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1 Introduction 

a. Who are we?
We are Alliance Scrutiny Panel (ASP). We first formed as the “Challenge Group”, four years ago. Our role is to scrutinise the organisation and to support co-regulation at Alliance Homes by working in partnership with our landlord to improve services for other tenants. We are an evolving group, we know we need to recruit more members and have asked Alliance to help us with that.
Since new members joined us in March 2013, we have reviewed our Terms of Reference; Code of Conduct; Role Descriptions for Members and agreed a Confidentiality Statement for the Panel to review information under the Data Protection Act. All of these have been agreed by Alliance Homes.
b. Why are we involved in Scrutiny?
We enjoy scrutiny. We like getting into the detail that a service review allows and working to understand and shape services to customers. We take our responsibility to rent payers seriously and we want to work with Alliance to enhance the living experience of Alliance current and future tenants.
We feel that we can work in partnership with Alliance to make changes which will benefit both Alliance and the tenants. 
Scrutiny gives us the opportunity to look into some depth on services, which other involvement methods do not. During this review, we feel we have found out information which evidence and support our recommendations to the Customers Services Committee.
c. Why we chose the Complaints Service

We chose complaints because we heard our neighbours and other involved tenants talking about complaints. We looked at satisfaction data and generally felt we could add value to the Alliance Homes Complaints Service.
As it turned out, Alliance were considering reviewing the service due to the changes under the Localism Act 2011 and encouraged us to review complaints ahead of their introduction and development of a new Customer Relationship Management (CRM) computer system, where complaints processes would be reviewed.
Before we started the review we felt that:

· Tenants were not involved in complaints process in any significant way 

· Many complaints went unreported, or were not processed as a complaint.
· There was a lack of clarity on the definition of a dissatisfied caller as opposed to a complainant from tenants and the officers
The process we followed:
· Our review started on 4th February with some training from Yvonne on planning the service review

· In March we investigated the changes to Complaints under Localism and the options available for increased tenant involvement and access to the Housing Ombudsman and had a presentation from Yvonne on these changes and from Alliance Homes staff on how the system currently works

· In April, we reviewed our paperwork to make it fit our new ways of working and we completed a desktop review of policies, leaflets and other performance and benchmarking information. 
· We asked for help from the involvement team to make use of the Speak Easy group, who had agreed to help us complete mystery shopping and tenant phone calls to complainants. We asked for the CEOs help to send out a staff survey inviting staff views on the strengths and weaknesses of the current complaints processes, which were to be returned to a box opened by ASP. 
· In May and June, we interviewed staff involved in the complaints process and tenants who had made a complaint and sat at stage 3 of the procedure. We also started to draw together our evidence and strengths and weaknesses. We have shared the details of these findings later in this introduction to our work.
· In July we drafted our first report and set about filling in gaps in information. In July, we shared the final draft of the report with Officers on 23rd July and invited their feedback on accuracy and our recommendations and changed. 
· We agreed changes to the report and our presentation to Board on 30th July and evaluated our work.
2
What we looked at

Prior to starting the review, we received a presentation from the Managers and administrators/business support in charge of complaints management at Alliance Homes to give us an overview of the process and procedures used. We thank them for the support they have given us during this Scrutiny. 
This presentation helped us to scope the work and frame the service review.

Since then we have reviewed a comprehensive list of documents and performance indicators used by Alliance. The following documents were reviewed:

· Feedback Policy 

· Complaints procedure for staff
· Leaflets for tenants on how to complain

· Complaints Form

· Compensation Policy 
· Performance and benchmarking data on complaints
· Example complaints

· Satisfaction questionnaire

· Customer satisfaction survey  results
· Lessons learnt – feedback
· Letters to complainants 
· 4 files were checked to follow through complaints
· Customer Care Policy
A staff suggestion e mail was used to enable staff to put forward ideas for improving the service. This went out from the involvement team with the Customer involvement Newsletter. 

Two members of the Speak Easy group made calls to complainants and 4 calls to offices to test the services in July, on behalf of the Panel.
We spoke to staff and tenants in Interviews and Focus Groups over 3 full days, as follows:
· Five Managers at Stage one and two 
· A Panel member involved at Stage 3

· Four complainants
· Nine Front Line Staff from different teams in some combined and some separate interviews 
We listened to calls of those dealing with complaints at and reviewed four complaint files. 
3.
Key recommendations
We have listed a number of requests for improvements in each section of the report. Here we list some of our summary key recommendations:
a) Reduce the stages in the complaint procedure to 2. This is simpler for tenants. We suggest a Manager of the service at Stage one to ensure ownership, but we also recommend that a manager for that directorate reviews the responses to ensure the complaint has been comprehensively and politely answered and records lessons learnt as a departmental champion at stage one. (see section 4 of report)

b) ASP suggest moving from 10-15 days to handle the complaint at Stage One, to all for a more comprehensive investigation and for closure at Stage one.

c) Refresh the internal Complaint Review Panel. (See detail in Section 4 of report) to offer the complainant a choice on the majority membership of the Panel, but not the individuals who would participate. ASP considers it important to always have a Board member at the Panel, but complainants could be given the choice of having independent tenants in the majority.

d) Recruit openly, train and provide guidance and for all members of the new Complaint Review Panel.

e) The Panel would like to work with Alliance and the Review Crew on the definition of service failure/informal complaints and how these will be identified, recorded and handled. This includes a new recording of pre complaints as “Concerns”. Treat “concerns” reported as if they were as important as complaints, record them separately and learn from them in the same way as lessons learnt from complaints.

f) Set up an offer to tenants allowing a tenant the opportunity to have a trained tenant buddy (like an advocate) to help them through Stage One. These tenants can support the complainants to understand the process and support Alliance to resolve the complaint ahead of or at Stage One 

g) Review the Feedback Policy, leaflets and website content in line with the recommendations and the areas for improvement in this report, with ASP and the Review Crew, taking into consideration the research and better practices of some HAs which we have outlined in Section 6 of the report

h) Always apologise to tenants for the way they are feeling when they feel they must make a complaint or report a concern

i) Set up a system to record and share information on complaints and concerns, in line with regulatory requirements to enable lessons to be learnt and reported to tenants annually (see section 4)

j) Promote complaints as “welcomed” and encourage feedback to staff and tenants on results from complaints, at a senior level at Alliance, in Insight and on the website.

