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OVERALL CONCLUSION

The panel concluded based on their findings thatthe council's complaints procedure is
comprehensive, butthatproblems arise during execution particularlywhere the service in
guestionis involved. More needs to be done to conveythe importance of complaints to
service developmentand improvementacross the council. The existence ofa complaints
procedure needs to be more widely publicised to residents, along with clear instructions,
criteria and guidelines to help to avoid excessive orunnecessary complaints. The policy
needsto be updated to reflectrecentchanges in complaints handling and to include the
designated person stage in the text and diagrams.

Key officers responsible for handling complaints appeared to be very passionate about
theirjob and recognised the importance of complaints resolution and handling. Theyplay
an importantrole in conveying this to other service areas, rolling out complaints handling
training to various teams across the council. The independentinvestigation carried outby
the complaints handling team atstage 2 ofthe process was viewed positivelyby the

panel.

1. [NTRODUCTION] _____________ [ Commented [FV1]: ADD REFERENCE TO GREEN PAPER
—YB TO SEND INFO

1.1 In April 2012 the social housing regulator, the Homes and Communities P\g encyj( [¢ d [FV2]: STAT

(HCA), introduced revisions to its regulatorystandards. As a result, there is now
more emphasis on the provision oflocal mechanisms to involve tenants in
scrutinising the performance of their landlord and resolving problems with
housing services. The regulations state that “tenants should have the ability to
scrutinise their provider’s performance, identify areas forimprovementand
influence future delivery”
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1.2

13

1.4

In response to these regulations Croydon Council, in partnership with its te nants] o {( commented [FV3]: STAT

developed a framework for tenantscrutiny. This included the establishmentof =
and recruitmentto, a tenantscrutinypanel. During early2012 the panel
members received a range oftraining to prepare them to conduct effective
scrutinyexercises and there is a programme of on-going training to enhance
skills and knowledge.

The housing scrutiny panel currently consists of 5 members who meetfortnightly
and have conducted a number of scrutiny exercises of various housing services
to date. This scrutinyreport preceded the publishing ofthe Social Housing Green
Paperofwhich Effective Resolution of Complaints was one ofthe 5 core
themes. Following on from the Green Paper, the governmentproposed

e aHousing Complaints Resolution Service, a new single pointofaccess to
redress thathousing consumers can use

e a New Homes Ombudsman for buyers of new build homes (announced
in October 2018

e to bring forward legislation to close the gaps in redress senvices for
consumers including the requirementfor all private landlords to sign up to a
redress scheme

e aRedressReform Working Group with the housing redress sectorto develop
the proposals outlined in the response over the coming months

e The new plans were announced on 24 January 2019 by the then
Communities Secretarythe Rt. Hon James Brokenshire MP.

Following on from theirrecentinvestigation ofthe responsive repairs service, one
of the concerns ofthe panel was the rise in the number of stage one and stage
two complaints, and more importantlythe number ofthese complaints thatare
being upheld as illustrated by the council's annual complaints report (see Fig. 1
and Appendix1)

Fig 1.
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2. Place Corporate complaint comparisons: 2016 -2019

Stage 1 Complaints:

2017 2018
663 1512
623 %% = 1418 ‘ 94% ‘
469 71% 12 £2.05K 1254 83% 22 £5.50K
*Taken from the 2018 /19 annual complaints report
SLA =senvice level agreement
Stage 2 Complaints:
2017 2018
52 106
22 2% — 78 4% —
= ‘ I -1
18 35% 3 £1.17K 33 31% 13 £2.14K

*Taken from the 2018 /19 annual complaints report
SLA = senice level agreement

The complaints report (see Fig. 1) showed thatin 2018 there was a 128%
increase in the number of stage one complaints forthe Place departmenton the
previous yearand that 83%of these were upheld which represents a 167%
increase onthe previous year (71%). However, on a more positive note, 94% of
these complaints were responded to within the agreed service levels of 20 working

days.

In 2018, the number of complaints thatwere escalated to stage 2 increased by
104%on the previous year. Less than halfofthese — 31%(15 complaints) - were
upheld in comparison the 35% the previous year. This represents a decrease of
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83%.0Only74% ofthese complaints were responded to within the agreed service
leveltargetof20 working days.

1.6 The Panelagreed to look atthe housing complaints handling procedure along the
following keylines of enquiry:

¢ Whatcomplaints information is provided bythe council and how is it
communicated to residents?

¢ Howdo customers make a complaint?

e Howeasyisitto accessthe service in orderto give a complimentormake a
complaint?

¢ Doresidents understandthe process?

e Qualityofresponsesto the complaint?

1.7 The panel also agreed, where possible and relevant, to use complaints
benchmarking data from other similar housing providers.

1.8 This reportdetails the findings and recommendations of this scrutiny exercise,
which took place between July2018 and July2019.

2. SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY

2.1 As partoftheirinvestigations, the Panel metwith Clare Davies, Complaints
Manager, who attended a scrutiny panel meeting atthe end of May 2018. She
gave the panel an overview ofthe complaints service and there was discussion
around the scope ofthe exercise. It was agreed thatthe panel should look atthe
end to end procedure for housing complaints only, including stage one, stage two
and escalation to the ombudsman.

2.2 The panel conducted a desktop review of the following documents relating to the
complaints procedure:

Complaints policyand procedure — customer v4

Complaints policyand procedure — customer vs

Annual complaints report— Place

Complaints booklet— update 2014

LBC complaintcompensation — v3

Policyand procedure for persistentand vexatious complainants

2.3 In addition to these corporate documents, the panel reviewed complaints
information thatwas available on the council’s website. This alsoincluded
attempting to navigate the website in order to access online complaints
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2.6

2.7

2.8

3.1.0

311

information available to the general public. Panel members also mystery shopped
the complaints service in orderto log a complaintonline and/oroverthe
telephone.

As partofthe desktop review, panel members accessed complaints information
from a number ofregistered social landlords with a similar structure to Croydon
council, forbenchmarking purposes.

