[image: image1.png]Family & X
Community Services
Community Services

GOVERRMENT




The New Community Services 

Complaints Unit

[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image4.jpg]



What is a complaint?

Any expression of dissatisfaction made to an organisation related to its product, service or the complaints handling process itself, where a response or resolution is explicitly or implicitly expected.

Guidelines for complaints handling organisations
Standards Australia, 2007
The new Community Services Complaints Unit (“the Unit”) commenced operation on Monday 16 May 2011. It is staffed by four Complaints Officers and one Manager. The volume of complaints has exceeded expectations as such the staffing will change.
The hours of operation to the public are from 9.00 to 4.30pm, Monday to Friday. Some complaints have been received outside these hours. If this occurs the telephone call is diverted to Helpline CSOs who take a message and the Unit contacts the caller the following day.
How to make a complaint / enquiry

Complaints

Community Services is committed to providing an efficient and effective complaints handling service to clients, their advocates, service providers and the community.

We value feedback from those who deal with us because it helps us to improve our services by revealing areas where we need to change our policies and practices.

Community Services is committed to ensuring that any complaints we receive are handled in a way that is responsive, fair and courteous and that respects the privacy of the person making the complaint. We also undertake to make sure that we provide reasons for any decisions we make in relation to complaints we receive.

What can you complain about?
This policy applies to complaints that relate to Community Services and its services. These include, for example, complaints about:

· the manner in which a service has been provided 

· disagreement with decisions made by Community Services 

· a failure to provide a service, or lack of responsiveness to a request for service 

· the actions of our employees – unfair or poor treatment of a person 

· difficulties with getting access to our services, such as physical access to an office, or a failure to provide assistance with communication difficulties 

· complaints about our handling of people’s personal and health information 

· complaints relating to services that we fund or license 

· conflict of interest between an employee’s official duties and their private interest 

· the complaints handling process itself.

You can make a complaint by telephoning FREECALL 1800 000 164 (9:00am to 4:30pm Monday to Friday) to speak with one of our Complaints Officers.

If you need an interpreter, please contact the translating and interpreting service on 131 450 and ask to be connected to our number.

Facsimile – print and complete the complaint form and fax it to 9716 2126.

Mail – print and complete the complaint form and post it to:

Reply Paid 63437 
Complaints and Enquiries Unit 
Community Services 
Locked Bag 4028 
ASHFIELD NSW 2131

Email – Complaints@community.nsw.gov.au 


Online – lodge your complaint online
Complaints Unit Service Objectives

The Complaints Unit’s Objectives are to:

· enhance the client/agency relationship by expediting resolutions;

· recognise, promote and protect client’s rights, including the right to comment and complain;

· provide an efficient, fair and accessible mechanism for resolving complaints without alienating clients;

· provide information to clients on the complaints handling process of the agency;

· facilitate the monitoring of complaints to improve the quality of service;

· enable the agency to maintain confidence in the quality of its service;

· promote consistency in handling complaints.

Complaints Unit Business Rules

Community Services has demonstrated a commitment to an effective complaints handling system that reflects the needs, expectations and rights of complainants through the formation of this Unit. In turn, must manage for the agency a culture that recognises the complainant's right to express concern and provides the mechanisms for complaints to be addressed in an efficient, fair and responsive manner.

A good complaints handling system recognises the need to be fair to the complainant, the agency and/or the person against whom the complaint is made.
Fairness works both ways. The Community Services complaint handling system will treat both clients and agency staff with respect and courtesy. The rules of natural justice will be applied and, where appropriate, all parties involved in the complaint should be given the opportunity to respond to any issues raised.
To be fair Community Services needs to:
· judge all complaints on their merits and facts 

· give equal treatment to all people 

· take all complaints seriously 

· treat complainants with sensitivity, respect and courtesy 

· give clients the opportunity to have their complaint dealt with by an officer not previously involved in the matter 

· ensure all conflicts of interest are disclosed and acted upon 

· ensure an appropriate remedy is provided if the complaint is substantiated 

· have an appropriate policy for dealing with anonymous complaints 

· provide all parties with clear reasons as to why any actions have been taken 

· provide further avenues of review.
The Community Services Complaint handling System will be well known to clients and staff of the agency. It will include information about the right to complain, how to do it, where to do it and how the complaint will be handled. Details on the complaints handling process will be available to all. There will also be no charge to the complainant for accessing the complaints handling system. 

