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1. Background 

 

Executive Summary 
This report provides the Policy and Strategy Committee with the findings from the recent 
examination of complaints handling in North Lanarkshire Council as requested by members 
at their meeting held on 6 June 2024. The findings, based on a representative 10% sample 
of Stage 2 complaints received and concluded during 2023/24, demonstrate that while 
council services are generally adhering to the council’s Complaints Handling Procedure, 
there are opportunities to improve consistency and strengthen complaints handling 
administration. This includes responding to customers on the findings and outcome of the 
council’s investigation into their complaint and onward signposting to the Scottish Public 
Services Ombudsman (SPSO) if complainants remain dissatisfied.  To this end, the report 
identified a series of improvement actions to be implemented during the remainder of this 
reporting year. 
 
The report also restates council guidance on when it is necessary to engage directly with a 
customer who is making a Stage 2 complaint to confirm the council’s understanding of their 
complaint and the outcome being sought. 

Recommendations 
It is recommended that the Policy and Strategy Committee: 
1) Acknowledges the findings from the examination into compliance with the council’s 

Complaints Handling Procedure for Stage 2 complaints and endorses the planned 
improvement plan to address identified inconsistencies; and, 

2) Endorses and restates the council’s Complaints Handling Procedure to mirror 
guidance in the SPSO’s Model Complaints Handling Procedure in relation to when it 
is necessary for the council to contact a customer to confirm the points being raised 
in their complaint and their expected outcome.   

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 

Priority  All priorities 

Ambition statement (25) Ensure intelligent use of data and information to support fully 
evidence based decision making and future planning 

Programme of Work Statutory / corporate / service requirement 



1.1. During discussion on the Minute of the Audit and Scrutiny Panel of 26 February 2024 
at the meeting of the Committee on 6 June 2024, a question was raised regarding 
application of the Council’s Complaints Handling Procedure, and in particular the 
requirement to advise complainants of the outcome of the complaint in the stage 2 
response.  The Chief Executive and Chief Officer (Legal and Democratic) both 
confirmed that complainants are advised in the stage 2 response whether the matter 
has been resolved, upheld, partially upheld or not upheld. In addition, the stage 2 
response signposted complainants to the SPSO should they wish to pursue the matter 
further. A commitment was given to providing further information to elected members 
on the application of the Council’s Complaints Handling Procedure, with this report 
now satisfying that requirement.   

 
1.2. The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) is the final stage for complaints 

about public service organisations in Scotland.  
 

1.3. To support councils in administering, investigating and engaging with people who 
wish to make a complaint, the SPSO produced the local authority Model Complaints 
Handling Procedure (MCHP) in 2013 and this has been adopted as the standard 
procedure across all Scottish local authorities. 

 
1.4. North Lanarkshire Council was an early adopter of the Model Complaints Handling 

Procedure and our, ‘Listening to You – Complaints Handling Procedure’ is aligned to 
the SPSO guidance and best practice. A customer-facing leaflet summarising the 
council’s procedure and providing information to members of the public on how to 
make a complaint is published via the council's website How to Make a 
Complaint_0.pdf (northlanarkshire.gov.uk). 

 
1.5. The Complaints Handling Procedure provides examples of the types of matters that 

members of the public can complain about and the council defines a complaint as ‘an 
expression of dissatisfaction about our action or lack of action, or about the standard 
of service provided.’  

 
2. Report 
 
Complaints Handling and Classification 

 
2.1. The council’s Complaints Handling Procedure aims to provide a quick, simple and 

streamlined process for responding to complaints early and as close as possible to 
the point at which we provide the service. The two-stage complaints process, with 
final recourse to the SPSO for independent external review where the customer 
remains dissatisfied, is summarised below. 

 
Stage 1: Frontline Response – 5 Working Days 

 
2.2 Stage 1 is for issues that are straightforward and simple, requiring little or no 

investigation and where an ‘on-the-spot’ apology, explanation, or other action to put 
the matter right completes the investigation. 
 

