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1. Introduction 

1.1
Who we are

The Blackpool Customer Scrutiny Assembly (BCSA) is made up of 6 members. Our role is to scrutinise the performance and behaviour of Blackpool Coastal Housing (BCH) as an independent champion on behalf of all BCH customers.  We act as a positive critical friend assessing the service that BCH provides.
The BCSA agrees what areas of BCH frontline services it wishes to scrutinise and is provided with the information required, in order to gain a detailed view of how BCH  performs in that area. The BCSA’s role and duties also includes the following:

· Producing an annual scrutiny programme and scrutinising individual areas of BCH’s frontline services on a programme basis.

· Monitoring performance of individual service areas and making recommendations for improvements.

· Maintaining links and ensuring effective communications with the Board, Senior Management Team and Service Improvement Groups.

· Ensuring the Board and Senior Management Team decision making meets residents’ reasonable expectations.

1.2
Why we are involved in Scrutiny

Changes in regulation from April 2012, requires Blackpool Coastal Housing to work together with residents to set, monitor and enforce standards. This regulatory framework is called ‘co-regulation’ and aims to move the focus of decision-making and performance management for housing services away from the housing regulator towards residents and the landlord to agree locally defined needs and priorities. 

The BCSA aims to give residents more responsibility to hold BCH to account in shaping services and delivering continuous service improvements by keeping the customer at the heart of everything BCH does.

The individual members of the BCSA care passionately about their homes, about BCH and the service that its customers receive and that’s why they give up their time to volunteer on this group. They want BCH to be the best across the board.
1.3
Why we chose the complaints service

BCH had only taken over the complaints logging service from Blackpool Council in April 2012, they acknowledged that the service was in its infancy and welcomed a review by the BCSA.
A desk top review of priorities and service issues that required addressing showed that the complaints service would provide BCH with a scrutiny that would look across the whole organisation touching each of its service areas.

An effective complaints management system is integral to providing quality customer service. It helps to measure customer satisfaction and is a useful source of information and feedback for improving services. Often customers are the first to identify when things are not working properly.

If complainants feel they are being ignored or not taken seriously, they may look for redress by seeking external review or by publicly exposing their experience, which could directly impact on an organisations reputation.

A good complaints management system can be an economical and efficient way of improving an organisations public image and increasing customer satisfaction. It can also enable organisations to review their own performance and identify and address and learn from common or reoccurring issues and service-related problems.

2. What we looked at

Prior to starting the review, the BCSA received a presentation from the Service Manager setting out all aspects of complaints. The service manager received a brief and a list of information the Assembly required which had been drawn up as part of a desk top review of complaints. This helped us to scope our work and frame the service review.

We reviewed a comprehensive list of documents and performance indicators used by BCH. The following documents were reviewed:

· Customer Care Team reports from 2011 to 2012

· Councillor and MP enquiries spreadsheet from March 2012 for 6 months

· BCH Annual Customer Feedback Report 2009 to 2010
· BCH Annual Customer Feedback Report 2010 to 2011
· The monthly service standard failure reports for 2011 and 2012
· 2011 -2012 Balanced Score Card

· Star Research Survey 2010
· Compensation Payments Policy
· Vexatious and Habitual Complainants Policy
· BCH Customer Charter – Our Local Offers

· Customer Feedback Procedure

· Compensation Payments – BCH Information Series

· Customer Feedback and Complaints Leaflet – BCH Information Series

· BCH Website – www.bch.co.uk
A staff survey was carried out in October 2012 to enable staff to put forward their views on the service and how it meets the local offer as well as ideas for improving the service.

A tenant survey was carried out in October 2012 to enable customers to put forward their views on the service they received.
We carried out a detailed case analysis of a random selection of complaints cases which had reached a variety of stages in order to test out the process and procedure being followed.

We were given a presentation of the computerised system for recording and monitoring complaints (Orchard).

We carried out mystery shopping exercises to log and follow through complaints through Stage 1 and Stage 2 at BCH.

We carried out mystery shopping exercises at several private sector organisations to compare and contrast the service that is received in other sectors.
We compared BCH with other registered housing providers.
We looked at the National Standards and BCH’s standards and local offers.

3. Who we spoke to:

We undertook interviews and focus group structured interviews, as well as mystery shopping exercises to:

Gather data on officer interpretation of services

Develop scrutiny understanding

Test assumptions we had about the service

We spoke to:

BCH staff 

Council staff
Housing Portfolio Holder
Contractor staff


Customers in a Focus Group 

The Complaints Panel

To our friends and neighbours who are customers of BCH
We would like to acknowledge that we received full co-operation from the staff and other customers and would like to thank them for their time, support, honesty patience and co-operation in helping us to complete this review.

4. What we found

We thank the BCH Team and staff for the strengths they have demonstrated and their commitment to the complaints service. A summary of our findings is detailed below. A detailed list of all strengths and all areas for improvement are shown in Appendix 1.
4.1 Management of the complaints system
The BCSA concluded that there is a clear and logical way to record complaints with standardised letters and the ability to record user defined actions. However staff complained of having to “juggle screens” and a system that is not user friendly, unwieldy and difficult to use.

Customers do not have to put their complaints in writing, although this was not clear to all staff who told us that some staff were still telling customers that they do need to complain in writing. This was confirmed during one of our mystery shopping exercises where the caller was asked to put their complaint in writing.
In terms of staff’s understanding of the stages of the complaint and what to log there appeared to be a differing understanding of what definitions were, and not everything was being logged.  Actions and lessons learned were not being recorded on the system and tracking the history of customer feedback was not always possible as a result.

