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Foreword

As Chief Executive Housing and Disability Reform, | have pleasure
in presenting this booklet on successfully managing complaints.

We continue to work with our disability support providers to promote

a culture where people feel able to speak up about the supports they
receive and where complaints are embraced as an opportunity to improve
quality of services. This booklet provides advice and tips for service providers in
preparing for, resolving and reviewing the handling of complaints about their services.

Our disability support providers already operate in a regulatory environment. This
booklet is designed to complement existing legislative and contractual requirements.
It is just one part of a range of controls and mechanisms that support compliance
and continuous improvement of services.

Please visit the Departments website at www.dhhs.tas.gov.au to familiarise yourself
with the range of information and resources we have available.

| commend ‘Everything you wanted to know about complaints ..." to you as a useful
reference to help your organisation further refine and enhance your approach to
handling complaints to ensure that people feel that it’s ok to complain.

/

Peter White
Chief Executive, Housing and Disability Reform

Everything you wanted to know about complaints... | Disability and Community Services |


http://www.dhhs.tas.gov.au

2

Introduction

Having an effective
complaints management
system Is important

for your organisation

Under the Disability Services Act 2011
(the Act) and the Disability Services
Regulations 2015 your organisation
must seek feedback about the services
provided and use the feedback to
review and improve services.

The National Standards for Disability
Services also includes a specific

standard about feedback and complaints
(standard four) www.dss.gov.au

Your funding agreement with the
Department (if you have one) also
requires that you have an effective
complaints management system in place.
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Complying with legislation or contractual
arrangements is not the most important
reason for promoting a culture where
people feel it’s ok to complain.
Organisations wanting to deliver high
quality person centred disability supports
will know how important it is that people
feel empowered to speak up about what's
working and not working with their
supports. This goes to the very heart

of people feeling valued and respected
as equal citizens in their community.

An organisational culture that embraces
customer feedback is one of the most
effective ways of enhancing individual
outcomes and improving your services,
policies and procedures.

The people who use your services,

their families, carers and friends, don't
expect perfection. What they do expect
is that if you make a mistake, or if
something isn't as good as expected,
you will acknowledge the issue and use
the feedback they have provided to
improve things.

This booklet consists of three sections
to assist you to enhance how your
organisation responds to complaints.

@ Being complaint ready
focuses on developing an
organisational culture that embraces
and learns from complaints.

© So you've received a
complaint...
provides an overview of dealing
with complaints, including key
factors to consider when you
receive a complaint.

© After a complaint
looks at the importance of reviewing
your policies, procedures and
practices following a complaint.
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What Is a complaint?

A complaint is someone letting you It's important that you
know that your service is not ‘hitting the don't narrow or restrict

mark’. It may be verball gr erftten and the definition of a complaint
regardless of whether it is a big or small

issue, if you treat it seriously it will be This may reduce the valuable feedback
an opportunity to let the person know you could receive from people using
you value their input and improve your your services.

services at the same time.
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Section |
Being complaint ready

Ensuring an effective complaints
policy and procedure

Your approach to complaints needs to start
with people’s rights under the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, the Disability Services Act 2011

and other relevant laws and standards. Nothing about us
9

During the handling of a complaint, keeping without us
In regular contact with the person using

T
b

your service and the person who made the
complaint provides an opportunity to reinforce
the value you place on their feedback and
includes them as active participants in the
resolution of the issues raised.

Everything you wanted to know about complaints... | Disability and Community Services 5



6

Key principles for managing complaints

To ensure you have an effective complaints system, check that your approach covers
the following values and principles, which are drawn from our experience and the
Australian Standard for complaint handling.

O Rights

People have a fundamental right to speak up about the supports they receive.

@ Respect
People are treated with respect and dignity throughout the process. This includes
respecting their privacy and maintaining the confidentiality of their information.

@ Fairness
People are treated fairly and their concerns are dealt with in an unbiased and

objective manner.

O Accessible
Information should be provided in ways that enable people who use the service

to know how to make a complaint.

© Person centred
The complaints system is flexible to respond to individual needs and to consider
what is important to and important for people receiving supports.
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@ Responsive
There is a clear process for ensuring that complaints are handled in a timely
way and people are kept informed of the progress of their complaint.

@ Natural justice
People involved in a complaint need to be given a fair opportunity to respond
to issues raised and to present their views.

@) Accountable

Your process for resolving complaints is clearly outlined so people know what
to expect.

0 Excellence
The complaints management system is part of a quality culture that sees the
complaint as an opportunity for improvement.
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Ten useful tips for an effective complaints policy and procedure

Your complaints policy and procedure should outline your commitment to resolving
complaints in a way that is underpinned by natural justice principles and is consistent
with the principles of the Act. The policy and procedure should:

@ List the organisational values that will underpin how complaints are viewed and how.
the organisation will respond to complaints.

