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INTRODUCTION and BACKGROUND

Social Services provide support to the most vulnerable people in our community, often in 
very difficult situations, and routinely deliver effective services that make a real 
difference in people’s lives. Sometimes, however for a variety of reasons, people will 
make a complaint about the service they have received. It is important that anyone who 
makes a complaint about our services has a right to be listened to properly with their 
concerns resolved quickly and effectively.  In addition, it is important that Local 
Authorities learn from these complaints and where necessary use them to identify where 
services should be changed and improved.

New guidelines for handling complaints and representations by Local Authority Social 
Services came into force in August 2014.  This Welsh Government Guidance  entitled ‘A 
guide to handling complaints and representations by local authority social services’ 
supports the Welsh statutory instruments  ‘Social Services Complaints Procedure (Wales) 
Regulations 2014’ (2014 No. 1794 (W.187) and the ‘Representations Procedure (Wales) 
Regulations 2014’ (2014 No. 1795 (W. 188). This guidance replaces ‘Listening and 
Learning’ which was introduced in 2006.  

The major difference between the previous procedures and the new guidance is the 
removal of the Stage Three Independent Panel Hearing. The regulations introduced a 
new two stage process and bring the process for Social Services in line with the Corporate 
‘Model Concerns and Complaints Policy and Guidance’.  The aim is to provide streamline 
complaint arrangements across the public sector. Like the previous procedures (pre 
August 2014), the changed guidance focuses on an initial local resolution where we 
would expect a significant majority of complaints to be resolved. The second formal stage 
prescribes for clear independent involvement. If issues have not been resolved by the 
Local Authority within the two stage process, complainants have recourse to the Public 
Services Ombudsman for Wales.

Local Authorities are required by regulation to produce an Annual Report about the 
operation of their Social Services Complaint procedures.  This report provides a summary 
of statistical information relating to complaints and representations dealt with during the 
period April 2014 to March 2015. 

Receipt of all the complaints received were acknowledged within the statutory timescale 
(two working days). In some cases the issues raised fell outside the responsibility of the 
Directorate and in these instances, the Complaints Officer liaises with the appropriate 
Directorate or Agency. 
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Table 1: Overall complaints resolved

Service Area Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Total
Adult Services 29 7 0 36
Children’s 
Services 

47 4 1 52

Total 76 11 1 88

Of the complaints received 59% related to Children’s Services, (of which 90% were at the 
informal stage one) and 41% related to Adult Services, (of which 80% were at the 
informal stage one).

Every effort is made to resolve matters at a local level with the emphasis on achieving 
successful resolution of complaints.  At stage one the Local Authority usually offers to 
discuss (either face-to-face or by telephone) the matter with the complainant within ten 
working days to attempt to resolve matters. This approach allows for quick and 
successful resolution of most complaints. Where this approach leads to resolution of the 
complaint, the Local Authority confirms the agreed outcomes in writing within 15 
working days. 

Table 2:  Complaints over the last three years

Service Area 2014/15 2013/14 2012/13
Adult Services 36 35 29
Children’s Services 52 60 33
Total 88 95 62

Table 3: Timescales for complaints resolved at stage one over last three years

Timescale (at the time of reporting) 2014/15 2013/14 2012/13
Within 10 working days 51% 52% 38%
Within 15 working days 8% - -

Over 15 working days 31.5% - -
Within 20 working days 6.5% 17% 42%
Over 20 working days 3% 27% 20%
Ongoing / On hold - 4% -

The stage one ‘start date’ is governed by (a) the date of acknowledgement, (b) the date on 
which an advocate is appointed or (c) where a complaint  is made by ‘other persons’, the 
date on which the Local Authority decides that the person has sufficient interest to 
warrant consideration. 

The new Welsh Government Guidance (from 1st August 2014) introduced a new 
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performance indicator of complaints resolved within 15 working days and complaints 
resolved over 15 working days. As this is the first year that this indicator has been 
complied we are unable to compare this with performance in previous reporting years.  
 