Communication could be improved, staff were often not aware of the outcome of actions taken and could not feed this back to customers, and communication between departments was cited as being poor at times.

The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.

4.2
Performance monitoring

The ability to extract performance monitoring information has improved with the introduction of the computerised Orchard system, and is directly logged and dealt with by BCH staff. However, none of the staff we interviewed had received any regular monitoring reports on complaints, and this was also commented on by staff who responded to the staff survey.

The ability to share management information and communicate on how well sections are doing, sharing best practice and lessons learnt is an area of weakness that needs to be addressed.

The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.

4.3
Front line services

The ability for front line staff to record complaints and communicate outcomes was cited as a strength in our research. Access to a site manager and emergency link 24/7 in order to report complaints for BCH’s more vulnerable customers, and the ability for staff to resolve complaints at the point of contact were also cited as strengths.

Staff told us they felt empowered and able to raise areas from which to learn lessons at team meetings. Contractors gave a care pack to tenants, which was also viewed as a good practice.

There tended to be inconsistency in the logging and defining of a complaint from our research. Councillor’s enquiries are logged using a different system and are dealt with immediately. It is felt that the logging, timescales and actions taken should have the same approach as the general complaints system.

There were several different definitions of “issues” which staff shared on what may or may not be regarded as a complaint and therefore logged as such;
· an expression of dissatisfaction

· negative feedback 
· an enquiry

· an informal complaint

· just letting you know
· a service request/failure
· fly tipping or vandalism
· an issue which is dealt with as ASB 

· an issue which is dealt with by the Council 
· when it relates to a staff member
However BCH’s definition of a complaint is clear and simple 

“Where a customer is unhappy with the service they have received from BCH or one of our contractors”

Therefore all issues/feedback which meet this definition should be logged as a complaint regardless of what procedure and policy is used to address them. Therefore more training and education on complaints definitions and logging needs to be reinforced for staff.
There also appeared to be no formal mechanism for recording and feeding back compliments and positive feedback from customers.
Mystery shoppers observed that there is a lack of security for staff at Coastal House reception and, staff appeared not to be conversant with all issues which tenants bring to reception.  These may or may not be logged as complaints at the point of contact. 
Mystery Shoppers also raised issues regarding the layout and design of the Coastal House reception, in particular, the location of the two computers and the telephone. Concerns were raised that they are situated too close together so that all three cannot be used at once and a lack of privacy is evident with no screens or booths separating them. It was also noted that they are also situated too high up meaning that they are inaccessible to customers with mobility issues needing a chair and cannot stand for periods of time or in a wheelchair. 

Staff also raised concerns regarding the design and staffing of the Coastal House reception.
Other areas we noted were that the repairs hotline is being used as a general freephone number (not just repairs logging which is their priority) and cannot cope with the demand which hampers the ability to deal with the logging of complaints. 
In addition the system makes it difficult to record, identify and delegate complaints, when on the phone.
The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.

4.4
Customer satisfaction

Although the STAR survey shows 87% of customers are very or fairly satisfied with the overall service provided by BCH, there are issues with BCH receiving feedback from the customer. The return rate is very poor with results from the complaints feedback surveys being particularly low.

Feedback from the BCSA complaints customer survey showed that identifying the first point of contact is an issue, and passing on the complaint to the right person/department.

The survey also showed that customers feel that the complaints system is not clear and simple (easy to understand) and disagree that it is easy to find information on or access.  This is at odds to the staff survey where the majority of staff felt the system is clear and simple and easy to access. This suggests an issue with communication between BCH and its customers.

Other findings indicate that customers feel that their enquiry was not dealt with promptly and they were not kept informed throughout the process. This is confirmed by the staff survey where only 51.4% of customer facing staff and 40% of back office staff thought that complaints were resolved promptly. Resolving and communicating the resolution of a complaint to all parties was also recorded as a concern by staff.

Who to contact and which number to ring is also causing confusion among customers, with the complaints leaflet listing 13 numbers a customer could potentially call to log a complaint.
Our research identified that tenants are confused over the relationship between the Council and BCH and who is responsible for what when making a complaint. Guides and information and in particular the website need to be clearer on what an ALMO is and its areas of responsibility, signposting other issues to the Council. 

The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.

4.5
Tenant involvement in the service

The Assembly commend BCH for involving tenants in the complaints process which makes it more independent as review is by peers and not just by the organisation against which the complaint was made.

However it was felt that the complaints panel is not fulfilling its terms of reference as the panel have not met or supported each other as a group.

It appears that individuals on the panel are only reviewing the decision made for an individual case being reviewed and whether it is sound, but no further than that. There is no panel investigation into the way the decision was made and whether BCH have adhered to the policy and procedures. Overall timescales and the way the complaint was recorded or dealt with throughout its life are also not considered. This means that there is no independent review or learning from the complaint process and no regular review of complaints cases taking place.

The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.

4.6 Customer Information, Documents and Policies 

Generally it was concluded that although information and documentation is plentiful they do not link together and in the majority of cases is out of date.
The full details of areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.
Customer charter

The customer charter does not go far enough and is not much of a test the promise to be prompt, polite and fair would be what most customers  would expect as a minimum. The national basic government standards are covered but they are not exceeded.
The outcomes stated on the customer charter are not SMART
Customer feedback procedure

The BCSA carried out a detailed critique of the Customer Feedback Procedure for staff comparing it to other BCH customer information sources such as the website and the complaints leaflet. 

