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                                                                                                         EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

The Complaints Procedure Directions 1996 require each social services department to publish an annual report on the operation of its Complaints Procedure.

This year’s report shows that in spite of the high volume of service user interactions, the number of formal complaints received by the Directorate remains low.

Difficulties continue in meeting required timescales for the investigation of complaints.  This, in the main, is because Directorate staff continue to undertake the bulk of investigations, alongside their normal duties.

The report concludes by identifying the significant changes expected to be made to the complaints procedure in the next twelve months.
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                                                                                                        DETAILS (continued overleaf)
Report on the Operation of Salford Community & Social Services Complaints Procedure 2000-2001

Background

The Children Act 1989 and the NHS and Community Care Act 1991 both require social services departments to have in place procedures to deal with complaints about the way they discharge their duties.

The Children Act specifies how complaints about children’s services must be dealt with, and likewise the NHS and Community Care Act specifies the way departments should deal with adult services.  Although there are some differences between the procedures, in practice there are more similarities, and most departments tend to run them side by side.

The Complaints Procedure Directions also require that an annual report be produced by departments and made public regarding the operation of the procedure.

Summary of the Procedure

The Social Services Complaints Procedure consists of three elements, an informal ‘problem solving’ stage, a formal stage, and an appeal mechanism. 

At the informal stage, complaints are dealt with locally.  If the complainant remains dissatisfied they can ask for the matter to be dealt with more formally.  At this second stage complaints are ‘registered’ and investigated formally.  If the complainant still remains dissatisfied after the investigation, they can ask for the matter to be put before a Review Panel.

This report deals with all matters relating to the second and third stages of the procedure in 2000-2001; the formal registration and investigation stage, and Review Panel meetings.  It does not discuss the many matters dealt with at a local level on an informal basis.

Analysis of Formal Complaints April 2000 – March 2001

Number of Complaints 

A total of 29 formal complaints were received during the year, with four being withdrawn during the course of the investigation.  This is in keeping with the number of complaints received in previous years, and in many ways reflects the efforts of staff to resolve problems as quickly as possible at a local (informal) level.
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The Nature of Complaints

Most formal complaints that are received consist of multiple elements. It is rare to find a single matter complaint. Often there are four or five ‘sub-sections’ within the complaint.  Occasionally there can be ten or more.  Each element requires investigation.

As a result, it can be difficult to categorise complaints under a single heading.  An attempt has however been made to identify the nature of the complaints, as shown below.  The detail of each complaint is also provided at Appendix B along with information about action taken by the Directorate to resolve matters.

Complaints categorised under ‘Quality’ can include concerns about  care quality, but may also refer to processes and procedures used by the Directorate.

‘Communication’ tends to cover those complaints where there has been a breakdown in communications between staff, or between staff and service users, leading to a problem.

The category ‘attitude’ includes complaints concerning the way service users and carers feel they have been treated by staff.

‘Availability/delays’ is the term used to group those complaints which are about inability to access a service, or time waiting for a service.
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Outcome of Complaints
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Of all the complaints received this year, there was an almost equal balance between those found to be upheld in respect of all the elements (9) and those found not to be upheld in respect of any of the elements (8).  In six cases, some elements were substantiated and others not.  These are classed as partially upheld.

Completion Times

One of the differences between the Children Act and the NHS and Community Care Act complaint procedures is the formal timescales within which matters must be concluded.  At the present time, Children Act complaints must be concluded within 28 calendar (not working) days.  This is an extremely tight timescale to deal with matters that are often very complex.

By contrast, complaints made under the NHS and Community Care Act should ideally be resolved within 28 days, but can be allowed to go up to three months or 90 days, providing such time is needed and the complainant is kept advised of progress.

This year, the Directorate has again had problems in meeting the required timescales, as shown in Appendix A.  Much of this is because Salford Community and Social Services Directorate routinely uses its own staff to investigate complaints.  This means that such staff need to deal with these matters in addition to their normal work, and tends to result in a slowing down of the process.  Independent investigators are s used, but in the past this has tended to be when the complaint has been of a particularly sensitive nature and it has been felt necessary to provide a totally independent perspective.  

There is a significant and explicit cost to using independent investigators who may charge upwards of £15 per hour for dealing with complaints.  In 2000-2001, a total of £9000 was spent on using independent complaint investigators.  There is however still a significant, if less explicit, cost to using in-house staff to investigate complaints.  This would need to take account not only of staff’s hourly rates, but also of the delay incurred in completing complaints, and in dealing with other Directorate duties.