The following members of staff were interviewed as partofthe exercise:

e Complaints Manager

e Members and Residents Services Manager

e Complaints Resolution Officer

e Customer Contact Manager

e Operational Manager—tenancyand caretaking services

Two separate residentfocus group sessions were held atBernard Weatherill
House. Those involved included residents selected from the resident
involvementteam’s involvementdatabase who had previously expressed an
interestin participating in focus groups. Those residentwho were interested in
joining the focus group, butunable to attend on the designated dates were asked
the same questions as the focus group, butoverthe telephone. A small sample
of pastcomplainants were also invited to participate by sharing theirexperiences
of the complaints procedure. In total 16 residents attended orwere asked a
seriesof questions agreed bythe panel relating to theirexperience ofthe
complaints procedure. The panel acknowledge thatthe sample of complainants
is small, however GDPR rules made itdifficultto getin touch with past
complainants the sample was selected bythe complaints managerwho had to
seek permission from the complainants to share their details before theywere
contacted bythe panel.

The panel also looked ata number of cas e studies with the pemission ofthe
complainantand in accordance with general data protection regulation (GDPR).
The objective ofthis was to investigate the quality of the res ponses atstage one
and stage two. All case studies were redacted before presentation to the panel.

Panel members also feltthatit was appropriate to include their own experiences
of the complaints procedure (See appendix 3).

FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

What complaints information is provided by the counciland how is it
communicated to residents?

There were no hard copies of printed material available for customers in Access
Croydon regarding making a complaintand itis assumed thatthis is due to the
council’s push towards accessing online information. The panel, however, have
reservations with the push for online activityand the apparentlack of provision
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for those who do nothave the ability or resources to engage with the council in
this way.

3.1.2 The panellooked individuallyand collectively atthe council’s website to see what
information was available about complaints. This was initiallydone in May 2018
and again atvarious stages throughoutthe exercise. Complaints information
was notreadilyavailable from the main pages ofthe council’s site (see Fig. 2)
and panel members reported thattheyhad to enter additional searches to find it.

Fig.2

Your Home Your > School > Get involved - >
move admissions have your say
Rent Payments Independent
g;:ff;”::\mv > EU Settlement > & account > Visitor 3
balance Application
Community Planning
Ward Budget > N > Bin cetisetion > applications
Information view and search
Renew a library > Adult care initial > Benefits > Parking fines >
referral calculator and permits
Find your
Request a Council tax
e > housing repair o payment >

postcode ﬂ

*Taken from the council’s website pages

3.1.3 The word ‘complaints’ or‘complain’ had to be typed into the search boxin order
to pull up the following information:

Fig.3
e S 0

Making a complaint
Tell us about a new issue Report it

H you're con about an the first it m uicker to resolu ning u
you're cantacting us about an issue for the first time, it may be quicker to resolue this by sending us 3 Compisints and compliments
message sbout the issue before using our complaints procedure.

Have your say
‘ o Send us 3 message ‘ CALAT Mew Addington
Crsck cut aur Lstest polis

Complain about an unresalved issue

¥ you have tried reporting your problem but it Rasn't been sorted, use our complaints form o Lat us know and Can't find what you're looking for on
we'll do our best to resolve it this page? Browse the A-Z index of

‘ o Mske 3 complaint ‘

Compliments

the Council and electians section

We Like to know when we have done things well and this helps us o get thin
write compliments sbout our SENVces or our Staff.

Dewnloads

gt in future. Use our form ta

omplaints process (538 6KE]

omer feedback form downlaad [84.4KE]

[ o o 724
*Taken from the council’s website pages
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3.1.4 Selectingthe ‘send us a message’ option brings up the following form and allows
for further selections from drop down menus to targetthe message to the
relevantdepartmentorteam,in this instance - housing:

Fig.4

Message us

What would you like to contact us about?

Please select from this list. *

Housing -

What is your enguiry? *

Please send 2 messags to the tensncy team on MyAccount

Myscoount lets you manage your council housing, pay rent, neport issues in your neighbourhood and more.
f you don't have one, register for MyAccount.

Do you still need to send us a message?

@ Yes

Your name

Email address *

contact felephons pumbar
*Taken from the council’s website pages

3.1.5 Theform (Fig.4)then gives the option to send the message to the relevantteam
via MyAccount and also allows the customerto register foran accountshould the
usernotalreadybe signed up forone. Contactdetails are requested and the
useris asked whethertheystill wantto send a message.

3.1.6 Clicking on eitherthe ‘make a complaint’ or “write a compliment’ options brings
the userto the same customer feedback form below (Fig. 5):
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Fig.5
CROYDON rovz | a1 mscurvousasss | wews | oss | comactus  Seah

Do it online

Customer feedback

Please provide as many details as possible by filling in the boxes below.
The questions marked with an * must be completed.

Please note that we are unable to fully investigate anonymous complaints.

What is your complaint or
‘compliment?*

{mamum 5000 characiars)

What would you like us to do?

{mmim 5000 characters)
Do you have any comments about

Croydon Council's complaints

procedure?

=iy (masimum 5000 o

*Taken from the council’s website Aug 2019

This is the complaints/complements reporting form that can be completed and
submitted online. Focus group and survey candidates both reported thatthe box
for inputting the details of the complaintwas restricted to 5000 characters and
thatthe form was time sensitive. It was feltthatthis could be restrictive
particularlyif the complainantneeded more time to formulate and record their
complaint.

3.1.7 The available downloadable formsincluded an 8 page complaints bookletand a
feedback form similar to the online version. This feedback form has to be
downloaded and printed before submission as customers are unable to type
straightinto the document.

