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1. Introduction 
1.1. The Customer Senate reviewed their programme of scrutiny in response to the recent proposed changes in legislation for example the Localism Bill and the reform of social housing and welfare benefits. The policy was written in November 2009 and it was decided that the policy was due to be reviewed for effectiveness.
1.2. The Customer Senate considered that the proposed changes to the role of the Local Housing Ombudsman and the requirement for local panels to examine complaints presented an urgent need for the Senate to review the complaints process to ensure that Salix Homes could respond to the proposed changes.
1.3. The Customer Senate is proactive in its approach to scheduling scrutiny activities and saw this as an opportunity for Salix Homes to lead the way in enabling the continued devolution of power from central government to local bodies.

1.4. The Customer Senate also recognise that customer feedback is a key tool for the organisation to learn about the services being delivered and gauge levels of customer satisfaction. It was keen to identify if the organisation uses feedback to continually improve services.
2.  Scope

2.1 The scope of this scrutiny exercise was to review:

· The current system for monitoring and managing complaints and whether this is being delivered in accordance with Salix Homes’ current Customer Feedback Policy. (the Customer Senate did not scrutinise individual complaints but looked at the feedback system as a whole)
· The current system comprises a three stage process. Any officer can deal with a stage one complaint. If a resolution cannot be found to the complaint at stage one then it progresses to stage two and is handled by a business manager. If the customer feels unhappy with the response given at stage two it is progressed to stage three and is handled by either a head of service or a director. If the complaint cannot be resolved at stage three the next stage is to refer the matter to the Local Government Ombudsman. There is an onus in the policy of trying to resolve complaints at the first point of contact and preventing them from escalating to stage two and three. 
.

3. Summary of Main Findings
Report Detail
3.1 The following findings have been generated from five key sources:
· Evidence 
· Board Members
· Executive Management Team

· Officers of Salix Homes
· Customers of Salix Homes

The Customer Senate began its scrutiny exercise with a position statement on the current complaints system and used this to inform their line of enquiry. Next a detailed study of key policies, procedures and cases was undertaken to conclude a desk top review of the current system. 
The Customer Senate would like to thank key members of staff and stakeholders who attended interviews in order to aid the Customer Senate in their scrutiny by giving oral evidence. 
These include: 
Margaret Connor, Customer Involvement and Services Manager, Sian Grant, Salix Homes 2020 Programme Manager, Sue Sutton, Director of Neighbourhood Services, Alison Hamnett, Director of Improvement and Customer Service, Joe Willis, Deputy Chief Executive, William McKay (former complaints coordinator), Rob Wakefield, Director of Finance and ICT, Matt Roberts, Head of Investment and Maintenance, Kevin Scarlett, Chief Executive, Daryl Stonebank, Service Improvement Manager, Ava Philipps, Customer Access Manager, Cath Walton, Customer Access Supervisor, Becky Chambers, Improvement Manager, Ade Alao, Independent Board Member, Councillor Janice Heywood, Councillor Alan Clague and the officers who participated in the staff focus group The Senate extend their thanks for the honesty of the staff focus group and the customers who participated in the survey.
The Customer Senate extends thanks to those named above for giving up their time and giving the Customer Senate a valuable insight into the current complaints system. The Customer Senate would also like to acknowledge that Ken Morton, Senior Customer Involvement Officer supported them during this scrutiny as Margaret Connor currently has responsibility for complaints.
The Management of the Complaints System
3.2 The Customer Senate interviewed a wide range of staff all of which had some experience of dealing with, or knowledge of, complaints according to Salix Homes’ Customer Feedback policy. The Customer Senate found that in the course of interviewing staff at Salix Homes complaints were viewed as important and sometimes it is the personal touch which leads to the customer feeling they have been listened to and their complaint handled effectively. 
3.3 The process for handling claims for compensation is well structured and the Customer Senate appreciates Salix Homes started with a blank piece of paper in relation to this. There is clear evidence that Salix Homes has taken a view on this area of the complaints process with Value for Money firmly in mind. The Customer Senate also recognises that individual complaint cases are different but is confident that compensation is awarded on a fair, equitable and consistent basis.