k) Ensure lessons learnt are discussed in team meetings as a standard agenda item and ensure cross learning with other teams, if relevant

l) Always reply in writing to any telephone call made to rectify the complaint.

m) Allow the same time for tenants (15 working days) to consider taking the complaint to Stage 2. Allow 20 working days on both sides to organise and hear a stage 2 complaint. Always offer this in the complaint response.

n) Confirm receipt of a complaint or concern and what Alliance will do about this within 24 hours (currently 5 days)

o) Set targets for current low quartile performance improvement on quality and lessons learnt/ applied/recorded, as well as timescales met, so that improvements can be measured

p) Publish comparisons with other landlords on complaints performance in Insight and on the website and share these with Customer Services Committee from the Housemark Benchmarking Club.

q) Ensure the concerns, complaints and lessons learnt are reported 6 monthly to Think Aloud Groups 

r) Increase the feedback on complaints management by improving the feedback form. Involve ASP Members with the Review Crew in the design of a new Complaints Feedback Questionnaire. Incentivise feedback. Make it easy to capture lessons learnt from complaints. Remind tenants by text to feedback on services. 

s) Provide training on the new complaints process/policy for all staff, so all staff can advise a tenant on what will happen next, ensuring this is customer care based, and not only based on the workings of the planned new customer relationship computer system.

t) Deliver Customer Care training  to all staff based on techniques for calming irate customers for staff who might pick up the phone or manage a reception

u) When the new CRM is introduced, ensure contact centre staff can review details of complaints and concerns and give advice to tenants on progress 

v) Review all the other areas for improvement in the full report and address the issues raised
And
w) ASP would like to work with staff to summarise our report in Insight and to display our full work on the website, to attract more tenants to support our scrutiny

x) ASP would like managers to share our report to staff in team meetings

y) ASP would like to work with staff to agree a delivery timetable and action plan for the recommendations agreed by committee
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 North Somerset Council or an Independent Tenant Complaints Panel for Alliance Homes).
b) All Housing complaints will go to the Housing Ombudsman Service (HoS) at the end of the landlords’ complaints procedure if the tenant chooses, but tenants will have to wait for eight weeks to ask the HoS to intervene, unless referred by designated person(s). Tenant may also go to a designated person to resolve their complaint.
The Complaint Review Panel

a) We felt that a larger Panel “pool” of 12 members to draw upon for meetings was appropriate. Currently only three independent tenants are trained to sit on the Panel, with the remaining participants as Board members (some are Tenant Board Members). Ideally we would like to see no more than 3 panel members sit (as is currently the case). 
b) We would like complainants to be offered the opportunity to choose whether the majority of the members on their Panel are Board Members or Independent tenants. The complainant may choose also to present to 3 Board Members
c) At least one Board Member should continue to be involved in all Complaints at Stage 2 as they influence funding and policies, but we also felt complainants might be more confident if more Independent Tenants were involved as the majority, to accompany Board Member on this.
d) We are suggesting that additional tenants are recruited and trained for this through open recruitment so there is a pool of 6 Board members and 6 independent Tenants in the new “pool”. Involved tenants should be equal partner in the process.
e) We feel this would make the process appear more transparent and could be combined with the “new look” complaint and concerns process. 

The number of complaint stages

a) We discussed the pros and cons of internal v external complaints panels and then we debated the pros and cons of each option, we settled on tenants having more involvement in the current internal complaints panel.
b) There are 23 named officers at Stage One and 21 officers at Stage Two as named officers in the current process who should deal with complaints. This is too many and staff reported confusion with this. 
c) It is also clear from our interviews that many managers and senior managers delegate this duty down to more junior staff, including the letter writing. Stage one is often delegated down to a team leader, with Stage 2 being dealt with by the Manager. Assistant Directors and Directors play little or no part in the Complaints at Stage 2 and therefore the intention for them to consider strategic responses to repeat complaints is not being picked up as a Policy change, though it is completed at Stage 3. 
d) ASP feels that a smaller number of managers should take ownership of the complaint, investigate and write the letter themselves. We have suggested 15 days and not 10 days be allowed for managers to do a thorough job at Stage one, to enable more time to resolve the issue without the need for the tenants to escalate the complaint.
e) Given the quality of some Stage One responses and the lack of recording of lessons learnt, ASP suggest that 4 managers in Housing/Customer Services, Property Services, Supported Housing and Corporate Services review the managers response to ensure it addresses in full the issues raised, is fair, offers an apology and is in line with the response that would be expected from the revised Feedback Policy. These “super managers” could meet to share lessons learnt and ensure capturing of changes required to make sure the problem is not repeated.
f) We feel that the three stages currently do not add value to the tenant in getting resolution. We heard that many staff/managers discussed upwards their intended response, so the current 3 Stages simply elongate the process for tenants who get the same answer at the next stage due to the managers’ advisory involvement in the initial complaint made.
g) If the tenant does make use of an MP or Councillor, this will add another stage to the procedure, prior to final resolution by the HoS. This is why we have suggested reducing the number of internal Stages to two. 
The 2012 regulatory standards

h) We believe that Alliance is not fully meeting the requirements of the Tenant Involvement and Empowerment standards to information in the 3rd paragraph below listed in (i) below

i) The standard states::
“Registered Providers shall have an approach to complaints that is clear, simple and accessible that ensures that complaints are resolved promptly, politely and fairly.

