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1. Purpose of Reportllntroduction 

2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2 008/09 

143 151 140 154 

This report describes and analyses social work's performance in handling complaints from 1 
April 2008 to 31 March 2009. 

2. Background 

2.1. Social work provides a wide range of statutory and non-statutory services to the 
population of North Lanarkshire. In 2008/09 31,029 referrals were made to social 
work. In the same period 154 formal complaints (0.5%) were received. For the first 
time informal complaints (66) and recorded compliments (1 09) were collated. The 
latter usually take the form of letters or cards of thanks or small gifts. 

2.2. In April 2008 the council adopted a single corporate complaints system to include all 
services. New timescales for acknowledging and responding to complaints were 
introduced on 1 st April 2008; there are now 5 days to acknowledge and 14 days to 
respond to complaints. Revised complaints leaflets and posters were distributed to 
frontline services during June 2008. 

3. Findings for 2008/09 

3.1, During 2008/09 154 formal complaints were made about social work services. The 
level of complaints received has remained relatively constant over the previous 5 
years, as illustrated below. 

3.2. Appendix 1 shows the number of formal complaints investigated by each service or 
locality; the performance in relation to the management of timescales; and the 
outcome of the investigation. 

... 
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3.3 

3.4 

3.5 

The percentage of compliance with acknowledgement and response within 14 days 
has improved during 2008/09. Performance for acknowledgement of formal 
complaints has improved in the last year from 82% to 94% in 2008/09 and response 
time has improved from 68% compliance to 82% compliance in 2008/09. The 
complex nature of some complaints and the need to involve third parties will always 
mean that it is not possible to achieve full compliance with required timescales. 

The outcomes from investigation of complaints received in 2008/09 are: 27% upheld; 
32% part upheld and 39% not upheld. The further 2% is explained by those 
complaints which are ongoing at the time of reporting. There were no identifiable 
year- on- year trends in relation to those complaints which were upheld although it 
was noticeable that, among these, more complaints in relation to ‘staff attitude’ were 
upheld or part upheld than were not. These were all received at locality level and are 
considered in more detail in section 4 of this report. 

Appendix 2 shows the principal reasons for complaints. 

4. Organisational Learning 

4.1 Whilst the number of complaints received remains a very small proportion of the 
services provided, the value of the complaints system is not simply to seek to resolve 
individual issues, but also to inform continuous improvement. 

4.2 Following the re-classification of the reasons for complaints received last year, 
multiple reasons are now being recorded in many instances. The three most 
commonly recorded reasons are: “staff attitude”, which covers such diverse issues as 
telephone manner or outcomes in emotionally charged child protection cases; 
‘disputing service delivered’, covering issues regarding the level and intensity of 
service with particular regard to Home Support service; and ‘lack of support and 
communication’, which may involve non-return or delays in contacting service users 
or in returning telephone calls. These three most common reasons are the same as 
for the previous year with the exception of the emergence of increased complaints in 
relation to perceived staff attitude. Although this particular area of complaint can 
sometimes be the result of a service user’s disappointment at a decision, this will be 
given a focus for improvement in the coming year in terms of further learning from 
service user feedback. 

4.3 During 2008/09 managers responsible for services were asked to consider actions 
and lessons learned from complaints to reduce recurrence. These actions inform 
social work’s quality assurance and continuous improvement agenda. During 
2008/09 an increased emphasis has been placed on early and direct contact with 
complainants, particularly, where possible, face to face. This earlier intervention has 
helped reduce tensions in complaints handling and avoided escalation of complaints 
to the second and third stages of the handling processes. 

4.4 Learning from complaints has led to some improvements to services through 
measures such as review of, and reallocation of, workload during periods of leave, 
absence or staff transfers. This has alleviated delays in service and communication 
problems. Steps taken by managers to clarify staff roles and responsibilities and to 
establish clearer lines of communication during periods of change with service users, 
families and carers has helped ensure any implications of change are better 
understood. 
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4.5 Lessons and learning from complaints is now a set agenda item at quarterly 
performance meetings within teams as a means of picking up on themes or trends. 

4.6 During 2008/09 two complaints progressed to the third stage of the complaints 
handling process, a hearing by a Complaints Review Committee. One related to the 
quality of home support services and to a house adaptation; and the second to 
eligibility to receive free home support services. In both instances social work’s 
position was upheld by Committee. 

5. independent sector 

5.1 Sixteen formal complaints were recorded across all independent sector providers in 
the last year. Of these, nine were recorded against eight care homes with the 
remainder being complaints in relation to Supported Living providers. The majority of 
notifications within commissioned services tend to be ‘concerns’ which are monitored 
and investigated as part of the continual monitoring process. Most independent 
sector organisations commissioned to provide services on behalf of social work are 
regulated by the Scottish Commission for the Regulation of Care. Service users and 
their families have the options of raising complaints with the provider, the regulator 
and social work. 

5.2 A quarterly complaints return has been introduced for all care homes within North 
Lanarkshire. This is analysed and relevant action will be taken as indicated by the 
detail of the return. 

6. Recommendation 

Committee is asked to note the report. 

Duncan Mackay 
Head of Social Work Development 
16 April 2009 

For further information on this report please contact Dennis O’Donnell, Manager, Quality Assurance Tel: 01 698 332084 
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Withdrawn 
Unresolved @ 
this time 

Appendix 1 

1 1 

3 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Appendix 2 

Note there can be multiple reasons for complaints therefore the totals of reasons do not 
exactly match the totals on previous tables. 
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