Other organisations policies were also reviewed. 

Generally the BCSA concluded that the document should incorporate a system user guide and also a full process map so that staff are able to determine, what actions should be taken at what stage and when, throughout a complaints process. The document should also include BCH’s stance on complaints as an organisation. Such as, outlining its link to customer service and lessons learnt, as well as why certain actions need to carried out in a certain way and logged as well as how to do them.
Customer feedback and complaints leaflet
The BCSA carried out a detailed critique of the procedure for staff comparing it to the customer documents of the website and the Customer Feedback and Complaints leaflet. We also looked at examples from other organisations to benchmark good practice.

We concluded that the leaflet was not customer focussed or user friendly enough in comparison with other examples from private companies and housing organisations.
Habitual and Vexatious Complaints Policy

The BCSA carried out a detailed critique of the policy for staff and found that overall it was a comprehensive document. However we concluded that it did not go far enough, appeared to be written in isolation and as such did not link with the overall Customer Feedback procedure.
Compensation Payments – BCH Information Series

The BCSA reviewed the document and concluded that the leaflet was outdated and required reworking. The language that the document uses is not user friendly and this leaflet should link with others in the series 

Website
The BCSA compared BCH’s website with a number of other organisations’ websites and also compared the information on the website to what is stated in the customer complaints leaflet and the policy/procedure. 

The Assembly concluded that BCH’s website is weak in comparison with other websites.  The information relating to complaints and customer feedback did not match the leaflet, it largely reflected the procedure which is written for staff and not customers. The content needs to be in the same tone and language used in the leaflet.

4.7
Training
There is no comprehensive ongoing training programme and review of skills for BCH involvement volunteers monitored at an organisation level.

However staff and customers have voiced their opinion that the Academy training that customers are able to take part in is excellent. 
Many staff train on specific housing related qualifications and the BCSA spoke to some very skilled and knowledgeable staff.

Staff training encompasses how to use the complaints system, but not customer care and how the organisation uses and learns from feedback. There is a need to receive training on conflict management to give confidence to staff dealing with challenging service users. The train the trainer approach needs to be properly implemented to avoid gaps in knowledge being passed on by the shadowing approach. 

BCH is not clear in its training on what issues staff should be recording as a complaint and what actions they should include and why. This is leading to inconsistency across the organisation.
Other areas for improvement are identified in Appendix 1.
5. Reviewing good practice from other organisations

The BCSA researched policy, leaflets and practice from other organisations and interrogated their websites for information.

The organisations looked at were 

Bolton at Home, Great Places, Muir, Places for People, Regenda, Northwards, Progress Housing Group, Poole.

In particular the BCSA have highlighted some good practice and elements from the above which stood out as good ideas that we would like BCH to adopt when drawing up its Action Plan in particular in relation to the websites, information and communication with customers in relation to complaints.
Northwards Housing use process maps with their policies and procedures to help staff understand the process used.
Bolton at Home – Have a really well laid out leaflet that uses customer friendly and simple to understand language.

Regenda’s leaflet – Has a memory jogger page to allow customers to jot down reference numbers and times and who they spoke to.

The language that other organisations used was clearer and easier to understand than BCH. All feedback is welcomed. For example terms that were used by other organisations included “listening to you”, “tell us what you think”, and “have your say”. Whereas BCH use more formal language such as “expression of dissatisfaction” and go to great lengths to detail what is not a complaint which is at odds with the definition.
Many of the organisations had links to actual documents on their website which meant that customers were able to open and print copies of the actual leaflet from the web such as they might find in a housing reception. This facility is not available on BCH’s web site which has a reliance on explaining things in long paragraphs of text. It is felt that an overhaul of BCH’s website is required to enable it to be a more effective two-way communication tool for customers to interact with BCH.

In general all the other organisations had in our opinion better websites than BCH. Their websites are more customer friendly, interactive and easier to navigate than BCH’s. They have more colours and pictures making use of video and more visual aids to get the message across whereas BCH has an over reliance on text and is very static. In fact Bolton at Home has a “rate this page or rate this feature” facility enabling users to click on a traffic light smiley face to give immediate feedback.
The use of language on the websites was more customer focussed and friendly than BCH’s which has an over use of jargon and dry formal language, which many customers do not understand.  For example BCH has a section called “Local offers” – many customers do not know what this means and there is no clear explanation of what this is. Whereas in Bolton’s website this section is called “Our Performance” with sub menus on “delivering our promises” and “telling you how we are doing” 

Other organisations publish information on their websites relating to service areas and how they are doing – laid out and presenting information in the same way as their leaflets, annual reports or newsletters and use charts, graphs and colours to make the information easy to understand and access. BCH does not make use of this media on their website.
6. Future Considerations

Under current proposals from April 2013 the Housing Ombudsman will absorb the Local Government Ombudsman so that it becomes a single Ombudsman covering the whole sector. The government's intention is that more complaints will be resolved at a local level by a ‘democratic filter’ so that only ‘complaints worthy of consideration will go to the Ombudsman’. This so called ‘democratic filter’ could include: councillors, MP’s and tenant panels. 

The number of cases that are referred to the Ombudsman in BCH’s case is a very rare occurrence only one in the last two years. Therefore the BCSA would consider it a waste of resources to concentrate any effort in this later stage of the complaints process. 

However the BCSA recommendations and areas for improvement detailed in Appendix 1 cover improvements to the existing complaints tenant panel and the integration of councillor complaints and enquiries into the general process. In doing this BCH will fully meet the requirements.