@ Reinforce your commitment to quality service delivery and to anyone being able to
speak up about what's working and not working with the supports being provided.

© Clearly state that no-one will be adversely affected as a result of making a complaint
or a complaint being made on their behalf.

@ Include an acknowledgement that the supports provided may not always meet
people’s expectations and/or mistakes do happen and that you value people letting
you know when this occurs so you can improve the supports you offer.

O Explain how you will support people to complain if they require assistance (or wil
refer them to someone who can assist them).

@ Ensure that people are clearly informed of their right to seek advice or assistance
at any point in the process.
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@ Reassure people they can make complaints without being identified. Whilst not
ideal, this should be an option in order to encourage people to speak up.

@) Clearly outline how the process will be handled and the anticipated timeframes
involved (including keeping the person updated if the timeframes are not met).

© Include a process and timeline for reviewing the outcomes of the complaint and
what learnings or service improvements occurred as a result.

@ Include contacting the person who made the complaint after it has been finalised
to seek feedback on their experience of the process.

More resources can be found on our website in the Good

practice guide and self audit tool and/or the Complaints Systems
and Practice Self Audit — Quick Checklist.
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Making it happen

While getting your policies
and procedures right is
important, their effectiveness
is diminished if your staff don't
know how to access and
implement them and people
using your service, their
families, carers and friends
don't know what they are.

People who use services,
their families and carers
should be supported in their
right to complain, be aware
of the complaints process
and know what to expect
from staff and the organisation
if they do. This may include
the provision of information
regarding services users right
to speak up.

How ready is everyone in your
organisation to handle complaints
effectively! How open are staff to
not only resolving a complaint, but
learning from complaints as well?

Complaints may be raised at any level of an
organisation, so it is important all staff are skilled

in dealing with at least the initial response to a
complaint. This may be as simple as staff being able
to respectfully acknowledge the persons views

and knowing who to refer the matter on to.

Staff who are likely to be responsible for coordinating
the response to a complaint will require a more
detailed understanding of complaints resolution
approaches and may require specific training in

how to handle complaints effectively.

Your organisation’s complaints data is a valuable
source of information about where problems may be
occurring. More than this, to make the most of any
feedback you receive, all staff need to be open to
receiving feedback as an important way of improving
their ability to deliver high quality supports.

Disability and Community Services | Everything you wanted to know about complaints...



| CAN ONLY SEE ONE SMmALL COMPLAINT

s there a direct link between your organisation's complaints
data and quality plan?

How do you know if the people you support are happy with the service they are

receiving?

Research shows that only about four per cent of people dissatisfied with a service
actually make a complaint (so for every complaint you receive there are probably
another 24 people who haven't told you about their concerns!)

Sai Global and Neill Buck, 2008
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Section 2
So you've received a complaint ...

Don’t panic, don’t take it personally and take a breath.

Every organisation that deals with customers should be open to feedback on how

it might further improve the quality of the services or products being delivered.

If you think about it, we all expect to be able to let people know when we're not

happy with a service or product we've received.

A complaint is just one way this feedback might be given.

Two things that can help
with your initial reaction
are to put yourself in the
person’s shoes and to
remember to respond to
the person rather than
react to the complaint

Perhaps it's best summed up as a case
of empowering people to speak up,
paying attention to what they are
saying and learning from their feedback
without getting too alarmed that you
received a complaint in the first place.
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Respecting the relationship Even if you can't fully resolve the
complaint, it is critical that the person
In recognition of the relationship you who made the complaint feels that
have with the person who has made they've been listened to; that their
the complaint, it is important to opinion was valued and that you did
understand that how you respond to everything you could to address their
the complaint is just as important as concerns. In this case, the process
whether or not the complaint is resolved. really is as important as the outcome.
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How do | respond to a THIS IS ABOUT THE FOUR ‘AS'

complaint? ..AS OPPOSED TO THE FOUR 'EHS?’
The Four A’s of successful complaint }/
resolution: Acknowledgement, '
Answer, Action, Apology. Ack Y\0W|€d9Qme nt
Keep in mind that people who make AT\SYUQfS 2
a complaint are generally seeking one AC‘hOV\
(or more) of these four outcomes: APolog Y \

-1 I | B,
Acknowledgement 5]1 5 ]ﬂ[

In many respects this first step is the L
most important of the Four A's as it

often sets the tone for the rest of the A gOOd ac|<novv|edgement

process. Having stepped out of their dehvered with respect, the
comfort zone to make a complaint, rlght bOdY |aﬂguage and tone
people want to feel that you've will indicate to the person
understood their concern and how that you are not about to

the situation has affected them. oppose them and that you

see their feelings as legitimate.
Acknowledgement is about
validating emotions.”

