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Report and Recommendations on the Complaints Service Review
1 Introduction 

We are the Southway Tenant Scrutiny Panel. Many of us were on the ‘Jury’ from June 2012.  There have been a few changes within the Panel and we have now welcomed three new members.  We have been trained to review individual services based on evidence.  The training started in February 2013 and took place when we needed it during the review of the complaints service
We have worked with Southway to approve a Terms of Reference, Code of Conduct and Role Profile.  We have also signed a Confidentiality Agreement to review information for the Panel. 

We have met with Northwards, Salix, Trafford and Wigan & Leigh Scrutiny Panels to pick up tips for scrutiny and to share experiences.
We feel we can work in partnership with Southway to make changes that will benefit Southway staff and residents.  It has been a steep learning curve, but we have enjoyed it.  As residents we are interested in improving services for the benefit of current and future residents.
Scrutiny is more in depth than other forms of resident involvement.  As Panel members we have been given the opportunity to find out more about the organisation as a whole. This has had a positive impact when we have been involved in other Southway activities.
We chose to review the Complaints Service because when some of us were on the ‘Jury’, it was evident that residents were not involved in the complaints process in any significant way.  We felt there were many complaints that went unreported, or were not processed as a complaint.
The complaints service review enabled us to take a wider look at some of the services which are of concern to Southway residents.
2
What we looked at

Prior to starting the review, we received a presentation from the manager in charge of complaints management at Southway.  This provided us with an overview of the process and procedures used.  We thank him and his team for the support given during this Scrutiny review.
This presentation helped us to scope the work and frame the service review.
We reviewed a comprehensive list of documents and performance indicators used by Southway.  The following documents were reviewed:
· Complaints Policy
· Leaflets for residents on how to complain

· Complaints Form

· Compensation Policy 

· Minutes from the Complaints Service Improvement Group (SIG)
· Customer Charter

· Quarterly feedback reports for Southway managers

· Housemark benchmarking information to December 2012 (3rd Qtr)
· Everyone Matters – how to complain and internal quarterly reports for managers

· Customer satisfaction survey following contact with Southway

· Internal report on measuring informal complaints

A staff suggestion box was used to enable staff to put forward ideas for improving the service.  We received nine suggestions on what staff thought Southway did well, what needed improving and what would improve the customer experience.  These are incorporated in our report.
We completed some mystery shopping in person to offices, by phone, by e-mail and through the website to test the knowledge and response of staff. 

We also made calls to recent complainants to ask them about their experience.  
We spoke to staff in interviews and focus groups, as follows:
· Staff who deal with stage 1, 2 and 3 of the complaints procedure
· Residents who had made a complaint

· Residents on the Complaints SIG (Service Improvement Group)
· Staff from different teams
· Duty Officers

· Connect Advisors and the Connect Manager

We visited and observed the work of those dealing with complaints and reviewed complaint files in Connect and Asset Management.
We presented our initial findings to managers on Thursday 20 June 2013.
3.
Key recommendations
We thank the Board, senior management team and staff for their insights and commitment to the management of complaints. 
We have listed a number of requests for improvement in each section of the report.
We have listed here some of our key recommendations:
a) Reduce the complaints procedure to two stages.  This is simpler for residents.  We suggest (as is current), a Head of Service and Director (see section 4).
b) Set up an external resident panel jointly with Salix Homes and the other three Manchester landlords who are working together on this. (See section 4).
c) The Panel would like to work with Southway on the definition of service failure/informal complaints,-how these will be identified, recorded and put into action- to enable lessons to be learnt and to develop a policy/procedure. This is very important as feedback in this respect is not included.
d) Refine and clarify the role of the Duty Officer supporting Connect.
e) Join a complaints benchmarking club to compare Southway results against other landlords and report on this to Board and in Southway Stories and annual reports to residents.
f) Promote complaints as being welcomed and encouraged for feedback to staff and residents.
g) Promote more ‘lessons learnt’ from complaints to encourage feedback through Southway Stories and other literature.
h) Increase transparency by sharing the quarterly complaints report with residents online.
i) Send a complaints satisfaction form with every reply letter at all stages of the complaints procedure and review the content of the satisfaction form with the Panel.
j) Review the Complaints Policy, leaflets and website content in line with comments in this report.
k) In cases where complaints relate to policy or lack of resources it should always be explained in full when the action requested cannot be considered.
l) Improve performance and response times to residents by reducing the time taken to respond to stage 1 complaints.
m) Ensure the Complaints SIG meets at least quarterly and is able to choose the complaints for review.
n) Set up a formal complaints and service failure training session for all staff, focusing on speedy dispute resolution, encouraging feedback – good and bad -and recording/learning from complaints and customer care.
o) Set up a system where a resident can ‘buddy’ another resident as an advocate, similar to that which Salix and other landlords are doing with their external complaints panel.
p) Develop an incentive for residents to return the complaints satisfaction questionnaire at each stage of the complaint,(e.g. a quarterly free prize draw),so lessons can be picked up quickly, and remind residents by text to do this
q) Involve the Panel in the design of the complaints feedback questionnaire.
r) Review all the areas for improvement in this report and address the issues raised.
4.
Changes to complaints under the Localism Act 2011
a) Changes to complaints came in April 2013 for all landlords under Localism.  The changes include the creation of a new role for Designated Persons (defined as any MP in England, any Councillor in Manchester or an Independent Resident Complaints Panel for Southway).
b) All housing complaints will go to the Housing Ombudsman Service at the end of the landlord’s complaints procedure, but residents will have to wait eight weeks to ask the Housing Ombudsman to intervene, unless referred by a Designated Person.
c) We discussed the pros and cons of internal versus external complaints panels, then debated the pros and cons of an external panel being for Southway only, or whether Southway should join a joint landlord panel.
d) In considering the merits of internal v. external resident complaint panels, we discussed whether the complaints panel should be for Southway residents only.  We considered whether the advantages of this might lead to a better understanding of how Southway operates, together with the potential for referral to the Housing Ombudsman. An internal complaints panel might enable confidence in the residents, who might see that we had the power to resolve their complaint.  The disadvantages, however, could be seen in terms of overfamiliarity with Southway as an organisation, and with the customer base.  We also felt that residents might be blinkered and not come up with new solutions to resolve complaints

