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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
This is the sixth report on Comments, Compliments and Complaints produced for 
Children’s Services. During the reporting period the Children, Families and Learning 
(CFL) Department was still in existence as part of the Council structure, later to 
become part of the Wellbeing, Care and Learning Department from September 2012.   
 
There were two separate sets of complaint procedures applicable to the CFL 
Department during the reporting period: 
 

• The Council’s Corporate Complaints Procedures which are applied across the 
remit of Council services (excluding children’s and adult social care services ); 

• The national procedures for children’s social care are legislated for within The 
Children's Act 1989 Representations Procedure (England) Regulations 2006 
and have been encompassed within the CFL Department’s Complaints 
Guidance with the aim of complimenting and supplementing the national 
legislative framework. 

 
The purpose of this report is to inform the public, members of the council and staff 
about the effectiveness of the Department’s procedures for managing representations 
and the way it discharges these functions.   
 
2. THE COMPLAINTS PROCESS 
 
 
2.1  What is a complaint? 
 
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction by one or more members of the public 
about the Council’s action or lack of action, or about the standard of a service, 
whether the action was taken or the service provided by the Council itself or by a 
person or body acting on behalf of the Council. 
 
 
2.2 Stages in the process 
 
The Department had a three-stage approach to dealing with complaints or 
expressions of dissatisfaction during 2011/12: 
 
• Stage 1 – Local Resolution 
 
The Manager of the service being complained about usually responds to the issues 
raised. The aim is to resolve the complaint and agree a mutually acceptable course of 
action. The timescale for Stage 1 complaints is 10 working days, with an option of 
extending this to 20 days in the case of more complicated complaints to allow time to 
produce a comprehensive response.  
 
Corporate complaints were brought into line with the social care timescales outlined 
above part way through the performance year. Previously the aim was to resolve a 
corporate complaint within 20 working days and for the purposes of this report this is 
the timescale that performance will be examined against. 
 
When a complaint is completed at Stage 1, Complainants are advised of their right to 
proceed to Stage 2 of the Complaints Procedure if they remain dissatisfied.  
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• Stage 2 - Investigation 
 
At Stage 2, complaint issues are investigated by an Independent Investigating Officer 
who is independent of the service area to which the complaint relates. If a complaint 
is received which relates to children’s social care as defined within The Children's Act 
1989 Representations Procedure (England) Regulations 2006, an Independent 
Person is also appointed to oversee the investigation of the complaint. The 
Investigating Officer and Independent Person both submit reports to an Adjudicating 
Officer, who reviews their findings and decides what action the Department will take 
in an attempt to resolve the complaint. This proposed action is communicated to the 
Complainant via letter, along with a copy of the reports from the Investigating Officer 
and Independent Person. The Adjudicating Officer will usually be the Deputy Director 
responsible for the service area to which the complaint relates. 
 
In the case of corporate Stage 2 complaints the Investigating Officer’s report and 
recommendations are final. 
 
• Stage 3 – Review Panel 
 
If the Complainant remains dissatisfied they can request that the matter be heard by 
either a Review Panel for social care complaints or ask for a paper review to be 
undertaken by the Corporate Complaints Manager for corporate complaints (replacing 
the Complaints & Appeals Committee system as of 25th May 2011). 
 
Stage 3 represents the final stage in the Council’s internal procedures to resolve the 
complaint. Should the Complainant remain dissatisfied, they then have the 
opportunity to refer their complaint to the Local Government Ombudsman. 

 
2.3 Non-Qualifying Complaints 

 
A complaint is registered as non-qualifying when it does not fall within the remit of the 
complaints procedure. A few examples are listed below but this list is not exhaustive. 
More comprehensive lists are available in the Department’s Complaints Guidance 
and the Corporate Complaints Procedure: 
 

o the person complaining does not meet the requirements of ‘who may complain’ 
and is not acting on behalf of such an individual; 

o the complaint is not in regard of the actions or decisions of the local authority; 
 
2.4 Cancelled or Withdrawn Complaints 
 
There are occasions when a Complainant will register their dissatisfaction only to 
refuse, by their action or inaction, to engage further in the complaints process. For 
example, they may fail to attend a pre arranged meeting to discuss their complaint in 
detail which would facilitate an examination of their concerns. The Complainant may 
even ask for their complaint to be withdrawn. On occasion the same complaint is 
made by different members of the same family, for example, and in such 
circumstances precedence will be given to the individual with parental responsibility. 
In such circumstances these complaints are recorded as part of overall complaints 
submissions but an outcome of upheld, partially upheld or not upheld is not returned. 
These complaints are subsequently recorded as withdrawn or cancelled based on the 
circumstances of each submission. 
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3. MONITORING AND OPERATION OF THE COMPLAINTS 

SYSTEM 
 
 

Complaints are monitored and administered by the Children’s Complaints Manager, 
who for the period of this report was part of the Commissioning & Resources service 
area within the CFL Department. 
 
3.1 Compliments 
 
The statutory nature of this annual report means it will inevitably focus on the process 
of dealing with complaints.  However, it is important to note that compliments also 
form an important part of our performance monitoring.   
 
The Children’s Complaints Manager regularly raises awareness of compliment 
monitoring and reporting. 
 
3.2 Publicity and Information 
 
Comments, compliments and complaints leaflets are available to the public in the 
receptions of all social care offices as well as libraries, information centres and other 
public buildings. They are also issued routinely via information packs. 
 
An online comment, compliment and complaints form is also easily accessible 
through the Middlesbrough Council website, along with a generic email address 
which allows members of the public to “Voice Their Views”. Contact Centre staff 
routinely refer service users to the Children’s Complaints Manager and a texting 
service is also available for use by the public. 
 