“Providers shall offer a range of ways for tenants to express a complaint and set out clear service standards for responding to complaints, including complaints about performance against the standards, and details of what to do if they are unhappy with the outcome of a complaint. 
“Providers shall inform tenants how they use complaints to improve their services. Registered providers shall publish information about complaints each year, including their number and nature, and the outcome of the complaints. 
Providers shall accept complaints made by advocates authorised to act on a tenant’s/tenants’ behalf”.
5 What we found during our scrutiny
5.1
Information to tenants – leaflets and forms – strengths

a) Alliance has lots of ways for tenants to report a complaint
b) A Suggestion Form leaves space for tenants to complete details of their suggested service improvement 
5.2
Information to tenants – leaflets and forms – areas for improvement
a) Our staff survey suggested that the small complaints leaflets should be more widely available in every team, rather than through one person
b) We have the following suggestions to improve the Feedback form:
· It is not direct and is very wordy, ASP would rather see a more direct and defined approach, rather than an invitation to complain
· Tenants are encouraged to raise the concern with the person who they normally deal with, but the tenant might be put off by this as the officer might have already turned down the request for service. Tenants should be offered an alternative contact to raise their concerns
· The form suggests that feedback on complaints is welcomed, but only at the end of the document, do tenants know this is the complaints leaflet. This should be mentioned on the front page.
· The front cover of the feedback leaflet has lots of smiling happy faces. ASP considered the form felt to be looking for more compliments than complaints; we suggest a separate form for complaints.
· It does not say that complaints will be resolved, it says they will be “dealt” with
· It suggests that service failure is not a complaint and suggests that there are informal and formal complaints, leaving tenants to wonder what constitutes as a complaint
· It needs to be updated to take account of the designated persons under Localism Act 2011
· When the form is completed and handed in, the tenant loses their complaint leaflet which includes the process of what might happen next; this could be a tear off from the leaflet, which could also include a phone number for advice.
c) The Suggestion Form does not mention complaints on the front page and suggests that feedback should be in writing which is contrary to information on the feedback form
d) The emphasis is about feedback and compliments and not about positively encouraging complaints. The fact that it is called a feedback form, means that tenants on the internet may continue to look for a complaints form and not realise they have found it
e) No special telephone number is available to get guidance on making a complaint or to query beyond the expected response time, what is happening with the complaint
f) There are problems for tenants in distinguishing between a formal and informal complaint. ASP suggest words similar to “reporting a formal complaint” and “reporting a concern” might be better understood, provided lessons can be learnt and recorded from both.
5.3
Feedback Policy (includes complaints) – Strengths
a) Alliance is open to suggestions from ASP to make to improve the process for tenants
b) The CEO gets involved in the process to agree that an unreasonable complainant can be treated in a different way. This adds a check and balance to this important decision 
c) An Equality Impact Assessment has been completed on the Feedback Policy 
d) Tenants were involved in the current Feedback Policy approval. The Feedback Policy is concise and to the point
e) The Review Meeting might occur without the tenant if they do not co-operate with a date for the meeting , or do not wish to attend
f) Councillors and MPs complaints are processed in the same way as complaints from tenants
g) Complaints about contractors are handled by Alliance Homes, tenants do not have to have their issue referred to another complaints system
h) New staff get 1.5 hours demonstration of the complaints system (Resolve)
i) Toolbox talks every 6 weeks will pick up issues of tenant concern, (but are not recorded for those who could not attend)
5.4    Complaints and Feedback Policy - Areas for improvement
a) The Feedback Policy suggests that the regulatory code is being followed, though we know that lessons learnt, complaints by category and annual reporting of complaints are part of the regulatory requirements and have no found evidence of how Alliance meets this requirement
b) It is not clear how communications with customers will happen whilst the complaint is on-going. Tenants would value a staff member to support them throughout the process

c) There is no recording or learning from service failures, or a route to report concerns which could be recorded and reviewed to improve customer service. Tenants can only make a complaint, which is sometimes not something they feel comfortable with or have the time to do, many we spoke to would however be prepared to report a concern 
d) The Policy does not mention how angry tenants will be dealt with
e) The Policy could ask at each stage for feedback on how the complaint or service failure was dealt with, rather than waiting until the complaint has closed
f) The Policy mentions 3 stages, but not that there are formal and informal complaints – this is very confusing to tenants. The Policies need to be either one, or distinctly different, but not contradict eachother
g) The Policy is due for review in February 2015, but we feel that this also ought to be reviewed when the Feedback Policy is reviewed 
h) The Complaints process is a long winded process and tenants were not clear about the role of the CEO in the process 

i) There is no mention of 3 formal and 1 informal stage to complaints in the policy

j) There is also no mention that the complainant can go to their MP or Local Councillor as well as the Housing Ombudsman Service. (We are not sure if this has been changed during a review in February 2013 by the executive team, so letters which go out give accurate advice to tenants, or whether this is awaited based on ASP’s review of Complaints) 

k) The Policies do not allow Alliance to determine that they are not going to change their mind and to close the complaint at stage one, giving a letter to the tenants that they can go directly to the Housing Ombudsman/Designated Person as the internal procedure has been exhausted
l) Front line Customer Service staff and Hotline staff who will manage the complaints and concerns of tenants, are not always involved in the design of the systems they use. This led to the new ASB system being cumbersome and time consuming. ASP would like the Customer Service staff have input in all new systems which will also benefit call waiting times for tenants. They have been involved in CRM
5.5
Systems in complaints – Strengths

a) All staff can take a complaint; through there is no training for staff, except on induction on the computer system operation. Initially this statement appears positive, but ASP would rather experts get involved when complaints come in, as they might be able to quickly close the complaint at the first stage 
b) The leaflet on complaints is included in the new tenancy pack
c) Complainants are given time scales to respond to a letter to close the complaint
d) Letters are sent to confirm the answer given to tenants verbally when they make a complaint
e) Staff liked that deadlines are set for them to respond to complaints
f) The Customer Services Committee hear about Review Panel complaints, and they receive data on quarterly complaints performance by service, with commentary from officers
5.6
 Systems in complaints – Areas for improvement

a) Alliance should be quicker to accept fault, sympathise and apologise in their first letter in response to a complaint. Tenants liked the customer friendly Magna, Axiom and Curo HAs approach to complaints on their websites
b) Some of the standard letters suggest wording which might be used, but the replies we reviewed did not admit fault until they reached a level beyond Stage One and did not explain at Stage One how the officer would investigate the case, so the standard letter guidance is not being followed
c) All complaints should be acknowledged automatically with a scripted letter and told who will deal with their complaint and when they can expect to receive a response, it currently states that complaints will be acknowledged in 5 days, which is too long and implies that the complaint is not a priority. We feel an acknowledgement should be sent in 24 hours by e mail, Facebook, Twitter, phone call or as last resort by sending a letter out straight away.
d) The investigation of a complaint should begin as soon as it is received and not when the complaint is still within the initial 10 days. Complaints should be seen as a priority, as it takes some effort for tenants to complain
e) The computer system and paperwork should be simple for all staff to understand