Fig.6 Complaints booket Downlcadable feedback form

mmm mm Telljus, we are listening

& comments

L
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3.1.8

3.1.9

3.1.10

3.1.11

The online complaints booklet (Fig. 6) was colourful, easyto read and
informative, giving clear information and instructions on when and how to
complain, who canlodge a complaint, stage one and stage two processes,
timescales, various department contactdetails and nextsteps to take when the
council’s complaints procedure has been exhausted and the complainantis
unsatisfied with the outcome and wants to escalate theirissue. However, the
bookletdid not mention thatcomplainants could have their complaint
adjudicated by a ‘designated person’ — who could be an MP, local councillor or
tenantpanel, before escalating to the ombudsman. To this end, the council's
Housing Complaints panel was not mentioned. There was also no mention that
complainants would have to wait 8 weeks, having exhausted the council’s
complaints procedure, before contacting the ombudsman. Contactdetails ofthe
local governmentombudsman and the housing ombudsman service were also
provided although the details ofthe latterwere incorrect, displaying their previous
address. This documentwas lastrevised in February2014. Panel members felt
thatthe documentshould be updated.

On a positive note, there were options to have the documentproduced in larger
print, Braille,on tape and in a selection of 6 otherlanguages. None ofthese were
requested bythe panel in orderto verify their availability. There was also a
footnote advising customers thattheycould ask for copies ofthe bookletatthe
receptionin Access Croydon or call the main housing number to requesta copy.
There were no hard copies visible in Access Croydon (August2019) and when
one ofthe floorwalkers was asked aboutthe availabilityof the document, they
advised thatthe documentis notavailable and that customers visiting Access
Croydon and who wantto lodge a complaint, were advised to puttheirconcerns
in writing and advised of the relevantdepartmentto send the written complaint to.

Whilstthe members ofthe panel consider themselves to be computer sawy,
guestions arose regarding the lack of availability of printed materials and the
online complaints experience ofthose who were less capable ofdoing
transactions in this way.

The online complaints reporting/feedback form (Fig. 5) asks 4 questions:

o Whatis the complaintor compliment?

o Whatwouldyou like usto do?

o Doyouhave anycomments about Croydon council's complaints
procedure?

o Have you contacted us previously?

There were mixed feelings aboutthe complaints information available on the
website. Some panel members, focus group and survey candidates feltthatthere
was limited information about complaints on the site and thatthe complaints
pages needed to be updated and made more user-friendly, particularlyin
comparison to the websites of other registered social landlords of similar standing
to Croydon. Others feltthatthe information was comprehensive and useful.
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3.1.12

3.1.13

3.1.14

The panel found the website information relating to complaints was mainlyabout
the procedure and notthe process. The council’s wordy complaints procedure
was available as an online documentwith the option to download. However, the
panel feltthatthis mightbe too much information for mostresidents to digest
when theymayjustwantto reporttheir complaintand have something done
aboutit. There was no clear definition of what constitutes a complainton the web
pages, however, this definition appeared on the third page ofthe online
complaints procedure.

When panel members revisited the council’s website in July2019 and again
searched for complaints pages, theynoted thata number of navigational
improvements had been made. However, the downloadable feedback form was
the same and still had no instructions/guidelines regarding how to complete the
downloaded form. It was feltthatthis form and process for submission could be
somewhat confusing.

By way of benchmarking, the websites of other similar social landlords were
looked at. The websites of Southwark, Lambeth and Sutton were found to be
easyto navigate and contained comprehensive information on how to make a
complaint. Theyalso had simple forms to complete. Southwark council’s site was
highlighted as one ofthe standoutsites in terms ofease of navigation,
accessibilityof information, comprehensive information and definitions ofterms
such as ‘habitual complainants’, as well as how these individuals are dealtwith in
the process. Those websites thatdid not s core well with the panel, contained
unnecessaryinformation, no clear definitions ofwhata complaintis and had poor
navigational cues. Customers were also notable to log an online complaint
withoutfirstregistering foran account.

Recommendations:

11 (3.1.2)The panelfeltthatit would be useful if complaints (and compliments)
would appear on the main page ofthe council’s website with comprehensive
drop down menus to facilitate ease of navigation. Alternatively there could
be alink to the complaints pages on the main page.

1.2 (3.1.3-3.1.6,3.1.11) The complaints policy and any downloadable forms
should be more easily accessible from the front pages of the website. All
forms should be up to date and contain the correctinformation and clear
instructions of whatto do with the completed form.

1.3 (3.1.2)A morereader friendly version of the complaints policy should be
available online for customers.

1.4 (3.1.3)It would be helpful to have guidance notes to assistresidents to
complete any online forms

1.5 (3.1.1) The complaints booklet/pack should be more readily available in hard
copy and from Access Croydon, libraries, etc.to cater to those customers
who are notable access the internetto complete the form online or
download and printdocuments. Perhaps a shorter version of the booklet
could be produced and offered with the feedback form.
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3.2.0 How do customers make a complaint?

321

3.2.2

323

Fig.7

The panellooked atthe various ways thatcomplaints could be reported. The
complaints bookletwas only available online which meantthat customers would
have to have accessto the website in order to access complaints information.

The bookletadvised that complaints can be made:

¢ Via the website

e In writing orin person
Completing the downloadable form with the complaints pack
e Callingthe contactcentre

The policyand procedure documentlists all of the above along with:
e Fax
e Audio tape
¢ In differentlanguages

The complaints bookletadvises prospective complainants thattheycan contact
the council to lodge their complaintvia the phone, calling the contact centre
number and making a verbal complaint. However, when panel members mystery
shopped the service and tried to lodge a complaintby phoning into the contact
centre, theywere steered towards reporting the issue online and were unable to
register their dissatisfaction on the phone. Calling the number provided and
selecting the ‘housing’ option yielded no complaints option and, after listening to
arecorded message thatlisted all ofthe available options, the line wentdead.

The panel surveyed a sample of residents who were past complainants up to
stage 2 ofthe process. 36% ofthose surveyed reported thattheyraised their
complaintbytelephone and the majority of focus group members reported that
they initiallytried to raise their complaintby calling into the contact centre (Fig. 7)
There were mixed responses from the focus groups, surveyand mystery
shopping exercise in relation to their experience of making a complaintby
telephone.