e) We felt that residents might be too familiar with other residents on the internal panel at stage 3. Residents might also be perceived to be too close to staff, therefore limiting the access, usage and effectiveness of an internal complaints panel.  The internal complaints panel would also lack the power to refer the case to the Housing Ombudsman within eight weeks if Southway did not agree with the recommendations made.
f) We decided, on balance, to recommend that Southway joins an external joint complaints panel.  We suggest this would deliver better value for money. We would share training and gain support for our panel.  We discussed the opportunities for expertise, experience, fresh pairs of eyes and thinking, and the transparency that an external joint complaints panel would have, where residents from other organisations would sit and support dispute resolution for Southway residents and we would do the same for them. This could be more attractive for residents rather than using an MP or Councillor as intermediary.
g) We would be happy to do this with the existing joint complaints panel already in place for Salix and New Charter. We could be trained with City West residents who are about to join this panel. 
h) Given this additional stage of Designated Persons, we recommend that Southway reduce their complaint stages to two.  We believe they should be dealt with by a Head of Service (stage 1) and a Director (stage 2). We would like to take the recommendation and reports from the external panel to the Chief Executive.
5 What we found during our scrutiny
Information for residents who might wish to make a complaint

5.1 Information for residents – happy leaflet – strengths
a) Residents liked the layout and that the form can be completed online.  The form is designed to be picked up and easily read and/or taken away.
b) ‘Thank you’ is written at the bottom of the right-hand inside page.
c) Information was provided on the back page to request this leaflet in Braille, CD, and large print or in your language (10 languages spoken by many Southway residents).
5.2 Information for residents – happy leaflet – areas for improvement
a) ‘Happy with our Service’ is an ambiguous title.  ‘Compliments’ would be a better title. This would tell the reader exactly what the leaflet is for, and is both clear and self-explanatory.
b) The leaflet reads: “...This way we can thank the member of staff for treating you so well and make sure the rest of our service is just as good.” The Panel would like to see this changed to: “…This way, we can thank the member of staff for treating you well”.
c) The leaflet reads “I have had great service from Southway Housing.”  The Panel would prefer this to say “I would like to compliment someone at Southway”, which is simple and easy to understand.
5.3 Information for residents – unhappy leaflet – strengths
a) The leaflet is well laid out. It is clear on how to complain, what will be done once the complaint is received, how it will be handled and dealt with and the stages of the complaints procedure.
b) There are details on the back of the leaflet on how to get the information in Braille, large print, on CD and in 10 languages.
5.4 Information for residents – unhappy leaflet – areas for improvement
a) The title is clumsy and has not been updated since January 2009.
b) Residents were concerned about the wording and use of English – ‘If you need help filling in this form please ask a member of Southway staff.  Or you can go to a Citizens' Advice Bureau or a Law Centre’.  Linking the complaints form in this way to a quasi-legal status could put residents off making a complaint.
c) Absence of 'Thank you' in the leaflet where it is prominent on the ‘Happy leaflet’ implies that Southway is not happy to receive complaints. 
d) The Panel would like to change the title to: 'How to Complain.’  Residents would like to be involved in any review of the complaints leaflets.
e) There is no definition of a complaint as distinct from a service failure, though the Policy states that all failures are complaints.
f) The leaflet infers a formal complaint can only be made by completing a complaints form. It suggests that if a resident calls in person at Aspen House or phones that the complaint will not be treated as a formal one.
5.5
Everyone Matters – complaints information for residents – strengths
a) Southway states some of the most useful feedback comes from complaints.
b) Residents liked the eye-catching graphics on the front page of this document.
c) The information acknowledges the work of the Complaints SIG.
5.6
Everyone Matters – complaints information for residents – areas for improvement
a) The information states that “the Service Director must first agree to treat this as a stage 2 complaint.”  What if the resident disagrees?
b) The information suggests an acknowledgment goes to the Head of Service who must respond within 10 working days or explain to the customer why there is a delay.  It is not clear what will happen if there is not a response within 10 days, or whether there is a timescale within which the resident will be informed of progress.
c) There is little information on how complaints are sent to stage 3.
d) New staff should receive a formal induction on complaints management (and service failure) recording and processing from their line manager. Some staff said this did not happen.
5.7
Management of complaints – policy – strengths
a) Residents liked the contact with staff at stage 1.
b) Generally the policy is easy to read and understand.
c) The policy was written on researched best practice in 2010.
d) The policy allows for any Head of Service to deal with a complaint if the appointed Head of Service is busy or away from work.
e) Officers have discretion to process compensation without referral to the insurers, if it is below the policy excess.
f) The Compensation Policy was amended in May 2012 to give guidance to staff and to suggest payments for loss of room and “good will gestures”.
g) Southway re-tendered the insurance provider due to delays in replying to claims under the previous policy.  The current insurer has been better.  Southway will be reviewing their performance in summer 2013 when they retender the contract.
5.8      Management of complaints – policy – areas for improvement
a) The revised policy of May 2012 says that Southway comply with the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) regulatory standard, but the annual report does not report on all lessons learnt from complaints about each service.
b) The policy of 2010 is on the Southway website and was the one given to the Panel at the beginning of this scrutiny.  We are therefore concerned that the new policy (2012) has not been recognised by all staff.
c) Complaints where a policy decision has been made was changed in May 2012, so as not be treated as a complaint. This is confusing as very few residents know all of Southway policies.  Some are decisions on resources, and how and where they are spent. These decisions are not currently accepted or processed as a complaint. 