2.3 The complaint is resolved or a response provided in five working days or less (unless 
there are exceptional circumstances in which case we will notify the customer and the 
complaint can be extended to 10 working days). Complaints can be addressed by any 
member of staff, or alternatively referred to the appropriate point for a frontline 
response by the relevant service. Response is normally face-to-face, e-mail or by 
telephone (though sometimes we will need to put the decision in writing). The service 
dealing with the complaint will tell the customer how to escalate their complaint to 
Stage 2 if they remain dissatisfied. 

https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/How%20to%20Make%20a%20Complaint_0.pdf
https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/How%20to%20Make%20a%20Complaint_0.pdf


 
Stage 2: Investigation – 20 Working Days 
 
2.4 A complaint is investigated at Stage 2 where the customer is not satisfied with the 

Stage 1 response, or refuses to engage at the frontline, or where the complaint is 
complex, serious or ‘high-risk’. The complaint is acknowledged within three working 
days.  
 

2.5 The council will contact the customer to clarify the points of complaint and the 
anticipated outcome being sought, however, where these are already clear, we will 
confirm them in the acknowledgement letter to the customer to ensure our 
understanding is accurate.  
 

2.6 The complaint will be resolved, or a definitive response provided within 20 working 
days following a thorough investigation of the points raised. In exceptional 
circumstances, and recognising the complexity of some matters, the complaint can 
be extended every 20 days and the customer duly informed.  
 

2.7 In both of the above stages, the customer is advised at the end of the process that 
the complaint is closed and the matter has been resolved, upheld, partially upheld or 
not upheld. 
 

Independent External Review – SPSO 
 

2.8 If the customer remains dissatisfied, having received the council’s final decision on a 
complaint at Stage 2, they can contact the SPSO. The SPSO will assess whether 
there is evidence of service failure or maladministration by the service provider in how 
the complaint was investigated and whether the council has adhered to our 
Complaints Handling Procedure. In relation to social work decisions the SPSO can 
also look at professional decisions.  
 

Sample Compliance and Assurance Testing 
 
2.9 In response to the question raised at the previous Policy and Strategy Committee 

meeting seeking confirmation that Stage 2 responses provide the rationale behind the 
council’s decision on the outcome of a complaint, and wider discussion around good 
practice, Business and Digital has completed a sampling exercise of complaints to 
examine the extent to which services are adhering to the Complaints Handling 
Procedure. 

 
Sample Selection 
 
2.10 The council administers and manages complaints received through a corporate 

Customer Relationship Management system developed as part of our digital 
transformation and hosted via Microsoft Dynamics. All complaints, regardless of how 
they are submitted to the council (ie via the website, Customer Service Hub, e-mail, 
hard copy, or in person) are recorded on Dynamics and assigned to the relevant 
service to acknowledge and action, including ultimately responding to the customer 
with the findings and outcome of the complaint investigation.  
 

2.11 For the purposes of this complaints sampling exercise, it was agreed that a 10% 
sample size should be examined. As such a 10% sample of Stage 2 complaints 
received during the period 1 April 2023 to 31 March 2024 was selected at random 
from across each of the complaints categories. The sampling included only inactive 
complaints (ie those that are closed) to ensure that the full end to end process, from 
acknowledgement to outcome notification, could be examined. 



 
2023/24 Stage 2 Complaints 

Total Inactive 
General 
Complaints  

Total Inactive 
Employee 
Complaints 

Total Health and 
Social Care 
General 
Complaints 

Total Health and 
Social Care 
Employee 
Complaints 

467 79 30 17 
10% Sample  

47 complaints 8 complaints 3 complaints 2 complaints 
 
2.12 Total sample size equals 60 complaints. Of these, however, two complaints were 

resolved on the day of submission, lessening the requirement for compliance with all 
stages of the Complaints Handling Process and one complaint was recorded as a 
Stage 2 in error and the response at Stage 1 was provided timeously.  
 