How did you raise your complaint?

Not answered
9%

Online
Telephone 559

36%
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324

3.25

55% ofthose surveyed reported raising their complaintonline — either byemail or
on the website (Fig. 7). Focus group members stated thatemails were their
preferred method of reporting a complaint as this method generated an
automated replyand created a paper trail. It was also reported that other officers
and MPs could also be copied into the email in a scattergun approach, with the
hope ofgivingitmore weightand, where MPs were involved, accelerating the
response. Feedback from the focus group highlighted thatthere was a general
email address, butno specific name ofan officerwho would be responsible for
handling the complaintand with whom complainants could communicate directly.
Some feltthattheywere ‘pushed from pillarto post, often having to send a follow
up email(s) in orderto geta response from someone. Focus group members also
reported thattheyare more likelyto geta response iftheyreportthe complaint
from their MyAccount.

Focus group and survey candidates reported being directed to the online
reporting function when theyhad already gotten through on the phone and were
speaking to an officer.

Recommendation:

21

(3.2.5)Residents should be able to reporttheir complaintto an officer if
they are already speaking to someone either face to face or in person and,
in the interestofcustomer service,should notbe directed to end the call
and then log the complaintonline.

3.3.0

331

Fig.8

How easyis it to access the service in order to give acomplimentor make
acomplaint?

This areaofenquiryis to broadlydetemine whether customers are able to
accessthe complaints reporting service with ease and reporttheir complaint

efficientlyand accurately. Is the service user-friendly? Can all residents log their
complaintin the mannerthatsuits them as and when their dissatisfaction occurs?

Was it easy to make a complaint?

Not answered
27%

No
9%

Yes
64%
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3.3.2 64% ofthose complainants surveyed found iteasyto make a complaintusing the
methods thatwere setouton the website (Fig.8). The difficulties thatthey
experienced with the process arose once the complaintwas logged and related
to follow up actions, communication and resolution of whathad been reported.

3.3.3 Focus group members reported that phoning in to the contactcentre to make or
follow up on a complaintwas difficult. Group members reported that, as phone
calls are notrecorded, their call and details ofthe complainttherein would appear
to be lostin the system once the call ended. If they had to call back aboutthe
same issue, there was often difficulty with continuityin the absence ofaccess to
previous records or atleastthe name ofthe officer dealing with the complaint.
Closure ofthe contactcentre at4pm onlyadded to their frustration as those who
worked during the daytime would struggle to reportissues byphone before the
4pm deadline.

3.3.4 Othergroup members reported long waittimes on the telephone as well as
officers being evasive and notgiving theirnames orthe name ofthe officerto
whom the call would be forwarded. One focus group member recounted phoning
in at 3.50pm and theirmounting frustration as theyfeltthe officeranswering the
call tried to fob them off by saying thatthe system was slow, hanging up or
cutting the call offat4pm withoutresolving the issue. Others reported thatthe
officeron the phone directed the callerto the website/online in orderto end the
call.

3.3.5 The focus groups also highlighted that some residents found thatitwas noteasy
to reporta complaintonline via the website. The online reporting form is time
sensitive and limited to 5000 characters perbox. It was also reported that
complainants did notreceive a copyof whattheyhad submitted. The completed
form (Fig.9) appears onthe screen and there are instructions atthe top ofthe
form on how to printit. The form can also be saved byrightclicking and selecting
the ‘save as’ option. A message acknowledging the submitted form and advising
thata response would be made within 48 hours then appears onthe screen.
Howeverthere is no reference number— onlya time and date - and focus group
members reported thattheywere unable to referback to their original complaint
in anyfuture correspondence.

Fig.9
CROYDON -+

Customer feedback

CROYDON i i ssourromsms e

Do it online
Complaints, compliments and suggestions

— Customer feedback

whatis
coempli

Contact details

Contact address

ilarmation sbout your local servicss from the About Your Area pags, including Refuss & Recycling
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3.3.6

3.3.7

Fig.10

Focus group members reported thatwhen making a complaintonline, there is no
space for additional comments and no particular person to address the complaint
to. Thisleadsto a feeling thatthe complaintis justfloating around with no
identified person to take responsibility for its progression and resolution. This
causes uncertaintyas to whetherthe complainthas been registered or not.
Othergroup members reported difficulties with navigating the website to locate
and reporta complaint.

By comparison, Southwark council’s online complaints reporting form has an
optionto upload up to four supporting documents and also generates a reference
numberonce the form is submitted (Fig. 10). Customers receive an on screen
acknowledgement message and an email receiptoftheir complaint. The boxfor
inputting details ofthe complaints has no character limitand while it could be said
thatthis would allow complainants to ramble, panel members feltthatthis would
allow the complainants to fully detail their complaintand notbe restricted by
character limits. The panel feltthatbeing able to upload pictures or other
documents was also useful and could help the complainantto fullyexplain their
complaintand possibly speed up resolution.

Reference numbering Emailing receipt

3.3.8

Complaints §nd feedback - Complimerfts, comments and complaints

Thank you for submitting Yur Complaints and feedback - Comffments, comments and complaints form.
Your reference number is 1327873,

You can use the print preview option to see a gafly of your completed form, which you can then print or save for your records.

A recaipt has also been emailed toyou.

