
To: HOUSING AND SOCIAL WORK 
SERVICES COMMITTEE 

Subject: ANNUAL COMPLAINTS STATUS REPORT 
1 APRIL 201 1 TO 31 MARCH 2012 

DEVELOPMENT 

1. Purpose of Report 

This report describes and analyses Social Work's performance in handling 
complaints from 1 April 201 1 to 31 March 2012. 

2. Background 

2.1. 

2.2. 

2.3. 

2.4. 

2.5. 

Social Work provides a wide range of statutory and non-statutory services to the 
population of North Lanarkshire. In 201 1/12 approximately 34,834 referrals were 
made to Social Work. In the same period 165 formal complaints (0.47% of 
referrals), were received. 

The Council has a single corporate complaints system for all of its services. 
Timescales for acknowledging and responding to complaints allow a 5 day 
timescale for acknowledgements and 14 days for interim or full responses to 
complaints. 

The Social Work three stage formal complaints handling process differs from other 
Council services in that the third stage of that process allows for complaints to be 
heard by a Complaints Review Committee (CRC) comprising of three lay persons 
who are independent of the Council. Another significant difference is that there can 
be more than one episode of contact between the Council and the complainant at 
the first two stages of the process in an effort to resolve complaints as close as 
possible to the point of service delivery. 

Complaints information is one of several sources of feedback about service 
performance. At a local service level and as part of a continuous improvement 
approach, services seek to address complaints informally. Similarly, compliments 
and comments are noted at service points and used to inform improvements in 
staff practice. Due to the broad nature of informal complaints and compliments an 
accurate overview and analysis of these is difficult and so these are subject to 
analysis and action at a local service level. 

The Public Service (Scotland) Reform Act 2010 gave the Scottish Public Service 
Ombudsman (SPSO) the authority to lead the development of standardised and 
consistent model complaints handling procedures across all Scottish Councils. 
This Council has contributed significantly to the development of revised procedures 
which will operate from 01 April 201 3. A decision has yet to be reached on whether 
the CRC process will continue to operate in future for Social Work complaints. 
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3. Findings for 201 111 2 

201 0/11 
Total Number of 
Complaints Received 

149 

3.1. During the past year (2011/12) 166 formal complaints were made about Social 
Work services. The level of complaints received has shown an increase of 16 
(10.7%) from the previous year. The service actively promotes access to its 
complaints procedures and typically numbers usually fluctuate from year to year 
within this range. 

201 1/12 

165 

3.2. 

3.3 

3.4 

3.5 

3.6 

3.7 

3.8 

Appendix 1 shows the number of formal complaints investigated by each service or 
locality team; the performance in relation to the management of timescales (5 days 
to acknowledge and 14 days to provide an interim response or to conclude) and the 
outcome of the investigation. 

The speed of response to complaints is important in reducing the anxiety and 
frustration of complainants. Compliance with issuing an acknowledgement letter 
within 5 working days remains high and shows marginal improvement (from 95% - 
98%). The compliance percentage for provision of an interim or final response 
within 14 working days fell (from 89% -75%) during 201 1/12. 

The complex nature of many Social Work complaints creates difficulties in 
consistently attaining the target set for first stage responses. Internal guidance to 
staff handling complaints is that although complaints will usually be submitted in 
writing, every effort possible should be made to discuss these with the complainant 
at the first stage. 

That 90% of all complaints were concluded at the first stage of the complaints 
handling process is a positive indicator of the effectiveness of handling 
arrangements. Three of the remaining complaints could not be resolved at stage 2 
of the complaints handling process and were referred to a CRC. In all three 
instances these concluded that Social Work acted appropriately and reasonably 
and had made significant efforts to reach a solution prior to that final stage of the 
process. 

Whilst the number of complaints received shows an increase the numbers upheld 
(37) or partially upheld (41) the percentage of these against the total complaints 
received (47.3%) is similar to the previous year. 

There is significant variance in numbers of complaints across teams. In some 
instances this can be attributed to specific short-term staffing or service delivery 
difficulties that have arisen. There are internal processes that seek to scrutinise 
and understand these differences. 