The complaints handling system and supporting information will be easy to understand, use, and be in plain language. Where the agency is dealing with non-English speaking background clients, interpreter services will be provided where possible. 

All clients will be able to make a complaint with appropriate support if required.

Complaints will be dealt with quickly, courteously, fairly and within established timelines. 

Complainants will be advised of how long it will take to deal with the complaint in accordance with the agency's complaint handling timelines and kept informed of the progress. 

If additional time is required to resolve the issues the complainant will be kept informed and advised of the additional time required and the reasons for the delay. 

If the complaint is still not resolved to the complainant's satisfaction, Community Services will explain our decision clearly, and offer any possible alternative actions or review opportunities.

Community Services must handle complaint information according to the relevant privacy legislation (see section 9i) and any other Act that prescribes how information should be handled.

The complaint handling process will ensure complainant confidentiality and also ensure confidentiality in the case of complaints against agency staff. Details of complaints should only be known by those directly concerned.

Information gathered during the complaint process should only be: 
· used in order to deal with and resolve the complaint or to address systemic issues arising from the complaint 

· disclosed in a de-identified format when data is disclosed to the public 

· shared with agency staff on a need to know basis. 
There should be appropriate reporting on the operation of the complaints process against documented performance standards.

The complaint handling process must be reviewed regularly to ensure that it is effectively meeting the needs of the agency and its clients.

The Unit is directed by numerous NSW legislation such as:

· Community Services (Complaints, Reviews and Monitoring) Act 1993 No 2; 
· Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 No 157 and
· Ombudsman Act 1974 No 68.
The NSW Ombudsman Act 1974 No 68
The Ombudsman is the independent and impartial watchdog for community services in NSW. Through his role, the Ombudsman:

· provides an independent means of resolving complaints about community services

· promotes compliance with community welfare legislation and the development of standards for the delivery of community services 

· encourages awareness of the rights and obligations of consumers and service providers under community welfare legislation

· encourages the resolution of complaints by service providers, and the use of alternative dispute resolution to resolve complaints.

The Ombudsman carries out his role under the Community Services (Complaints, Reviews & Monitoring) Act 1993 and the Ombudsman Act 1974. 

The Community Services Division of the Ombudsman’s Office carries out these functions. The Division is headed by the Community and Disability Services Commissioner as Deputy Ombudsman.

The Ombudsman:
· provides an independent means of resolving complaints about community services

· promotes compliance with community welfare legislation and the development of standards for the delivery of community services 

· encourages awareness of the rights and obligations of consumers and service providers under community welfare legislation

· encourages the resolution of complaints by service providers, and the use of alternative dispute resolution to resolve complaints.

· The Ombudsman carries out his role under the Community Services (Complaints, Reviews & Monitoring) Act 1993 and the Ombudsman Act 1974. 

The NSW Ombudsman states that “a complaint handling system is an organised way of responding to, recording, reporting and using complaints to improve service to customers. It includes procedures for customers to make complaints and guidelines for staff to resolve complaints, and provides information to managers and staff that can assist them to prevent customer dissatisfaction in the future.

An effective complaints handling system is an essential part of providing quality service. It is a measure of customer satisfaction. It provides positive feedback about aspects of the service that work well, and is a useful source of information for improvement.

An effective complaints system will benefit the agency in four important ways by:

· creating a second chance to provide service and satisfaction to dissatisfied customers

· identifying areas that need improvement

· providing opportunities to strengthen public support for the agency, and

· assisting in planning and allocation of resources”.
The NSW Ombudsman further advises that “complaints must be dealt with quickly to ensure satisfaction”.
“The more promptly a grievance can be resolved, the more likely it is that the customer will be satisfied and think highly of the agency. Complainants expect their complaints to be resolved immediately by the first person they talk to. If that is not possible, then they expect a response promptly. Dissatisfaction rises sharply if a response takes an unreasonable time.