If you have made a complaint it will be investigated and resolved within 15 working days and we will email you with the outcome. If there is a reason for
delay we will let you knov,

Information about dats collected viz online forms

Prnt previen

*Taken from Southwark council’s website

Panel members attempted to phone into the contact centre to make a complaint
during theirfactfinding exercise in July2019. From the main phone menu the
calleris offered a number of options including housing. Once the housing option
is selected a number of otheroptions were listed butnotone forcomplaints and
the callerwas notgiven the opportunityto lodge their complaint before the line
goes dead.
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3.3.9

3.3.10

3.3.11

The general consensus from the surveys and focus groups is thatthe written
process ofreporting a complaintis effective, butthatthe practice and execution
of the process s problematic if notexecuted efficientlyor there is a breakdown or
lack of communication. Those surveyed and members ofthe focus group feltthat
complaints were easyto raise butdifficultto resolve. The main issues highlighted
stem from a lack of accountability of council officers to take ownership ofthe
complaintand to communicate effectivelywith complainants as a matter of
courtesy. The giving of stock answers was also identified as a cause of
frustration bythose customers giving accounts oftheirexperience ofthe process.
It was feltthatit would be useful ifthere was a named officeridentified as a point
of contactforthe complaint.

Ongoing complaints were cited by surveyand focus group members as a source
of stress, illness, and other negative effects on the complainant’s health. Group
members reported feeling overwhelmed when the process became protracted
due to a general lack of communication from those dealing with the complaint.
Often an issue was reportedly dealt with in a piecemeal fashion, particularly
around repairs, with contractors coming outon repeated visits to correctthe
same issue with little or no continuityand withouttrying to find outthe rootcause
of the problem.

Again, itwas feltthatthose residents who did nothave access to a computer or
knowhow with online reporting methods would struggle to reporttheir complaint.
It was generallyfeltthat elderlyresidents and those who did nothave English as
a first language may struggle to navigate the online processes.

Recommendations:

3.1

3.2

33

3.4

35

(3.3.2-3.3.6) The complaints procedure needs to cater to allneeds and
abilities. The website and online complaints reporting facility needs to be
more user friendly for more vulnerable residents and those who are not
computer savvy.

(3.3.8) Contactcentre phone menus should contain an option for
complaints that callers can selectand to reporttheir complaint.

(3.3.8) A dedicated phone number or option(s) from the main menu for
those who would like to reporta complaintor complimentvia the phone.

(3.3.5-3.3.7)Areference number and/or contact details of the
officer/manager dealing with the complaintshould be sentto the
complainantalong with acknowledgement of receipt of the complaint.

(3.3.4) Officers who speak directlyto customers should receive training to
help them to identify when customers are dissatisfied and to advise
customers ofthe formal complaints procedure without the customer having
to specifically saythat they wantto make a complaint. This also includes
having complaints handled consistently by officers involved.
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3.6

(3.3.5-7)Allow more time for completing the online form to avoid time out
issues when inputting information aboutthe complaint. Also review the
character count—currently 5000 characters per box and provide an option
to upload files or pictures to aid in making the complaint.

3.4.0

34.1

34.2

343

344

345

Do residents understand the complaints process?

All of the residents who were surveyed and interviewed understood whata
complaintwas and were able to give theirown definition of whattheyfelt
constituted a complaint. Theyalso understood the circumstances in which
complaints should or could be raised. However, some focus group members
mentioned thattheywere unaware thatthere was a formal complaints procedure
and thattheyhad often used other methods to reporttheircomplaintorissue,
such as contacting other officers from various teams e.g. residentinvolvement, or
by reporting their dissatisfaction and concerns via the neighbourhood voice
scheme, where theyfeltthey would geta speedierresponse.

The majority of residents involved with the focus group and surveyhad
experienced the formal complaints process, with one ortwo having outstanding
complaints pending resolution. This had giventhem an insightto the 2 stage
process and a familiaritywith how the process worked. Several ofthe scrutiny
panel were also involved with the housing complaints panel and were fullyaware
of the process and how itworks.

It was feltthatthere should be more publicityonline and otherwise ofthe
complaints procedure so residents were aware oftheirrightto complain and the
role thatcomplaints playin service improvement.

Panel members looked atthe procedure and policydocumentthatis online. The
definition ofa complaintappears in paragraph 2.4 ofthe document. Panel
members feltthatthe definition should appear earlieron in the document. The
policyclearlysets outthe complaints procedure, whathappens during its 2
stages, timescales forresponse and how to escalate in the eventthatthere is still
dissatisfaction with the outcome atboth stages.

There is no mention ofthe housing complaints panel or other designated person
within the complaints procedure and policydocumentbefore escalation to the
ombudsman, despite recentrevision ofthe policyin 2018. The panel have been
operational since 2012
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34.6

34.7

3438

3438

There were spelling and contenterrors in the policyand procedure document
found online. The address forthe housing ombudsman service was incorrect at
the time this reportwas written.

Croydon council’s complaints policyonlymentions ‘reasonable financial
compensation’ butdoes notsetoutanyframework forlevels of compensation
and how this calculated. Lambeth council has a separate compensation policy
and Southwark have included compensation tariffs in the appendixoftheirpolicy.
Panel members feltthata clear compensation policyor tariff would be beneficial
to customers.

The ‘Complaints, comments & compliments documentis colourful and easyto
read, concisely setting outthe entire process and contactdetails. The panel felt
thatthis is a comprehensive document, however, some ofthe contactdetails
neededto be updated as the documentwas lastrevised in February2014.

Overall, panel members feltthatthe policydocumentwas comprehensive and
informative. Croydon council’s procedure was benchmarked alongside that of
othersimilarregistered social landlords of similar standing such as Lambeth,
Southwark, Sutton, Westminster, Waltham Forestand Optivo.

Recommendations

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

(3.4.1) The complaints pack needs to be more readily available in printed
form for those who may nothave access to the website or online facilities.
These should be available from Access Croydon, libraries,community
hubs, etc.to raise awareness of the complaints procedure and advise
customers how to complain should the need arise.

(3.4.3) The existence of a complaints procedure and policy needs to be
publicised as widely as possible to residents. However, the panel do
recognisethatthis might generate excessive complaints and overburden
the existing system.

(3.4.3) There should be a link on the main page of the website thattakes
customers to the complaints pages to avoid having to search around in
order to make a complaint.

(3.4.5)Therole of the housing complaints panel and other designated
persons should be highlighted in the policy document so complainants
know what their options are and are atliberty to bring their complaint
before the panelif they are nothappywith the outcome of their complaint
at stage 2.