7. Key recommendations
The BCSA have detailed a number of areas for improvement each of which BCH are asked to consider and have also consolidated these into a number of recommendations which are shown in Appendix 1.

The main overarching recommendations are:
· Review the policy and procedures and consider streamlining the process away from several escalating stages.

· Sign up to the Housemark complaints charter.
· Review the documents and information the customer and staff have access to and the methods of communicating information to the customer, utilising the areas for improvement and good practice from other organisations.
· Provide additional training for staff on complaints definition, recording and customer service.

· Develop a more robust system for recording and feeding back lessons learnt at an organisational level.

· Provide reports for staff and management.
8. To conclude and actions to be taken
The BCSA would like BCH to populate an action plan which we would like to receive back by the 22nd February.
The BCSA would like BCH to address each area for improvement and each of the overarching recommendations.

The action plan produced must be “SMART” and a table is required detailing all the areas for improvement and recommendations as outlined in Appendix 1, together with the response stating the Action to be taken, by whom and by when.
Finally the BCSA would like to thank BCH staff and residents for giving up their time to help us with this review. We will make ourselves available to officers to clarify any issues raised and we will support BCH by commenting and helping BCH shape the new ways of working. The BCSA are also willing to work with and carry out further research or analysis in order to assist BCH in meeting any of the recommendations or areas for improvement.
The BCSA look forward to moving on to improve the complaints service in partnership with BCH and the Council and look forward to working with BCH in our future service reviews.
Appendix 1 – Detailed list of Strengths, Areas for Improvements and Good Practice and Recommendations by the BCSA

	Strengths
	Areas for improvement and Good Practice
	Recommendation

	4.1 Management of the complaints system

	· There is a logical way of recording complaints on a computerised system.
· The staged approach is clear and staff understand the process
· Standardised letters ensure that customers are given the same clear consistent message
· Customers do not have to put their complaints in writing
· It is possible to attach and scan all associated documents with the complaint
· It is possible to record all user defined actions and events taken on a complaint
	· Staff Guides, policies and procedure documents would benefit from updating and being communicated to everyone. Our research found that there appeared to be assumptions that all staff know how to categorise feedback and how and who to allocate complaints to. This is not always the case.
· Multiple categories of complaint are difficult to record - users have to record each element as an individual complaint to be able to track progress. This can make linking complaints together with one reply difficult.
· Automated acknowledgement letters would be improved if response dates were automatically populated
· The evaluation form from which lessons can be learnt would benefit from being incorporated into the Orchard system. It is not clear that lessons are being learnt or the details from the evaluation form being evaluated.
· Officer actions are not being recorded on the complaints system making it difficult to follow in the event of an investigation. Phone calls, e-mails and visits should all be recorded as actions.
· Staff are not using the contact recording screen at the initial point of enquiry therefore calls and contact are not being recorded and cannot be monitored if an enquiry or issue escalates to a complaint.
· The perception of staff is that SMT sit on recommendations and don’t act on them quickly, if at all. Staff feel that their suggestions are ignored.

· Poor communication with the customer and also within departments at BCH is considered a big issue amongst both staff and tenants.
	· BCH should sign up to the Housemark Complaints Charter which is based on 6 core principles and in doing so demonstrates to customers that all complaints are welcomed, taken seriously, resolved and learned from.

· Staff guides, policies and procedures would benefit from a review. Encompassing them into one master document would help staff. Providing a process map in order to demonstrate the flow, in a diagram would more easily show the potential actions a user can take and when. 

· BCH needs to review the Orchard system and investigate the ability to link complaints and to log all initial enquiries at the first point of contact. BCH must ensure that the system is capable of logging all contact and feedback including complaints, compliments and comments easily. This will greatly increase customer service and allow greater tracking and dealing with enquires in the first instance. In addition the Orchard system should be expanded and users trained in using the full capabilities of the system so that all individual actions, such as emails and phone calls, relating to all enquiries, not just complaints, can be logged and tracked in one place.
· BCH must ensure that staff and managers are completing the evaluation form and that monitoring of this at an organisational level is taking place. A mechanism for recording and demonstrating lessons learnt must be put in place.

· SMT should ensure that they document all recommendations from staff and that feedback is also recorded and takes place. A regular item on the team meeting agendas could be one way that this is taken forward.

· BCH must look again at its communication between departments and encourage interdepartmental communication and discourage silo working. BCH should also look at the ways it communicates with its customers and develop these into a long term communication strategy. 

	4.2 Performance Monitoring

	· In the past the only monitoring was via a spreadsheet, this has improved with the introduction of a computerised system (Orchard)
· In the past the logging of complaints was carried out by the Council who notified BCH of the issues. Now the logging is dealt with directly by BCH staff.
· It was demonstrated that the system can be interrogated to provide detailed management information reports
	· No staff member we interviewed or surveyed had received any regular monitoring reports on complaints


	· Regular performance monitoring and a reports suite for complaints should be made a priority. These reports should form part of the discussion within team meetings. The system has been live since April 2012 and the excuse that the system is new and that BCH are working on the reports is no longer valid. In order to provide value and for Managers and staff to learn from complaints and provide an improved service to customers, the suite of reports must include; analysis reports,  such as,  by age, area or type of complaint, as well as, what percentage were completed within target timescales, stage it reached etc. This kind of analysis report is well within the capabilities of the system.