3.3 Independent Persons Service 
 
The Department facilitates the appointment of an Independent Person for all Stage 2 
social care complaints. There is a consortium of seven Local Authorities who have 
commissioned the National Youth Advocacy Services (NYAS) to provide the 
Independent Person's Service - North East Consortium. This service operates 
independently of NYAS's advocacy services. This service will be replaced by a 
framework contract in 2012/13, Independent Persons will be appointed from a pool of 
social care professionals on an as and when required basis and NYAS involvement in 
this area will cease. 
 
3.4 Advocacy and Special Needs 
 
Children who wish to have an Independent Advocate can access NYAS and 
awareness of this service is routinely raised via the allocated Social Worker. Attention 
is also drawn to this service as part of the acknowledgement process when a 
complaint is made by a child or young person. 
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4. OVERVIEW OF COMPLAINTS RECEIVED 
 
4.1 How Complaints Are Received 
 
The following table shows the source of complaints over the last three years. 
 
Table 1: Source of Complaints 
ALL CFL COMPLAINTS 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Complaint Form 16 13 10 

Letter 28 32 15 

Email 8 10 9 

Online Form/Website 6 9 16 

Telephone Call 8 10 5 

In Person 1 2 1 

Ombudsman 0 0 3 

TOTALS 67 76 59 

 
There has been an identifiable trend in service users using the Council’s website to 
access information on how to make a complaint, with the website providing an 
electronic complaint, comment and compliment form that can be completed online. 
The use of a pre-formatted complaint form, which is included the Department’s 
information leaflet, is being used less as service users prefer to utilise other mediums 
such as email or letter to voice their dissatisfaction. These communications are often 
addressed directly to the Children’s Complaints Manager but on occasion the 
Complainant may make a written submission directly to the manager of the team to 
which the complaint relates. Team Managers are aware that the Children’s 
Complaints Manager must be notified of any complaint, however submitted, upon 
receipt. This ensures the management and monitoring of complaints responses to 
ensure that statutory timescales are adhered to and that any action points arising 
from complaints are noted and tracked to completion. Complaints forms continue to 
be freely available in public areas and are distributed as part of a package of 
information issued to children, young people and their parents or carers by services 
such as Surestart. Furthermore, where there are initial concerns about a child and 
children’s social care services become involved as a result of these concerns, a “Duty 
Pack” is issued to families and an explanation is given as to the contents. Particular 
attention is drawn to the “Compliments, Comments and Complaints” leaflet within the 
pack. 
 
Where an initial contact is made to the Children’s Complaints Manager by telephone, 
the complainant is always given the option of registering their complaint verbally. In 
such circumstances, the written formal acknowledgement of their complaint includes 
a summary of their complaint detail. 
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4.2 Stage/Procedure Under Which Complaints Were Investigated 
 
Table 2: Stages of Complaints 
 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Stage 1 

          Social Care 

          Corporate 

 

         45 (*6) 

3 

 

             47 (6*) 

8 

 

             34(1*) 

10 

Stage 2 

          Social Care 

          Corporate 

 

              9 (1*) 

3 

 

              9 (1*) 

2 

 

              4(1*) 

0 

Stage 3 

          Social Care 

          Corporate 

 

2 

0 

 

3 

0 

 

3 

1 

 

Non-Qualifying 

 

4 

 

6 

 

4 

Ombudsman 

          Social Care 

          Corporate 

 

1 

0 

 

1 

0 

 

1 

2 

 

TOTAL 67 76 59 
*Denotes complaints received as part of the stated figure which were subsequently withdrawn or cancelled. 
 
The numbers of Stage 1 social care complaints has reduced during the 2011/12 
performance year. There has been an increase in corporate complaints over the 
same period. It is worth noting that only three of the forty-four Stage 1 complaints 
received overall actually progressed to a full Stage 2 investigation, which indicates 
effective complaints resolution at the informal stage. 
 
Stage 2 complaints are similar in numbers when compared with the previous year. 
One social care complaint was progressed directly to Stage 2 after discussion with 
the Deputy Director responsible for the service area to which the complaint related. 
This action was taken after extensive liaison between the service user and Team 
Manager failed to resolve the issues and it was acknowledged that there was a need 
for independent investigation due to the sensitivities involved, along with the fact that 
a comprehensive response was unlikely to be achieved within the 20 working day 
timescales allowed at Stage 1. 
 
The number of Stage 3 complaints was consistent with previous years. 
 
The number of non-qualifying complaints received in 2011/12 was consistent with 
previous years. Non-Qualifying complaints are complaints that do not fall within the 
remit of the complaints procedure, a few examples of which are shown at 2.3 of this 
report. In such circumstances, complainants are given a comprehensive explanation 
of the reasons why their complaint does not qualify and the contact details of the 
Local Government Ombudsman who has the discretion to review any decision not to 
accept a complaint. In 2011/12, no non qualifying complaints were referred back to 
the Department by the Ombudsman with a directive to investigate. 
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4.3 Services Generating Complaints 
 
Table 3: Complaints by Service Area 
Safeguarding Services 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Enquiry & Assessment 9 14 14 

Children with Disabilities 0 5 0 

Locality Team 1 8 7 4 

Locality Team 2 8 2 1 

Locality Team 3 7 8 4 

Locality Team 4 9 6 6 

Locality Team 5 Not Applicable 2 8 

Locality Team 6 Not Applicable 9 3 

Family Resource Team 3 1 0 

Adoption/Fostering Team 1 0 4 

Children Looked After 10 10 2 

Pathways Leaving Care Team 2 1 0 

Review and Development Unit 2 2 0 

Other 3 1 5 

Achievement    

SEN Provision & Planning 1 2 1 

Education Transport 1 0 0 

Complementary Education 1 0 0 

Study Support/Student Grants 0 1 1 

Education Children Looked After 0 2 0 

Children’s Trust & Performance    

Integrated Youth Support Service 0 1 4 

Adult Education 1 0 0 

Traveller Education 0 1 0 

Youth Offending Service 1 0 0 

Commissioning & Resources    

Other 0 1 1 

School Admissions 0 0 1 

 
TOTAL 

 
67 

 
76 

 
59 

 
 