(3.4.6) The complaints booklet available online for download needs to be
updated and the correct contact details for the ombudsman inserted.
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3.5.0 Quality of responses

3.5.1 The panel considered the quality of res ponses atboth stage one and two by

looking atvarious case studies. The complainants were contacted and agreed to
have details oftheir case released to the scrutiny panel in compliance with
general data protection regulation (GDPR)rules.

3.5.2 The following paragraph is taken from the 2018/19 complaints report:

353

354

71% of Stage 2 investigations resulted in the custormer’s conplaint being upheld. 59% of
the upheld Stage 2 conplaints resulted in conpensation being offered to the custoner.

The trend across the upheld conplaints links to no nonitoring or poor nonitoring following
the Stage 1 Conplaint. Quality of the Stage 1 response has also caused conplaints to be
escalated to Stage 2, as sone have not addressed all the custonmers concerns or did not
resolve the problens raised. The conplaints resolution team (CRT) are holding a
Complaints Handling Workshop with Waste Managernent to try and enable them to be able
to resolve custoner’s conplaints fully at Stage 1 and reduce the nurmber of follow on
conplaints or escalations.

*Taken from the 2018 /19 annual conplaints report

The panel found evidence to supportthis whentheylooked ata sample of
complaints case studies. Theyfelt thatstage one letters were often poorly
written, and contained spelling and grammatical errors. The written response
often did notfullyaddress the concerns raised bythe complainantor give any
timescales forthings to be completed, forinstance estate inspections or remedial
works. Indeed itappeared that some actions had notbeen completed atstage
one.Afew of the letters were also verylong winded. In general there appeared to
be alack of communication with the complainant. In otherinstances, too many
technical termswere usedin the stage one letters. The panel acknowledged that
this level of detail maybe necessaryif the case escalates, butfeltthatresponses
should be keptshortand simple and address all ofthe issues raised bythe
complainant. This would perhaps reduce the number of complaints thatare
escalated to stage 2.

Stage two letters were much better grammatically, butwere found to be very
detailed. Panel members queried whether this was a requirementas the case
escalated. Panel members feltthatsome ofthe letters lacked a certain amount of
empathyfor the complainantand thata poorlywritten letter could possiblyadd
insultto injuryfrom the perspective ofthe complainant.

Panel members feltthatthere were missed opportunities for earlyresolution at
stage one orbefore iteven reaches the formal complaints process. One ofthe
panel members had directexperience ofthis as his need to make changesto his
online accountdetails resulted in a courtsummons and him lodging a formal
complaint. He made several failed attempts to raise his issue via the contact
centre (waittimes of 20 minutes or more made itdifficultto getthroughto the
council during his lunch break atwork) and emails to officers and the section in
guestion wentunanswered, during which time he received a final reminderand a
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355

35.6

357

358

courtsummons. Following the complaint, the summons was withdrawn. Howe\er,
had his emails been answered in a timelyfashion, the issue would have been
avoided. He subsequentlyreceived a letterthatwas less than empathetic. There
were other examples of cases being unnecessarily escalated. Panel members
feltthatif the complaints procedure is customer focussed, then officers should
take more time to try to resolve complaints in the early stages in order to avoid
costlyescalations and compensation pay-outs lateron.

Figures from the 2018/19 complaints reportshow thatthe numberofupheld
stage one complaints is increasing and panel members feltthatlessons are not
being learned from previous complaints and the waythattheywere handled.
However, the number being escalated to the complaints panel or the ombudsman
was notincreasing.

Focus groups and survey candidates feltthatitwas a positive thing thatthe
service areas in question deal with stage one complaints and thatstage 2 was
looked atbythe complaints team who conduct an independentinvestigation. It
was suggested thateach team should have a designated complaints ‘champion’
who would raise awareness of the importance of complaints to service
improvement.

Pastcomplainants who participated in the surveyrevealed thattheyfeltthatthey
were notlistened to by officers who were responsible for initiallylogging or
investigating their complaint. Theyfeltthattheirconcerns were notfully
addressed and thatattimes theywere being fobbed off. Theyreported a general
lack of information and communication aboutthe complaintwhilstit was being
investigated and notknowing who to contactfor updates.

Focus group and survey members were asked whethertheywere satisfied with
the outcome oftheir complaint. Of those who responded to the question, 55%
were very dissatisfied, 18% were dissatisfied and 27% were neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied (see Fig.11). The dissatisfaction stemmed largelyfrom unresolved
and ongoing issues; complainants feeling as though theywere being shunted
around through various departments during the process with no one taking
outrightresponsibility of the complaint; a lack of communication from council
officers during the process; response letters being generic or stock answers, not
fully addressing all ofthe elements ofthe compliantand the process feeling like a
‘tick box exercise (see Appendix2 for comments).
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Fig.11

How satisfied were you with your outcome?

Neither satisfied
nor dissatisfied
27%

Very dissatisfied
55%

Dissatisfied
18%

Recommendation:

5.1

5.2

53

54

5.5

56

57

(3.5.2) Staff dealing with stage one complaints need training and refresher
courses on how to respond consistently and effectively to reports of
dissatisfaction from customers. Training should help staffto tease out the
issues and address all of the concerns raised in the original complaint.

(3.5.2) There should be quality checking and proofreading on all
response letters thatare sentoutto complainants either by officers or by
aresident panel.

(3.5.3) Letters should be more concise and less repetitive and have more
of an empathetic tone even when the councilis in the right.

(3.5.2-13.5.3) Quarterly complaints assessments should be done on a
random sample of complaints to check customer satisfaction levels,
whether the complaints are being handled well and to identify any trends
and learning needs that arise with a view to service improvement.

(3.5.2-3.5.8) Someone needs to take a holistic view of complaints in
order to identify any emerging trends and to deal with them accordingly
before theyescalate

(3.5.4) Review timescales for responding to complaints. Acknowledge
complaints within 2 working days of receipt.