f) Concerns (service failures, negative comment, expression of dissatisfaction or informal complaints) should be defined and recorded, for lessons learnt
g) The call centres should receive training in complaints and some scripted procedure and more information on the policy, as they did not know this. They can then manage expectations on responses to complainants who are already frustrated with Alliance
h) When a tenant is vulnerable and an emergency/urgent response is required, the response should be one of empathy and pulling out all stops to resolve the issue of concern with compassion. The complaint itself can be dealt with afterwards. 
i) The attitude of staff to complaints is not subject to training. Mary Gober training was followed by Hope training, but this has not received any further attention for over one year. Staff reported to us that they are disappointed to hear other staff speak rudely to tenants as most are proud of their work. Staff will need to be trained in handling aggressive tenants and listening to unhappy tenant grievances as this relationship management is crucial for improving tenant satisfaction when reporting concerns.
j) Complaints, concerns and compliments are not a standard agenda item at each team meeting. We would like to see this introduced and this should include lessons learnt from other teams (no personal information needs to be given)

k) Staff hear about complaints which have been made about them, but this is often delayed and staff might find out in an inappropriate/inadvertent way.

l) Staff do not get to hear the final outcome of the response to the complainant about them and whether this has been resolved. 

m) Lessons learnt from complaints are not recorded or shared across all teams, or reported to Customer Services Committee. Very few appear in Insight, which may make tenants feel that no-one is encouraging complaints to be recorded, or nothing happens when you make a complaint
n) The staff survey commented that they do not get to hear about changes in policy or services as a result of complaints

o) The hotline ask for feedback on every repair, this feedback is incentivised with £50 in high street vouchers, as is the new tenancy questionnaire, ASB satisfaction questionnaires and Rent query satisfaction questionnaire. There is no incentive on complaints feedback
p) The hotline service questionnaire is more comprehensive than the complaints questionnaire, but the responses are restricted to yes/no, not allowing tenants to score their service from 0 to 5 or 0 to10. The current satisfaction questionnaire measures complaints handling and complaint outcomes, but again on a yes/no basis. There is room for more information in a blank comments box, but it might be useful to ask the tenant why they gave the score they did, to enable further learning from complaints. This could improve the current KPIs reported to Board.
q) The manager acknowledges a complaint within 5 days, then investigate within 10 days, if they want further information, we feel this is too long

5.7
Stages of complaints - strengths

Stage One and Two
(See individual services reviewed below on customer service, repairs, support and neighbourhoods, below).
Stage Three

a) The extent of paperwork  given to the Panel is thorough
b) The involved tenant feels their opinions are valued by the Board Members
c) The Panel are updated on any Ombudsman referrals and outcomes of the complaints
d) A review at end of Stage 2 is conducted by the relevant Director; a complaint will go to the CEO if at the end of the Directors that the Director does not think it should go to the Panel. A briefing note is completed whereby the CEO is invited to agree to this (or not). ASP feels this is appropriate, provided the complainant is invited to raise the issue with the Housing Ombudsman when the internal complaints service is concluded.
e) A letter that goes out from the panel after the meeting, it is drafted by the panel on the day and is sent out in the name of the Chair of the panel, a separate letter is also drafted for the CEO setting out recommendations that are additional to those advised to the tenant. The CEO also gets a copy of the Panels final reply. 
f) There is an emphasis on resolving complaints as soon as possible by the Panel
g) The complainant is able to attend and bring someone to support them to the Review Panel 
h) The Review Panel is able to suggest awards of compensation to tenants and the level of this award and could recall influencing compensation awarded, which was ratified by the HoS
i) All parties (including the complainant) are sent a review pack which includes all the correspondence from throughout the process
j) There is a staff learning outcomes meeting after a review panel at which suggestions from this meeting have been implemented
k) Complainants are given a copy of the recording from the Panel on a CD
5.8
Stages of complaints – areas for improvement 

Stage One and Two
See the individual service areas below, on customer service, repairs, support and neighbourhoods, and:
a) We feel that staff and the complaint panel should be given extra time to resolve the complaint in full at Stage one (15 working days) and Stage 2 (20 working days)
b) The tenants should be given an equivalent amount of time to appeal for a review of the decision to the next stage.
c) The list of people involved in Complaints is not what is followed. Managers delegate at Stage 1 and directors delegate at Stage 2. There is almost no senior staff involvement in complaints which will prevent lessons being learnt at the right level.
d) There is no guidance for staff and the Review panel on how much compensation to award and the compensation awarded is not clear about whether it is awarded for loss/damage, or simply as compensation for the inconvenience caused. The Housing Ombudsman suggests that landlords are clear about the amount awarded and the reasons for the award , to enable challenge
Stage Three

a) The Panel is known by a variety of different names internally and with tenants. We feel there ought to be just one terminology for the Panel at Stage 3 (the new Stage 2), which could be called the Complaint Review Panel.
b) There is no pre meeting for the Panel to discuss their questions and plan the proceedings ahead of the meeting, to decide on the chair and agree who to invite for interview. ASP feel the tenant should have equal representation and have the opportunity to Chair the panel. Witnesses are suggested by staff and then communicated to the panel by l e mail, who may suggest additional witnesses be called.
c) There should be more tenants on the panel to balance decision making for tenant influence – currently there are two board members to one independent tenant. 
d) More tenants need to be recruited, involved and trained to be on the new Complaint Review Panel, currently only one independent tenant is involved
e) Training was given initially, but this has not been refreshed. For tenants interested in becoming involved within the review panels there should be a shadowing opportunity for them, to understand their role 
f) The pack should be shared at least 10 working days ahead of the Panel meeting CD
g) The Terms of Reference are not included in the pack for the Panel
5.9
Performance Management – strengths 
a) Complaints since transfer to the Review Panel amount to 18 , of which 7 have been upheld and a further 2 have been partially upheld and £4250 paid in compensation
b) Complaints since transfer to the Housing Ombudsman Service are 5 in total, of which 2 have been upheld and £400 paid in compensation
c) Alliance benchmarks its total compliments per 1000 stock as best quartile (10.18) in the Housemark benchmarking club