Trends 
 
Only those teams that have received complaints over the last three years are listed in 
the table above. 
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A restructure within the Safeguarding service area in 2010/11 which produced an 
increase in the number of locality teams from four to six has now had time to 
establish itself. As a result, the Locality Teams 5 and 6 have been in existence for two 
years within the Departmental structure. The relatively ‘new’ Team 5 received the 
largest volume of complaints of the Locality Teams in 2011/12. This restructure and 
the redistribution of cases across six teams as opposed to four makes direct 
comparisons across three years difficult. 
 
Of the fifty-nine complaints received, it is clear that the majority of complaints relate to 
the provision of social care services for children. 2011/12 has also seen the utilisation 
of the complaints procedure by service users linked to the broader work of the 
Department, such as in Youth Work. This demonstrates an increasing awareness by 
members of the public who have made use of the procedures available in relation to 
complaints. The increased take up could also be attributed to improved staff 
awareness in advising members of the public on the complaints procedures that are 
available to them, as well as general efforts to publicise these procedures as outlined 
in 3.2. 
 
It is worth noting that where a complaint is progressed through all three stages of the 
complaints process (and potentially referred to the Ombudsman), there is the 
potential for ‘one complaint’ to be recorded four times. In such circumstances there is 
an opportunity for resolution at each stage of the process but where the Department 
feels it has acted appropriately or offered to undertake certain actions in order to 
resolve the complaint yet the service user remains dissatisfied, they have the 
opportunity to utilise the full parameters of the complaints process. 
 
This principle has impacted on the Children Looked After Team in particular in 
previous performance years and can be directly attributed to the fall in complaints 
numbers for this team in 2011/12. 
 
As in previous years, the team which has received the most complaints is the Enquiry 
and Assessment Team. This represents an ongoing trend and can be linked to an 
increasing number of cases dealt with by this team, so much so that in 2012/13 this 
team will in essence be split into three. A First Contact Team will screen any 
concerns raised with the Department that are linked to children and young people, 
with referrals made to one of two separate Initial Assessment Teams for further 
analysis of what specialist services may be appropriate. 
 
As the Enquiry and Assessment Team represent Children's Services during initial 
contact with families where there may be children in need or at risk of significant 
harm, this number of complaints does not give cause for concern. It is often the case 
that in these circumstances families are reluctant to engage with specialist services 
and will utilise the complaints process as a means to voice such displeasure. As part 
an introduction to children’s social care services, a “Duty Pack” is issued to parents 
by Social Workers from this team, which contains a comment, compliment and 
complaint form and families are clearly using it. 
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5. STAGE 1 – INFORMAL COMPLAINTS 
 
5.1 Reasons Why Customers Complained 

  
Table 4: Reasons for Complaints at Stage 1 
Reasons for Complaints – All CFL 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Breach of Confidentiality 2 4 2 

Conduct of Staff 15 16 12 

Delay in Service Provision 1 0 0 

Misleading / late information 0 1 1 

Quality of Service 11 5 9 

Refusal of Service 1 1 0 

Request for Service/Assessment 1 1 2 

Service Failure 14 16 12 

Lack of Communication/Information 6 5 3 

Disagree with assessment/care 4 3 5 

Charges/Fees 1 1 0 

Quality of Information 0 1 0 

Request for Change of worker 5 0 1 

Departmental Policy 0 1 0 

Court Reports 3 2 1 

Racist Incident 1 0 0 

Departmental Policy 1 0 1 

TOTAL 66 57 49 

 
The figures above do not correlate directly with the actual number of complaints 
received at Stage 1, as some complaints can incorporate more than one reason. 
 
The table above shows that ‘Conduct of Staff’ and ‘Service Failure’ as the main 
reasons for making a complaint, followed by ‘Quality of Service'. Such complaint 
categories are wide ranging and in examining the complaint detail, categorising 
complaints is to some extent a subjective choice made by the Children's Complaints 
Manager at the point of submission.  
 
Whilst acknowledging the difficulty in making direct comparisons between separate 
complaints, the number of ‘Conduct of Staff’ complaints can be strongly linked to the 
frequency, method and manner in which staff communicate with service users. 
Individual workload pressures and caseload sizes continue to impact on staff 
availability, accessibility (by service users) and produce time constraints. The difficult 
decisions staff have to make in their day-to-day duties can often be taken personally 
by service users. Sound professional reasons for making a particular decision or 
relaying information that a service user may find difficult to hear can lead to 
complaints. 
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In the case of ‘Service Failure’, Complainants often have a perception of the actions 
that the Department should take or the services to which they feel entitled. Effective 
communication and the management of service users’ expectations are usually key to 
resolving these types of complaints. 
 
At Stage 1 of the complaints process, it allows the Team Manager an opportunity to 
give a clear explanation as to the reasons behind any information shared or decisions 
made which assists in improving service users’ understanding of the Department’s 
actions. In so doing, it helps to remove the personal element that is sometimes 
perceived by the Complainant, so that they understand that the Social Worker’s 
actions are motivated by sound professional judgement for the benefit of the children 
and young people.  
 