(3.5.8) Where possible,investigating officers should meet with
complainants to discuss the issue and to give the complainantthe
opportunity to discussthe evidence further.
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3.6.0

36.1

3.6.2

3.6.3

3.6.4

3.6.5

3.6.6

ADDITIONAL FINDINGS

Interviews were conducted with various members of staff who deal with
complaints as partoftheirjob.

All staffinterviewed were able to give their definition of what constitutes a
complaintand were aware ofthe importance of complaints to service
improvementand deliverywithin the council. Theywere also able to identifythe
various ways in which complaints can be raised — formallyand informallyand
appeared to be familiar with the council’s complaints handling procedure.

Several staffmembers reported thatthe IT systems forlogging and monitoring
complaints is slow, ‘clunky and notuser friendly. This was cited as one ofthe
main challenges to the complaints handling process. There are reportedly
difficulties with accessing larger documents and in communicating with more than
one service area to gatherinformation regarding the complaintwhen carrying out
investigations. There are also difficulties and delays with getting responses from
the various service areas orthe complainantwithin the agreed timescales,
leading to delays and missed targets.

Staff responsible forlogging and investigating the first stage ofthe complaint
once itis passed to theirservice area feltthata lotoftime is spentmaking
enquiries and gathering information to respond to the complainant. Theyfeltthat,
in an ideal world, this could be solved byincreasing staff resources around
complaints handling as well as stafftraining to im prove officer’s skills in dealing
with customer complaints.

Officers from the complaints resolution team appeared to be verypassionate
aboutcomplaints and felt stronglythat complaints handling should be part of
everyone’s job. Theyare currentlyrolling outtraining to otherteams and
departments across the council around how to identify complaints and respond
effectively within the timescales.

There is a section onthe online reporting form thatasks customers whetherthey
have anycomments on the council's complaints procedure (Fig.12). Panel
members feltthatinformation from this section ofthe form could help to inform
service improvement. However, the complaints resolution manager confirmed
thatcomplainants often do notcomplete this section.

Fig.12

maxmum 5000 characters)
Do you have any comments about

Croydon Council's complaints

procedure?

70 please speciy) (mazdimum 5000 charadiers)

*Taken from the council’s website
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3.6.7

Fig.13

3.6.8

Additionally, there is no monitoring of complainants aftertheircases have been
closed in orderto monitor customer’s experience ofgoing through the complaints
procedure atvarious levels. Again, this is a missed opportunityto gather
feedback aboutthe processto remedyproblems or failures in the delivery of
council services. Only 27% ofsurveyand focus group members feltthatthe
council’s complaints processis effective (Fig. 13). Feedback from those surveyed
showed thatmuch ofthe ineffectiveness centres on complainants feeling thatthe
processis inefficientand thattheircomplaintdrags on withoutmuch
communication onthe progress to the complainant. Panel members feltthatthis
is something thatneeds to be addressed.

How effective do you think the complaints process
is?

Very ineffective
18% Effective

27%

Neither effetive
nor ineffective
18%

Ineffective
37%

Focus group and survey candidates were asked whattheywould change about
the complaints process. There were a range of answers and comments to this
open ended question (see Appendix 2 for comments). The more frequent
responses included changes orimprovements to timescales to make the process
quicker, more frequentupdates to complainants, identifying who is investigating,
monitoring of repeat complaints aboutthe same item, customising emails and
more thorough investigation in the early stages.

Recommendations

6.1 (3.6.3)Issueswiththe IT system for logging complaints need to be
addressed and resolved to facilitate smoother running of the complaints
handling procedure. The complaints handling team should have a
system thatallows them to gather the relevantinformation in order to
fully investigate the complaint.

6.2 Thereneeds tobe achangeinthe waythatthe various services view
complaints. It should not be looked at negatively, and is an opportunity
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6.3

to improve services rather than a criticism.

(3.6.7) Complainants should receive an ‘exit’ questionnaire to monitor
their experience and satisfaction levels with the complaints procedure
(not the outcome)once their cases have been investigated, responded to
and closed. These should then be regularlyreviewed and any trends
identified for service improvement purposes.

4.0

41.1

41.2

4.1.3

4.1.4

4.1.5

CONCLUSIONS & NEXT STEPS

The panel concluded based on their findings thatthe council’s complaints
procedure is comprehensive, butthatthe execution is often problematic
particularlywhere the service in question is involved. More needsto be done to
impartthe importance of complaints to service developmentand improvement
across the council. However, the policyneeds to be updated to reflectrecent
changesin complaints handling and to include the designated person stage in
the text and diagrams. All communication regarding complaints should be
regularlyupdated, checked foraccuracy and circulated to relevantteams.

Those officers interviewed from the complaints handling team came across as
being verypassionate abouttheirjob, recognising the importance of complaints
resolution and handling. Theyheld a positive view aboutthe place of complaints
in service deliveryand are instrumental in conveying this to other service areas
as theyroll outcomplaints handling training to various teams. The independent
investigation carried outbythe complaints handling team atstage 2 ofthe
processwas viewed positivelybythe panel.

The existence ofa complaints procedure needs to be more widely publicised to
residents, along with clearinstructions and criteria to avoid excessive or
unnecessary complaints. Some focus group and survey members appeared not
to be aware thatthe council have a formal complaints procedure.

Despite the online push bythe council, provisions still need to be made to make
the process accessible to those customers who do notor cannotaccess online
services.

Greater attention to detail is needed in the initial reporting stages ofthe process
in orderto facilitate earlyresolution and avoid costly es calation and
compensation pay-outs. If officers are able to extractrelevantinformation from
the complainantwhen the complaintis firstlogged and investigated, then the
issue maynothave to progress through the formal procedure stages and maybe
resolved atthe service level.
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4.1.6 The complaints reporting procedure needs to be tightened up to ensure that
when a customer does have cause to lodge a complaint, theycan do so easily
and in the mannerthattheychoose to complain, thatitis directed to the correct
team, thatthe customeris keptabreastofthe progress ofthe complaint, given
the name ofan officer orteam responsible forits resolution orinvestigation and
receives a tailored response thataddresses all ofthe issues raised in their
original complaint.