3.4 In its interviews with staff the Customer Senate would like to note that several innovative and forward thinking ideas were expressed and that these should be recognised. As a result these have been included in the final recommendations and these are testament to staff at Salix Homes being committed to the values, aims and vision of the organisation, and also to improving services delivered to its customers. These included using an innovative triage service, where a member of staff would visit the complainant and prevent it escalating. There was also a forward thinking approach to meeting the challenges of the government’s Localism Bill from staff and stakeholders, who fully endorsed the establishment of customer panels who would review complaints.
3.5 A random  selection of customers who had recently made a complaint were contacted by the Customer Senate in order to gauge customer’s experience of the complaints system. Questions asked included:

· Did you report your complaint via Salix Direct?

· Were you given a reference number?

· Did you receive notification from Salix Homes of your complaint?

· Were you happy with the outcome of your complaint?

The Customer Senate acknowledges that most customers who were contacted were on the whole satisfied with the way their complaint was handled. However some customers were unhappy and issues which were highlighted included the feeling they were being passed around from department to department and no reference number being given. 

3.6 The Customer Senate would like to acknowledge another innovative idea which came  out of this scrutiny exercise in relation to the effective handling of stage three complaints. It was suggested that this area of the system could benefit from adopting good practice from the employment appeals process. The Customer Senate fully endorses this and would like to highlight this as another instance of partnership working demonstrated during this scrutiny exercise.
3.7 The Customer Senate expressed concerns at early stages of its scrutiny about the need for a central point to receive and process complaints and the process for responding to a service failure. It is to be noted that as a result of these concerns being expressed steps were taken to rectify this, by appointing a central coordinator and a process for service failures including a follow up call to ensure that the appropriate action has taken place and the customer is satisfied with the outcome. The Senate positively acknowledges these quick wins, and this approach is again evidence of effective partnership working. 
Record Keeping in Relation to Complaints
3.8 Shortcomings in relation to effective record keeping have been highlighted and are a consistent theme throughout this report. These came to light especially when the Customer Senate had sight of a random selection of complaints where personal information had been removed in the course of its scrutiny. Particular areas of concern centred on the case histories presented to the Customer Senate from the files it scrutinised. It was very difficult to judge whether the obligations upon staff to observe practises set out in the Customer Feedback Policy were met . (See Opinion of the Senate) The main difficulties were around following the chronology of complaint cases and matching this to the feedback procedure. 

3.9 The Customer Senate found that it would have been useful to have sight of notes of telephone conversations and a complaints log which detailed all interactions with customers. This would make it easier to ascertain whether the Customer Feedback Policy was working in practise. The same would follow when recording staff attempts at contacting customers which had been unsuccessful and would give a more rounded view of how complaints were dealt with on a day to day basis.

4. Opinion of the Senate
4.1 The Customer Senate found evidence that Salix Homes listens to its customers and that there are systems in place for receiving comments, compliments and complaints. Salix Homes offers its customers the opportunity to express dissatisfaction and in most instances responds appropriately to these. 

4.2 The Customer Senate found evidence that when offered feedback about its services from customers Salix Homes did this in some instances to learn and improve, but better record keeping in this area would be beneficial. Where a detailed explanation of why something had failed was required the Senate found evidence of Salix Homes responding appropriately.

4.3 The Customer Senate appreciates that there is difficulty in distinguishing a service failure from a complaint. The Senate recognises that Salix Homes places great emphasis on trying to resolve an issue before it becomes a complaint and feels there needs to be further work done around the definition of a service failure.

4.4 There is clear evidence that the complaints system has been influenced by the Salix Way and that staff actively listen to what customers are saying and act accordingly to meet their needs. The Senate also found an extremely positive attitude from staff interviewed in relation to dealing with feedback from customers.

4.5 Salix Homes aspires to use feedback to continually improve services and whilst there was some evidence of this the Senate found record keeping in this area of the complaints system patchy. It was not clear, due to inconsistent record keeping, whether there were outcomes and learning points in every instance where a complaint was made.

4.6 Customers are also able to compliment Salix Homes or make a comment in instances where the organisation has exceeded customer expectations. There is no evidence that Salix Homes automatically acknowledges compliments, complaints or comments from customers via customers using the web facility. This was tested on six different occasions. Furthermore there is no evidence that compliments or comments are formally acknowledged.

4.7 Records of complaints or what could constitute a complaint are kept in several systems including; Saffron, CRM and team action trackers, meaning that it is very difficult to follow a consistent audit trail in relation to individual cases. Records of actions undertaken to resolve complaints or interactions between officers and customers are sometimes kept in several places making it difficult to follow the journey a complaint has taken because of limited access to CRM. The Customer Senate acknowledges that the forthcoming implementation of Northgate should improve this.