d) Residents are concerned that complaints made by residents are being refused on policy decisions (67 in 2012-13, of which 24 are related to resource allocations on improvement programmes).  It is confusing for residents and allows managers the opportunity to refuse access for resident complaints to stage 2.  This allows Southway to be less transparent when deciding whether or not to process a complaint.
e) The policy states that challenges to policies will be in the report to Board annually.  This happened for the first time in the June 2013 Complaints Annual Report, (though there is scant information on the challenges in that report. which simply gives the numbers and states that staff have been given a reminder to give a full explanation of the reasons for decisions), so residents have not seen the outcome.  We suggest that challenges to policies should be considered by the Complaints SIG quarterly. If members of the SIG decide a policy should be reviewed it should then be referred to officers, Board, or Performance & Resources Committee as appropriate.  
f) Residents would prefer to contact Southway rather than the contractor when they make a complaint about the Home Improvement Programme. Residents would have more confidence that Southway will ensure the contractor acts on their complaint if they were contacted by the landlord, rather than the resident, in the first instance.
g) Southway should follow up on all negative feedback given by residents in the Customer Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ).
h) The policy states that a complaint is closed when insurers are involved to allow them to reach their conclusion.  It is not clear how residents should chase the insurers for their decision and what Southway will do to support their residents in order to help them reach a satisfactory and speedy resolution.
i) The Panel would prefer ‘malicious’ complainants be reworded as ‘unreasonable’ as we feel the term is confrontational.  The term ‘unreasonable’ is preferred by the Housing Ombudsman Service.
j) Southway definition of a complaint is about service failure.  However Connect deal with service failure under a different definition which is not processed as a complaint and so not included in the 2012 Annual Report to Board on Complaints.

k) The Complaints Policy is not sent to a complainant when they make a Complaint.  Residents should be sent a copy of the policy when their complaint is acknowledged. 

l)  It would be useful for Southway to re-number the document when reviewing the complaints policy so they can refer to specific sections in the accompanying letter.  Not all sections are currently numbered.
5.9 Systems in complaints – strengths
a) The management team review KPIs quarterly on complaints.  Most of the detail reviewed is on stage1 of the complaints procedure (219 cases in 2012-13).
b) There is a Complaints Annual Report to Board, which is also shared with staff and with the Residents Consultative Group (RCG).
c) Complaints reply letters were improved in May 2012 when the policy was reviewed.
d) Key staff attend external training to keep up to date on complaints management (two in the last year).

e) Southway has sent a letter to local Councillors and MPs on their role as Designated Persons and invited them in to discuss their new role. 
f) One team (Connect) is dedicated to complaints management (along with their role as a contact centre).  There is always someone there to deal with and log complaints and initial enquires. 
g) Connect can easily recall information and run accurate reports, identifying whether other staff have called the resident back. Some managers reported having difficulty when running reports on complaints. 
h) A KPI has recently been added to the quarterly dashboard for service failure/call back. This as a positive step, but we note there is neither policy definition of a service failure nor how Southway plan to rectify this.
i) The computer system has been modified to allow for the recording and monitoring of positive feedback.
j) Informal resolution/service failure procedures are being considered for introduction and recording.  (The Panel would like to be involved in defining this).
k) Evidence of service failure has shown some lessons learned – the rent statement has been redesigned as a result of feedback.
l) “You said - We did” in Southway Stories shows some lessons learnt from complaints and the Board report has one page of learning, but this is all very limited.
5.10 Systems in complaints – areas for improvement
a) Training on complaints has not been given since the old Complaints Policy was introduced in 2010.  No formal training on complaints from a customer care perspective has been given.  All training focuses on recording information on the computer.

b) New staff are not inducted on complaints.  (This came through strongly on the staff survey and in staff interviews).
c) If the complaint is about a subject- for example a repair- we feel the resident should get a copy of the Repairs Policy with the response to stage 1.

d) Connect use their judgement to make a decision as to whether to process a service failure as a complaint.  This decision is based on whether processing a complaint would add value to resolving the issue.  Connect play a vital role in determining a complaint or processing the failure, and the Panel believe that all service failures should be recorded for lessons learnt, so as not to repeat either mistakes or poor service.
e) Southway no longer employs a Quality Assurance Officer whose role included reviewing the way complaints were handled.  Some staff reported this as a missing link in service improvement. This is a cause of concern for residents.  We request that the new Communications Officer takes this on when he/she is appointed.
f) Staff are confused and receive conflicting information about those complaints which may go directly to insurers.
g) There is inconsistency around training on complaints.  There is no structured training on complaints resolution.  (This comment came up regularly from staff and the anonymous staff survey).

h) Individual teams have their own systems to discuss complaints and lessons learnt but there is no structure to this. Some teams do not discuss complaints at all.  Complaints are not an agenda item at all team meetings.

i) Lessons learnt from complaints in one team are not shared with others. (This comment came up regularly; both from staff we interviewed and in the anonymous staff survey).
j) Residents liked the staff suggestion that residents might find it useful to have direct access by phone to the person dealing with their complaint when it is underway, without having to go through Connect.
k) It would be useful to have a deputy identified to deal with a complaint when a manager is sick or away for a period of time. This would help ensure the response to the resident’s complaint can be made within the published deadline.
l) There were no questions on complaints and service failure on the STAR survey sent to all residents. Residents were asked for comments generally but this was not specific enough to gather information about how complaints management could be improved.  Therefore no feedback was obtained about how complaints were handled by Southway.
m) Leaseholders might also need advice about how to make complaints as they generally do not access services available to tenants.
n) If a resident makes a complaint through an MP, it goes straight to a Head of Service.  If a resident makes a complaint through a Councillor it goes to the local manager and then, if unresolved, goes to stage 1. This is not in accordance with the published complaints procedure.

o) The Panel feel that chocolates and flowers are arbitrary tokens and suggest a letter of apology as a standard accompaniment.

5.11 Stages of complaints – strengths

Stage one 
See individual services reviewed below.
Stage two 
a) The policy at stage 2 is clear.
b) The Director has given a commitment to join Housemark’s complaints club and to start to benchmark complaints performance.
Stage three

a) Residents are pleased that managers asked to assist with a stage 3 complaint have not been involved in the complaint so far.
b) The Chief Executive welcomes the opportunity to look at complaints in detail to see how Southway services are being delivered from the perspective of those receiving the services.
c) The complaint is reviewed by the Chief Executive to see if procedure was followed, the decision was just and customer care is evident.
d) Stage 3 is usually completed within the time limit of the service promise.
e) Out of 13 complaints at stage 3, six had led to clarification of service standards and others had shown the need for better communication. This has led to the publication of guidance notes on the website. A good example of this is on tree maintenance.
5.12 Stages of complaints – areas for improvement 
Stage one
See the individual service areas below.
We are aware that some Southway staff would like to increase the timescale for a response to a complaint from 10 days to 15 days. We suggest this is not appropriate as the lowest quartile performance in the Housemark club (Q3, 2012-13) is 14.75 days.
Stage two
a) We suggest that more information is requested and analysed at stage 1, rather than at stage 2, in order to streamline the service and thus avoid
     unnecessary anxiety for residents.