Overall, we completed 59% (the combined timescale for completion within 10 and 15 
days 2014/15) of stage one complaints within the Welsh Government statutory 
guidelines. Whilst we do our very best and work hard to resolve complaints within 10 
working days it is however acknowledge that some complaints can be complex, sensitive 
and difficult to resolve.  An over emphasis on quick resolution could detract from 
ensuring that full and proper consideration is given to complaints and that an acceptable 
outcome is achieved. Nevertheless, there is improvement in this area with the number of 
complaints resolved within this timescale increasing from 52% in 2013/14 and 38% in 
2012/13.

ADULT SOCIAL SERVICES COMPLAINT – STAGE ONE

Over the last three years the average amount of stage one complaints received regarding Adult 
Services is 26.

81% of all Adult Service complaints received were resolved at this stage during 2014/15.  In 
comparison with the previous two years, there is a decrease with regards to the reporting 
period 2013/14 (86%) and an increase on the 2012/13 period (72%). However, in terms of the 
total number of stage one complaint’s received the amount remains static with last year’s figure.

The diagram below shows the number of Adult Services stage one complaints received over the 
last three years:
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CHILDREN’S SOCIAL SERVICES COMPLAINT – STAGE ONE

Over the last three years the average amount of stage one complaints received regarding 
Children’s Services is 39.  

90% of all Children’s Services complaints received were resolved at this stage during 2014/15.

The number of Stage 1 complaints received in 2014/2015 is slightly lower than was the case in 
2013/14 but they remain significantly higher than the number received in 2012/2013.

Four of these stage one complaints came from children/young people (two of which involved 
advocacy support).  At the time of reporting, the four complaints were resolved at stage one. 
However, it should be noted that it is at the discretion of the complainant whether or not they 
progress their complaint to stage two.   At the conclusion of the stage one complaint, details are 
provided regarding how to further their complaint should they remain dissatisfied.  

 The diagram below shows the number of Children’s Services stage one complaints received 
over the last three years:
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ADULT SOCIAL SERVICES COMPLAINT – STAGE TWO

The formal complaints received are more complex in nature and often contain several 
components of dissatisfaction to be independently investigated.  During this reporting period, 
we received seven complaints which were dealt with at stage two, this equates to 19% of the 
total Adult Services complaints raised.  Of these, five progressed through the procedure from 
stage one. Due to the complex nature of their content, two commenced with independent 
investigation at the formal stage (bypassing stage one).  The decision was made with the 
consent of the person making the complaint.

Two complaints were made by the same family at separate times of the year. In instances such 
as this, it is standard practice for different Independent Investigators to be commissioned for 
each separate complaint.

The diagram below shows the number of Adult Services stage two complaints received over the 
last three years:
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CHILDREN’S SOCIAL SERVICES COMPLAINT – STAGE TWO

During this reporting period we received four complaints which were dealt with at stage two, 
which equates to 8% of the total Children’s Services complaints. The complaints were 
independently investigated. None of the complaints dealt with at Stage 2 were made by 
children/young person.  Of these, three progressed through Stage 2 with the complainant 
remaining dissatisfied at the end of the Local Resolution stage. Due to the complexity of the 
content, and with the approval of the complainant, the remaining complaint was independently 
investigated directly at stage two (bypassing stage one). 

Where a representation falls to be considered under the ‘Children Act 1989’ and is subject to the 
Formal Investigation stage, an Independent Person must also be appointed (alongside the 
Independent Investigator).  This Independent Person provides a separate oversight and he or 
she must actively take part in the formal consideration and also any discussion about the action 
the Local Authority should take. 

The diagram below shows the number of Children’s Services stage two complaints received 
over the last three years:
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COMPLAINT OUTCOMES

Table 4: Adult Services Complaints Outcomes 2014/15

Not Upheld Part Upheld Upheld Inconclusive Total
Stage 1 16 11 1 1 29
Stage 2 4 3 7
Stage 3
Total 20 14 1 1 36

Table 5: Children’s Services Complaints Outcomes 2014/15

Not Upheld Part Upheld Upheld Inconclusive Total
Stage 1 23 18 5 1 47
Stage 2 1 3 4
Stage 3 1 1
Total 24 22 5 1 52

Our emphasis is focused on achieving satisfactory resolution of matters rather than upholding 
or not upholding complaints.  It is noted however that at stage one, 55% of Adult Services and 
49% of Children’s Services were deemed to be ‘not upheld’ following investigation.