There are clearly cases where complainants are upheld and Team Managers are 
encouraged to accept responsibility for any failings with a view to resolution and 
remedial action. Irrespective of whether a complaint is upheld or not, effective 
communication is essential in managing service users’ expectations, explaining the 
parameters within which Children’s Services work, the decisions taken and the 
actions that follow as a result. In so doing, effective communication can minimise the 
incidence of complaints as it improves service users understanding of the parameters 
within which children’s social care staff work. 
 
Monitoring the outcome of complaints is an integral part of our performance and 
planning system.  When an individual worker is the subject of three upheld complaints 
within a twelve-month period, this is now addressed via staff appraisal and 
supervision.  This process ensures that necessary action is taken to address any 
issues. There were no such incidences during the period of this report. 
 
A complaint may cover more than one of the categories listed above and in such 
circumstances all categories raised within the complaint would be noted. 
 
5.2 Response/Investigation Timescales 
 
Table 5: Investigation Timescales 
Stage 1 - Social Care 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Within 10 working days 17 18 17 

Within 20 working days 12 17 13 

21 days or more 10 6 3 

 
Stage 1 - Corporate 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Within 20 working days 3 7 10 

21 days or more 0 1 0 

 
Non qualifying and cancelled or withdrawn complaints are not factored in here. 
 
All corporate complaints at Stage 1 have been responded to within the prerequisite 
20 working days in the last year and 60% within 10 working days as encouraged 
under the new corporate complaints procedures which were introduced part way 
through 2011/12. 
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There has been a significant improvement in responding to children’s social care 
complaints within the statutory timescales over the same period. Complaints 
responses issued within 10 working days shows a year on year improvement in 
relation to the statutory timescales that govern children’s social care complaints: 
 

2009/10 = 43% 2010/11 = 44% 2011/12 = 51% 
 
The total percentage of complaints responded to within 20 working days has also 
increased during the performance year: 
 

2009/10 = 74% 2010/11 = 86% 2011/12 = 91% 
 
Managers are aware that the 20 working day timescale should only be used as an 
exception in children’s social care complaints, where the complex nature of a 
complaint may warrant significant investigation, a particularly detailed response or 
where there has been a delay by the Complainant. There has been an increase in the 
number of complaints where a response has been issued within 20 working days and 
this should regarded as a positive improvement when viewed against the number of 
responses issued beyond this timescale in 2009/10. Managers need to maintain their 
focus on the 10 working day limit and they will continue to be actively encouraged 
and supported by the Children’s Complaints Manager so that they meet their 
obligations in relation to timescales, as well as having access to advice and support 
in the writing of complaint responses. 
  
5.3 Outcomes of Investigations 
 
Table 6: Outcomes of Investigations at Stage 1 
Stage 1 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Upheld  
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

6 

0 

 

2 

0 

 

2 

0 

Partially Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

7 

1 

 

7 

1 

 

7 

3 

Not Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

26 

2 

 

32 

7 

 

24 

7 

 
The complaints figures above represent those complaints which have been 
investigated through to completion. In the area of children’s social care complaints 
there was 1 complaint which was withdrawn by the Complainant and 4 that were 
classed as non qualifying complaints in 2011/12. These complaints were recorded for 
statistical purposes and form part of the overall complaints figures for 2011/12 but do 
not have an outcome so are not incorporated here. Please refer to sections 2.3 and 
2.4 earlier in this report for an explanation of such complaints. 
 
Although the number of complaints submitted is a useful indicator, particularly in 
relation to the accessibility of complaints process, the number of complaints that are 
upheld or partially upheld as a proportion of those submitted can often be a more 
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useful guide to performance. Those complaints Upheld as a percentage of the overall 
volume of complaints is as follows: 
 

2009/10 = 14% 2010/11 = 4% 2011/12 = 5% 
 
Those complaints Partially Upheld as a percentage of the total number of complaints 
in the last 3 years is as follows: 
 

2008/9 = 19% 2009/10 = 16% 2011/12 = 23% 
 
The focus of Stage 1 complaints response is resolution. This may often involve an 
explanation and eventual vindication of the decisions and actions of Children’s 
Services staff, but complaints can also indicate the need for improvement. Managers 
acknowledge this and actively look to identify where such improvements can be 
made. 
 
5.4 Actions Taken 
 
Table 7: Actions Taken at Stage 1 
Stage 1 – ALL CFL 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Letter of Explanation 31 38 25 

Letter of Apology 13 7 4 

Additional Staff Training/Guidance 2 2 2 

Change of Practice/Procedures 1 1 1 

Alternative Service Offered 1 0 0 

File Information Amended 1 0 1 

Reimbursement of monies 1 0 0 

Changed Worker 2 1 0 

Change of Policy 0 0 1 

Decision Amended 1 0 0 

Remedial Work to be Undertaken 2 6 4 

TOTAL 55 55 38 

 
The figures above do not correlate directly with the actual number of complaints 
received at Stage 1, as more than one action can sometimes be undertaken in order 
to resolve a complaint. 
 
‘Letter of Explanation’ has consistently been the most popular method used to resolve 
both children’s social care and corporate complaints. This often involved dialogue 
with the complainant followed up by a brief response, which together serve to explain 
the actions of the Department in relation to the issue of complaint. In taking this 
action, it is usually the case that the complaint has not been upheld whilst the service 
user gains a greater understanding of the reasoning behind Children’s Services 
actions. The reduction in ‘Letters of Apology’ would also indicate that the responses 
issued to complainants serve to explain and verify the actions of the Department. This 
does not necessarily mean that the complaint has been resolved to the Complainant's 
satisfaction but it does mean that at Stage 1 the Department believes it has acted 
appropriately.  
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Lessons Learned 
 
An effective system of complaints should allow for service improvements on an 
individual or departmental level. Some of the lessons learned in relation to Stage 1 
complaints are listed below: 
 
Individual issues of poor practice were addressed via supervision meetings, 
monitoring, and awareness/training sessions or staff guidance to include: 

• A Social Worker was reminded of their obligation to return the calls of service 
users in a timely manner and ensure ICS was annotated with such action in 
order to provide an audit trail. 