b) Only 35 complaints reached stage 2 in 2012-13.  Of these 19 were upheld or partially upheld, but only 37.1% were responded to on time

Stage three

a) The Complaints Policy could be clearer on whether residents can take a friend or advocate to a stage 3 hearing.
b) The Complaints Policy allows for the Chief Executive to determine if a resident can attend the stage 3 hearing.  The Panel feel it is important that all residents are offered the opportunity to be present.
5.13 Performance management – strengths
a) Stage 3 is usually completed within the time limit of the service promise.
b) Staff receive a quarterly Customer Feedback Report on complaints which have come through Connect .This update includes good feedback from residents, and information on some changes to services. 
5.14
Performance management – areas for improvement

a) The Board should look at complaints trends at least every six months.
b) The information in the quarterly Customer Feedback Report relating to complaints and lessons learnt should be shared with residents on the website and summarised in Southway Stories.  This would enable Southway to meet the regulatory requirements in the Tenant Empowerment Standard (which expects that Southway will share complaints, their category and lessons learnt, with residents).
c) Of 219 complaints made in 2012-13, 58 complaints were not dealt with on time. Of this number, only 19 residents were sent a letter to inform them of the need for an extension of the deadline.  All residents should receive a letter to confirm the delay, the reasons for this and the proposed timescale for resolution.
d) Southway dealt with 76% of complaints on time in 2012-13.  The national benchmarking figures (2011-12, Q3) for complaints dealt with within the target time were 98.13% for upper quartile, 91.53% for median quartile and 78.10% for lower quartile. 
e) The Southway target for dealing with complaints in 2012-13 is 10 days. The national benchmarking (2012-13, Q3) upper quartile performance for responding to complaints is 8.83 days, the median quartile is 10.5 days and the lowest quartile is 14.75 days (at stage one).
f) The number of Southway Complaints closed at stage 1 in 2012-13 was 84%.  The national benchmarking figures (2012-13, Q3) for complaints closed/resolved at stage one were: 100% for upper quartile performers; 94.16% for median quartile performance and 87.92% for lowest quartile performance.
g) The number of Southway Complaints closed at stage 2 on target in 2012-13 was 37%.  The national benchmarking figures (2012-13, Q3) for complaints closed/resolved at stage 2 were: 100% for upper and medium quartile performances and 66.65% for lowest quartile.
h) Many managers do not review complaints performance with their staff. (This was evident from interviews and the staff survey).
i) KPIs collected for Officers are limited and could be improved.  The following information is collected: 
· Response times stage 1
· % progressing to stage 2 (not more than 15%)

· Satisfaction at the end of the complaint

Residents would like to see the data collected and shared with residents:
· Response times at stage 1and those upheld
· Response times at stage 2 and those upheld
· Numbers of complaints resolved and average timescales for this at each stage

· Number of complaints dealt with by contractors

· Number of complaints where lessons have been learnt

· Resident satisfaction with the way the complaint was dealt with

· Resident satisfaction with the overall outcome of the complaint

· The work of the Complaints SIG

· Information on the performance of the new complaints panel
j) Southway receives the benchmarking data of other organisations but do not compare their data with others either in their report to Board, to managers or in reporting to residents.  The Panel would like Southway to:
· Deal with complaints within the promised timescale
· Subscribe to Housemark and submit their figures with the other 100+ social landlords
· Publish their data against benchmarking partners 
· Improve their position from bottom quartile
k) There were problems last year in processing stage 1 complaints on time in
· Property Services

· Asset Management – passing to contractors at stage1
· Neighbourhood Services
Some of our suggested improvements for this are dealt with in specific service reviews below:
5.15 Customer focus group – strengths 
a) The residents said it is easy to contact Southway by phone.
b) Residents knew how to complain and had used the website to make a complaint.
c) Residents thought it was good that a Tenant Scrutiny Panel was reviewing the Southway approach to complaints with the support of Southway.
5.16
Customer focus group – areas for improvement
a) Residents felt that the Southway website was dated and they found it hard to find out how to make a complaint.  They told us that “how to make a complaint” is on page one of the website, but the policy could only be found in the search screen on the website.  When this area was found, another separate area had to be located for the form to make a complaint.  We know the website is due for renewal but if anything can be done to put the complaints data all in one place now; it would help alleviate residents’ frustration.
b) When residents filled in a complaint form online, they were sent a separate form through the post which is a duplication of the process.
c) When complaints were phoned into Connect, they were often sent to another team who did not record their actions.  The actions could not be traced when the resident called back.
d) Due to delays in the extended time given to respond to their complaint not being met, one complainant felt it necessary to take the complaint to the next stage in order to force the issue.
e) Residents are confused as to whether their complaint is being processed as a complaint or as a service failure.  They were not asked if they wished to make a formal complaint by Connect and some therefore did not initially have their issue dealt with as a complaint.
f) No one had received a leaflet with their complaint acknowledgement. They found out what would happen next by reading the website.  They were not informed over the phone about what would happen.
g) Residents interviewed stressed they did not want to be negative but felt they had to be really persistent when they had a complaint to ensure it was recorded and heard as a complaint.
h) Following a home visit to a complainant, Southway responded by letter to the discussion that had taken place in the resident’s home rather than address the original complaint made by the resident.
i) Residents felt it was hard to speak to senior staff when they had an issue which was frustrating them.  The Panel request that the acknowledgement letter provides a named person who will be dealing with the investigation and who the complainant can contact for an update, or to clarify any issues.
j) Residents felt that Connect do not offer additional information unless residents specifically ask for more information. Vulnerable people might fail to raise their complaint if they are not encouraged to do so.
k) Two of the residents were told that they could not take their complaint to the next stage yet one of them had previously been told that they could do so in their stage 1 response.  When one resident tried to take it further they were told the complaint was closed as it was a policy issue.  One resident refused to accept closure at stage 1 and went to stage 2.  Most residents would have given up at this stage.  The Panel are very concerned both about the loose definition given to policy decisions which prevent residents from taking their complaint to the next stage, and the lack of reporting of these specific issues for more senior staff to review.
l) Residents were concerned timescales for actions are not written down and promises made are not in writing.
m) Residents were concerned about value for money.  They believe money has been wasted- in one case by sending out three surveyors and three contractors- with issues still remaining unresolved.  Residents have also lost money by making numerous phone calls, and by being passed to the contractor and then to Southway.  Residents have lost time off work due to a complaint that is still on-going since December 2012.
n) No resident knew about the Compensation Policy.  When we asked them about this, they said they really just want their issue dealt with.  They were concerned that Southway cannot solve the issue quickly and felt it would take even longer to pursue their right to compensation.
o) Residents felt the respect shown to the complainant was poor. Residents felt they are not being treated seriously. 