All complaints are unique in their own right and often contain several elements of 
dissatisfaction to be addressed. This is particularly relevant at the formal stage, hence the reason 
why the majority of stage two complaints are part upheld – some components being endorsed, 
while others not vindicated. 

Communication issues including failure to respond within appropriate timescales to messages 
and failure to update customers on decision continued to be a theme through this reporting 
period.

With regards to Children’s Services a number of complaints were received whereby, in the 
complainant’s opinions there had been an intrusion into their lives and the families concerned 
believed that their children did not require our intervention.

INDEPENDENT PANEL HEARING

During the reporting period 1st April 2014 to 31st July 2014 one complaint progressed to Stage 
Three of the Social Care Complaints Procedure. This complaint related to a Children’s Services 
matter and in addressing one of the complaints components, the Independent Panel 
recommended that the Independent Investigator be reengaged by the Local Authority to 
undertake a specific piece of work, and following this work decide if the finding could be 
changed. This recommendation was accepted by the Local Authority. Every attempt was made 
to resolve the complaint at this stage, with the majority of the queries raised examined and 
explained in detail. 
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PUBLIC SERVICE OMBUDSMAN FOR WALES

If complainant’s remains dissatisfied they have recourse to the Public Service Ombudsman for 
Wales (PSOW). During this reporting period, two Adult Services complaints and one Children’s 
Services complaint were considered by the PSOW.  At the time of reporting the two Adult 
Services complaints continue to be under PSOW consideration. The Children’s Services 
complaint is closed to the PSOW with the outcome being that the complainant furnishes the 
Council with any additional evidence for the matter to be re-examined at the formal stage. 
However, the complainant in this case, is requesting a review of the PSOW Investigating 
Officers decision and this is currently being looked at by the PSOW Reviewing Officer.  

COMPLAINTS RELATING TO EXTERNAL ORGANISATIONS

Approximately 60% of the services we provide are through contracts with independent sector 
providers.

In addition to the complaints previously reported, the Local Authority received six Adult 
Services complaints relating to external commissioned agencies.  These complaints related to 
the actions of contracted / commissioned agencies working on behalf of the Local Authority 
and not directly against the service provision from the Council. All of these services have 
contracts in place which are monitored on a regular basis.

HABITUAL / VEXATIOUS COMPLAINANTS 

During the year, three individuals were subject to restrictions under this policy, as a result of 
their behaviour causing difficulties in the effective management of their complaints. Two 
people have continued to be included under this policy since May 2011 and a further person 
was initially included under this policy in May 2014. Individual’s inclusion under the 
Habitual/Vexatious Complaints Policy is reviewed every six months. 

LEARNING FROM COMPLAINTS 

Social Services adopts a positive attitude towards complaints, we continue to learn from 
complaints and view complaints as a valuable form of feedback, which assists in the 
development and improvement of services.  

All customer feedback is encouraged to inform service improvement, raise the profile and 

reputation of the Department and the Council, and develop more responsive ways of working 

that puts the customer at the heart of everything we do. How we handle and respond to the 

feedback (complaints, compliments and comments) is a key indicator of success and we are 

committed to:

 using customer feedback to improve the quality of our services

 improving our relationships with our customers
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 identifying our failures and resolving them reasonably and quickly

 monitoring and identifying complaints trends to inform and improve service delivery

Some examples of actions arising from outcomes of investigations of complaints are 
summarised:- 

Following a formal investigation, the Independent Investigator identified an area for 
improvement - namely the misdirected communications sent by the Local Authority. As a result 
of this complaint the relevant Department reviewed its systems and procedures in this area. A 
review of practices and procedures in this area resulted in introducing an automatic reminder 
in systems which ensures that if someone passes away or changes their address, staff are 
automatically instructed to inform all the relevant Teams/Departments within the Local 
Authority about the change, to enable them to update all their records and systems 
appropriately. 

An independent recommendation highlighted that documentation was not being provided to 
families 24 hours before a child protection conference. It was concluded that there was clearly a 
failing in this area of practice.  In order to address this matter, the Director of Social Services 
directed that this area be discussed further in the Practice and Development Forum which is 
attended by the relevant managers. 