• The misinterpretation of the contents of a Residency Order by a Social Worker 
in relation to contact arrangements was addressed via supervision with 
advice/guidance given to the worker. 

 
On a wider departmental level: 

• A practice review was undertaken in relation to procedure when obtaining 
parental consent to accommodate a child young/person under Section 20 with 
a focus on crisis situations. 

• A protocol was established and communicated to all Middlesbrough schools so 
that involved parties were aware of the need to establish parental responsibility 
and could demonstrate that consultation has taken place with both parents, 
where they were separated, prior to a school transfer taking place. 

• A formal acknowledgement from the Executive Director of the CFL Department 
of the importance given to the recruitment and retention of foster carers, along 
with the Department’s desire to encourage their attendance and participation 
on training courses. 

 
6. STAGE 2 – FORMAL COMPLAINTS 
 
6.1 Reasons Why Customers Complained 
 
The table below shows that ‘Service Failure’, ‘Conduct of Staff’ and ‘Quality of 
Service’ were the main reasons for registered complaints at Stage 2 during 2011/12. 
 
Table 8: Reasons for Complaints at Stage 2 
Reasons for Complaints – ALL CFL 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Conduct of Staff 5 3 1 

Charges/Fees 0 1 0 

Misleading / Late Information 1 0 0 

Quality of Service 2 2 2 

Service Failure 3 5 1 

Lack of Communication/information 3 0 0 

Disagree with Assessment/Care 1 0 0 

Request for Change of Worker 2 0 0 

Court Reports 1 0 0 

Refusal of Service 2 0 0 

TOTAL 20 11 4 
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The figures above do not always correlate directly with the actual number of 
complaints received at Stage 2, as some complaints can incorporate more than one 
reason. 
 
 
6.2 Response/Investigation Timescales 
 
The Department used an external Independent Investigating Officer three times in 
2011/12 with the aim of investigating and reporting upon a complaint within 25 
working days at this stage, with the option of extending this deadline up to 65 working 
days (in consultation with the Complainant) where a complaint is particularly complex 
or wide ranging in its subject matter. In 2011/12, two complaints were fully 
investigated and reported upon within 65 days but one particularly complex complaint 
took 120 days to complete. In this instance a thorough and comprehensive 
investigation took precedence over timescales, the Complainant was in agreement 
with the action taken and was kept fully informed of the progress of the investigation. 
 
One Stage 2 complaint was cancelled after the Complainant insisted on widening the 
scope of their complaint from those investigated at Stage 1, to incorporate a 
wholesale case review going back more than ten years. This request was rejected by 
the Children’s Complaints Manager on the grounds that the complaint was outside of 
the time limit on making representations as set out in the Children Act representations 
regulations. This decision was supported by the Local Government Ombudsman who 
concurred with the Council’s stance in this matter. This complaint is not reflected in 
the figures below. 
 
 
Table 9: Investigation Timescales 
 
Stage 2 – Social Care 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Within 25 working days 1 0 0 

Within 65 working days 4 3 2 

66 days or longer 3 5 1 

 
 
Stage 2 – Corporate 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 
Within 25 days 1 0 0 

Within 65 days 2 1 0 

66 days or longer 0 1 0 
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6.3 Outcomes of Investigations 
 
Table 10: Outcomes of Investigations 
Stage 2 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Upheld  
             Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

2 

1 

 

0 

0 

 

0 

0 

Partially Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

4 

1 

 

5 

2 

 

3 

0 

Not Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

2 

1 

 

3 

0 

 

0 

0 

 
In every Stage 2 complaint submitted in the performance year, the Deputy Director 
with responsibility for adjudicating on the complaint accepted the findings and 
recommendations of the Investigating Officer and took the action they had suggested 
with the aim of resolving the complaint. 
 
6.4 Actions Taken 
 
Table 11: Actions Taken at Stage 2 
Stage 2 – ALL CFL 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Letter of Explanation 4 3 0 

Letter of Apology 2 2 1 

Additional Staff Training/Guidance 2 4 1 

Change of Practice/Procedures 2 4 1 

Alternative Service Offered 0 1 0 

Remedial Work to be Undertaken 0 1 0 

TOTALS 10 15 3 

 
The figures above do not correlate directly with the actual number of complaints 
received at Stage 2, as more than one action can sometimes be undertaken in order 
to resolve a complaint. 
 
Additional ‘Staff Training/Guidance’, along with a ‘Change of Practice/Procedures’ is 
the action taken most frequently as a result of Stage 2 complaints and also have the 
most potential to improve departmental performance. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
As previously explained, an effective system of complaints should allow for service 
improvements on an individual or departmental level. Some of the lessons learned in 
relation to Stage 2 complaints are listed below: 
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• Independent Reviewing Officers were reminded that a parent’s wishes and 
views should be fully documented as part of the Looked After Review process. 

 
• Locality Team staff were reminded that whilst they may have to share 

information or offer an opinion during the course of their duties which service 
users may find difficult to hear, this should always be done professionally and 
without malice. The professional standards expected from staff in their 
interactions with service users and their families were reiterated. 

 
• Where a child or young person is in the care of the Local Authority, with a plan 

that the child should return home, the reunification element should be included 
as part of the Care Plan. Reunification should be indicated as one of the 
primary aims of the plan, specific goals should be linked to achieving this 
reunification, actions to be taken in order to achieve these goals should be 
mapped out and appropriate services allocated the task of achieving these 
goals. Guidance was issued via the Social Work Managers Meeting for 
dissemination to all children's social care staff. 