· One resident was asked later on whether she had a complaint which is formal.  The resident felt it was too late to deal with her issue.  The policy does not discuss how formal complaints will be dealt with differently.
· One resident was told to pay for her own driveway, although she was the only person in the avenue with a car and all other drives had been completed.
· One resident was told that there may be racist overtones to the complaint because he had complained about drainage and the resident next door was Asian.  He had not raised anything about this at all in his complaint about drainage.
· One resident did not feel the manager had read the complaint at all when the visit took place.  
p) No satisfaction surveys were sent when the residents had previously made complaints and this was confused by residents with other satisfaction forms.
q) Residents got calls to say that Southway will be in touch, but one week later there was no call back and the resident was not clear how long they should wait for a call from Southway.
r) Residents felt that communication breakdowns were the main issue.  They felt there were too many interventions by too many staff, and where staff had left the organisation records have not been kept. Paperwork from the past cannot be found on two complaints. Records ought to be kept.
s) Residents feel that Southway need to listen to complainants and not anticipate their comments.  Residents said they felt rushed.
t) Residents were not kept informed of progress when over deadline.
u) Most residents would like to have had another resident as a ‘buddy’ who knows the system to help them with advice and support throughout their complaint. As the ‘Jury’ came to the same conclusion, we recommend that residents are trained as advocates, in particular those who are on the complaints panels. This would reduce the number of cases that go beyond the service failure/stage 1 complaint.
5.16 Front line service response – strengths 
a) Monitoring and administration of complaints is robust and dealt with by one team (Connect).
b) Priority is given to the first call resolution target, and performance in this area is seen as positive.
c) Staff inform residents while on the phone about what will happen next about their complaint.
d) Staff are encouraged to give feedback and are informed that their views will be considered and possibly implemented. 

e) All calls are recorded at Connect for monitoring purposes.  (This does not apply to calls to direct numbers, or transferred calls).
f) Staff have confidence in the complaints system, which they feel is transparent.
g) Connect acts as a sorting office for referring complaints to the right team.
5.18
Front line staff service response – areas for improvement 

a) Complaint forms arriving by post are not always identified and get lost in the business.  We were given an example of a complaint form which lay unopened in the in-tray for four days. This inevitably reduces the time available to meet deadlines, to the detriment of residents.
b) There have been occasions where letters are being responded to at stage 2 where there is no recorded history of a stage 1 complaint.
c) There is no advice for front line staff through policy and procedure to deal with informal complaints or service failures.
d) A Duty Line Officer is not always available to take a call to support staff from Connect.
e) Connect staff do not have access to manual records kept about Asset Management complaints.
5.19
Environmental programme – strengths
a) Southway has increased by two the staff team for the environmental programme, one of whom is responsible for performance and customer care.
b) A process is being set up as a one point contact to record enquiries for fencing / driveway requests.
5.20
Environmental programme – areas for improvement
a) Southway rely on contractors to record complaints.
b)  The way in which the support and supervision of the contractors’ Resident Liaison Officer deal with complaints about contractors (at the first point of complaint to rectify problems), works well for the Southway manager.  However, the Panel feel strongly that the complaint should go to Southway and be recorded before this happens, so that lessons can be learnt.
c) Limited or no information is provided to neighbours, (who may be owners or private residents) about the extent of the works and ensuing disruption due to work being done in Southway homes.
d) There is no formal training for staff on the complaints procedure.
e) The Panel suggest it would be useful to increase the number of post inspections to ensure that at least 10% are carried out.  This is so issues can be picked up before they become complaints.  Current post inspection performance is 7%.
f) We also suggest it would be useful to give more information to those who are not receiving improvement work. This might alleviate their complaints about disruption.
5.21 
Neighbourhood management – strengths
a) The first complaint about ASB is dealt with as a request for service, as with most other issues.
b) Complaints about Southway not doing what they promised on ASB at first contact are dealt with as a stage 1 complaint.
5.22 
Neighbourhood management – areas for improvement
a) Many complaints about neighbourhood management relate to the response time to resolve ASB.  Generally complaints about a resident, (rather than Southway), are dealt with under the ASB Policy.  The issue only becomes a complaint if the promise or policy has not been adhered to. Many residents probably do not understand this, so explanation and promotion of this might help alleviate residents’ concerns about how and when to complain.

5.23
Asset Management – strengths
a) Personal contact is made with residents from a Contract Administrator on receipt of a complaint.
b) Letters are checked by the Head of Service prior to release to residents.
c) Connect use the IBS work tray to request that a manager calls back in 24 hours if they are out of the office.
d) A 10% or 100% check is completed at the end of each scheme of works.  This is at the discretion of the Contract Administrator and is decided before the contract starts.  There will be a 100% check on the ‘refusal programme’ because of the vulnerable people involved.  The checks (when not 100%), focus on a mix of satisfied, mid-range and dissatisfied Customer Satisfaction Questionnaires.
e) An issues log is maintained by the contractor’s Resident Liaison Officers and sent to Asset Management on a monthly basis.  