Scope of Examination 
 

2.13 The above complaints and associated paperwork were examined in accordance with 
the Complaints Handling Procedure to identify where services complied with the 
following Stage 2 requirements. 
 
• Contacting the customer on receipt of the Stage 2 complaint to ensure the 

council has a clear understanding of the nature of the complaint and the 
customer’s anticipated outcome - where this information is not clear from the 
complaint itself. (Contacting the Customer) 

• Providing the customer with a detailed description of the council’s findings and 
decision on the complaint after the matter has been investigated. (Decision) 

• Providing the customer with the outcome of the complaint in terms of whether it 
is Resolved, Upheld, Partially Upheld or Not Upheld. (Outcome) 

• Providing the customer with contact details for the SPSO when the council’s 
handling of the complaint and investigation is complete, and our final decision 
reached and communicated to the customer. (SPSO contact details) 

• Providing the customer with a named officer should further contact be 
necessary. (Contact name in NLC) 

 
Findings 
 
2.14 Appendix One provides the full results of the examination for each of the above 

requirements and the following paragraphs provide a summarised overview of the 
composite findings. 
 

Contacting the Customer 
 

2.15 In just over half of all cases (52%) there was no need to contact the customer at the 
beginning of the Stage 2 process because the reason for the complaint was clear. For 
example, failure to empty household waste bin. 
 

2.16 In 30% of cases, the council did contact the customer to ensure correct understanding 
of the complaint and the anticipated outcome being sought by the customer. 
 

2.17 In three cases (5%), it has been established that there was no contact with the 
customer at the start of the Stage 2 process. In the remaining 13% of cases, however, 
there is insufficient detail provided in the correspondence or information held on 
Dynamics or by the service to confirm whether the council contacted the complainant. 
 



Decision 
 

2.18 The council’s findings and decision on the complaint, having investigated the matter, 
were provided to the customer in 85% of cases.  
 

2.19 The requirement to notify the customer of the council’s decision was not applicable in 
the three cases (5%) referenced at 2.12 above. 
 

2.20 In six cases (10%), however, the nature and extent of the decision provided to the 
customer cannot be ascertained due to the response being provided by telephone in 
two cases and insufficient detail being uploaded to Dynamics for both these and the 
remaining four cases. 
 

Outcome 
 
2.21 In 65% of cases, the outcome (Resolved, Upheld, Partially Upheld, Not Upheld) was 

provided to the customer. In 4 cases (7%) where the response was provided by 
telephone or resolved at the point of submission, it is not possible to confirm whether 
the outcome was explicitly stated to the customer using these terms. In 2 cases, 
insufficient detail uploaded to Dynamics prevents us from knowing whether the 
customer was informed of the outcome. However, in 22% of cases where the 
information is available, it can be seen that the customer was not explicitly made 
aware of the outcome as per the Resolved, Upheld, Partially Upheld or Not Upheld 
definitions contained in the Complaints Handling Procedure. 

 
SPSO Contact Details 
 
2.22 Contact details for the SPSO were provided in 82% of the cases sampled. There are 

two cases where it is known that contact details were not provided: one of these cases 
was dealt with as a ‘request for service’ rather than a complaint, thereby removing the 
requirement to provide SPSO contact details; and in the other, the customer had 
advised that they did not wish to discuss the matter. 
 

2.23 In the Stage 1 complaint that was inadvertently included in this sample due to the 
recording error referenced at 2.12 above, there was no requirement to provide SPSO 
contact details since the matter was dealt with at Stage 1. Similarly, and also noted at 
2.12, two complaints were resolved at the point of submission. 
 

2.24 Again, however, it is not possible to ascertain whether SPSO contact details were 
provided in 10% of cases either due to insufficient details being held on Dynamics or 
the response being provided by telephone.  