4.1.7 Gathering relevantfeedback from pastcomplainants regarding their experience
of the complaints procedure could unearth anyproblem areas and produce
valuable lessons learned for future service improvement. 73% ofthose past
complainants surveyed orinvolved in the focus group were dissatisfied to some
degree with the outcome oftheir complaint, with the remaining 27% being neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied. Although the scrutiny sample is very small, regular
random samples ofthose experiencing the process could shed more lighton the
issue with a view to improving the customer experience.
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SCRUTINY PANEL

Ourjobis notto browbeat anyone orto complain, butratherto look ata service
dispassionatelyto see whatitis supposed to do, how itdoesit, and assess whetheror
notthere is a disconnectbetween the two and whether it meets the requirements setout
by the council and sometimes central government. It is equallyimportantforus to assess
whetherornotthe service meets the needs of Croydon residents - mainlytenants and
leaseholders butsometimes freeholders too. We make recommendations based on what
we find and draw up a plan together with the service in question to address anyareas
thatmayneed fine-tuning. Mostofthe time onlymoderate steps are needed butthe job
could notbe done without “buyin”from the staffat Croydon council.

PANEL PROHLES:

Rosie Burke is the scrutiny panel independenthousing expert. Rosie is a housing
professional with over 25 years housing experience and has Masters in Housing policy
and Law. Herrole is to help guide and assistthe scrutiny panel with any housing-related
issues.

PetrenaJohnson is a local residentwho has a strong affinityto Croydon having lived in
the borough foralmosttwo decades. She likes to getinvolved and give backto her
communityin orderto helpimprove the lives of others. Petrenais a new recruitto the
paneland hasanHND in Business Management.

Sheryl Read is a retired nurse who has lived in Croydon since 2010. She was keen to
use hertransferrable skills and inquisitive nature to help effectchange from the inside
and make a difference to fellow residents and the local authority. She is one ofthe
original scrutiny panel members and has beeninvolved in the majority of scrutiny
exercises conducted bythe panel. Sheryl also sits on a number of council panels
including the housing complaints panel and the sheltered housing panel all of which she
enjoys and finds very rewarding.

Guy Pile-Grey has been a Croydon residentsince birth (with a few stops along the way!)
and a council tenantforalmost20 years. He has been partofthe scrutinypanel since it's
inception and joined because he wanted to make a difference and be partofthe process
of making things better. His involvementhas given him a healthyrespectforthe work that
others undertake on behalf of Croydon residents and he firmly believes thatworking
together can make a positive difference to the placesin which we live.

Yaw Boateng is a training administrator for the NHS whose leisure pursuits include
photography, reading and research, scrabble, DIY and projectplanning. He has been an
involved residentsince 2013 and is currentlythe chairofthe council’s tenantand
leaseholder panel. As well as the housing scrutiny panel, he also sits onthe housing
complaints panel,is a member ofthe association ofthe association ofretained council
housing (ARCH) and was recently elected to the See the Person National Committee.
Being partofthe council’s residentinvolvement structure has helped him to understand
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how the council works, enabled him to influence the delivery of housing services and
make a positive difference for himselfand the community.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1
COMPLAINTS SCRUTINY QUESTIONS

e Whatdo you understand a complaintto be?

o How effective do you think the complaints processis?

e Howdid you raise your complaint? Was iteasyto do?

¢ Whatchanges,ifanywould you make to the existing complaints process?

o How satisfied ordissatisfied were you with the outcome of your complaint?

Appendix 2
The following comments were made during the survey:

The process is notas quick as itshould be...
It feels as though residents getfobbed offall the time
No improvementseen on mycomplaintand noteven responded to

good ifthe historyof the complaintcould be more easilydocumented

Why askif contacted previouslyas ithas no effecton the process. It would be

e The process would be fasterifthe complaintwas logged directly with no bounce

back email. Directemail with a reference number.
e More investigation, such as checking with neighbours
e ‘|justwanted an apology
e Customised emails
o Officers held accountable
e Regularreminders to investigating officers

¢ Issue notresolved — initial contact made with relevantdepartments butno real

action to resolve. Feels like a ‘tick box exercise.

Appendix 3
YAW BOATENG

My experience with the Council’s complaints process
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| wanted to change the accountfrom which mydirectdebitfor council taxwas being
taken.

After unsuccessfullychecking on My Account, | tried to call the contactcentre on a few
occasions and on all the occasions the average queue time was in excess of 20 minutes
(minimum).

The onlychances I had to call was during mylunch breaks. | then decided to email the
‘Croytax address (cc’ing the Head of Income, all to no avail.

Whilstall this was going on, | received final reminders, culminating in a courtsummons.
Based on myexperiences, | feltit necessaryto raise an official complaint. The final
outcome of which was thatthe summons was withdrawn.

Desired ‘Learnings’ | hope will be taken on board and implemented:

1. Improve the navigation on My Account- userfriendlyand easyto find information.

2.Respondin a ‘timely fashion to emails, to ‘Crotax’

3. Officers to, atleast, acknowledge emails addressed to them and advise ofnextcourse
of action in the process, ifthey are notgoing to deal with the querydirectly.

4.0nce a complainthas been registered, the complainantto be given a named officerto
contactforupdates.

5. Forthe council to seize the opportunityto ‘nip issuesin the bud’ atan earlystage to
avoid complaints in the firstplace.

6. Forcorrespondence to be worded in a respectful way, for example, itwas stated in the
final response to mycomplaintthat (and | paraphrase) ‘the council was rightin issuing
the summons’ -this is like adding insultto injury, as when all ofthe circumstances are
weighed up, had the right procedures been in place, this complaintwouldn'thave been
necessary.
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