f) Technical officers can authorise an architect’s instruction with a counter signature to increase/vary the work completed for residents.
g) Some residents initially refused the improvement work. An idea from a resident, followed up by Southway, resulted in improvement work being carried out in50% more homes where this work was originally refused.  This initiative resulted in residents being either: paid to leave their home, being given decoration vouchers or being offered respite care, as appropriate.
h) The manager looks at a daily log of complaints on a weekly basis.
i) Lessons learnt are reported at each team meeting and a formal report is written at the end of each project.
j) Officers carry complaints forms which they will help residents to complete on site if a resident needs support.
k) Southway records aggressive behaviour, relationship breakdown and theft, but not all general enquiries reported are recorded as part of the programme.
l) A Customer Service Questionnaire (CSQ) is sent to the resident six months after work is completed.
m) Complaints are fed back to team meetings in Asset Management.
n) Compliments go into the quarterly performance report, which are considered by Heads of Service and team managers.
o) Pressure is put on the contractor to pay for damage.  It is very rare to use insurers unless a resident has been injured or the contractor refuses to pay and disputes the claim.
p) Where, an incident has occurred but a tenant does not want to make a formal complaint, the details are recorded and the tenant advised that they can complain. In this situation a goodwill gesture (chocolates or a bunch of flowers), are often given by way of an apology.
5.24 
Asset Management – areas for improvement 
Different ways of working for Asset Management were set up two years ago.  The system for home improvement repairs is different.  Complaints are not logged on the computer and only the staff in this team can trace the detail of the complaint and give updates. Staff spend much of their time out on site. This means residents who phone have to wait for a technical officer or manager to return. The panel would like to see these issues recorded on computer and logged as service failures, if they are not a complaint, so progress updates can be given to residents who phone. 
a) What is logged depends on the severity of the problem. Not all calls are logged in Asset Management, as they are in Connect.  A case file is not always created, just an issues log on a spread sheet. This is not recorded as a service failure outside the manual system in Asset Management.  Whilst we appreciate these systems might have been necessary during the programme, there is little need now for a different system to operate in Asset Management. These issues logs should be downloaded onto the computer system.  We acknowledge that the team will need administrative support to put all the backlog of issues onto computer, but we suggest this would enhance customer service.
b) We were told a letter goes to all residents who give negative feedback or refusals for entry, and a case file is created. We are aware of cases where this has not occurred.  This operates outside the complaints recording system. The panel suggests this should be included in the statistics and systems for complaints, so everything can be dealt with in a systematic way.

c) Staff numbers were increased to manage complaints on the improvement programme, as promised to the Jury.  However, these have not been retained after April as the programme has now ended.  It appears that staff support has been removed too quickly as complaints continue to come in as a result of this programme.
d) Southway relies on the contractor to deal with site issues. As a result the Panel felt Southway did not hear about every site issue raised by residents.  The Panel were concerned that negative feedback about problems reported on the Customer Satisfaction Questionnaires were not responded to by Southway.  We queried whether the negative feedback on the questionnaire collected by the contractor had ever reached Southway, or whether the fault lies with Southway for not responding to the negative comments on the returned questionnaire.  This issue has affected two of the 10 Panel members.
e) Staff feel that value is not being gained from the contractors’ Resident Liaison Officers when they deal with complaints.  The Panel would rather RLOs were employed by Southway and the cost of the contract reduced accordingly.

f)   Southway has a conflict of expectations.  They set a 15 second call answering and 24 hour response service standard, but for staff out on site this is harder to respond to.  Only 30% of calls are being responded to in 24 hours.
g)  10% checks are not targeted at negative feedback on CSQs.  This means that residents with negative feedback may not elicit a response from Southway.  If resources are tight, dissatisfied residents should take priority over those who are satisfied with the work done.
h)  Connect were not aware of the ‘issues log’ system used by Asset Management.  Asset Management have not been trained to enter complaints onto the computer system since the Head of Service who did this left the organisation.  Training to get information quickly and issues resolved first time could enhance this process from the resident perspective.

i) 
Connect should include both positive and negative feedback collected from the Asset Management Team (under their separate system), in the quarterly staff feedback report. They should also include this report, and lessons learnt, on the website so it is available for residents to access if they wish.

j)   Where Southway insurers have taken on a claim, Southway do not pursue the insurance company unless reminded by the resident. This needs to be reviewed.
5.25
Repairs – strengths
a) Managers say it is easy to pull off statistics on complaints from the computer system.
b) Staff are encouraged to make suggestions for service improvement, including vouchers and incentives.
c) Personal injury and large claims are directed straight to the insurer.
d) Some staff have used their initiative and bought a book to improve their letter writing on complaints, which Southway then paid for.
5.26
Repairs – areas for improvement
a) Complaints and letter writing training is given by the manager to staff.  Staff are not being collectively trained as a priority in responding to complaints.
b) Most follow- up calls from repairs not completed first time are dealt with immediately to avoid a complaint. This means they are not recorded as a service failure to learn from.
c) There is little desk time for staff in repairs to deal with written complaints. This means that not all complaints are processed within policy timescales.
d) Residents do not think that Southway welcomes complaints. More could be done in emphasising the positive aspect complaints have in helping shape Southway services by featuring these in the residents’ newsletter.
            e) Compensation claims are not linked to the complaints procedure.

5.27
Duty Line staff – strengths
a) Calls are always recorded and noted. Connect staff check that this happens.
b) One hour response by phone is agreed to acknowledge the residents call, even if a response cannot be given due to the relevant staff member not being there. 
5.28
Duty Line – areas for improvement
a) Duty Line staff do not have a clear idea of the complaints procedure. They have not had any training on the complaints procedure. They record the issue and arrange for a call back. The Panel suggests that, with training, all of this could all be done during the initial call to Connect.
b) Duty Line staff take the call on behalf of other members of staff, who then have to respond to the resident. One said that if they were able to deal with the query they would, but there is no expectation that the Duty Line Officers have any more expertise than the Connect staff.
c) Staff answer the phone to say that a manager will ring the caller within 24 hours about the complaint.  They then simply repeat what has been said by Connect, which can be frustrating for the resident who makes the call.
d) Duty Line Officers cannot distinguish between a complaint and a service failure.
e) Duty Line Officers do not encourage a resident who phones with a query to report it as a complaint.
f) Calls are written up and placed in the tray for the officer/manager to deal with when they return to the office. No priority is identified for these beyond that which Connect could do. 
g) There is a lack of clarity and expectation amongst staff in the role of Duty Line Officer.
5.29
Resident involvement in the complaints service – strengths
a) Residents have been involved (at Residents Consultative Group) in the review of the current Complaints Policy (May 2012).
b) There is a Complaints SIG which reviews lessons learnt from complaints. This was set up in September 2010.
5.30
Resident involvement in the complaints service – areas for improvement
a) The Complaints SIG does not choose the six complaints per quarter that they review. This is done by Southway.  We suggest the Complaints SIG should choose which complaints to review.
b) The Complaints SIG did not meet for a year due to staff shortages.  This information was not given to Board in the Complaints Annual Report.  The meeting in April did not review any complaints, but did decide on better ways of working.
c) Residents who make a complaint are often highly motivated about service improvement.  Southway should generally inform these residents about opportunities to get involved and participate in a positive way, if they so wish.
5.31 
Compensation – strengths
a) Residents reviewed files of residents decant expenses due to home improvements and felt it was clear why compensation was awarded.
b) The Compensation Policy is clear on what will be paid and the instances when Southway insurers might get involved.
5.32
Compensation – areas for improvement
a) The policy needs to be clearer about the instances when Southway will pay and when they will refer to their insurers to pay.
b) When Southway hands over cases to insurers the insurer then deals directly with the resident.  It is not clear how Southway will support the resident to a quick resolution and whether they will intervene at any time to help speed up the insurer’s decision.
5.33
File checks and observations – strengths
a) Complaint response letters were reviewed in six files in Home Improvements and four files in Connect.  They were all clear, concise and comprehensive. 
Connect
b) All calls to Connect are recorded.  All complaints received by e-mail and via the website are recorded.  All complaints received at Connect are monitored weekly for progress.
c) Complaints are monitored by Connect when they go to Heads of Service for replies within Southway timescales.
Asset Management