 
Contact Name in NLC 

 
2.25 A council contact name was provided in 80% of cases. In 5 cases (8%) it cannot be 

ascertained whether a contact name was provided due to insufficient detail being 
uploaded to Dynamics. In 4 cases (7%), a contact name was not provided, however, 
in 3 of these cases the response was emailed to the customer providing a point of 
contact if required. The aforementioned complaints (referenced at 2.12 above) 
account for the remaining 5% of cases.  

 
 
Future Action and Recommendations Based on Findings 
 
2.26 The findings show general compliance with the Complaints Handling Procedure, 

however, there are inconsistencies. Broadly speaking, compliance is around 80 to 



85% in terms of contacting the customer, providing details of the council’s decision, 
and providing contact details for both the SPSO and a named officer within the 
council. However, the compliance level dips in terms of clearly stating to the customer 
whether their complaint is Resolved, Upheld, Partially Upheld or Not Upheld. 

 
2.27 In all of the categories assessed during this examination, the ability to draw fully 

conclusive results was impacted by insufficient details on some cases being uploaded 
to Dynamics by the relevant services. 

 
2.28 The findings demonstrate a need for improvement intervention and further training to 

strengthen our procedures and ensure a consistent approach across all services in 
relation to how complaints are administered, managed and recorded. Importantly, 
there is a need to restate the council’s procedure and expectations in terms of 
engagement and dialogue with customers, including communicating the final decision 
and outcome to their complaint following investigation by the council. To this end, an 
improvement action plan will be developed and implemented during the remainder of 
this reporting year to 31 March 2025. Planned activity includes: 

• Sharing this report and examination findings with the Complaints Handling 
Network, which comprises designated officers from each service with 
responsibility for administering complaints, to emphasise the importance of 
adherence to the Complaints Handling Procedure. 

• Providing training on the Complaints Handling Procedure for officers and 
managers, especially where there have been establishment changes and in 
those service functions that typically experience high volumes of complaints (for 
example: Bins and Recycling). Similarly, training will be provided to services 
that were previously delivered by Culture and Leisure NL Limited since the 
former arm’s length external organisation was responsible for its own 
complaints and compliments handling arrangements 

• Ensuring universal and consistent use of Dynamics by all services for 
administering, recording and saving all complaints related correspondence, 
including file notes documenting the purpose and key messages of any 
telephone discussions/outcome decisions between council officers and 
customers. Training videos describing each stage in recording, updating and 
closing a complaint on Dynamics have already been produced.  

• Providing training and awareness raising on the role and statutory powers of 
the SPSO. 

• Ensuring that all officers and managers with responsibility for administering, 
managing and investigating complaints have access to the council’s Complaints 
Handling Guidance, model templates for correspondence and examples of best 
practice in managing and responding to complaints and engaging with 
customers. 
 

2.29 Ultimately, the overall aim and guiding direction in rolling out the above improvement 
plan is to deliver a shared and universally applied commitment to managing and 
handling complaints effectively and in a responsive manner. Knowledge and 
confidence in applying the council’s Complaints Handling Procedure are critical at all 
levels across the council. Accordingly, the above improvement plan will also include 
tailored input to the council’s Operational Management Team on managers’ duties in 
relation to complaints - fostering shared ownership, responsibility and commitment at 
a senior level to meeting our obligations when addressing complaints from customers 
and people who use our services.  
 

Alignment to SPSO Model Complaints Handling Procedure 
 



2.30 This exercise and specifically examination of when it is necessary to contact the 
customer to ensure an accurate and shared understanding of the complaint, has also 
involved reviewing the council’s Complaints Handling Procedure to ensure it 
continues to reflect the Model Complaints Handling Procedure (MCHP) issued by the 
SPSO. 

 
2.31 During 2018-20 the SPSO conducted a review of the existing MCHP to assess its 

effectiveness and usability. The updated MCHP which was published in January 2020 
made a number of revisions including: 
• Merging local authority services into a single procedure; 
• Encouraging councils to ensure maximum accessibility for customers who may 

wish to submit a complaint; and 
• Introducing the new outcome category of ‘resolved.’ 