 
• The Department reviewed the pathways and statement of purpose for all 

Locality Teams with a view to clarifying the criteria for access to these teams. 
A service user’s experiences which came to light as a result of a Stage 2 
complaint assisted in informing decision making in this area. 

 
• Senior management addressed the issue of the late distribution of strategy 

meeting minutes. 
 
 
7. STAGE 3 - COMPLAINT REVIEW PANEL/COMPLAINTS AND 
APPEALS COMMITTEE 
 
Table 12: Stage 3 Complaints  
 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Upheld  
             Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

0 

0 

 

1 

0 

 

0 

0 

Partially Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

2 

0 

 

1 

0 

 

2 

0 

Not Upheld 
              Social Care 

              Corporate 

 

0 

0 

 

1 

0 

 

1 

1 

Total Social Care Complaints 2 3 3 

Total Corporate Complaints 0 0 1 

 
The above table represents both children’s social care and corporate Stage 3 
complaints. 
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A Complaint Review Panel examines children’s social care Stage 3 complaints.  The 
panel is made up of three Independent Panellists with one of these individuals taking 
responsibility as Chair. We have an agreement with Stockton Borough Council for the 
provision of these Independent Panellists. 
 
Three Complaint Review Panels for social care complaints were held within the last 
year. 
 
One Panel found that the correct procedure for the preparation and compilation of a 
Section 47 report was not followed and acknowledged the Complainant’s concern 
that there may be factually inaccurate information held on his children’s files as well 
as parts of the case record potentially containing opinion presented as fact. The 
Panel recommended allowing the Complainant access to those parts of the record 
that could be disclosed so that factually incorrect information about him could be 
identified and corrected as well as ensuring that any area where opinion was 
presented as fact was clearly identified as such.  
 
A Panel was convened to consider the whether Children’s Services were correct to 
open a case on four children in the same family and conduct assessments, when the 
concerns raised with the Department related to one child only. The Panel vindicated 
Children’s Services actions in this case, agreed with the steps already taken at 
Stages 1 and 2 to resolve this situation and made no further recommendations.  
 
Another Panel examined how the Department dealt with safeguarding concerns 
linked to the Complainant’s grandchildren and the support/protection they were 
afforded. The Panel decided that the information presented to them could not 
substantiate the complaint. 
 
The corporate Stage 3 ‘Complaints and Appeals Committee’ was replaced by a 
Review Stage, undertaken by the Corporate Complaints Manager, during the 
performance year. There was one request for a Review from a parent who was 
dissatisfied with the help and support she had received in order to make 
representations to a Special Educational Needs Tribunal convened to assess her 
son’s education provision. The Review found that the quality of the investigation and 
reporting at Stage 2, along with the recommendations made, were robust and no 
further action was required. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
Some of the lessons learned in relation to Stage 3 complaints are listed as follows: 
 

• A leaflet was produced for issue to service users, explaining the purpose of 
Section 47 investigations and the process that underpins these enquiries, 
ultimately leading to a report. 

• Complaints practice was modified so that where a the Responding Officer at 
Stage 1 feels a further conversation may be suitable in order to resolve the 
complaint, they should be proactive by offering a scheduled appointment with 
a date/time for a meeting or telephone call. 

• Guidance was disseminated to staff, to make parents aware that when splitting 
a Core Group, there may be information or input from the other parent to which 
they may have no rights of access. As a result, they need to be fully aware of 
the implications of such a split, particularly on information sharing.  
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8. COMPLAINTS TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT OMBUDSMAN 
 
If a Complainant remains dissatisfied with the response at the conclusion of the three 
stages of the complaints procedure, they have the right to refer their complaint to the 
Local Government Ombudsman. Three complaints were referred to the Local 
Government Ombudsman (LGO) in 2011/12. One complaint related to a request for 
backdated student support allowances. The LGO found that the Council took a 
properly considered decision in relation to the Complainant’s application for student 
support and decided not to initiate an investigation. The LGO further considered that 
the Department was not adhering to post box arrangements whereby a father gave 
and hoped to receive information about his daughter who had been adopted and 
found no maladministration on behalf of the Council. Finally, they considered a 
potential breach of confidentiality but were satisfied that the Council had identified 
and contained the breach, so the LGO discontinued their investigation. 
 
9. DIVERSITY MONITORING 
 
In line with the ‘Getting the Best from Complaints’ Guidance, those making a 
complaint are encouraged to complete an ethnicity monitoring questionnaire. 
 
Table 13: Summary of Statistical Data 
Male 9 Female  12 
Disability Yes – 4 No – 15 Prefer Not to Say - 2
Age Range  
0-15 0 
16-24 1 
25-34 7 
35-44 5 
45-54 3 
55-59 5 
60-64 0 
65-74 0 
75+ 0 
Ethnic  
Origin 

 

White British 19 
Gypsy / Traveller 1 
British Arabic 1 
Sexual 
Orientation 

 

Heterosexual or 
Straight 

17 

Prefer Not to Say 4 
Religion or Belief  
Christianity 12 
Islam 2 
Other 1 
No Religion 5 
Prefer Not to Say 1 
 
21 forms were received in total, which represents a return rate of 43%. This 
questionnaire was updated and a uniform version distributed for use across the 
Council for from 1st April 2011. 
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10. COMPLIMENTS 
 
10.1 How Compliments are Received 
 
The most popular method for service users to compliment a service or member of 
staff is to send a letter or a ‘thank you’ card. 
 