	4.3 Front Line Services

	· Staff can record all complaints on the Orchard Computer system which makes it easier to track and remedy complaints and ensure the accountability of BCH.
· New computer system has the capacity to log, identify and categorise complaints.
· Calls to the hotline can be logged onto the computer system as Stage One. Logging of complaints is more frequent since complaints are now easier to report.
· If the complaint is on the computer system, staff can communicate progress to the tenants better.
· Staff are comfortable with the target timescales for responding to a complaint
· Staff are empowered to make decisions
· Sheltered housing tenants can report their complaints to their site manager, with a 24/7 emergency service. 
· Staff can ask for problems to be placed on agenda’s and debated at team meetings, where staff can learn from mistakes and discuss issues
· The contractors have a code of conduct and their own care policies as well as adhering to BCH’s
· Contractors carrying out work on behalf of BCH give tenants information which takes the form of a care pack explaining the work and who to contact information
· Many complaints are dealt with and resolved immediately at the initial point of contact. This gives an excellent indication of how efficiently complaints can be dealt with.
	· Logging of Stage 1 complaints needs to be consistent, as does recording of feedback and actions taken. Our mystery shopping exercises showed that stage 1 complaints were often not logged in the first instance with everything dealt with verbally. Staff also confirm that if a complaint is dealt with and resolved immediately they do not always record it.
· There is an emphasis on dealing with the problem reported and not on the logging of it. The prevalent view amongst staff is that logging is unnecessary especially if the compliant is solved immediately. Staff believe they are receiving mixed messages from management. The need to log a complaint on the one hand (which is difficult and causes delays) and on the other hand to act quickly to solve the problem there and then.
· Councillor’s enquiries are logged using a different system and the perception is that they are dealt with immediately, the logging, timescales and actions taken should have the same approach. It should not be possible to “shortcut or bypass” the main complaints system using this method. It was also found that Councillors complaints if dealt with immediately and directly are also not always logged.

· Staff and residents tell us that older people are often fearful of making a nuisance of themselves by reporting a complaint or any incident
· There were several different definitions of issues which staff shared on what may or may not be a complaint such as:

· an expression of dissatisfaction

· negative feedback

· service request/ failure

· an enquiry

· just letting you know

· an informal complaint

· an issue which is dealt with as ASB 
· an issue which is dealt with by the Council 
· an issue relating to staff

The definition of a complaint is clear, so more training and education on complaints definitions and logging needs to be reinforced for staff.
· Staff confirmed that there is no capability on the computer system to record complaints from Residents’ Associations or for communal areas. Requests cannot be logged on computer, so issues are just minuted or noted manually but there is no performance monitoring, no response targets set.

· There is no recording mechanism for compliments and suggestions. The staff and customer suggestion scheme doesn’t appear to be used any more.
· All complaints should be regarded and acted upon in same way in terms of priority and severity regardless of whether compensation is involved or not. 
· Compensation guidelines are poor.

· Contractors liaise directly with residents which can be good in terms of response but BCH can often be left out of the loop if there is a problem and unaware of issues affecting tenants on the ground as the contractor deals with it directly themselves.
· Mystery shoppers observed that there is a lack security for staff at Coastal House Reception. This was also raised by staff. Staff also appeared not to be conversant with all the issues tenants bring to the desk, (as it is manned by MyHomeChoice staff) therefore issues may or may not be logged as complaints initially at reception. Staff are helpful and try to assist but have to constantly refer customers to the phone and when this is busy attempt to ring the department themselves – but the layout of the area means that customers assume the desk is a reception for all enquiries. There is also a lack of privacy for customers using the computers and the phone, with them being situated too close together. Also they are not wheelchair accessible or ideal for users with mobility issues and unable to stand for periods of time. 
· Stage 1 is dealt with by staff and Stage 2 by a manager; customers do not feel confident they will get a response with the authority and power to correct the problem. When observing cases we found that stage 2 was more than often reiterated what stage 1 had already done. We would like to see a shorter process - Complaint and Appeal –a two stage process for the customer

· There is a substantial amount of admin around the recording of complaints and its investigations. Staff tell us that they often have to escalate to stage 2 simply because they haven’t the time to investigate fully. 
· Complaints are everyone’s responsibility and no one’s. There is a perception that managers work in silos, there needs to be an integrated approach to dealing with complaints covering more than one service area with BCH approaching this at an organisational level
· The repairs hotline is often unavailable and customers tell us they can’t get through. Often customers report issues to staff on site, because they think staff have a more direct line. Staff also complain that they cant get through to log a repair or issues with the office and have to make manual notes to refer to later. This is leading to dely. When they do call they use a mobile to call the repairs hotline which is costly.  
· Staff cannot interrogate the progress of a complaint they have reported on behalf of a customer and are not kept updated of progress to feedback to that customer.
· Staff tell us that the freephone repairs hotline is used for reporting more than just repairs and cannot cope with the demand. This hampers the ability to deal with the logging of complaints. 
· Staff tell us that the system makes it difficult to record, identify and delegate complaints, when on the phone and the phone is constantly ringing. Customers tell us that this is the number that they know and use as it is advertised everywhere, it has dedicated staff to answer and this is why they use it.
· Staff tell us that Managers/Officers are able to cherry pick complaint cases from a group mailbox. Some sit there for some time because either they are missed or because no one wants to deal with them.

· Complaints and other issues cannot be recorded out of hours (only emergency repairs).

· It is estimated by staff that as much as 80% of calls to the repairs hotline come in as a complaint but many of these are not recorded as such.
	· BCH must ensure that all staff are logging all complaints and training should encompass the reasons why.