 
2.32 Strengthened guidance in relation to when it is necessary to contact the customer at 

the beginning of a Stage 2 complaint was also introduced. Figure 1 below shows the 
relevant extract from the revised MCHP issued by the SPSO.  
 

 
Figure 1    

 
2.33 Figure 2 shows the comparable extract from the council’s procedure.  



 
Figure 2 

 
2.34 Both extracts illustrate that the requirement to contact the customer is only necessary 

if further understanding or clarification on the complaint and outcome being sought 
are required. If the points of the complaint are clear (for example “My household waste 
bin was missed – I would like my rubbish collected”) then we can confirm our 
understanding of the complaint in the acknowledgement letter. 

 
2.35 Local authorities were required to implement the SPSO’s revised MCHP by 1 April 

2021 and the council’s Policy and Strategy Committee approved adoption of the 
changes on 18 March 2021. In so doing, however, the report to Policy and Strategy 
Committee stated that complainants must always be contacted by the council at Stage 
2 to confirm our understanding of the complaint. This does not reflect long-standing 
custom and practice nor understanding and knowledge held by officers who have 
operational or management oversight responsibility for handling complaints within the 
council. As such, we have made direct contact with the SPSO to reaffirm our 
understanding and obtain the definitive interpretation of the MCHP. The SPSO has 
confirmed that it is only necessary to contact the customer at Stage 2 if the points of 
the complaint and the outcome sought are unclear – otherwise, where clarity exists, 
our understanding of the complaint can be conveyed in the acknowledgement letter 
to the customer. Policy and Strategy Committee members are requested to endorse 
this restatement of the council’s Complaints Handling Procedure to mirror SPSO 
guidance and the MCHP.  

 
3 Measures of success 
 
3.1 Introduction of the planned improvements described above will ensure increased 

corporate understanding and adherence to the council’s Complaints Handling 
Procedure and in turn, compliance with our statutory responsibilities and best practice 



as recommended by the SPSO. The planned improvements will introduce greater 
consistency, improved administration and records management and ensure that 
complaints are handled effectively and responsively with improved communications 
and reporting back to customers. 

 
4 Supporting documentation 
 
4.1 Appendix 1: Detailed Findings from Examination of 10% Representative Sample of 

  Complaints Handling (2023/24 Stage 2 Cases)  
 

 
 
Katrina Hassell 
Chief Officer (Business and Digital) 

 
  



5. Impacts 
 
5.1 Public Sector Equality Duty and Fairer Scotland Duty 
 Does the report contain information that has an impact as a result of the Public 

Sector Equality Duty and/or Fairer Scotland Duty? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

 
 If Yes, has an assessment been carried out and published on the council’s 

website? 5 
 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
5.2 Financial impact 
 Does the report contain any financial impacts? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, have all relevant financial impacts been discussed and agreed with 

Finance? 
 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

 
5.3 HR policy impact 
 Does the report contain any HR policy or procedure impacts? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, have all relevant HR impacts been discussed and agreed with People 
Resources? 

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
 

5.4 Legal impact 
 Does the report contain any legal impacts (such as general legal matters, statutory 

considerations (including employment law considerations), or new legislation)? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, have all relevant legal impacts been discussed and agreed with Legal and 

Democratic? 
 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

 
5.5 Data protection impact 
 Does the report / project / practice contain or involve the processing of personal 

data?   
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, is the processing of this personal data likely to result in a high risk to the 

data subject? 
 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
 If Yes, has a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) been carried out and e-

mailed to dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk  
 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
5.6 Technology / Digital impact 

 
Does the report contain information that has an impact on either technology, digital 
transformation, service redesign / business change processes, data management, 
or connectivity / broadband / Wi-Fi? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
 

mailto:dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk


 
Where the impact identifies a requirement for significant technology change, has 
an assessment been carried out (or is scheduled to be carried out) by the 
Enterprise Architecture Governance Group (EAGG)?  