A formal complaint’s recommendations coincided with the work already being implemented to 
review and revise protocols to ensure that family members are made aware of relevant 
incidents occurring in Council Homes within 24 hours. 

A common theme reported is a lack of information and communication from Social Services 
including failure to respond within appropriate timescales to messages and failure to update 
customers on decisions, delays in assessments, failure to implement agreed actions and not 
following through what was promised.  Examples also include staff failure to update customers 
with regard to changes to meetings, appointments etc.

 COMPLIMENTS

It is always important to also hear when people are happy with what we have done. A total of 
16 compliments and positive comments were formally recorded during the year.

Compliments provide valuable information regarding the quality of services identifies where 
they are working well and identifies a balanced reflection of members of the public’s perception 
of our services.

Examples of compliments received during the year:-

Comment:
‘Would you please accept my sincere thanks and appreciation. In a very short time I was informed that 
my State and small Private pensions exceeded the threshold whereby grant aid would be available . . . . 
May I also congratulate you on the quality of your visiting team. Not only were they friendly, 
professional and helpful but had that rare unteachable ability of making one feel that you were the only 
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client that mattered, well done.’ 
‘To all the girls who looked after mum with such care and kindness, a massive thank you.  Mum really 
looked forward to her visits from you all and the time you took to chat to her.  We felt really reassured 
by the care you gave her’.
‘Since my father has been supported by XX can I state that XX has been brilliant and is a true asset to 
your department.  His expert knowledge and practical style, which I consider to be his greatest 
strength, have helped my father and family through a very difficult time . . . XX is always at the end of 
the phone and when he commits to finding something out or calling you back, his commitment is 
always kept’.
‘Thank you so much for everything you have done for me and my children, I have changed my life 
around’.
‘To all the carers, thank you all so much for the wonderful support you gave to XX for the past 6 years, 
it enabled him to retain his dignity and pride, which as you know, was so important to him. We will 
never forget your kindness and care’.

i)‘Thank you very much for arranging the trip to XX for XX.  She really did enjoy seeing her family . . . 
The family, like us, said XX is a credit to you. All wish to say thank you. . .’  ii) ‘Thanks a lot.  I got to 
see my family and they all love you both. . Thank you for taking me to XX and for such a lovely time’.
‘I am writing to thank you for the help with a computer for XX, to help with her school work as XX as 
been trying her best to catch up with her work. This will make her more confident about her 
schoolwork . . . Once again I would like to thank you and your work colleagues for all the work and 
support you have done for XX.  They are all very happy and content’.

CONCLUSION

The Social Care Complaints Procedure provides service users and their advocates with an 
effective way of communicating their concerns so that levels of customer satisfaction can be 
increased and our services continue to improve.

Like all other Councils in Wales we are facing the need to reduce the amount of money we 
spend. However, despite the increasing challenges faced by public services, in general, the 
number of complaints received is relatively small in comparison to the nature of the services 
provided. Overall, 86% of all complaints were resolved at stage one.  However, it should be 
noted, that we need to improve on the number of stage one complaint’s we resolve within ten 
working days (51%).  Since the last report, we have seen a number of changes in social services. 
Despite this our performance has remained generally good. 

Social Services continue to provide for the needs of the community, achieving the Council’s 
vision and strategic aims for the future. The needs of the population are changing and we will 
continue to learn and develop from complaints.  On average, users of our service recognise the 
support and good practice afforded to them and the number of complaints recorded continues 
to be a very low percentage of the total number of people and children of Merthyr Tydfil who 
are provided with services.  The pressure on social services continues to increase with the 
numbers of older people rising and becoming a larger proportion of the overall population. This 
will inevitably result in an increase in demand for social services. Likewise, the demand for 
services continues to increase for Children’s Services.  Services have continued to experience 
high levels of demand, reflecting the levels of disadvantage and the challenges faced by a 
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significant number of families living in the County Borough. The Social Care Complaints 
Procedure provides citizens with an essential, effective way of communicating their concerns so 
that levels of customer satisfaction can be increased and our services continue to improve. With 
the Implementation of the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act in April 2016 the 
expectations of the people we serve will increase, this will also be in the context of continued 
austerity. We are therefore likely to see an increase in complaints in the interim until services 
develop to meet the new level of expectation and austerity measures are absorbed. 

________________________