4.8 Although there was a definite appetite displayed amongst staff interviewed to resolve complaints at the first point of contact it is not evident if they are successful due to poor record keeping in the complaints system.

4.9 Again due to poor record keeping the Senate did not find evidence that written acknowledgements were sent out within three working days at each stage of the feedback process.

4.10There is no evidence of any ongoing training in dealing with complaints in particular       with front line staff who receive many enquiries on a daily basis. There has been some training in the use of CRM in the past to staff but there has been no recent follow up to bolster staff knowledge and awareness of the feedback procedure.
4.11 The Senate found no evidence that there is a robust procedure for measuring customer satisfaction other than sending a satisfaction survey to which there is a poor response.  The Senate were disappointed that alternative methods are not used.

4.12 On a positive note there is evidence that Salix Homes seeks to put the customer in  the position they were in prior to the issue which resulted in a complaint being made. There is evidence that Salix Homes takes prompt action to remedy failures in service delivery. 

4.13 The Customer Senate found evidence that Salix Homes works closely with contractors to ensure customer’s feedback about their service is monitored effectively. The Customer Senate would like to highlight the Repairs Protocol as good practise in this area and would like to see any new contractors sign up to the protocol.

4.14 There is no evidence due to inconsistent record keeping that customers are contacted in a manner which suits them within one working day of the complaint being made to talk through what needs to be done to resolve their issue. There is also no evidence that responding officers ring the customer once the complaint is resolved to talk through the outcome.

4.15 There is no evidence in the complaint cases the Customer Senate scrutinised that in stage two complaints extensions to resolving the complaint are agreed by customers.

4.16 When a complaint reaches stage three the Customer Senate found evidence that record keeping in relation to how cases have progressed to stage three could be better. In the opinion of the Customer Senate this would aid senior officers in understanding cases better with a view to resolving them.

4.17 There is no evidence that Customer Inspectors regularly check on the resolution of complaints to ensure that customers are happy with the way their complaint has been handled.

4.18 Ombudsman complaints are all handled effectively and in accordance with policy and procedure.

4.19 The Customer Senate found no evidence of a vexatious complaint procedure     
        although it was alluded to in the Feedback Policy.
6. Recommendations
	No.
	Recommendation
	Priority

	1
	Online complaint tracking system accessible by customers via the web with a personal reference number
	High

	2
	Strengthen the complaints system/ Feedback Policy in relation to defining what constitutes a complaint and what constitutes a service failure
	Medium

	3
	Profiling information to be attached to all complaint pro formas.
	High

	4
	Initiate use of detailed pro forma which is mandatory to complete to record all actions taken during resolution of complaint including – assigned officer – date opened – status – date closed – officer who closed – learning points – outcome for customer. A log should also be incorporated into this detailing all instances of attempted and actual contact with customer during complaint. This proforma must be completed in full and acknowledged closure of the case depends upon mandatory fields being completed.
	High

	5
	Ongoing training in complaints mandatory for all staff completed on a rolling programme and ability to handle complaints tested via 121s/ appraisals
	Medium

	6
	Salix Homes applies for accreditation for its complaints system via an appropriate body
	High

	7
	Rigorous quality checking to be implemented on all correspondence and contact with customers in relation to feedback and needs to be acknowledged on the pro-forma
	High

	8
	Automatic response and thank you generated to customers who make comments or compliments on Salix Homes services made via the web
	High

	9
	A triage service is initiated to resolve complaints at first point of contact
	Medium

	10
	A trigger mechanism to be put in place whereby if no activity or updates have been made to an outstanding complaint after a month contact should be made with the customer
	Medium

	11
	A vexatious complainant policy needs to be developed and implemented
	Medium

	12
	Customer complaint panels established to review stage three complaints in light of the new Localism Bill with appropriate training given to participants.
	High

	13
	Amounts of compensation awarded are monitored via customer panels
	Medium

	14
	Salix Homes adopts good practice from the employment appeals process in relation to managing stage three complaints
	High

	15
	Renewed emphasis placed on resolving complaints at first point of contact with more informal methods of contact being utilised and recorded for effectiveness via a pro forma or file note
	High

	16
	The recording of Elected Members and MP enquiries in relation to feedback should be strengthened and recorded on the same system.
	High

	17
	A study should be undertaken to investigate the feasibility of establishing a dedicated customer care team responsible for administering complaints and other feedback.
	Medium

	18
	A report on complaints should be reported to each customer panel on a monthly basis.
	High
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