d) Contractors send monthly customer care reports to the Asset Management Team.
e) Customer Satisfaction Questionnaires are monitored monthly for compliments, complaints and comments.
f) The lessons learnt log is reviewed after every project.
5.34
File checks and observations – areas for improvement
      Connect
a)  No checks are made to ensure staff call back residents as promised until the monthly report is written. This was evidenced in our mystery shop and in discussions with staff.
b) Satisfaction forms are not sent with a response to the complaint at stage1.  Customer satisfaction forms are sent out at stage 2.  They should be sent at each stage with the Southway response letter.
c) There is a very low response to satisfaction surveys about complaints (11% in 2012-13). The panel suggests offering incentives for residents to reply. This might result in more forms being returned. In addition, reminders by text could be used, or text could be used for feedback. 
d) Some of the feedback questions in the survey are not straightforward. The Panel suggests that residents be involved in a redesign of a specific complaints satisfaction form which could, in turn, lead to lessons being learnt. 
e) There is no clear distinction between service failure and informal complaints. This means that formal action is neither taken nor recorded in such instances.
f) Occasionally some complaints do not get logged at Connect due to staff opening post and sending correspondence directly to the manager the complainant writes to.

g) The Duty Line Officer system is not working as expected. There are inconsistencies amongst Duty Line Officers regarding their role. Action could be taken to resolve issues of complaints and the differing expectations of the Duty Line Officer role in Connect.
Asset Management
h) The Asset Management Team retains its own spreadsheet outside of the Complaints Policy, and its own database, which is not shared with the Contact Centre.  Complaints are reported as “issues” by technical officers to the team manager when they are found on site. 
i) The system is paper based and not recorded on computer. If an ‘issue’ becomes a complaint it is then copied and placed on the computer for other Officers to see.  None of these issues are reported either internally in quarterly reports, or annually to the Board.  Service failures ought to be recorded, so that Connect can easily inform residents about the progress of their problem.
j) There is too much reliance on manual paperwork and this means residents must speak to a team who are often difficult to get hold of as they are almost always out on site. 
k) Lessons learnt from Asset Management are recorded and discussed with contractors. Contractors’ responses are not reported in Southway’s quarterly report.
General
l) Not all letters to residents included an apology, where this may have been appropriate. Letters to residents should always include an apology as a courtesy, where this would be appropriate. Where vulnerable people are concerned, Southway correspondence should be reflective of and sensitive to their needs.
m) The response letters we reviewed did not always address the full complaint made.
n)  Better communication, such as informing complainants when staff are on holiday, or otherwise unavailable, might help alleviate the lack of response felt by residents. This would preclude further complaints, feelings of frustration and the overall dissatisfaction some residents feel about Southway as a housing provider.
o) Most letters (but not all), offer the chance for the resident to go to the next stage of the complaints process.  There are some inconsistencies in that if a resident writes in with photographs and proof of what has happened and states they do not wish to have a face-to-face meeting with Southway, the complaint is sometimes closed until they agree to do so, with the resident then not being offered the opportunity to take the complaint to the next stage of the procedure. Complaints should not be dismissed if a resident does not wish to have a meeting with Southway staff.
p) There is no option for Southway to close the complaint at stage1 or 2 and refer directly to the Ombudsman if they feel the complaint is never going to be upheld.  This should be built into the procedure.
q) There was conflicting advice in letters about time limits to escalate to stage 2, (15 – 21 days).
r) Some responses mentioned ASB issues when there was no reference to ASB in the actual complaint.
5.35 Mystery shopping – strengths
2x Phone calls
a) Staff were well informed on all the details and how the complaint could be progressed.
b) Staff knew the procedure, how to make a complaint and what would happen next.
c) Staff responded well to the needs of a vulnerable client.
d) The time taken to answer a call was very fast – within 5 seconds, though calls on a Monday went unanswered.
e) Advisors introduced themselves by name.
f) Advisor also mentioned there was information about complaints on the website. 
Web enquiry
g) The resident was offered a face to face meeting with a member of staff.
5.36 Mystery shopping - areas for improvement
2x Phone calls
a) One advisor mumbled her introduction and name and had to be asked to repeat her name.
b) The advisor did not explain the Policy until specifically asked and then not clearly.  The advisor did not mention how the process works at stage 1, only at stage 2.
c) The advisor persisted in trying to get a name, address and details so she could deal with the issue. The advisor said categorically that Southway would not accept an anonymous complaint. Advisor remained polite but was clearly irritated and said she could not deal with a complaint without name and address and details.
d) Some negative and unhelpful comments were given by the advisor: for example, “we have 6000 properties”, and “I can't help you unless you give me the details”.  Resident was not get encouraged to make a complaint. The advisor did not ask if there was anything else she could help with and did not check the caller had the address for complaints.  Resident was told “Just write in.” 
e) It took two days to get through (started trying on a Monday).  The advisor asked if the resident had household insurance to deal with the item broken by Southway staff.  Positively, they gave supplementary information and mentioned the Complaints and the Compensation Policy.                  
           Face to face at reception
f) A record was on the system of a query made in July 2012 about a door. This was a real complaint of one of the Panel members.  It was clear who was dealing with the enquiry and the resident was advised they would receive a call back in 24 hours.  To date, this call has not been received. (This was over two weeks ago at the time of writing this report).
Web enquiry

g) An e-mail was sent and a response promised within 24 hours.  It took 13 days (9 working days).  
5.37 Calls (x4) to residents who had made a complaint – strengths
a) Residents said the Complaints Policy is easy to understand.

b) Staff took the time and effort to listen to residents.

c) Operatives helped resident by passing on details on the complaints procedure.