Review Panels

In 2000-2001 there were four complaints that were not resolved at the formal stage and were taken to a Review Panel Meeting.  This was despite the fact that the Directorate had for the most part upheld their complaints following investigation.  In each case, the Review Panel also agreed that the complaints were substantiated.

To date, none of the four complainants have sought to take matters to the Ombudsman.

Ombudsman Investigations

In 2000-2001 the Directorate was contacted on five occasions by the Ombudsman regarding complaints.  One case was in respect of a complainant who remained dissatisfied after being through Salford’s Complaints Procedure.  The Directorate was asked, several months ago, to explain what action it had taken to date, and how the complaint had been dealt with.  The Ombudsman has not yet advised the Directorate whether it intends to pursue the matter further or not.

In two cases, complainants contacted the Ombudsman directly, and the Ombudsman requested that the matters be dealt with through Salford’s Complaints Procedure.  The matters were resolved through this process.

In the remaining two cases, the Ombudsman asked for further information from this Directorate before deciding whether to pursue the matter further.  The Ombudsman has recently determined that they will not be pursuing one complaint, and the Directorate awaits a decision on the second matter.

Issues for 2001/2 - ‘Listening to People’

In August 2000, the Department of Health decided to review the operation of social services departments complaints procedures and published a consultation document.

Despite responses being made nationally to the document, nothing further was heard on the matter for over twelve months.

In September 2001 however, the Department of Health advised authorities that action was to be proposed to bring changes to the existing procedure.  All the changes below will be the subject of new guidance which is expected before the end of 2001.

Time limit for eligibility to make a complaint

A time limit of 12 months will be introduced although authorities will have discretion to extend this in certain cases.

Children Act complaints

A number of changes are proposed here.  There is to be a 14 day ‘informal resolution stage’ without the need for an independent person being involved.

The timescale for completing a complaint made by a young person will remain at 28 days but Children Act complaints made by adults will be allowed up to 90 days. This will allow resources to be better employed towards resolving children’s complaints.

Ministers have agreed in principle that there should be a right of advocacy for children using the Children Act complaints procedure.  This may however be a matter that requires further work.

Boundaries between complaints procedures

After April 2002, the National Care Standards Commission will come into operation and will operate their own complaints procedures concerning the provision of care services.  To ensure that duplication of effort does not occur, social services department procedures will, after April 2002, deal with issues relating to the commissioning of services rather than service provision.

Note: although proposals are currently being made to change the way NHS complaints procedures operate, these do not extend to fundamentally altering them with a view to bringing them closer in line with social services complaints procedures.

Other issues

New guidance will be issued on the issue of freezing decisions, pending the outcome of any relevant complaints.  There is likely to be a general expectation that councils will freeze decisions having a significant impact on the life of an individual, pending the outcome of the complaint, unless there is good reason to do otherwise.

There will also be an expectation that once Review Panels have met, a senior person should be responsible for ensuring the implementation of Panel decisions.
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Appendix B 

DETAILS OF COMPLAINTS RECEIVED 2000-2001


NATURE OF COMPLAINT
ACTION PROPOSED
FURTHER ACTION TAKEN

1
Complaint about the provision of services, and on the amount of advice given about assessment processes.

NOT UPHELD
Refer need for unidial system to housing.

Review financial assessment form where single benefits claim being made for a married couple.

Need to review working relationships between health & social services esp. where complex needs and repeated hospital admissions.
Referral made.

Current form should cover these circumstances.

Ongoing discussions with health re: single assessment processes and integrated team working for more complex cases.

2
There was a failure to advise the Benefits Agency about a change in the circumstances of a service user.

UPHELD


Shortfall to be met by Directorate.
Reminder sent to social workers about procedure.

3
A relative expressed concern about the way a service user’s finances were being handled.

NOT UPHELD


Ensure closer monitoring of financial arrangements as part of placement agreements.
Now built into Adult Placement Protocols.

4
An adult placement carer was unhappy about the process of approval and subsequent contact with the Directorate.

PARTLY UPHELD


Need to complete written contracts for carers.

Need to refer to situations involving 2 LA’s in new procedures.
New agreements in place.

Contained in new protocols.

