



ITEM 5

REPORT OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR FOR CUSTOMER AND SUPPORT SERVICES

TO 

  CUSTOMER & SUPPORT SERVICES SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

Monday 28 September 2009
SUBJECT: COMPLAINTS HANDLING
RECOMMENDATIONS:
The Committee is invited to consider and discuss this report. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

This report covers the functioning of the first 18 months of the new consolidated complaints, compliments and comments facility and discusses the current issues and improvements in hand
BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:  None

ASSESSMENT OF RISK:


Improved corporate learning from complaints will increase efficiency and reduce risk of service failure

SOURCE OF FUNDING:
N/A 
COMMENTS OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR OF CUSTOMER & SUPPORT SERVICES (or his representative)

1.
Legal implications:


N/A
2.
Financial implications:

N/A
3.
ICT Steering Group implications:
N/A
PROPERTY:




N/A
HUMAN RESOURCES:
N/A
CONTACT OFFICER:
Anthony Rich Tel 
793 3000

KEY DECISION:

N/A
WARDS TO WHICH REPORT RELATES:
All Wards

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES:


The 7 pledges, Best Value, Performance Management

DETAILS
1.
Introduction
This report sets out the current position on, and identifies the main issues raised by:

· The management of compliments, comments, and complaints (although in this report only complaints are considered). 

· Complaints supported by (“sponsored by”) members
2. COMPLIMENTS, COMMENTS & COMPLAINTS

2-1 The System in Outline

As the Committee knows the complaints process was revised in April 2009.
A single point of contact is advertised through which customers (and other stakeholders) can pass on comments, complaints and compliments.  If received by phone the call centre logs them onto the Citizen IT System which passes the complaint electronically to the relevant Directorate. 
The Directorate complaints officer is responsible for applying corporate criteria to categorise adverse input as a:-

· service request,

·  informal complaint

· formal complaint 

and then for forwarding the contact electronically to the relevant service 

Compliments, comments & complaints comments can also be logged electronically into Citizen if received by another route.  For example there is a complaints leaflet that is available in reception areas etc. which also allows a complaint to me made in writing on the attached form
The system allows the involvement or sponsorship of the complaint by a   Councillor or MP to be flagged, triggering reminders to complaints handlers of the need to keep the sponsor informed of progress. This flag is being extended to allow complaints in which the Chief Executive has an interest to be flagged.

The flow is illustrated below.


[image: image1]
The directorate complaints officers are also responsible for ensuring any responses are sent out within corporate standard timelines.

Directorate complaints officers liaise in a monthly forum chaired by the City Solicitor where technical issues are addressed and best practice/lessons learnt are shared. Directorate complaints officers are also responsible for ensuring lessons are learnt and are shared within the Directorate and across the council where appropriate. The City Solicitor, in conjunction with the Director of Change reports on the operation of the system to CMT and OCMT. At present, in the light of the difficulties encountered, CMT receive monthly reports.
Most complaints are either service requests or are dealt with informally. If a complaint can not be resolved informally there is a 3 level process to try and resolve them, the highest level being referral to the Members’ Panel.
Modified processes apply in some special circumstances, such as child and social care due to a differing regulatory environment.

2-2 The Complaints System in Practice and Current Issues

2-2-1 What Has Been Achieved

In general terms the complaints officers, despite initial misgivings, now report the system as working moderately well from their perspective.
This impression is confirmed by the results of an internal audit report on complaints handling in Sustainable Regeneration. 

A further example of good practice is Salix Homes’ publication of their complaints experience, and resultant corporate leaning, in the period May-December 2008. 
Amongst other difficulties that were encountered but have now been resolved were:-

· Difficulties: in preparing and publishing the supporting leaflet
· Some routing errors led to a number of complaints being lost: when the error was discovered remedial action was taken to prevent a recurrence, to apologise to those concerned, and to deal with the original issue.
· Member sponsored issues being treated as service requests so that no response was generated beyond provision of the service requested.

· Harmonisation of complaints officer understanding of definitions and an increased commonality of understanding

· Clarification of the most useful data for management purposes and how best to present it.
Whilst the data from Citizen suggests complaints are mostly being turned round within 10 days the data is not always sufficiently robust to allow this to be reached as a formal conclusion. However this conclusion is consistent with the drop in complaints proceeding to a formal stage observed by Directorate Complaints Officers. 

The reduction in premature complaints received by the Ombudsman, and drop in response times to those that remain also suggests that the new system is working well in ensuring complaints are being effectively addressed earlier and is having a beneficial effect “downstream”.

2-2-2 Issues Identified

The happy position reported by complaints officers, and corroborated in part by the Ombudsman’s experience, internal audit, and other evidence is not borne out by results earlier in the year indicating declining public confidence in our complaints system. It is difficult to say how far the improvements since have addressed that concern, or the extent to which that concern is part of a more general malaise around national and local government rather than concrete customer experience
Some of the principle issues outstanding appear to be the following:-
· Data Capture. 
Whilst issues coming in via the contact centre were (apart from one issue identified and rectified in the Spring) being referred to complaints officers the same was not always true of complaints arriving by other means. For example anecdotal evidence suggested that members had raised many issues but the system records only some 44.

There was reason at one stage to believe that some Directorates were maintaining alternative, historic, data bases and not placing issues onto Citizen, or have allowed a backlog of cases to build up on that system without closing them down.
A further issue was that there was inconsistency as to classification so that some complaints were being wrongly classified as service requests, triggering a lower level of response.

