends or issues; and develop effective performance measures. Complaints will be monitored by –

· Target times for response
· Outcomes of complaints

· Complainant’s satisfaction with the Association’s handling of their complaint

· Complainant’s satisfaction with the decision reached regarding their complaint
· The ethnicity, gender and disability of complainants. 
We also benchmark against other similar landlords.

This information will be used to improve services and to improve the procedure for dealing with complaints. 

6.2 
Quarterly reports will be made to the board about complaints via the balanced scorecard; and the annual self-assessment against the Housing Ombudsman’s Complaints Handling Code will be presented to the board for approval. The board will also be informed of any investigations by the Housing Ombudsman of complaints made against the association; and will receive details of any annual performance reports on the association that are produced by the Ombudsman.
6.3 
The Association will publish its performance against standards and targets, and any changes that have been made to policies and/or procedures as a result of complaints. This will be publicised in the annual report and in the residents’ newsletter.
6.4
Individual complainants will also be informed if their complaint results in an improvement to our services.
7. 
Review 
7.1 
This policy will be reviewed every three years, in consultation with residents. 
October 2022

This policy can be made available on request in other languages, 
large type, Braille or in audio format

COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE

1. 
Purpose

1.1
The purpose of this procedure is to provide a process for dealing with complaints. 
1.2
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about the standard of service, actions or lack of action by the association, its own staff, or those acting on its behalf, affecting an individual resident or group of residents. 

1.3
A resident does not need to use the word complaint for it to be treated as such.
1.4
It is every staff members’ responsibility to ensure that their response to a complaint is timely, professional, respectful, helpful and meaningful to the complainant

2. 
First Stage Complaint
2.1
A customer chasing up a service request, such as a missed appointment, that can be resolved ‘there and then’ to the customer’s satisfaction with an apology and another appointment does not need to dealt with as a complaint. However, if further enquiries beyond a quick telephone call to the repairs contractor are needed to resolve the matter, or if there is no record of the appointment or it is clear from the information that a repair, a problem with anti-social behaviour or any other service request has been reported several times before and we have not responded, or if the customer requests it, then the  issue must be logged as a complaint. 
2.2
All complaints, received by any means, will be recorded and a standard letter of acknowledgement will be sent within two working days of receipt of the complaint. The letter will include the name of the person who will deal with the complaint and advice that the Housing Ombudsman Service can provide help and support to a resident or applicant at any stage of a complaint.
2.3
Complaints received via social media may be acknowledged via the same means of social media but this will be confirmed by written letter and this procedure will then be followed as for complaints received by any other means.
2.4
Complaints will be passed to the appropriate Manager (Finance & ICT Manager, Housing Manager or Asset Manager) for investigation and response. If the Manager will not be available within the timescale required to respond to a complaint, it will be dealt with by their Director.

2.5
Complaints that are made directly to a member of the association’s board or the senior management team will be passed to the appropriate Manager and dealt with in accordance with this procedure. This includes those received from Members of Parliament (MP) and local Councillors. A copy of the acknowledgment letter and the full response to the complainant will be sent to the MP/Councillor, for information.
2.6

The Manager will contact the complainant in person, by telephone or as last resort by letter to -
· clarify the complaint
· clarify the outcome that the complainant would like

· check whether the complainant needs any support (for example, translation or an interpreter, a sign language interpreter, more time than usual to provide any information needed to clarify their complaint, information in alternative formats such as large print or Braille, email or telephone rather than printed letters, Textaloud,  plain English or Easy Read service, comfort or rest breaks during meetings, or use of an advocate or other representative), or any information so that the complainant understands the discussion  

· explain the investigation procedure. 

2.7
The Manager will investigate the complaint and reply in writing within 10 working days of the date that the complaint was originally received. If the complaint is complex and cannot be fully investigated within 10 working days, the Manager will agree a revised target date with the complainant, which should be no more than a further 10 working days. If agreement cannot be reached, the contact details for the Housing Ombudsman will be given to the complainant so that they can seek advice and support to challenge our proposed timescales/plans for responding.
2.8
If a complainant raises additional complaints during the investigation, these should be included, unless the stage 1 response had been issued or it would unreasonably delay the response in which case the new matters raised will be recorded and dealt with as a new complaint.
2.9
The response will include a summary of the complaint, details of the steps taken to investigate the complaint, an acknowledgement of anything that has gone wrong, an explanation of what has happened, whether the complaint is upheld, an apology if appropriate, offer of compensation if appropriate, details of any action being taken to resolve the complaint, and advice about making a further complaint within 20 working days if still dissatisfied. In any communication with complainants, individual members of staff or contractors will not usually be identified because their actions are undertaken on behalf of the association.
2.10
The action taken may include reconsidering or changing a decision, amending a record, offering compensation, changing our policies, procedures or practices; and it will reflect the extent of any service failure and detriment to the complainant. The factors taken into consideration will include the length of time that the situation has been ongoing, the frequency, the severity and the complainant’s individual circumstances and/or vulnerabilities.

2.11
When considering what action to take, the Manager will carefully manage the expectations of the complainant and will not promise anything that cannot be delivered or would cause unfairness to other residents.