To encourage staff to resolve problems quickly, time limits should be set for each step in the complaint handling procedure eg initial acknowledgments by phone, letter or email to the complainant; the return of internal requests for information; and final response to the complainant. If the complaint requires some form of investigation, performance standards should indicate that the complainant will be kept informed at regular intervals. Complainants or enquirers need to be assured that even if a problem cannot be immediately resolved, the agency is taking action. Complainants will appreciate ongoing feedback about progress.

Quality of responses

When customers do get a response it must be comprehensive and deal with all the issues articulated in the complaint. Otherwise, second complaints are a high probability. The response must be accurate because an inaccurate response undermines the credibility of the agency.

When people complain they want certain essential things to:

· feel secure

· be listened to (patiently)

· be heard but not judged

· have their point of view understood (for some complainants, this may involve acknowledgements that allow them to ‘save face’)

· be treated with respect and courtesy, and as an individual

· be provided with an explanation

· be given an apology

· have corrective action taken as soon as possible, and while action is taken, to be kept up to date

· be treated fairly, and

· make sure the problem never happens again.

Even if the agency is unable to take the action they want, if the other elements are provided and the process seems fair, they will usually be reasonably satisfied”.
Privacy

We must protect the privacy of information about individuals in order to comply with the NSW Privacy and Personal Information Protection Act 1998 (Privacy Act) and the Health Records and Information Privacy Act 2002 (Health Privacy Act).

Community Services deals extensively with personal information and it is our obligation to ensure that the privacy of individuals is protected at all times.

What personal information does Community Services collect?

Although Community Services only collects personal information that is necessary to carry out its business, it does collect a significant amount of personal information. The largest collection of personal information is in the KiDS database, which contains information relating to the core business of protecting children. 

In addition, the Community Services collects personal information relating to its employees and contractors in relation to their employment and performance and from interaction with the community.

What rules apply to the management of personal data?

· Community Services may only collect personal information for a lawful purpose directly related to Community Services’ functions.

· Community Services may only collect personal information directly from the individual unless authorised otherwise.

· Community Services must inform the person what personal information is being collected and why, whether supplying it is mandatory or voluntary and their right to access and correct it.

· Community Services must ensure that personal information is relevant, accurate, not excessive, complete and up-to-date, and that collecting the information does not unreasonably intrude into an individual’s personal affairs.

· Community Services must keep personal information no longer than necessary, dispose of it appropriately, store it securely and protect it from unauthorised access or disclosure.

· Community Services must explain what personal information is being held and how to access it.

· Community Services must allow people access to their personal information.

· Community Services must allow people to update, amend or add a notation to their personal information.

· Community Services must take steps to use only relevant, accurate, up-to-date and not misleading personal information before using it.

· Community Services may only use personal information for the purpose for which it was collected or a directly related purpose except in nominated circumstances.

· Community Services may only disclose personal information for the purpose for which it was collected or a directly related purpose except in nominated circumstances.

· Community Services must not disclose sensitive personal information (e.g. about ethnic or racial origin, trade union membership, etc).

What is misuse of personal information?

Misuse of personal information means accessing personal information when there is no business requirement to access it. Some examples are:

· Disclosing data and information to other Community Services staff, non- Community Services personnel and external government and non-government organisations, without proper authority.

· Accessing official data and information for personal benefit or advantage, or for the benefit or advantage of another person or organisation.

· Seeking to take advantage, for personal reasons, of another person on the basis of data and information about that person held in official records.

· Trading confidential data and information for use by private investigators, banks or credit agencies.
Information gathered during the complaint process should only be: 
· used in order to deal with and resolve the complaint or to address systemic issues arising from the complaint 

· disclosed in a de-identified format when data is disclosed to the public 

· shared with agency staff on a need to know basis. 
Donna Howard


Manager, Complaints Unit
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