· The councillor enquiry system and Residents Association feedback as well as feedback from other sources such as green wardens and SIPs needs to be brought in line and encompassed within the general complaints system. Customers should not be able to “fast track” complaints via the councillor and should be assured that wherever feedback is made, it is recorded and acted upon by BCH. The use of the Orchard system to track all complaints regardless of source needs to be investigated and implemented.

· BCH need to revise its understanding of what a complaint is and follow this through the process. BCH should be welcoming all feedback, comments, compliments and complaints regardless of definition or what the internal policy is on dealing with the issue. It should not be down to the customer to determine whether they should contact BCH or not or what is, or is not, a complaint. If a customer is unhappy with the service received it is a complaint.

· The reception facilities at Coastal House should be reviewed and designed to ensure that Staff are adequately supported and secure. 

· BCH needs to ensure that privacy for customers is maintained by resituating the PC and phone access with divides between the PC’s and ensuring that they are lowered and therefore accessible to users with mobility issues.

· BCH needs to review its complaints process. Having a staged approach as an internal process for complaints enables it to be clear to staff. However communicating it in this way to customers means that customers see escalation of a complaint through stages as increasing in importance. BCH need to review its staged approach and rename the stages and how this is communicated to customers. The first two stages, which duplicate each other, should be combined and should be the recording of the issue and investigation by staff or escalation internally to a manager if staff cannot deal with it. At stage 1 the complainant should always be given a reference number in order to track the issue. Upon completion regardless of stage or immediate resolving, the customer should always receive a feedback survey as an integral part of the decision.  If the complaint is escalated to the manager internally, this should be communicated to the customer. If the customer is unhappy with the decision they can say so in the survey and be given the right to appeal the decision. The decision can then be reviewed by the complaints panel.

· BCH should explore making a dedicated resource available to deal with complaints administration within teams. BCH should look at scheduling resource time, rotas and the monitoring and management of resources to deal with complaints.
· BCH should be dealing with complaints and feedback at an organisational level and not just departmentally. It should be a standing item on the SMT agenda, lessons learnt, actions taken and changes made should be recorded and fed back to staff.  A Resource should be identified to manage and monitor complaints and feedback across the organisation.

· BCH needs to analyse the use and resource given to manning the free phone “repairs hotline”. This phone number should officially become the only number customers call when contacting BCH and resourced appropriately. Other staff should be trained so that they can be utilised when there is high demand for the service. The freephone number should be advertised as such but, a low cost local phone number should also be given as an alternative so that customers with mobiles where 0800 numbers are not free are able to reduce the costs of calling.
· Staff should be given an internal low cost local number that they call via mobile (separate to customers) in order to log repairs or issues when out of the office and unable to access directly.

· BCH need to investigate and invest in the use of technology for staff to be able to carry out their roles more effectively when off site. The use of PDA’s should be widened to encompass all staff not just limited to contractor and repairs staff. This should be investigated as a priority for sheltered staff. 

· An out of hours and out of office procedure and policy should be developed for capturing all feedback.



	4.4 Customer Satisfaction

	· The STAR survey shows 87% of customers very or fairly satisfied with the overall service provided by BCH
	· Tenants are confused over the relationship between the Council and BCH and who is responsible for what when making a complaint. Guides and information on the website need to be clearer on what an ALMO is and its areas of responsibility, signposting other issues to the Council 
· There are issues with receiving feedback from the customer from satisfaction surveys. The return rate is very poor with feedback from complaints feedback surveys being particularly poor.
· Our mystery shopping and interviews have shown that despite the policy and procedures in place follow up and investigations into complaints are often prioritised on a “he who shouts loudest” basis.

· Our mystery shopping confirmed the perception that appointments are not routinely booked or kept to. Customers and staff tell us that cold calling is common.
	· A review of the way the ALMO relationship is communicated to the customer should be made and a strategy developed to address this.

· BCH should look at other methods such as e-mail, and telephone for satisfaction surveys as well as by letter. Our investigations have also shown that by combining the feedback survey into the decision letter the response may also increase and the BCSA would recommend that BCH implement this change. In the case of repairs related complaints there should be a direct correlation and marrying up with the repairs satisfaction survey.
· BCH needs to review its appointments policy across the board and put into place a procedure for visiting residents and a clear automatic compensation process when appointments are broken.

	4.5 Tenant Involvement

	· The training that the panel received was independent by TPAS
· The Assembly commend BCH for involving tenants in the complaints process which makes it more independent as review is by peers and not just by the organisation against which the complaint was made.
	· Recruitment to the panel was not by open invitation or open to all. There has been no opportunity for other interested customers to be part of the panel.

· The training the panel received was only one day and they have had no further training since. The team have not been trained in scrutiny of working practices or general analysis and review. In addition reporting leading to the development of the service and lessons learnt.

· The panel have not met or supported each other as a group. They work as independent individuals on the case they are asked to review and so cannot really be described as a “panel” as suggested in BCH literature. The panel do not see or review any complaint reports or feedback from other cases. The panel appear to be only reviewing the decision made for the case being reviewed and whether it is sound but no further than that ie not the way it was made and whether BCH have adhered to the policy and procedures, timescales or recorded or dealt with the complaint well or correctly throughout its life. The customer involvement literature and the Feedback Procedure (Section 14) states and staff also believe that the complaints panel are reviewing a random sample of complaint cases on a regular basis however this is not the case.

· There is no learning from complaints by referring to the SIP for the service area relating to the complaint.