d) ASP like the Notice Board at Property Services about compliments and performance, they would also like to see this replicated at Head Office

e) Access to recall complaints and concerns will be improved under the new CRM system
5.10
Performance Management – areas for improvement 
a) The STAR satisfaction showed data from 720 tenants (from 1500) for the first tranche reported of this 133 had made a complaint (about 1/6th of tenants). Alliance recorded 221 complaints in 2011-12 for the whole year. If you multiply this up to the full stock of 6000 homes, this probably means that concerns are not being recorded as complaints and explains why some tenants we spoke to do not feel they have closure on their complaint/concern as they may never have had a complaint recorded
b) In the STAR survey, the satisfaction figure with the way the complaint is dealt with is considered: 25-52% were satisfied with the way their complaint was handled (dependant on age) and 25-63% (dependant on age) were satisfied with the outcome, though satisfaction of 85.71% is recorded in Alliance Housemark data, based on 53 returned surveys from 221 questionnaires sent at the end of the Complaints process.
c) Alliance benchmarks as median to best quartile performance in the following areas:

· % of customers satisfied with complaints handling (77.14%) and separately, the outcome of complaints (75.77%). 
· Complaints resolved at Stage 1 (100%)
· It is not clear how this figure come from yes/no answers on the follow up complaints satisfaction survey or how the figure matches the star survey results in (b) above
d) Alliance benchmarks as median quartile performance in the following areas (Qtr1):

· New complaints per 1000 stock (0.3)

· Number of new stage one complaints per 1000 stock (5.16)

· Number of complaints closed per 1000 stock (5.16)
e) Alliance suggests in its Housemark data that it resolves 100% of complaints at stage one, but this cannot be the case as ASP are aware of complaints we have reviewed at stage 2 and 3

f) Alliance benchmarks as lower quartile performance in the following areas (Qtr 1):
· The number of services changed as a result of complaints is recorded as zero

· Average days to respond to stage 1 complaints (19.6 days)

· Average days to respond to stage 2 complaints (35 days)

· Compensation paid  generally and for including for repairs and maintenance is high (£150)
h) Residents would like to see the following data collected and shared with residents and Customer Services Committee:
· Response times at stage 1 and those upheld

· Response times at stage 2 and those upheld

· Response times at the Housing Ombudsman service and those upheld

· Compensation given

· Numbers of complaints resolved and average timescales for this at each stage for each category of complaint
· Number of complaints where lessons have been learnt
· Lessons learnt from concerns and from complaints
· Resident satisfaction with the way the complaint was dealt with

· Resident satisfaction with the overall outcome of the complaint

· Satisfaction with the new complaints panel

· Publish their data against appropriate benchmarking partners 

i) ASP would like to see Alliance set performance improvement targets to improve their position from bottom and median quartile and to review the way in which performance data is collected to ensure accuracy. We feel some of the recommendations in our report may also help with this
5.11
Customer Focus Group - strengths 
a) Tenants we spoke to said it was easy to get through to report a complaint by phone
b) One tenant reported an operative came to see them the following day with a bunch of flowers to apologise for the wait (but the flowers were from the staff member and not from Alliance Homes)
c) Staff in the call centre understood and listened to their complaint. 
5.12
Customer Focus Group – areas for improvement
a) Tenants told us that it felt like it took a long time for Alliance to have their complaints listened to and taken seriously, so that it is recognised as a stage one complaint
b) Tenants can only get through to the call centre at non-busy times which can be frustrating
c) Tenants are not aware of the “proper” complaints procedure  or the expected current 10 working days to reply, they were not given a leaflet or any information when they complained
d) Tenants felt staff tend to leave dealing with the complaint until the last minute, staff we spoke to agreed this was the case. This means that promised deadlines are not being met
e) Communication was felt to be poor between the tenant and the staff member regarding complaints made. The tenant had to chase the issue
f) The complainants we spoke to who had made a complaint had not received a closing letter to say what Alliance was going to do now as a result of learning form their problem
g) One tenant has still not had the work fully completed on their property but the complaint has been closed 
h) Operatives did not respond on time, leaving vulnerable tenants out in the cold for 5 hours. 
i) Staff had misinterpreted frustration as anger when a service had been requested a number of times 
j) Staff needed more compassion in the cases we heard about
5.13
Customer Service Team (CST) responses – Strengths 
a) The complaints system is demonstrated to new staff when they start
b) All calls are recorded and kept for a month
5.14
Customer Service Team (CST) responses – Areas for improvement 