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 
5.7 Environmental / Carbon impact 
 Does the report / project / practice contain information that has an impact on any 

environmental or carbon matters? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

 
5.8 Communications impact 
 Does the report contain any information that has an impact on the council’s 

communications activities? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 
 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

 
5.9 Risk impact 
 Is there a risk impact? 
 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the key risks and potential impacts, 
highlighting where the risk(s) are assessed and recorded (e.g. Corporate or 
Service or Project Risk Registers), and how they are managed? 
 
Failure to provide efficient, effective and responsive complaints handling for 
customers does not reflect our statutory best value and complaints handling 
obligations. Moreover, the SPSO has a statutory oversight role to ensure that 
complaints are properly administered and investigated, with the findings and 
outcome duly reported back to the customer. The SPSO has the statutory powers 
to find a local authority guilty of potential maladministration where the SPSO 
identifies that the local authority has failed to observe and adhere to its adopted 
complaints handling procedure. 

5.10 Armed Forces Covenant Duty 

 
Does the report require to take due regard of the Armed Forces Covenant Duty (i.e. 
does it relate to healthcare, housing, or education services for in-Service or ex-
Service personnel, or their families, or widow(er)s)? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the provision which has been made to 
ensure there has been appropriate consideration of the particular needs of the 
Armed Forces community to make sure that they do not face disadvantage 
compared to other citizens in the provision of public services. 
 

5.11 Children’s rights and wellbeing impact 

 
Does the report contain any information regarding any council activity, service 
delivery, policy, or plan that has an impact on children and young people up to the 
age of 18, or on a specific group of these? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact and the provision that has 
been made to ensure there has been appropriate consideration of the relevant 
Articles from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 
 

 If Yes, has a Children’s Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessment (CRWIA) been 
carried out?  

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 



APPENDIX 1 
 

Detailed Findings from Examination of 10% Representative Sample of Complaints Handling (2023/24 Stage 2 Inactive Cases) 
 

 Yes No N/A Don’t Know Total 
Did the council 
contact the 
customer at 
the outset? 

General (47) 13 General - General 26 General 8 

60 Employee (8) 2 Employee 2 Employee 4 Employee - 
H&SC General (3) 1 H&SC General 1 H&SC General 1 H&SC General - 
H&SC Employee (2) 2 H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - 

 Sub Total 18 Sub Total 3 Sub Total 31 Sub Total 8  
Did the council 
convey its 
findings and 
decision? 

General (47) 39 General - General 3 General 5 

60 Employee (8) 7 Employee - Employee - Employee 1 
H&SC General (3) 3 H&SC General - H&SC General - H&SC General - 
H&SC Employee 2 H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - 

 Sub Total 51 Sub Total - Sub Total 3 Sub Total 6  
Did the council 
state the 
outcome? 

General (47) 31 General 9 General 1 General 6 

60 Employee (8) 5 Employee 2 Employee - Employee 1 
H&SC General (3) 1 H&SC General 2 H&SC General - H&SC General - 
H&SC Employee (2) 2 H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - 

 Sub Total 39 Sub Total 13 Sub Total 1 Sub Total 7  
Did the council 
provide SPSO 
contact 
details? 

General (47) 37 General 2 General 1 General 7 

60 Employee (8) 7 Employee - Employee - Employee 1 
H&SC General (3) 3 H&SC General - H&SC General - H&SC General - 
H&SC Employee (2) 2 H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - 

 Sub Total 49 Sub Total 2 Sub Total 1 Sub Total 8  
Did the council 
provide a 
contact name 
in NLC? 

General (47) 36 General 4 General 1 General 6 

60 Employee (8) 7 Employee - Employee - Employee 1 
H&SC General (3) 3 H&SC General - H&SC General - H&SC General - 
H&SC Employee (2) 2 H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - H&SC Employee - 

 Sub Total 48 Sub Total 4 Sub Total 1 Sub Total 7  
 
 