· As only one individual is involved in the appeal review they could be led by senior officers at BCH.
· The name of the tenant panel member is stated on the letter to the customer making the appeal. This does not protect the anonymity of the member of the panel and could lead to issues.

· Each member seems to be specialising in a particular area of complaints with particular types of complaint such as ASB going to a specific member of the team.

· The panel appear to be unaware of the terms and conditions under which they are operating and what they should be doing besides reviewing an individual case.
	· The BCH management and operation of the complaints panel needs to be reviewed and brought into line with what is expected in the procedure. 

· BCH should consider whether membership of the complaints panel should be anonymous and protected in the same way as mystery shoppers. At the moment the name of the panel member reviewing a case is made public and as they are not staff the risk of doing so should be considered.

	4.6 Customer Information, Documents and Policies

	· There are numerous information sources and documents covering the service available to staff and customers
· Information is easily accessible from offices
	Generally

· The documents are not presented as a suite for that service. ie they have all been written separately and do not refer to each other or in some cases do not reflect or mirror what each says.
· The documents are out of date referring to items that are no longer the case for example TLF, office address etc.

· There are no document controls and links to other documents in the suite for the service. 

· The language that is used for customer information is not user friendly and could be improved.

	· The suite of customer documents requires review. As the BCSA have carried out a detailed analysis of all the documents they would be ideally placed to work with the relevant resource at BCH to produce a new set of documents. Please see also section 5 where the organisation has reviewed good practice from other organisations.

	Customer Charter
	· Page 3 doesn’t mention complaints or feedback much especially in the outcomes

· The equality statement on page 3 is out of date – there are no longer 7 equality strands

· The promise to be clear, accessible and simple as well as prompt, polite and be fair is not much of a test – its what customers would expect as a minimum and doesn’t exceed the national basic government standards

· The Outcomes are not SMART – doesn’t give measures for example “a comprehensive newsletter” but doesn’t state how often it is published.


	· Review the customer charter to expand the offer for feedback (and complaints) beyond the minimum and what is expected and ensure it matches and links with the procedure designed to meet it.

	Customer Feedback Procedure
	· When comparing the procedure with the leaflet the information on who can make a complaint on behalf of someone is missing
· The procedure does not cover other sources of complaint such as residents association, site manager and how to deal with these
· Section what is a complaint – does not detail why this is important to BCH

· What is not a complaint –section does not detail what staff should do in the event of receiving a Complaint which comes under these definitions – for example what does “dealt with in the appropriate manner” mean. There should be a link/references to other documents

· Section 5 Commitment – This is not a commitment statement it is an explanation of the process – Wording should be “we will log all comments and feedback within X – We will deal with each concern effectively, politely etc within the given timescales, You will receive feedback at all stages within X days.

· Section 6  is not detailed enough and is very “wordy” – a process map would be a good way of clarifying this to staff and mapping out the procedure and process fully. So for example the procedure does not state How long you wait if there is no response from the complainant, When should you write to the complainant and this is not aligned with the Orchard system - All this leads to inconsistency and discrepancies in the service. 

· The procedure does not tell staff from start to finish what to do and which procedure to refer to if this one does not apply (Section 9)  there should be a link/ references to other documents

· Section 8 – Mentions a comments suggestion card – The Assembly have been unable to locate these cards and staff are also unaware of them

· Section 10 – Protecting the vulnerable - There is no procedure given to determine this or scenarios given and how it links in to the main process. No definition of safeguarding is given – Also the document says that service managers should escalate issues of this nature to Directors but they are not involved until stage 2 – Vulnerability issues should be identified prior to this.

· Section 12 – does not detail the procedure for improving – links to team action plans etc

· No reports are detailed in this procedure – How often they are produced and where to find them etc

· Section 14 – Does not outline the procedure for dealing with issues coming from the complaints review panel

	· Rewrite the staff procedure taking on board the changes and recommendations to the process identified in this report. Create it as a master document to which all other documents in the suite are linked and schedule for regular review.

	Customer Feedback and Complaints Leaflet
	· The photographs are irrelevant – Too many smiley faces

· There is a negative disclaimer on page1 – Is this really needed – no other examples found when benchmarking – if its really needed why is it in such a prominent position
· The leaflet is called the complaints and feedback leaflet but there is nothing on feedback in it
· Difference in language/continuity on the website feedback is called complaints and compliments
· The language used is more formal than user friendly especially when compared with other leaflet examples from the private sector and other housing organisations
· The definition of a complaint is different on the website
· There are 13 telephone numbers for the customer to chose from if reporting a complaint by phone
· Section 3 – talks about Stage 2 but the leaflet hasn’t explained what Stage 2 is yet
· The leaflet has a section on what is not a complaint – which doesn’t match the definition. What is not dealt with as a complaint is an internal issue and not for customers to decide
· Section5 – Stage 2 – the details tell the customer what the reasons are for moving to stage 2 – this should be detailed above in stage 1.
· There is nothing in the leaflet about confidentiality – customers have told us that they worry about repercussions
· The opening hours of the offices and telephone numbers are not detailed
· Section 5 - Stage 4 the contact details of the ombudsman should be moved to the end of the leaflet with all the other contact details for continuity

	· BCH to work with customers to rewrite the leaflet in a more simple, clear and customer friendly way. Ensuring that the emphasis is not on what is or is not a complaint and but on encouraging all feedback and how much BCH want to hear from customers and want to improve services and learn from mistakes. Ensure that the leaflet is linked to others in the series and is scheduled for regular review.