a) There is too much jargon within the complaints process, everything would benefit from tenants re-reviewing letters and leaflets
b) Staff are told to pass complaints onto other staff/teams to deal with
c) CST staff suggested tenants insisted on speaking to officers/managers who put their name to letters when the CST could resolve easy issues. ASP suggests the promotion of the skills of CST, which might help this, through Insight and the website.
d) Staff reported overhearing other staff talk down to tenants raising concerns occasionally. The attitude of staff should always be positive and intended to apologise, support a right first time resolution and a prompt response. ASP suggest training for all staff on customer care/relationship management/dealing with difficult situations and complainants.
e) CST does not get support from officers in other departments. They cannot be experts at everything. ASP feel that named duty officers should always be available in each team to support CST when queries require more detailed response.
5.15 Customer Service - Strengths
a) Complaints from Councillors are treated the same as tenant complaints
b) Staff felt the process is open, transparent & there is nothing to hide. 
c) Alliance are proactive in dealing with new ways of working within complaints and are already planning to introduce a CRM system (Customer Relationship Management  System) which will record all contact and will allow concerns as well as complaints to be recorded
d) Alliance has started to respond immediately to concerns expressed on Facebook
5.16 Customer Service - areas for improvement
a) Staff log complaints by choice, which can lead to errors
b) There is no set protocol for staff to log complaints and concerns
c) There is no standard approach to training on complaints  or knowledge sharing between staff
d) Alliance needs to be quicker in accepting fault, apologise and achieve a quicker turn-around time for simple complaints/concerns.
e) Stages for paperwork need to be reduced within the process to just two stages
f) Tenants need to be updated on the progress of their complaint whether this be via phone or letter, when there are delays which go beyond the deadline
g) Staff advise that other staff do not see complaints as a priority
h) The success of complaints needs to be measured more thoroughly on quality as well as quantitative figures  
i) The CST team are not aware and have not been trained on the complaints procedure. They received training on RESOLVE once, but do have the permissions to access the system and advise tenants on progress and do not have the training to advise tenants how to report complaints and how they can record and act on concerns (when the tenant does not want to make a formal complaint)
j) Some complaints are sent straight to a line manager if a member of staff doesn’t respond
k) Staff members don’t make themselves available when in the office – some regular culprits keep their phone diverted and have to be asked to take the phone off divert to allow CST more time to deal with customers efficiently
l) There were Customer Service champions but staff felt that they didn’t work. Not all teams had them and they are always changing, so the CST did not have a current list of champions who could help them
m) Some staff do not answer call backs within 24 hours promised
n) Complaints are not encouraged within the organisation – staff take the issue and try to resolve them there and then. They don’t log that as a complaint/ concern.
o) Staff 90+ training gave staff targets to answer calls within 20 seconds; this is still quoted by staff and means they cannot spend too much time on a call with an irate customer. We are told this target is no longer in use, but staff still quoted this. When a tenants is upset, the staff member should be able to resolve the problem and log themselves out of the statistics, so that individual and team targets are not affected by these calls, this happens at SWALEC, Telewest, Cable and Wireless, and Virgin
p) New staff don’t tend to get any in depth training  on customer care and complaints – only on computer systems
q) Complaints are not always discussed within team meetings. 
r) Not enough team members are in on some days, leaving the CS team rushed in dealing with callers. There are a number of part time workers and one vacancy has not been filled. There is pressure on the remaining team members who reported that this impacts on customer care. The days affected are Thursday and Friday (Friday is also the day staff take off for a long weekend).
s) Complaints about staff members are not discussed with that staff member immediately. We heard about a manager who had recorded they were going to speak to a member of staff in the staff electronic calendar and had not discussed this first with the staff member. 
t) There is no system to capture any service failures/concerns
u) There is a lack of training for staff to enable them to carry out their job to the best of their ability. Training on dealing with angry tenants has been poor
v) CST staff have been told to escalate all complaints to their line manager’s manager, which is not in the procedures
w) When a staff member compliments another staff member, this does not follow the same procedure as if an external customer compliments, where a staff member is sent a letter to thank them. We feel that this should happen and staff should always be praised for a job well done
x) A manager is informed of a compliment, only after the standard letter has been sent to their staff member. It would be good if this happened earlier, as a personal thank you could be given to the staff whilst the letter finds its way to them from a central department
y) There needs to be one point of contact for the customer at Stage One
z) There is no shared feedback on satisfaction with complaints and new ways to encourage and incentivise feedback are not provided, these could be included in the new tenant reward scheme
aa) Staff at CST feel the real number of complaints is much higher than that recorded, due to the cumbersome system of recording complaints and concerns currently
ab) Tenants who call will insist on speaking to the staff member whose name is on the letter. This is not always necessary for basic queries which the CST could respond to. We suggest the name is taken off the letter for basic queries and just the department name be included if the call is not complicated.
5.17
Repairs - Strengths
a) Alliance hotline staff welcome complaints and expressions of dissatisfaction and anyone can take a complaint
b) New staff at the repair hotline are assigned a buddy to shadow existing staff. 
c) The Repairs team are confident that they have developed a good internal system for complaints – there are two specific officers who handle complaints. These officers also send reminders about deadlines 
d) Surveyors have recently undergone letter writing skills training
5.18 Repairs – Areas for improvement 
a) Staff feel more time is required to dedicate to dealing with complaints. Hotline staff would like to feel empowered to resolve concerns when they are reported – staff feel this might also reduce high staff turnover
b) Alliance could allocate days for follow up calls to tenants to check that their problem/concern has been resolved 
c) Executive staff do not get involved in complaints management as responders or lessons learnt
d) Staff asked us for clarification on how to identify a complaint, as opposed to a service failure, which identifies a training need. 
e) ASP would like to work with the Review Crew to help Alliance define service failures and how these might be renamed concerns, to encourage reporting and lessons learnt.
f) Make better use of IT capabilities, ensuring that important emails on complaints are read by using the read receipt option 
g) The shadowing period for new staff should be extended and include a standard training package which also includes complaints and customer care
h) Staff feel that compliments are insufficiently praised 
i) Benchmarking information is not shared with Property Care, who are not aware that Alliance are lower quartile performers on complaints
j) There is no quality assurance or checking that the full complaint has been addressed at current Stage 1 or 2. 
k) There is no feedback from the Review Panel at Stage 3 complaints to staff and these are not on the agenda for managers meetings. 
l) Staff would like guidance on whether a complaint should become an insurance claim
m) Staff asked us for a flowchart which standardised the complaints procedures across the company, as there are different ways of operation
5.19
Support services – strengths

a) The system requires constant administration and when this is present, the system works well
b) Managers support each other to give a fresh perspective on complaints 
c) The advocate and tenant get a copy of the response to the complaint
d) The proposed  Customer Relationship Management system will help with recording and reporting complaint
5.20
Support Services – Areas for improvement

a) The support team feel the staff template on complaints is too formal and off putting for vulnerable customers, support staff could be asked to advise on language for any new literature
b) Complaints are sometimes discussed openly about some complainants, by staff. Some tenants may get a poor reputation when this happens. Staff should be more discreet
c) Staff felt that Alliance sometimes sees the problem and not the person. Customers should not be labelled by their problems/illness’
d) There is no learning across departments on complaints
e) Tenants currently have to say they have a complaint for their issue/dissatisfaction/problem to be logged as a complaint. Staff should be trained to identify whether the tenants are in fact making a complaint and invited to have it recorded as a concern which can be learnt from, or as a formal complaint.
f) Complaints which include more than one issue are fed out to the different departments and co-ordinated into one letter by one manager, confusion from staff was picked up in interviews when operating to this system 
g) There are assumptions made about time served and the experience and knowledge of staff, which do not always relate
h) There are no KPI’s to cover complaints and compliments 
i) Complaint satisfaction forms could be redesigned to encourage returns and ease of use, and offered incentives offered to other Alliance questionnaires
j) Complaints performance should be discussed within team meetings
5.21
Neighbourhoods - Strengths
a) There is a different system used for complaints by a tenant about another tenant under ASB Policies
b) A manager is able to award compensation to tenants at Stage 2
c) If team meetings discuss complaints, no personal details are discussed 
d) Suggestions have been implemented as a result of complaints – for example, the date on the standard complaints letter was changed as a result of a tenant complaint.
5.22
Neighbourhoods – Areas for improvement

