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Executive Summary 

 
The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman Act 2002 provides the legislative basis for the 
Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) to publish Model Complaints Handling 
Procedures for bodies under its jurisdiction.  

Since 2013, the council has adhered to the model complaints handling procedure and 
from 2017, a separate procedure that was developed for social work. 

Following public consultation by the SPSO during 2019/20, these procedures were 
updated and merged, with a new single process to be fully implemented from April 2021.  

To ensure smooth implementation of this new process and to achieve more efficient 
processing and reporting of complaints the DigitalNL Programme, in conjunction with 
services, has been developing an online system to be in place by 1 April 2021 to replace 
the outdated and, soon to be out of licence, Lagan system.  

Recommendations 

 
It is recommended that Policy and Strategy Committee: 
 

1. Approves the implementation of the new Complaints Handling Procedure  
2. Notes the development and implementation of the new system and reporting and 

monitoring requirements. 
 

 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 

Priority  All priorities 

Ambition statement All ambition statements 



1. Background 
 
1.1 The Local Authority Model Complaints Handling Procedure (MCHP) was first 

developed in 2013 following partnership working by local authority complaints 
experts, in which North Lanarkshire Council took the lead.  

 
1.2 The Scottish Public Sector Ombudsman (SPSO) revised the MCHPs in 2020 which, 

among other changes, merged local authority services into a single procedure.  
 
1.3 To coincide with this new procedure – to be fully implemented by April 2021 – Digital 

NL has been working with services to redesign the process for customers and for 
employees.  

 
1.4 In conjunction, work with Agilysis Ltd, the council’s System Integrator Partner, has 

been undertaken to develop a new online system, also to be operational by April 
2021. This system will replace the previous complaints system Lagan, which was 
cumbersome, difficult to navigate and was due for renewal in April 2021. 

 
1.5 A timeline showing milestones from January to April 2021 in building the new system 

‘Dynamics’, and in decommissioning Lagan, is attached as Appendix 1. 

 
2. Report 
 
2.1 The purpose of the MCHP is to provide a standardised approach to dealing with 

customer complaints across all Scottish local authorities. A simplified process is 
shown in Appendix 2.  
 

2.2 To assist local authorities in deciding whether an enquiry is a complaint or a request 
for service the SPSO recommends the definitions as shown in Appendix 3.  
 

2.3 The new procedures aim to make it easier for customers to complain, ensures staff 
and customers have confidence in complaints handling and encourages councils to 
learn from complaints. 
 

2.4 Procedural changes have been made to help achieve these aims and these are listed 
in 2.5 – 2.11 below.  

 
Changes to the MCHP 
 
2.5 Councils are encouraged to ensure maximum accessibility, such as information about 

how to access the procedure, are made clearly visible on the website. This change 
has already been made with a link to complaints handling added to the council’s 
website Home page.  
 

2.6 At Stage 2 - Investigation Stage, we must contact the complainant to agree the 
details of the complaint and the outcome the complainant is seeking. This was 
included in previous guidance as a recommendation but is now added as essential.  
 

2.7 To ensure quick resolution of complaints, a significant change is a new outcome 
category of ‘resolved’. This means a complaint can be closed without a decision 
being made on whether a case is upheld, not upheld, or partially upheld. An example 
of when this may be appropriate is when an officer didn’t keep to an appointment, but 
enough information is not readily at hand to determine if the complaint should be 



upheld or not upheld. In this case, the complainant can be offered another 
appointment and the complaint closed as ‘resolved’.  
 

2.8 The timeframe in which complaints can now be accepted is six months from when the 
customer first became aware of an issue, except in ‘special circumstance’ such as 
bereavement. Where a customer has received a Stage 1 response, and wishes to 
escalate to Stage 2, unless there are special circumstances, they must request this 
either within six months of when they first knew of the problem or within two months 
of receiving their Stage 1 response (if this is later).  
 

2.9 In the case of a complaint against an employee we must share with them the relevant 
parts of the complaint and response. At Stage 2, an employee must be given 
information about the process, support available and kept up to date on timeframes.  
 

2.10 For complaints made on social media, customers must be directed to the complaints 
procedure to stop a two-tier process from developing. Similarly, Elected Member, 
MSP or MP enquiries that are actually ‘complaints’ must be redirected to the 
complaints procedure.  
 

2.11 From April 2021, Health and Social Care complaints will be subject to the same 
procedures as all other council complaints. Their inclusion on Dynamics, however, 
will be delayed by up to four weeks, see Milestone 14, as they do not currently use 
Lagan so are not included in the initial transfer. A robust monitoring and tracking 
method is in place and will continue until the transfer is complete with no detriment to 
customers or the service.  

 
Changes to systems 
 
2.12 Preparations to decommission Lagan and develop Dynamics have been ongoing 

since the Autumn of 2020.  
 

2.13 Working with Agilysis, and with input from services, Digital NL staff have been 
collecting information on what the new system requires. In January 2021, this 
involved designing complaint categories and queues and identifying employees who 
will be involved in the new process. This is recorded as Milestone 1 in Appendix 1. 
 