	Habitual and Vexatious Complaint Policy
	· Policy is not dated and has no document control

· The link back to the general complaints procedure (Customer Feedback Procedure) is not there – the main procedure does not reference this policy at all. It is completely stand alone

· Section 2 - In the definition it states “reasonable allowance should be given for anxiety and stress” but what is reasonable? This does not give staff any criteria. 

· Section 2 – states incidents should be reported but does not state where to, whom and how. Also how these reports are to be monitored and followed up. The policy does not state how this is linked to a customers contact record and when and how this should be recorded on the system.

· Section 3 – there is no indication of the targets or process involved in the drawing up of the report or of any indication of the process involved with the customer such as the right to appeal etc

· Last Page – Signed agreement – there is no process detailed as to how this works ie a template for the agreement, who  monitors it, where it is recorded etc 

· Last Page – Declining Contact – “an agreed statement should be available for use” – there appears to be no agreed statement template, this statement should be stated within the policy document and the policy wording changed to “is available”

· Overall the process is not clear from the policy document and needs expanding to include it. A process map would help. It is very comprehensive but it doesn’t say procedurally how the policy would be followed and applied in practice.

	· Review the staff procedure taking on board the changes and recommendations to the process identified in this report. Linking it back and incorporating it in to the master feedback procedure. Ensure that the procedure is scheduled for a regular review.

	Compensation Payments BCH information Series
	· The date on this document is 2007/2008 which is quite old and overdue for review.
· Homeloss – Page 3 – the amount is incorrect
· Disturbance – What is reasonable? What is normal? Examples of what is covered would be good or even a maximum amount
· Compensation for Improvements – “applies to certain types of improvements only” but doesn’t give examples of what is and isn’t eligible
· Right to repair – “compensation of £10 plus £2.00 for each extra day after the second deadline has been missed” – this is not clear – is that working days and what about weekends?
· Missed Appointments – what is considered reasonable “prior notice”? You “may” be entitled to claim £10 – when are you not able if the criteria is met?
· Compensation that BCH chose to make – “may” agree – under what circumstances – How is it assessed – is there an appeal process? 
· Discretionary disturbance payments – what is “reasonable” 
· Decorating allowance – very minimal amount – this is not highlighted to the tenant when accepting an offer – no mention of external works such as garden or fencing in disrepair – How much void loss is accrued because people turn down properties because of the state of them?
· Loss of a vital service – what is “unduly delaying”
· Unsatisfactory living conditions – what is the criteria for this or the timescales for a serious defect or “unreasonable delay”.
· Nuisance – again the phrase “unreasonable delay”.
· Failure to deal with a complaint– the phrase “unduly delayed” is used. This should be linked into the complaints policy and stage response.
· Residents who are in arrears – again the phrase “may” is used it would be better to say “we have the right to offset and reduce your arrears rather than compensation being paid directly to you”. 

· Contact details are out of date as Homestop no longer exists and the Head Office address is not Progress House.
· Back Page - this is very out of date for example “audio cassette on request” The BCSA mystery shopped this and this is not available for customers. The information relating to info in different formats or languages should be standard on every document BCH produces across the board
	· BCH to work with customers to rewrite the leaflet in a more simple, clear and customer friendly way. Linking it with all other leaflets in the series and scheduling a regular review of it.

	Website
	· The website is weak in comparison with other websites. 

· The website is difficult to navigate and the language used is formal

· Information relating specifically to complaints is largely cut and paste from the Customer Feedback procedure which is written for staff not for customers
	· BCH should review its website and the way information is communicated to customers. The layout and design of the website should be overhauled in line with other organisations. The content should be reviewed to be clearer and use plain English and more customer friendly language, with the use of pictures, diagrams and charts increased.



	4.7 Training

	· Staff and customers have voiced their opinion that the Academy training that customers are able to take part in is excellent 
· All Staff are trained in specific housing related qualifications
	· Whilst BCH staff and involvement volunteers do receive training there does not appear to be a comprehensive ongoing training programme which is monitored on a regular basis at an organisational level

· Staff are trained in the computer system on complaints and its operation, but not in customer care in dealing a complaint and why it is important to log the complaint, manage the complaint, and summarise what BCH expect to learn and improve from a complaint

· Due to the staff not getting the training on conflict management, frontline staff feel vulnerable to challenging service users

· Although frontline staff had training on the new computer system and were taught how  to differentiate between a service request or failure and a complaint but there is still confusion regarding this and what is and is not a complaint.

· The customer care training has been good and has made a difference for those who have had this training

· The majority of front line staff have access to professional housing training. The staff we spoke to had very good knowledge, skills and abilities. 

· Staff are shadowing other staff to learn about complaints management and the staff member being shadowed has not had “train the trainer” training and is not really a trainer. In this way bad habits can be relayed and gaps in knowledge are also inherited.
· Staff tell us that BCH need to treat tenants more like customers. There is a perceived gap between the service BCH provides and the customer service that the private sector provides.

Whilst there is a recognition that these are peoples homes and not just houses there is also a perception by customers and this is also voiced by some staff that in particular BCH repairs staff and contractors have a prevalent view that these are “council houses and council tenants” and that “tenant expectations” are unrealistic in terms of what can be done and the service that will be provided.
	· Staff require further training in general customer service and dealing with feedback and complaints. In particular all staff who are customer facing and visit customers are therefore the “face” of BCH should be scheduled for training. BCH would benefit from looking at the customer service training other organisations provide in particular the private sector in order to change the culture of the organisation away from “Council tenant” to “customer”.
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