a) The computer system is difficult and so is hard for staff to build confidence in its use. It is rarely used outside the administrative experts and relies on peoples knowledge of it to use it, CRM will be more staff friendly.
b) ASB complaints are processed under a different procedure and recorded in the ASB IT system. It is not explained that if Alliance fail to meet their promises on ASB, that the issue can handled as a complaint.
c) Manager will be used to support senior housing officers in Stage 1 complaints, so they tend to have already dealt with complaints and cannot be independent at Stage 2

d) Managers are not aware of complaints until the acknowledgement letter is sent out on their behalf and copied to them for action 
e) Staff feel Alliance needs to be bolder with vexatious/unreasonable complainants. Some tenants make multiple complaints  with no consequences which is not motivating for staff
f) There is no confidentiality check to the tenant, when talking to an advocate about a complaint. We understand this will change when the CRM system is implemented 
g) There is a lack of knowledge by managers about how to process insurance claims
5.23
Tenant involvement in the complaints service – Strengths
a) The former Customer Service Core group have previously been involved in commenting and improving standard letters to customers
5.24
Tenant involvement in the complaints service – Areas for Improvement
a) Tenants do not review complaints/concerns at the Think Aloud Groups, this could be on the agenda twice a year
b) ASP would like to work with the Review Crew and staff to agree the changes to the complaints process, the leaflets at the pre and final draft stage letters. ASP has developed expertise on complaints during our extensive research and wants to share this knowledge.
5.25 Compensation – Strengths
a) The Compensation Policy covers legal duties and rights of tenants relating to the Right to Repair and the Right to Improve
5.26
Compensation – areas for improvement

a) The Compensation Policy does not separate out compensation for complaints and states it is to address relatively minor failures in service/performance and not designed to cover indirect loss or hardship.
b) Advice from the HoS suggests that landlords should be clear on whether they are paying for loss/damage and/or compensation for the inconvenience caused. The new Policy in February 2013, did not cover this advice

c) The Policy claims that the policy will be communicated to tenants through the newsletter and suitable media, but ASP do not recall seeing this in past editions of “Insight”

d) The Policy suggests that if the tenant is dissatisfied with the amount of compensations offered, they should go through the complaints procedure, which suggests that the tenants may have to go through this whole process again
5.27
File Checks and observations – strengths 
Complaint Files we reviewed x 4
a) One Stage 2 letter from a senior manager was excellent, which dealt with the matter succinctly, apologised and felt sincere. It stated a date when the procedure would be changed and staff would be trained on the procedure
b) One repairs surveyor responded well in his letter at Stage 1 to accept responsibility and the fault of the contractor. There was evidence of a phone call which tenants likes which precede the letter in response to the complaint
c) On one complaint, a response was sent in 24 hours and a reply to close was completed on the 15th day after the 14 day cooling off period, which is how the system should operate
Telephone calls we listened to (1.5 hours)

a) The call was Phone was answered on average within 5 rings
b) Operators spoke clearly and the majority were polite
c)  Generally operators answered by introducing as Alliance Homes and stating their personal name
d) An operator was helpful to a non-tenant of Alliance                  
5.28
File Checks and observations – areas for improvement
Complaint Files we reviewed (4)
a) In one case, even though Alliance admitted they had not followed Policy, they did not offer 100% compensation for their error, the main emphasis from Alliance was on money at Stage 1 and the response did not display customer care until Stage 2
b) In all 4 cases we looked at, it took some time for Alliance to admit they were at fault

c) Standard Letters are used and are impersonal, they do not offer an apology, and they state only that Alliance is sorry the tenant felt the need to make a complaint. The structure of the standards letter should leave spaces for these important points for tenants
d) The closing of the complaint is a standard letter which is impersonal; it was seen on a number of complaints we reviewed. It offers the opportunity to speak to Customer Service Manager, through the switchboard with no direct number. It should acknowledge the detail of the complaint, apologise, and then give the tenant information on what has been learnt from the complaint and give assurance that it will not happen again and any service changes which will happen as a result.
e) Some complaints might not have reached other stages if there was more customer care and a more personal and sympathetic response

f) Managers suggest in their closing letter that the complainant contacts them if they are not happy, or the complaint will be closed 14 days later. Alliance does not advise that the complaint can be dealt with as an appeal and could go straight to a named Senior Manager. 

g) All Stage one and two responses are entitled “Final” reply, this is misleading, the tenant may think they cannot appeal
h) The complaint leaflet is not always included with a complaint response
i) Complaint responses are not drafted by the person who puts their name to the response
Telephone calls we listened to 
a) Operators fail to address caller by their name, even after obtaining it
b) Many operators did not give their name
c) No apologies were given and on some, the tone of their voice was considered bordering on rude/impatient. The staff might appreciate some training to ensure they are equipped to ask more clarifying or searching questions for vague or 'long winded' caller
d) Some callers were diverted to wrong contact within Alliance. Several callers were redirected to several different staff member
e) One Caller was cut off during phone call
f) One Caller transferred whilst they were in 'mid-sentence' 
g) Some callers were kept 'on hold' for lengthy amount of time and not communicated with at this time
h) The Security question was only asked by one operator
i) Change or add more variety of 'on hold' music 
j) Update the recorded message to reflect that all calls are recorded (not may be recorded. Introduce a call waiting system to include caller being informed that they are in a queue etc
k) It might be useful for Operators to 'paraphrase' back to caller the reason they have stated why they have called in and what they intend to do about this, offering options when available
l) ASP would like to see the calls ended with a sentence offering  assistance with anything  else
5.29 Mystery shopping and calls to complainants – strengths
a) We would like to thank the 2 speak easy volunteers for helping us.