2.12
If a complainant’s preferred method of contact is email then the letter will be emailed as an attachment.
2.13
The Manager will continue to monitor that any actions promised in response to the complaint are completed within the timescale and to the standard promised.
3.
Second (Final) Stage Complaint

3.1
If we are made aware, whether by letter, email, conversation, complaints satisfaction survey or any other means, that a complainant is still dissatisfied we will record the information and send a letter of acknowledgement to the complainant. A Director of the association will usually deal with second stage complaints.  If the Director will not be available within the timescale required to respond to a complaint, it will be dealt with by another Director or the Chief Executive. The person dealing with a 2nd stage complaint must not be the same person who dealt with it at stage 1. If a Director dealt with it at stage 1, another Director or the Chief Executive will deal with it at stage 2.
3.2
The complaint will be received, acknowledged, recorded and responded to as described above for a first stage complaint but the timescale for fully responding to the complainant will be 20 working days. If the complaint is complex and cannot be fully investigated within 20 working days, the Director will agree a revised target date with the complainant, which should be no more than a further 10 working days. If agreement cannot be reached, the contact details for the Housing Ombudsman will be given to the complainant so that they can seek advice and support to challenge our proposed timescales/plans for responding.
3.3
The response will include all of the information listed in section 2.9 above, and also advice that this is the final stage of the association’s complaints process and if the complainant is dissatisfied with the response, they can ask the Housing Ombudsman Service to investigate how we dealt with the matter –

Online form: www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/residents/make-a-complaint
Phone: 0300 111 3000

Email: info@housing-ombudsman.org.uk
Post: Housing Ombudsman Service, PO Box 152, Liverpool L33 7WQ
4.
The Housing Ombudsman Scheme

4.1
The Housing Act 1996 Section 51 and Schedule 2 oblige all registered social landlords to become members of an Ombudsman scheme. The Ombudsman usually investigates a complaint after a landlord’s internal complaints procedure has been exhausted. 

4.2
The Ombudsman may –
· refer a complaint to the resident’s landlord if it has not been through the landlord’s internal complaints procedure

· refer a complaint to a designated person if it has not already been considered by one 

· reject a complaint 

· recommend or order a landlord to make an apology, pay compensation, do or not do something.  

If the Ombudsman upholds a complaint then the Association is expected to comply with the recommendations.
4.3
The Director who dealt with the second stage complaint will co-operate fully with any approach from a designated person or the Housing Ombudsman Service. Requests for information will be responded to within 15 working days. If a response cannot be given within this timescale, an explanation for the delay will be given to the designated person/Ombudsman.
4.4
Within 5 working days of receiving notification that the Ombudsman is investigating a complaint, the Director will inform board members by email, including a brief summary of the complaint and the action taken by the association to resolve it.
5.
Changes to Policies and Procedures

5.1
If a policy or procedure is changed because of a complaint, the complainant will be informed and thanked for their help in improving the service.
6.
Compensation

6.1
Financial compensation may be appropriate if the complainant has suffered financial losses, distress or inconvenience. This will be offered in accordance with the guidelines included in the ‘Disturbance and Compensation’ policy and procedure.
7.
Customer Satisfaction Survey

7.1
A customer satisfaction survey will be carried out with each complainant, one month after their complaint has been resolved, to seek feedback on the effectiveness of the complaints policy and procedure; and their satisfaction with the outcome of their complaint.
7.2
Up to three attempts will be made to contact each complainant by telephone on different days of the week and times of day. If a complainant cannot be contacted by telephone then a satisfaction survey, pre-printed with the subject of the complaint as a reminder to the complainant, will be posted together with a freepost return envelope. All attempts to contact a complainant by telephone, and the date a survey form was posted, will be recorded.  
7.3
Following the completion of a telephone survey or on receipt of a completed survey from a complainant, any further issues raised during the telephone survey or on the form will be immediately passed to the Manager or Director who dealt with the complaint.
7.4
If a complainant expresses dissatisfaction with the handling of their complaint, the Manager or Director who dealt with it will contact them, within 10 working days, to discuss this, apologise if appropriate, and explain how our complaints handling process may be changed to prevent the issue happening again.
7.5
If a complainant expresses dissatisfaction with the outcome of their complaint, they will be asked if they would like it to be escalated to the 2nd stage; or if they have already exhausted the association’s complaints process, advice will be given again about how to take their complaint to the Housing Ombudsman.
8
Monitoring
8.1
The progress of complaints will be monitored weekly and the appropriate Manager or Director will be informed of any complaints that are close to or beyond target for response.
8.2
Performance on complaints, and any issues arising from complaints, will be discussed at team meetings.
8.3
The Director of Customer Services is responsible for ensuring that complaints are dealt with in accordance with the Association’s policies and best practice, and that any amendments to policy and practice required as a result of a complaint are actioned in the appropriate manner.
8.4
An annual report on complaints will be made to the Senior Management Team and shared with residents and the association’s Board.  The report will include performance against service standards, customer satisfaction, the number, nature and source of complaints, any equality issues, any changes made to policies and procedures as a result of complaints, the details of the Ombudsman’s annual report on association; and details of compliments received.
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