G. Furlong The Conflict Resolution Toolbox
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There is no perfect way to give a positive and respectful acknowledgement in all
situations but some basic steps that can help include the five step ‘LEARN’ process:

Listen
Genuinely listen to the concerns of the person without interruption. Look for the
positive intention behind the person’s issue and behaviour.

Empathise

Use your body language and/or voice to create an environment where the person
can feel comfortable talking with you. Be conscious of whether you are feeling
defensive and how this can be perceived.

Acknowledge
Acknowledge how the situation has affected the person who made the complaint.
Where relevant, acknowledge where the service response could have been better.

Rectify
Ask the person who made the complaint what would rectify the complaint for them.
What would a good outcome look like for them?

Notify
Notify the person promptly and regularly of the steps you will take, in response to
their complaint but don't commit to things you can't do.
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Answer Action

People typically want to People want you to fix or at least take steps to
know why something has or address their concerns.

has not happened or why a

o - Sometimes you may not be able to fix the concern
decision was made. This is ' you may IX

i : it raised, but you may be able to initiate actions that
important to their ability to ' ut you may Initi i

will assist in preventing it occurring again. This can
understand and process what P & &9

be just as important to the person as it validates
has happened and to move Ju 'mp P It vall

. . their concern.
on to resolving their concern.

It's a good idea to agree to an action plan with the

Answers should person who raised the complaint. The plan should
include a clear include things like:

explanation of the ® What will be done?

event / decision ® Who will do it and when?

relevant to the

. ® How will we communicate our progress?
concern raised.

® How will we check that things are on track?

It's a good idea to then follow up with the person
who made the complaint to make sure they are
satisfied with the action you have taken. This is

a good opportunity to seek feedback on their
experience of the process used to respond to

their complaint.
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Actions often cannot fix
the past, but they can show
that the concern raised was
taken seriously and offer
reassurance that the issue

is less likely to happen again.

Apology

An apology can either be part or the
whole of the outcome people seek
when they make a complaint.

Care should be taken about who gives
the apology and what form it should
take. Apologies don't have to be
particularly fancy or over the top

but they do need to be genuine.
Whilst a genuine apology can be an
important step in resolving a complaint,
a poorly given apology can actually
make the situation worse.
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Some of the key elements of a ‘good’

apology are:

Timeliness
Sincerity
Being specific and to the point

Accepting responsibility for what
occurred and the impacts caused

Explaining the circumstances and
causes (without making excuses)

Summarising key actions agreed
to as a result of the complaint

A genuine and timely
apology is a powerful
healing force and a way
to separate the past from
the future, to put things
to rest and get on with
any new arrangements
agreed to.
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Section 3
After a complaint

Responding to the complaint is only part of the process

It's important that you have systems in place that enable you to stop and reflect on:

@ \What was the experience for the person who made the complaint?
Was it resolved for them!?

@ What was the complaint about?
What service, policy or procedure did it call into question?

€ What information did the complaint provide that will allow you to identify and
improve those services, policies and procedures and your organisation as a whole!?

@ How effectively did you communicate with the person who made the complaint,
affected staff and other stakeholders?
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© Does anything need to change in your complaints handling system or approach
to dealing with complaints?

0 Do staff require further training?

@) Do people using your services, their families, carers and friends require more
or improved information about their rights and the complaints process?

@) Did staff's handling of the complaint reflect your stated values and expectations in
relation to valuing and handling complaints? Or, are they still perceived as something
negative that is feared and dealt with as quickly as possible.

Answering these questions should be a standard part of every
complaint.
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Conclusion

It is all too easy to look at complaints
as a hassle and a bother, as something
that gets in the way of you providing
your services.

In fact, complaints can be a sign that
people are exercising their fundamental
right to express their views about what
Is and what is not working with their
disability supports.

A well handled complaint says to the
person that their opinion is important
and valued and that their feedback is
taken seriously. A well handled complaint
can actually improve the relationship.

In addition to being central to the delivery
of person centred supports, a complaint
is also one of the best ways of identifying
problems and areas of improvement.
Fostering an organisational culture that
values and learns from complaints is one
of the most important and valuable ways
you have of meeting people’s needs and
continuously improving your services.

“"Communication between
all stakeholders is extremely
important on an ongoing
basis, not just when a
complaint is raised. Dialogue
amongst all stakeholders
should be encouraged,
including areas for
improvement and positive
achievements”

This information is provided to help
you improve your approach to dealing
with and responding to complaints
and to provide information and
education opportunities for people
with a disability, their families and
carers, staff and other stakeholders.

Disability and Community Services | Everything you wanted to know about complaints...



For more information, please visit our website at
www.dhhstas.gov.au/disability/compliment_and_complaints
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