Table 14: Method of Complimenting Services 

 
 
10.2 Services Receiving Compliments 
 
Table 15: Compliments by Service 
Safeguarding Services 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

Children with Disabilities 3 5 8 

North Locality (Team 1) 2 3 0 

South Locality (Team 3) 1 0 0 

East Locality (Team 4) 4 0 2 

Pathways Leaving Care Team 3 1 0 

Fostering / Adoption Team 0 0 2 

Sure Start 9 14 4 

Children Looked After 0 0 1 

Enquiry & Assessment 0 1 1 

Review & Development Unit 0 1 0 

Other 0 1 3 

Commissioning & Resources    

School Admissions 0 0 2 

Children’s Complaints Manager 0 0 4 

TOTAL 22 26 27 

 

 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

In Person 
(Noted by Service Area/Team) 

2 0 0 

Card to Worker 10 10 11 

Completed Form 3 4 3 

Email 2 2 8 

Letter 5 9 4 

Telephone Call 0 1 0 

Media 0 0 1 

TOTAL 22 26 27 
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There has been a small increase in the number of compliments received. Staff have 
been reminded of the importance of sending copies of thank you cards and letters to 
the Children’s Complaints Manager and these reminders will continue. 
 
Compliments are brought to the attention of the Deputy Director with responsibility for 
the service area to which the compliment relates. This gives them the opportunity to 
note the positive feedback from service users and to thank those staff involved for 
their efforts. The Children's Complaints Manager acknowledges compliments 
received by the Department. 
 
The Gleneagles Resource Centre, which provides respite care for children with 
disabilities, received the most compliments with eight, illustrating that parents clearly 
value this service. 
 
11. SUMMARY 
 
Children’s Services welcomes comments, compliments and complaints in respect of 
services that it provides or procures.  It strives to deal with the concerns of service 
users expressed through the complaints procedure as sensitively and quickly as 
possible.  
 
This report has provided an overview of complaints activity within the Department 
over the last year.   
 
When considering these figures it is important to note that the services provided by 
the Department are very wide ranging.  For example the services provided by 
Surestart are of a voluntary nature and often based within local communities and on 
the doorstep of service users. This is a far more welcomed service than the difficult 
and sensitive intervention work undertaken by children’s social care teams, who 
become involved with families who are very often resistant to such intervention. 
 
It is also important to note that all elements of Children’s Services work will be 
undertaken within the context of increasing budgetary pressures and future cuts. 
 
Despite challenging times ahead, the Department is committed to listening to its 
service users and learning from the feedback it receives, whether positive or 
negative, in order to improve service delivery. 
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12. ACTION PLANNING  
 
The following objectives were identified in the 2010/11 annual report for the performance period under review. The information below feeds 
back on progress during 2011/12 and identifies areas for action in the 2012/13 performance year. 
 
OBJECTIVE ACTION MONITORING & PERFORMANCE 

INDICATORS 
ACTION UNDERTAKEN 

Continue engagement with 
children and young people 
around the complaints 
process. 

Promote the text and email service. 
 
 
 
Review the children/young people 
leaflets to ensure they are user 
friendly. 
 
 
Promote the complaints procedure 
with children and young people. 

Monitor the number of complaints received 
via these methods. 
 
 
Work with the Children’s Participation Officer 
and children/young people to review the 
leaflet so that it compliments "The Pledge" for 
Children Looked After. 
 
Work with children/ young people to see how 
accessible they find the complaints 
procedure. 

The number of complaints from children and 
young people in general is small, despite 
access to leaflets on complaints and 
advocacy. 
Budgetary constraints meant that funding for 
any changes to leaflets was limited. To be 
reconsidered for action in 2012/13. 
 
 
Complaints Manager to liaise with CLA 
Manager on how best to undertake promotion 
work. 

Reduce completion times for 
Stage 1 complaints. 

Provide advice and guidance to 
Managers on resolving complaints 
within timescales. 
 

Procedures are in place. Section 5.2 outlines the department’s 
success in this area. This work will continue. 
 
 

 Active monitoring of all open 
complaints cases. 
 
Assist and advise on response 
letters to complaints. 

 The Children’s Complaints Manager actively 
monitors performance and response times for 
Stage 1 complaints with an emphasis on 
replies within 10 working days. Ongoing 
advice and support to managers on 
responses has assisted in this aim. 
 

 Quarterly attendance at Social 
Work Managers Meeting (SWMM) 
to formalise forum for feedback and 
discussion. 

 The Children’s Complaints Manager has 
attended SWMM to feedback on general 
lessons learned from complaints to allow 
managers to disseminate this information to 
their own teams. This will continue. 
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OBJECTIVE ACTION MONITORING & PERFORMANCE 

INDICATORS 
ACTION UNDERTAKEN 

Maintain a system of recording 
to ensure recommendations 
from complaints are recorded 
and carried out. 

Use the Siebel database to record 
information. 

Ensure timescales for recommendations are 
communicated and use database to track 
and monitor completion. 
 

Systems in place for formal feedback to be 
given to individuals on their responsibilities re 
action points. More work required to ensure 
an effective system is in place for Service 
Managers to ensure completion. 

Collect and collate diversity 
information from complainants 
for analysis in order to ensure 
equal access to the complaints 
procedures by all service 
users. 

Send out forms with complaint 
acknowledgement. 
 
Review electronic form to ascertain 
whether age ranges can be 
included. 

Number of forms received and analysis of 
data to ensure equality of access. 
 
Improved consistency of information received 
from different sources. 
 

Ethnicity monitoring questionnaires updated 
to reflect Council’s new parameters in 
gathering this information.  
Electronic complaints form amended to 
include the same ethnicity questions as the 
updated clerical version. 

Ensure comments, 
compliments and complaints 
leaflets are continually 
available in offices where the 
Department have a presence 
and that they are displayed in 
public areas. 
 
Review which services use 
information packs or undertake 
routine appointments where 
the inclusion of comment, 
compliment and complaint 
leaflet may be appropriate. 