Senior officers have been addressing these issues as they arose. Whilst there is no evidence identified which shows that these are continuing problems, on the other hand there is no positive assurance yet available that the problems are no more. 
In any event one consequence of the issue is that the data generated by Citizen in the first year of operation of the reformed system is far less useful than was hoped for in terms of allowing accurate intelligence to be built up from complaints or comparisons to be made.
· Incompatible IT. 
There is no interoperability between Citizen and other management systems such as FLARE (used by Environment in particular to manage operations). This results in Citizen often not being updated with the result of the complaint, or issues logged onto FLARE initially not being reported on Citizen. So far no affordable technical solution has been identified. It is anticipated that this issue may need to be addressed in the context of wider ICT and corporate efficiency and modernisation initiatives.
· Differences between Directorates. 
The experience of Directorates varies from those facing a massive number of less serious matters (e.g. Environment) to those facing comparatively few, but potentially very serious, cases (e.g. Children’s). Although working to common standards, comparisons between Directorates are therefore of limited value.
For example in a sample month (June 2009):

· 1406 items were recorded as service requests (of which 1406 related to Environment) 

· 489 items were classified as formal complaints (of which 422 related to Environment)

· 5 of the formal complaints were identified as member sponsored (all of them relating to Environment)

· 119 further items still unclassified by the month end (of which only 22 were assessed as relating to Environment).
Regulatory changes in April 2009 also mean that it is increasingly difficult for many complaints involving children’s’ services and/or social care to be dealt with in the same way as other complaints involving the Council. There is a separate, statutory, regime, operated in conjunction with the NHS, for such cases.

· Resource Issues
Whilst the new system is capturing far more feedback from citizens than before, funding and resource pressures have meant that no additional staffing could be provided resulting in the system risking lacking resilience or being at risk of being overwhelmed by a co-ordinated campaign of complaints.

For example in one case a community group actively lobbied citizens to raise as many individual complaints as possible around a contentious issue, with the apparent intention of overwhelming the Council’s ability to respond..
As a further example, one Directorate was at one point reporting that they did not have the capacity to post complaints received to Citizen, yet their returns recorded on Citizen from all sources for the previous month indicated minimal activity.
Managers have addressed these problems as they arose, but it is unlikely that a permanent solution to the underlying issue can be found without additional staffing. It is acknowledged that such an aspiration is unrealistic in the current financial climate, meaning that the vulnerabilities will require managing as they manifest themselves.
· Learning. 
At present it is left to individual directorates to extract and share learning from adverse incidents, and to identify relevant trends, although there is a field within the system that facilitates recording of this. Cross-cutting lessons are shared at the Complaints Officers’ monthly corporate meeting. 

Greater robustness around using the data and lessons generated is appropriate, but may be constrained by the resource issues referred to above, and may deliver better value once greater assurance exists over the data generated by the system.
· Policing of System
At present there is only limited central policing of compliance with customer standards, achieved through monthly reports to Senior Managers.
Again the responsibility for making best use of the system at an operational level falls on individual Directorates, some of which may already be facing conflicting pressures on their time attention and resources.
· Partners/Joint Working
Whilst we are responsible, in complaints terms, for service delivery of local government activities, especially at Ombudsman level, our partners do not necessarily subscribe to our scheme. City West, for example, no longer participate. Whilst so far this issue has not caused great difficulties it is a possible issue for the future in the light of the trend towards increasing levels of service commissioning over provision.
3. MEMBER ISSUES

3-1 Complaints By or Supported By Members

Members may be involved in supporting a complainant or be the subject of a complaint.

The complaints system now allows a flag to be added alerting the handler to the involvement of a member (or other politician such as an MP) and prompting responses to them too.
Initially it was found that some member sponsored items were being wrongly classified as service requests, resulting in the problem being remedied, but without communicating to the member that it had been done or how. As a result the system was amended so that any input from a member on behalf of a constituent is automatically treated as a complaint (ad flagged accordingly) unless demonstrably only a request for a piece of information.
However even with this change only very few member sponsored complaints are recorded on the system: only 19 are shown in the 3 month period from 1.June to 31 August 2009, perhaps indicating that member sponsored complaints are not being captured This may also explain the discrepancy between members’ perceptions of a significant number of member sponsored issues having been reported whilst the system records relatively few such.

Work on harmonising or adapting the system’s capability with the requirements of the Members IT Group is in hand. 
Adaptations to the system to allow members to use the member’s portal to track progress of complaints they have sponsored, and read responses to their resident, were presented to the Members’ Group in June for testing and their response is awaited. 

Work to allow members to directly input a case onto the Citizen system, and apply their own categorisation, is at an advanced stage  
5. Conclusion 

1. The reformed corporate complaints system has been in place for around 18 months. The anecdotal and secondary evidence indicates significant improvements have been delivered compared with the previous approach, although this is not yet reflected in public perceptions

2. Where used it has improved dialogue with our customers, leading to;-

a.  Dissatisfaction being addressed earlier

b.  Valuable corporate learning and service improvement

c. Fewer complaints proceeding to a higher level

d. Less  time & resources spent on Ombudsman cases, especially on premature complaints

3. However there have been significant issues around the extent to which the system is consistently or comprehensively used, resulting in the resulting data being insufficiently robust, especially for complaints that came in other than through the complaints line or prior to April 2009. 

4.
There are technical issues around the interoperability of Citizen and other operational IT systems. This also reduces the system’s ability to manage response times etc. This will be relieved, but only partly, by the new corporate document management project 

5.
The system is insufficiently resourced to allow full data capture and policing of responses to complaints. Only limited weight can be given to information generated from the existing data alone.

6. There will be increasing difficulty in maintaining a universal “One Council” approach in the light of increased outsourcing and changing regulatory frameworks. However the exceptions can be managed to a minimum

7. The system’s capabilities for better reporting to members are being developed as part of continuous incremental improvement in conjunction with the Members’ IT champion & his working group

6. Recommendations 

The Committee is invited to consider and discuss this report. 
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