Appendix 2 categorises the principle reasons behind all formal complaints logged 
by each service point and contrasts this year’s position with that of the previous 
year. “Failure to provide services” predominantly relates to problems in home 
support delivery and disputes over assessed home support service levels. 
‘Disputes over services provided” has predominantly arisen where issues of 
eligibility arise or where service delivery models alter. Complaints regarding “staff 
attitude” will often arise from the complainant’s perceptions of Social Work staff 
where there is highly charged disagreement in relation to adult or child protection 
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activities. The number of complaints categorised under “lack of support or 
communication” is proportionately high and is often the trigger for wider complaints. 

4. Organisational Learning 

4.1 Internal arrangements for acknowledgement and investigation of complaints have 
improved. Closer analysis indicates that increased timescales for concluding 
complaints relates to complexity and thoroughness of investigation as distinct from 
drift in the process. Engaging with complainants directly has generally led to 
improved outcomes and only a minority of complaints proceed to the second and 
third stages of the complaints handling process. 

4.2 Complaints about home support services were most frequently upheld or partially 
upheld. That trend is proportionate to the scale of the service (1290 staff delivering 
service to 3309 people) and to the measurability of the factors subject to complaint 
such as the timing of visits or changes in staff allocation. In response to specific 
concerns both local and service wide actions have been applied. Steps taken 
included additional recruitment drives and initiatives to improve support planning, 
communication, team work and staff deployment. 

4.2 Analysis continues to identify communication deficiencies as a component of many 
complaints. That outcome has persisted despite various service wide initiatives in 
the past year focussing on customer service and reinforcement of best practice 
messages intended to improve communications with service users. Further 
measures will be taken to reinforce expectations relating to communication and 
customer service in the coming 12 months. 

4.3 As indicated at 2.1 above, the number of complaints received remains a small 
proportion of the referrals made to Social Work and of the actual services provided. 
The value of the complaints system is not simply to seek to resolve individual 
issues but also to inform continuous improvement. Each Locality Team is 
responsible for analysis and learning from local complaints trends which in turn 
inform local continuous improvement planning processes and leads to practice 
changes. 

5. Recommendation 

5.1 Committee is asked to note the report. 

Duncan Mackay %v 
Head of Social Work Development 

For further information on this report please contact Dennis O’Donnell, Manager, Quality Assurance tel: 01698 332084 

I:\DIRECTORATE\H&SW SERVICES COMMllTEE\7 JUNE 2012\SOCIAL WORK REPORTS\Cornplaints Status Report.doc 



. 

Appendix 1 Social Work Complaints, Annual Analysis 201 1-201 2 

- 162 22 11 12 40 14 49 6 5 2 1 Number Acknowledged in 5 days or less 
Number Acknowledged in more than 5 

Percentage Acknowledged in 5 Days (of 
days 1 2 3 

those acknowledged) 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% - 86% 71% 100% - - 100% - 98% 

Upheld 4 1 2 10 5 13 2 37 
Partially Upheld 6 4 3 12 12 3 1 1 1 43 

Withdrawn 1 1 1 3 
Not Upheld 12 6 7 17 8 23 4 4 1 82 
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Yearly Complaints Categorisations 

Disagree with assessment and service 

Failure to provide agreed service 
provided 

Dispute service provided 
Delay in providing service 

Lack of notice re changes to service 
Dispute support arrangements re C&F 
service 

Appendix 2 

16 11% 20 11% 
26 18% 28 16% 
15 10% 18 10% 
8 6% 9 5% 

3 2% 2 1 Yo 

4 3% 4 2% 
Behaviour of other service users 

Communication 
Staff attitude 

Disagree with content of report 

Dispute invoices 
Total 

1 1 VO 0 0% 
5 3% 5 3% 
29 19% 50 28% 
39 2 5 O/o 36 22% 

3 2% 5 3% 
149 177" 

*Figure differs from complaints total as more than XI  ground of complaint has been registered 
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