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Guidance on the Complaints Procedures For Those Wishing to Make a Complaint (Complainants)

This guidance is to assist anyone who is unhappy about any part of the service they have received and wish to make a complaint. It needs to be read alongside the National Complaints Policy and Procedures. You can ask the Service for a copy of this which they can give you in person, by post or email. If you require the policy and accompanying procedures in a different language or format please ask and we will try and accommodate that request.

Many matters can be resolved without using the Complaints procedure. If you are unhappy about any part of the service, then we would like to know so we can try to put matters right. We encourage you to raise the matter with the person with whom the issue has arisen. This is the best place to start. If you prefer, you can contact the service and ask to speak to another member of staff about the matter. If matters remain unsatisfactory for you, you may wish to pursue the complaint, so you will need to follow the stages of our Complaints Procedure. If you are unwilling to follow the complaints procedure then we will not investigate your complaint and will not carry on an informal dialogue on the subject and is likely to result in the organisation being unable to continue to provide a service to you. This will also be the case for a repetitive complaint on an issue that has been investigated and not upheld. If you have been referred to the Service by the Court and are unhappy with this, it does not constitute a complaint to the Service.
The Complaints Procedure is made up of 3 stages. There is a 4th stage, an appeals procedure which is covered in a separate document which you can request if you need it from the local service. 
The person dealing with your complaint will act impartially and confidentially, only involving those related to the complaint.

If you think there is a conflict of interest with the designated person the Service will provide someone else to deal with the complaint.

The complaints process can be halted at any stage should it emerge that legal action is underway, pending or intended until any legal process is complete.

The  maximum time for a complaint to be investigated is 6 months

Stage 1 
Contact with the Service Manager (Informal Complaint)

If you are still unhappy about the service you have received, you should contact the Service Manager to discuss your complaint. Your complaint may need to be passed to someone else, if that person has more knowledge of the area of work concerning your complaint. If your complaint involves the Service Manager, it will be handled by a member of the service board of management. 

The person dealing with your complaint will discuss the matter with you and may need to talk to other people in the Service. Because of the nature of our work, and our confidentiality policy, there may be some information we cannot share with you. For example, where a couple come separately to intake and a complaint is received about the intake process, information given by the other party cannot be divulged to you.

The person you deal with will aim to resolve the complaint to your satisfaction as soon as possible. This person will keep a written record of your complaint on file. This file will only be accessible to anyone who becomes involved in dealing with the complaint.

If your complaint raises any issues to do with child protection or a criminal or disciplinary matter, then there may be formalities which will involve external bodies e.g. police or social work. 

You will be notified in writing regarding the outcome of your complaint within 10 working days of your discussion with the Service Manager. This letter will be kept on file. If you are not satisfied with the outcome and you want to take it further, you move to the next stage which is a formal written complaint.

Stage 2
Making a Formal Written Complaint

If you wish to have your complaint considered formally, we want to do this quickly. You are asked to put your complaint in writing to the Service Manager / Chairperson of the Service within 10 working days of receiving the letter regarding the outcome of the informal complaint.  You may ask for help in drafting your letter from the Citizens Advice Bureau or similar organisation if you wish. Please make sure that your letter of complaint is dated and signed by you and that you include details on how to contact you. We cannot accept emails as formal letters of complaint. This letter will be kept on file.

Your letter will be acknowledged by the Service Manager / Chairperson of the Service within 5 working days of receipt. The Service Manager / Chairperson of the service will investigate the complaint, or appoint a member of the Service’s Board of Management / or other appropriate person to do this. All recorded information related to the complaint and if necessary the appeals procedure will be kept on file for three years before being destroyed.

If no letter is received by the service within 10 working days your complaint is assumed to have been dropped and the subject closed.

Stage 3 
Formal Consideration of Complaint

The person appointed to deal with your complaint will contact you verbally or in writing within 10 working days of receiving your written complaint to offer to discuss your complaint. The offer may be to discuss the complaint in face-to-face meeting although a telephone call may be more appropriate – for example if you live a long way from the location of the service and cannot attend in person. 

If a face-to-face meeting is to be held, you can be accompanied by another person. That person cannot represent you and you cannot send someone else in your place to the meeting. If you wish to be accompanied by someone else, you must notify the Service at least 24 hours before the meeting of the name of the person who is to accompany you. You will have to meet your own expenses to attend the meeting. 

This meeting is to be held within 28 days of the offer being made. Unless there are exceptional circumstances (e.g. illness), if the offer of a meeting is not taken up within this time the complaint will be dropped. Where there are exceptional circumstances preventing either you or the person making the complaint from taking part in a meeting within 28 days, the person dealing with the complaint has the authority to extend this time limit as circumstances allow and you will be informed of this change of deadline as soon as a new date has been set. The Service will keep a record of this meeting / conversation on file.

The person dealing with your complaint will aim to resolve it to your satisfaction. You will be sent a letter confirming the outcome of your complaint within 5 working days following the meeting / telephone conversation. If your complaint is upheld the Service will reimburse expenses you have incurred during the process of making the complaint, subject to the evidence of expenditure. If you are not satisfied with the outcome at this stage you can consider lodging an appeal. 
Stage 4:
Appeals Procedure 
If you decide to lodge an appeal against the outcome of your complaint, you have 28 days to put this in writing to the Chair of the Service. The letter, which must be signed by you and dated, must explain the grounds of your appeal which can only be based on new evidence that was not available when the original complaint was made, or that the correct procedures were not followed during the complaint investigation.

For more information on the Appeals Procedure, please see separate document Guidance on the National Complaints Appeals Procedure

There is no further right of appeal to the Service. However if the Service is a member of COSCA then when the local Service’s own complaints and appeals procedures have been exhausted, a complaint can then be taken to COSCA (Counselling & Psychotherapy in Scotland), see www.cosca.org.uk under complaints. The role of COSCA is to verify that the local Service’s complaints and appeals procedures have been followed and that there has not been a breach of the COSCA Statement of Ethics and Code of Practice in the course of investigating the complaint. 

Every effort must be made to keep to these timescales, but if there are exceptional circumstances which will cause a delay to meeting the timescale, either from the complainant or the Service, this must be communicated to other parties involved in the complaint at the earliest opportunity and before the timescale is overrun.
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