5
Difficulty in a service user getting a bus pass.

UPHELD


N/A
Bus pass issued.

6
Complaint from day centre users about lack of consultation.

UPHELD
Develop written communications strategy explaining difference between consultation and information.

Further work on consultation mechanisms for implementation of day centre changes.
Work has begun to develop communications strategy.  The User Development Worker has met with the User Group concerned.

7
Concerning the care arrangements for a service user currently in hospital. Joint investigation with health authority.

NOT UPHELD


N/A
Taken to Ombudsman.  No decision yet as to further investigation.

8
Family members were upset about a decision about the future placement of children.

PARTLY UPHELD


Need to keep family members informed about children in future.
Arrangements made to meet family members prior to statutory reviews.

9
Complaint about waiting list for a TV loop system.

NOT UPHELD


N/A. Waiting list correct.
Increased budget to sensory impairment team to reduce waiting times.

10
Complaint from foster carer about the needs of a young person.

UPHELD
Apology to young person.

Need for managers to monitor frequency of visits to young people.

Need to review caseloads.

Need to reiterate need for SW’s to involve young people more in decisions.

Need to discuss with Education the role and involvement of foster carers.
Apology given.
Trigger system introduced on short term placements over 12 months.
Care planning to start at commencement of placement.


11
Service user did not receive home care cover when usual carer away.

UPHELD


Review policy of relief home carer doing cleaning duties in absence of regular home carer.

Ensure service users and families are made aware, in writing of the emergency h/c tel. no.  Will consider stickers for telephones.

Will meet with h/c managers and stress need to cover dependent service users.
Letters sent with appropriate information to all service users.

12
Complaint from three people about the behaviour of a day centre staff member.

UPHELD


Need for staff member to apologise to service users.
Staff member apologised.

13
Concern about a delay in assessing for a stairlift.

NOT UPHELD


Referral to be allocated for OT assessment.
Review of OT workload to establish if waiting list can be reduced.

14
A family member was unhappy about an allegation of substance misuse made against a relative.

UPHELD


Ask Home Office to remove memo containing allegation.

Review procedure for dealing with allegations of substance misuse.
Request made to Home Office.

15
Complaint that a prospective adoptive parent hadn’t been assessed fully.

INCOMPLETE


Complaint not yet fully completed.
N/A

16
Concerns from family members about the way decisions were made about their suitability to be foster parents.

PARTLY UPHELD


N/A
N/A

17
Service user was assessed as no longer able to attend day centre.

UPHELD
Consideration to be given to adapting day centres for older people to allow personal care to be provided to disabled people.

Apology to be given by centre manager.

Assessment forms to be completed on site at time of assessment.

Consideration to be given to provision of physiotherapy to dependent service users.

SW staff to be made aware of moving and handling (H&S) issues.

Decisions on withdrawal of services to take account of impact on carer.
Plans are in place for appropriate adaptations to be made to Day Centres for Older People.

Apology given by centre manager.

Assessment forms/H&S completed on site.

Physiotherapy only available through individuals’ GP’s.

Moving and handling training has taken place.

Decisions on withdrawal of services now subject to review.

18
Ombudsman’s referral concerning adaptations to a house.

NOT UPHELD


N/A
C&SSD liaised with Housing Association to get adaptations made.

19
Quality of residential care given to young person.

PARTLY UPHELD


Staff need to be advised of correct procedure to follow when restraint has been used.
Reminders to staff through staff meetings of correct procedure.

20
Concerning the way social workers dealt with a family.

PARTLY UPHELD


Need to discuss with police arrangements for their involvement.
Discussions with police underway.

21
Complaint about the way a social worker spoke to family members.

SEE ACTION TAKEN


N/A
Matter dealt with through normal line management processes.

22
About the behaviour of a day centre staff member.

NOT UPHELD


N/A
N/A

23
A family member complained that a relative wasn’t given the required care in a home.

UPHELD


Offer of written apology from the home.

Steps to be taken to tighten communication procedures.
Apology given.

Completed.

24
Complaint regarding the care of a service user in a sheltered bungalow.

UPHELD


Offer compensation.

Ensure Housing are aware of issues involved in this case.
Compensation made.

Housing notified.

Family given personal apology from Director and Deputy Director.

25
Service user wanted more home care.

NOT UPHELD


N/A
Case reviewed under normal procedures
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