Ensure sufficient stocks of leaflets 
and that they are routinely 
distributed. 
 
 
 
 
 
Proactively issue leaflet for 
information services where 
appropriate. 
 
Explore options for a cheaper more 
cost effective leaflet to publicise 
comments, compliments and 
complaints. 

Routine check to ensure leaflets are on 
display in public areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
System for monitoring routine issue of 
leaflets.  
 
 
Financial savings in printing costs without 
reducing the number of leaflets currently 
issued as part of routine appointments. 
 

Sufficient stocks available in 2011/12 and 
displayed in public areas. Team Clerks 
proactive in ensuring supplies are 
replenished. Checks to continue. 
 
 
 
 
Routine issue of leaflets primarily undertaken 
via the Enquiry and Assessment Team at 
initial contact and via Surestart within family 
information packs. To Continue. 
Review of leaflets in line with “The Pledge” as 
mentioned above, with a focus on a more 
cost effective leaflet to be carried forward to 
2012/13. 
 

Continually review reporting 
systems to ensure senior 
management receive regular 
information on complaints. 

System in place to provide ‘snap-
shot’ information. 

Ongoing monitoring and issue to Deputy 
Directors / Service Managers as appropriate 
on a quarterly basis. 

Dissemination of spreadsheet information 
which indicates performance against 
timescales, complaints outcomes and action 
points, with the ability to filter the information 
down into individual teams. 
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OBJECTIVE ACTION MONITORING & PERFORMANCE 

INDICATORS 
ACTION UNDERTAKEN 

Work closely with 
Commissioning colleagues 
and other LAs to ensure that 
the Framework agreements for 
the appointment of 
Independent Persons (IP) and 
Independent Investigating 
Officers (IIO) are effective, 
service standards are 
maintained and that 
complaints are dealt with 
within timescales. 
 

Monitor IP and IIO effectiveness 
and support them via 
advice/guidance and coordination 
where appropriate. 
 
 
 
Effective liaison with consortium 
members to ensure consistency in 
working practices and agreement 
on any modification to the contract 
specification as appropriate. 

Timescales for Stage 2 investigations 
adhered to. 
 
Services delivered on Stage 2s as per 
contractual arrangements. 
 
 
Consistency and uniformity of approach 
across consortium members (Durham, 
Stockton, Hartlepool, Newcastle, Darlington 
and Redcar & Cleveland) to facilitate service 
improvements. 
 

Change of provider in 2011/12 in order to 
widen the pool of social care professionals 
available and to save on core costs when 
compared with previous provider. 
investigatory process. 
 
 
Complaints Manager to continue to work 
closely with the Monitoring Officer 
(Commissioning Team) to look to improve the 
effectiveness of the new provision. 
 

Ensure that all staff 
understand their 
responsibilities in relation to 
complaint and compliment 
reporting, along with engaging 
in these processes. 
 

Deliver awareness raising sessions 
and formal training as necessary. 
 
 
 
The development of support 
mechanisms for staff that may be 
the subject of a complaint. 
 

1-2-1 training or presentations at Team 
Meetings with recording of staff in 
attendance. 
 
 
Engage with staff and managers to gain 
agreement on the format this will take and 
work directly with staff to ensure effective 
delivery. 
 

Individual training/support to new and 
existing Team Managers. Social Work 
Managers’ Meeting (SWMM) attendance to 
communicate lessons learned where 
appropriate. 
Support mechanisms are now in place and 
utilised by staff primarily at the 
commencement of Stage 2 investigations. 

Monitor the costs of complaints 
investigation at Stage 2 and 
explore ways of reducing 
expenditure in this area. 

Develop in house expertise in 
complaints investigation. 

Increased use of trained in-house 
Independent Investigating Officers at Stage 
2. 
 
Identify officers with transferrable skills who 
could undertake complaints investigations 
and support / train in internal procedures. 

All three Stage 2 complaints were 
investigated by an external social care 
professional in 2011/12.  
 
Continue to liaise with Deputy Director(s) in 
relation to internal appointment of 
Investigating Officers who are independent of 
the service area to which complaints relate. 
 
Promote in house investigation of complaints 
where appropriate in order to reduce costs. 
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OBJECTIVE 

 
 
ACTION 

 
 
MONITORING & PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS 

 
 
ACTION UNDERTAKEN 

Learn from comments, 
compliments and complaints 
whilst continually reviewing our 
own complaints procedures 
and publicity materials to 
ensure that they continue to be 
effective. 
 

Work with all CFL divisions (and 
Corporate) to improve service 
delivery and incorporate lessons 
learned into working practices. 
 
Develop more effective methods of 
recording and monitoring to 
highlight service improvements 
which are made as a result of 
comments, compliments and 
complaints. 

Evidence of lessons learned, actions taken 
and service improvements made as a result 
of comments compliments or complaints (to 
include complaints procedures). 
 
Effective systems of recording and 
monitoring to support the above. 
 
 
Effective liaison with Senior Managers to 
ensure learning points are integrated into 
working practices. 
 

Ongoing, with activity in this area reflected in 
this Annual Report. 
 
 
 
Siebel used extensively in this area as the 
Council’s primary database for complaints 
information. 
 
Spreadsheet information available which 
indicates performance against timescales, 
complaints outcomes and action points, with 
the ability to filter the information down into 
individual teams. 

Update recording systems to 
reflect new structures within 
the Department, especially 
around the increased number 
of Locality Teams. 
 

Update Siebel and other recording 
systems to reflect these changes. 

Effective recording of comment, compliments 
and complaints information. 

All systems updated to reflect the changes in 
CFL structure for 2011/12, along with 
associated changes to management 
personnel. Ongoing, based upon changes to 
services, departments and Council structure 
generally. 
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