b) Many of the comments give us confirmation and confidence in our report

5.30 Mystery shopping and calls to complainants - areas for improvement
a) One tenant appeared very satisfied, two others were not satisfied and some were partially satisfied. Some could not recall making a complaint or agreeing to give information in their STAR survey response 
b) Four calls to offices were made. One led to an answerphone, one staff member knew the complaints procedure, one who went to find out about the complaints procedure and a fourth staff member did not know the procedure, but was polite

c) We have learnt that we need more detail captured in the questionairre if we are not to hear the information first hand

6.
Reviewing information from other organisations
We researched policy, leaflets and practice at other housing organisations with a view to “borrowing their ideas” for improving the service at Alliance Homes. 
The Panel researched websites from Housing Associations and Councils such as:

a) Alliance

b) Knightstone
c) Merlin

d) Curo

e) Magna

f) Soha

g) Salix

h) New Charter

i) Axiom

j) Yarlington
k) Southway

l) Carillion
Alliance website 
This has been improved. It is polite and complaints appear to be taken seriously. ASP has the following suggestions for improvement:
a) There is no link on the homepage for Complaints
b) A manager at Alliance currently acknowledge complaints in 5 days, we feel this could be reduced considerably
c) There are no details of how many tenants are available to the Review Panel, this makes the service sound better than it is
d) Tenants can download the leaflet rack, but it comes in a PDF, so it cannot be completed and returned, unless you print that and fill it in by hand.
e) The leaflet says feedback and not complaint, so you might miss this as a tenant and continue looking for details on how to make your complaint

f) Finding the complaints page was not obvious and then tenants just get a form, not information on how to make a complaint, nor the procedure or a phone number for help. 

g) The search box will link to the complaints page, there is no a link on the contact page either
h) When you do click on the complaint link, it is in very small font; it is not noticeable or inviting. You then need to click on that for a form, but there are no contact details and no phone number to ask for advice, though there is a contact form with plenty of space to explain your complaint or enquiry.
Websites of other landlords

From our review of other landlords, we found that Alliance mirrors some of the HAs we looked at, but we found some parts of other organisations approach which we recommend Alliance adopts as follows:
a)      Grand Union HA – Aragon, we liked:
Their Customer Feedback policy, which explained what a complaint is and         what it is not
b)      Curo – we liked:
· If you make a complaint, they state that they will consider the fact and let you know what research they plan to do. 
· If a tenant sends a complaint by letter, Twitter, Facebook, e mail, Curo will respond by phone in one working day. If unable to contact the tenants, Curo will acknowledge by letter in 3 working days and agree the date when investigations will be completed at that time.

· Curo state that they aim to respond straight away, if the tenant is not satisfied, 2 senior managers will review the complaint. 

c)        Magna – we liked:
· The very welcoming front cover and clear welcome of complaints as opposed to feedback. 
· The leaflet which states it is open to everyone who gets a service, including job applicants, housing applicants, contractors, leaseholder, owners and tenants. Procedures are clear and offer personal contact – to meet in person to decide what to do. 
· There are 4 different addresses for complaints, on repairs, supported housing etc. They refer to another leaflet which documents their promises for services and state all complaints will be taken seriously and action will be taken

d)
Soha – we liked:
That Soha have Complaints Co-ordinator to organise the replies/responses from all teams
e)
Salix – we liked
That Salix acknowledge complaints in 24 hours 
f)
Southway – we liked:
Their Policy at Stage One, involved the manager contacting the tenant within 24 hours, arranging a visit to them, to attempt to resolve the complaint in by personal contact and on the spot. Staff also said this in the interviews

g)
Axiom – we liked:
· They state they are happy to explore alternative ways to resolve problems and there may be situations where we suggest using an independent mediation service. The website states that Axiom value complaints as an opportunity to learn and improve and welcome complaints as a positive way for us to provide better services and higher standards.
· That all complaints however small, are handled promptly, sensitively and efficiently and within 24 hours if possible
· That at the end of a complaint that they carry out a satisfaction survey to ensure that procedures were followed and to identify good practice or improvements
· That they publish service improvements and changes made in response to compliments, suggestions and complaints
· That, as well as monitoring the type of complaint, they measure complaints by protected equality groups, to ensure there is equality and fairness in services complaint
· That they review the effectiveness of the policy annually, highlighting any disincentives to making a complaint, and make changes as necessary.
h)        Carillion (Private Sector) Housing Managers – We liked

· Carillion won the Customer Services Award in 2012. The Carillion CEO listens to tapes in the car of calls handled by the front line as do other senior and contact centre managers across the housing and regeneration service. Carillion won the National Customer Services Award in 2012.
· Alliance shared their tapes of calls with ASP, Alliance managers could also listen to tapes in their car
7
What we would like to happen next
We acknowledge Alliance strengths in complaints management. We thank you for them and the efforts you have made to improve this service.
The assistance and honesty of staff and tenants in interviews has helped to shape this report. We thank you all for this.
Moving forward
We believe we have captured the actions we would like to see improve in our areas for improvement.  We would like the Customer Services Committee to support all our areas for improvement and to ask Officers to address these in an action plan, in particular those which we have drawn out as key recommendations which we feel will have a major impact on services to tenants and value for money.

We would like to continue to engage with you on the changes we have recommended and support you due to the in depth research and knowledge we have gained in this service.
The Panel would like Committee to approve the recommendations in the report and ask Officers to complete an action plan and to have another meeting with us in October 2013 to discuss the completed action plan, which we hope you will discuss with us prior to finalising.
Finally

We would like to thank Alliance Officers and tenants for giving up their time to help us with this review. We will make ourselves available to Officers to clarify issues and support officers by commenting and helping you shape the new ways of working. 
We would like to thank Abi from the Community Engagement Team, Yvonne for support and training and all the staff who have contributed to the contents in this report. Thank you also for allowing our work to be published in Insight and on the website.

We look forward to working in partnership with you on our next service review
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