2.14 A new process flow and online form were developed to make it easier for a customer 
to complain; simple questions are set out in a logical manner and automatic 
notifications will keep them informed of expected response dates and any 
unexpected, but necessary, extensions such as investigations being more 
complicated than initially anticipated.  
 

2.15 User Stories, in Milestone 5, look at the process from the customer’s and employee’s 
points of view and ensure every eventuality for recording, notifying customers of 
progress and reporting performance is covered.  
 

2.16 In line with Digital NL’s ‘digital first’ approach, we are encouraging customers with a 
complaint to sign up to the Scottish Government’s MyAccount which also enables, 
among other benefits, easy reporting of waste issues and access to the Parent Portal.  

 
2.17 The administration of complaints will be streamlined with officers taking responsibility 

for their own caseload. The new system will be much easier to navigate with officers 
able to adapt standard response templates to ensure customers get the correct 
information such as how to appeal the decision.  



 

2.18 Managers will be able to see real-time information on case handling and will be able 
to interrogate dashboards to manage and monitor caseloads and performance.  
 

2.19 To ensure no data is lost when Lagan is decommissioned, Milestone 7 notes work to 
extract data and close off old cases. Future investigations, including those by the 
SPSO, may require access to historic cases. 

 
Training and Communication 
 
2.20 Milestone 10 records planned training initiatives. Officers from Talent and 

Organisational Development are working with Digital NL to organise workshops for 
senior managers to ensure information is circulated across services.  
 

2.21 Training will be two-fold with e-learning modules, currently in the latter stages of 
development, and a ‘train the trainer’ approach being adopted for cascading 
procedures and operation of the new system to all relevant staff. 
 

2.22 Communication about the new system and benefits of signing up to MyAccount will 
begin from just before the go-live date of 1 April 2021. Corporate Communications 
will post information about the new process on social media and details will be 
included in the Members’ Briefing.  

 
 

3. Equality and Diversity 
 
3.1 Fairer Scotland Duty 
  There is no requirement to carry out a Fairer Scotland assessment in this instance. 
 
3.2 Equality Impact Assessment  

All customers have the right of equal access to our complaint’s procedure. We will 
work to ensure we remove barriers wherever possible and provide support to anyone 
requiring help to overcome any barriers. 

3.2.1 Dynamics allows recording of equality complaints, a benefit not available on Lagan. 

 
4. Implications 
 
4.1 Financial Impact 
  There are no financial impacts arising from this report. 
 
4.2 HR/Policy/Legislative Impact 
 There is a potential HR impact from redesigning procedures and reducing standard 

non-value-added administration tasks. Ongoing liaison between HR and all service 

sprints prepares services and mitigates the impact.  

4.2.1 Dynamics will allow recording of data protection complaints, a benefit that was not 

available on Lagan and a manual count was necessary.  

4.3 Environmental Impact 
 There is no environmental impact arising from this report. 
 
4.4 Risk Impact  

 The council is at risk if it does not adopt the new Complaints Handling Procedure and 
comply with the SPSO’s requirements. 



5. Measures of success 

 
5.1 Measures of success will include improvements in complaints handling, learning from 

complaints, improvements in service delivery, a reduction in reoccurrence of 
complaints of a similar nature and fewer customers making complaints to the SPSO.  

 
 

 
6. Supporting documents 
 
6.1 Appendix 1 New Complaints Handling Procedure – Timeline 2021 
 Appendix 2 New Complaints Handling Procedure - Simplified Process 
 Appendix 3 What is a complaint?  
 
 
 

 
Katrina Hassell 
Head of Business Solutions  
  



  



Complaints Handling Procedure – Simplified Process    Appendix 2 

 

 

 

  



What is a complaint?       Appendix 3 

 

A complaint is dissatisfaction with any of the following.  

 

• Our action, or lack of action  

• Failure or refusal to provide a service or an unreasonable delay in providing a service 

• Inadequate quality of service 

• Dissatisfaction with one of our policies or its impact  

• Failure to properly apply law, procedure, or guidance  

• Failure to follow the appropriate administrative process  

• Conduct, treatment by or attitude of a member of staff or contractor (except where 
contractors handle their own complaints)  

• Disagreement with a decision, (except where there is a statutory procedure for 
challenging that decision, or an established appeals process).  

 
Complaints are not 

 

• A first-time request for service  

• A first-time report of a fault, for example, potholes or broken streetlights 

• issues that are in court or have already been heard by a court or a tribunal  

• disagreement with a decision where there is a statutory procedure for challenging that 
decision, such as freedom of information and subject access requests 

• an established appeals process, such as council tax or planning 

• disagreement with decisions based on social work recommendations, but 
determined by a statutory body, for example, decisions made by a children’s panel  

• a request for information under the Data Protection or Freedom of Information 
(Scotland) Acts  

• a grievance by staff or a grievance relating to employment or staff recruitment  

• a concern raised by a member of staff, such as a whistleblowing concern 

• a concern about a child or an adult’s safety  

• an attempt to reopen a previously concluded complaint  

 


