
To: HOUSING AND SOCIAL WORK 
SERVICES COMMITTEE 

From: HEAD OF SOCIAL WORK 
DEVELO PM ENT 

Subject: ANNUAL COMPLAINTS STATUS REPORT 
1 APRIL 2012 TO 31 MARCH 2013 

1. Purpose of Report 

Date: 25 APRIL 2013 

This report describes and analyses Social Work‘s performance in handling complaints from 
1 April 2012 to 31 March 2013. 

Ref: DM/DOD 

2. Background 

2.1 

2.2 

2.3 

2.4 

2.5 

2.6 

Social Work provides a wide range of statutory and non-statutory services to the 
population of North Lanarkshire. From 1 April 2012 to 31 March 2013 
approximately 36,400 referrals were made to Social Work. In the same period 125 
formal complaints (0.3% of referrals), were received. 

Timescales for acknowledging and responding to complaints allow a 5 day 
timescale for acknowledgements and 14 days for interim or full responses to 
complaints. 

Social Work’s 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. 

A further 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 staff and 
service performance used to inform service improvements. Other sources include 
informal complaints and compliments. 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 consideration at a local service level. 

As from 1 April 2013, a revised two stage North Lanarkshire Council corporate 
system for handling complaints will operate. As national arrangements for Social 
Work complaints handling are currently subject of review by the Scottish 
Government, the decision has been taken that the existing three stage process will 
continue to operate for the next year. 
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3. Findings for 201 2/13 

3.1 

3.2 

3.3 

3.4 

3.5 

3.6 

3.7 

During this period 125 formal complaints were made about Social Work services, of 
which 11 5 have been concluded at the time of writing. Appendix 1, Chart 1, 
illustrates that the level of complaints received has decreased by 25% from the 
corresponding period in 201 1-1 2 and is lower than the previously fluctuating figures 
over the past 5 years. The current year’s reduction is largely attributable to levels of 
complaints dropping significantly at two locality teams - Wishaw by 49% and 
Cumbernauld by 40%. All teams and services actively promote access to the 
complaints procedures. 

Acknowledgement of complaints 
The speed of response to complaints is important in reducing the anxiety and 
frustration of complainants. Compliance with the target of issuing an 
acknowledgement letter within 5 working days remains high - 95% of complaints 
were acknowledged within 5 days of receipt. 

Timescales for concluding complaints 
Concluding complaints within the prescribed 14 day target for first stage responses 
can be difficult where complaints are complex in nature. Ninety (78%) of all 
concluded complaints received an interim or full response within 14 days from 
receipt. The remaining 25 (22%) of complaints concluded required additional time 
to finalise a response. 

Complaints stages 
Of the 115 complaints concluded 109 (95%) were resolved at the first stage of the 
complaints handling process. Four of the remaining complaints progressed to the 
second stage process and are still ongoing; 2 proceeded to the third stage, that of a 
CRC. 

CRCs 
There has been a notable increase over the past 2 years in complex complaints 
proceeding to the third stage of the complaints handling process, that of a hearing 
by a CRC. In the current year 7 complaints were referred to a CRC, 5 of which 
related to complaints initiated in year 201 1/12. In 5/7 of the complaints heard by 
the CRC the majority of the grounds of complaint were not upheld. Over the 
previous 2 years the numbers of complaints progressing to CRCs has significantly 
increased despite every effort being made to resolve complaints at an early stage. 
The complainants’ determination to have a clear element of independence in 
investigation is a consistent feature of CRC referrals. The future role of CRCs is 
being debated under the current national review of Social Work complaints 
hand I i ng processes. 

Com plaint outcomes 
Appendix 1, chart 2 identifies the spread of formal complaints received across 
teams/services and the proportion of those complaints upheld or partially upheld. 
Of the total complaints concluded 32 (28%) were upheld and 25 (22%) partially 
upheld. These combined figures closely compare to 48% of complaints being 
either upheld or partially upheld in 201 1/12. Where complaints are upheld or 
partially upheld managers of the service subject of investigation are required to 
identify any learning and follow up actions needed in response to findings. 

Appendix 1, Charts 2 & 3 categorise the principle reasons behind formal complaints 
logged and contrasts a two year period. The “failure to provide services” category 
predominantly relates to complaints about home support delivery and disputes over 
service levels. The “disputes over services provided or service delay” descriptor 
relates to issues of service eligibility or delays in assessment. The “disputes with 
assessment’’ category generally relates to disputes over levels of resources being 
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allocated or to assessment content. Complaints regarding “staff attitude” have often 
arisen from the complainant’s perceptions of staff in response to protection related 
enquiries where robust investigative approaches have been applied. Staff 
misconduct related complaints have significantly reduced in the current year. 
“Communication” remains the most common ground of complaint. 

4. Organisational Learning 

4.1 Closer analysis of complaints and handling measures indicates that where target 
timescales are exceeded this relates to factors of complexity as distinct from drift in 
the process. It continues to be the case that engaging directly with complainants at 
an early stage of investigations has generally led to improved outcomes. The 
majority of complaints (95%) continue to be dealt with at the first stage of the 
process. This demonstrates a firm commitment towards early resolution. 

4.2 Complaints about home support services were again the most frequently upheld or 
partially upheld. Twenty-two (19%) of the complaints received in the current year 
that were upheld or partially upheld related to home support services. Any 
evaluation of that trend must take into account the scale of the home support 
service and its workforce and to the clear measurability of the factors subject to 
complaint such as the timing of visits or changes in staff allocation. 

4.3 Senior officers tasked to investigate complaints acknowledged in 42 (37%) 
responses that a need for improved communication was one of the learning 
outcomes that they had derived from the complaints process. The importance of 
effective communication is continually reinforced within staff meetings, at post- 
complaint debriefings, in all staff development initiatives and in guidance. 

4.4 The importance of regular review processes and ensuring that agreed actions are 
instigated and progressed were identified as positive learning outcomes in 23 
(20%) of complaints responses analysed. Other key factors recognised the 
importance of contingency planning, consistency in staffing, clarity and accuracy of 
written reports and conveying service changes in writing. 

4.5 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. 

> 3 N - 4  

Duncan Mackay 
Head of Social Work Development 

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