5.37
Calls (x4) to residents who had made a complaint – areas for improvement
a) Residents felt that complaints are not taken seriously. 
b) Residents stated that an attempt to resolve a complaint was not made until it had been escalated to stage 2.  None felt they had a proper resolution.  One feels the issue is still unresolved at stage 3.
c) It was felt that communication from Southway staff was poor.
d) Residents felt there was an inability of staff to see problems from a resident’s perspective.
e) There needs to be better information for residents who have exhausted the internal complaints procedure or who have lost faith in the process.
f) Southway needs to provide clear information about the options open to residents and how to access them, e.g. the Housing Ombudsman and Designated Persons.
6.
Reviewing information from other organisations
We researched policy, leaflets and practice at other housing organisations.
The Panel looked websites and at several leaflets from housing associations and Councils including: 
· Northwards 

· Cheshire Peaks and Plains Housing Trust 

· Salix Homes

· Parkway Green

· City South

· Eastlands

· Liverpool Mutual Homes
· Stockport Homes
· New Charter
· Adactus 
· Worcester Community Housing

From this, the Panel suggest the following improvements might be made, with the aim of helping Southway residents who might wish to complain:
Southway website
a) The initial report form should be changed to “Could you tell us what you want Southway to do about your complaint?”
b) The Complaints Policy should be linked from the complaints information on the website – it is about 4 clicks away and not referred to in terms of where it might be found.  You have to use the search box.
c) The 2010 Policy is on the Southway website and not the Policy from May 2012.
d) The complaints form on the Southway website is from October 2010.
e) The complaint advice page of the Southway website has not been changed in line with the May 2012 Policy for stage 3.  (It still states that residents will be invited to attend a meeting to present their case if they wish).

Other landlords
f) The Salix forms were easier to understand from a resident perspective.
g) The Eastlands website was easy to navigate to find the complaints form.
h) City South has a complaint stage which attempts to resolve the problem quickly and records this.  A formal complaint at stage 1 is only processed if the resident is not happy.  They encourage feedback on services which do not meet expected standards.  They have a feedback form on their website.
i) City South has moved to 2 stages and an independent complaints panel (as have Salix and New Charter).
j) Salix report on stage 1and 2 at 10 days.  York Housing Association report on stages 1 and 2 at 15 days, but this is a very small landlord.
k) Salix report on their performance on complaints and give examples of lessons learnt.
l) Adactus has a clear, easy to read and up-to-date website with good links and information.  The menu layout is on the left of the page which is easy on the eye. The Southway menu is on the right of the page in bright orange side bars. These are visually unappealing.
m) Southway would benefit from a clearer overall menu on the home page, which would give better information on how to complain. It could be less fussy, with better fonts and layout. Members of the Panel were impressed by Adactus, but did not like Worcester's small font, cartoon-coloured home page, which was full of jargon.  New Charter’s site was the easiest to navigate and information was easy to find.
n) We liked the terminology used by Stockport Homes, which invited feedback.  The complaints form was entitled Customer Feedback – Complaints.  The compliments form was entitled Customer Feedback – Compliments.  The website was easy to read, with great information and speed of access to the forms, policies and leaflets we needed.  We did not find their Complaints Policy, though we did not look for customer feedback policy.
o) Stockport has a separate Vexatious Complaints Policy, which is two pages of definition and explains what will happen.  It gives more detail than the Southway Policy. We liked the fact that this was a separate policy.
p) York Housing Association residents write directly to the Chief Executive at Stage 3 to appeal. Their leaflet states that the complainant will get a full written reply by way of the minutes of the panel hearing, whether they attend the Panel meeting or not.
q) The Salix leaflet was the best we saw.  It offers an independent resident complaints panel and gives full details of how to contact the Housing Ombudsman.  They have two stages in their complaints process which are called Investigation and Review.  The translation strapline is really small but very effective. We also liked the fact that the leaflet is visually attractive, easy to read and very resident focused. It also informs the reader that if Salix are at fault they will make an apology, learn lessons so it does not happen again, restore the position as if the fault had not been made and may offer compensation. Their complaints form has a tear off slip to make a complaint which they call “Customer Feedback Policy”.  They also subscribe to Facebook and Twitter.
r) Adactus and Worcester Community Housing had information on scrutiny on their home pages. Stockport Homes, Northwards, Parkway Green, Eastlands, and Liverpool Mutual Homes had easy access to the work of their scrutiny panels also.  We would like to suggest that Southway does this too when we have published this report.
7
To conclude and what we would like to happen next
We acknowledge Southway strengths and do not need to consider these further.  We thank you for them and for the efforts you have made to improve this service.

We believe we have set out the actions we would like to see implemented to make improvements in the ‘areas for improvement’ sections of this report. 
We would like Southway to address in an action plan all areas for improvement (and in particular those which we have drawn out as key recommendations), which we feel will have an impact both on services and on promoting value for money.

We would like to engage with Southway on the potential to make some changes under the Localism Act. We would like to set up an external complaints panel and reduce the way complaints are managed internally to two stages to accommodate this.  Some Panel members are interested in being on that Panel.
The Panel would like the Board to approve the recommendations in this report. We would like to ask Officers to complete an action plan and to have another meeting with us in September 2013 to discuss the completed action plan, which we hope you will discuss with us; as you did with the Jury report.
We thank the Officers and residents for giving up their time to help us with this review. We will make ourselves available to Officers to clarify issues raised and we will support Officers by commenting and helping you shape these new ways of working.
We look forward to improving the complaints service in partnership with Southway, and, finally, we look forward to working with you on our next service review.
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