Research into complaints that come to the SPSO too early i.e. before the complaints process of the body concerned has been completed (‘premature’ complaints)

March 2007

Summary

The SPSO carried out a small in-house pilot study in October 2006 to find out why premature complaints came to the SPSO when they did and what has happened since they contacted the SPSO.  The SPSO requires complainants to have completed the complaints process of the body complained about before contacting our office unless it is not reasonable for them to do so in the particular circumstances. The numbers of premature complaints are high - last year (2005/06), 49% of all local government complaints and 59% of all Registered Social Landlord complaints received were premature. 
Methodology

The telephone study set out to contact the 50 complainants whose complaints were considered to be premature in March 2006. It achieved a 68% response rate by contacting 34 complainants. This is a very small sample and the results cannot be claimed as representative.  The results do, however, open up areas for discussion and proposals for future research. 
The sectoral split among the 34 complainants interviewed was local authority (26, of which 9 related to housing); health (4); Registered Social Landlords (3); and Scottish Executive and Devolved Administration (1). 

Key findings

· 91% of the premature complainants had contacted the body complained about before they contacted the SPSO. 
· Of the 65% of complainants who went back to the body after receiving our letter stating that they needed to complete the complaints process, 91% were dissatisfied with the outcome (but did not come back to the SPSO). 

· Of the 35% who did not go back to the organisation, the most common responses when asked why not were previous negative experience and staff attitude. 

· 20% of premature complainants thought that they had completed the complaints process of the body. 
· Of the 9% of complainants who had not contacted the body before bringing their complaint to the SPSO, the reason the majority gave for not doing so was that they were not aware of the complaints process of the body. 

· 58% of complainants had considered pursuing their complaint further with the body complained about, but 36% had not done so because of the length of time that it would take (it appears that they considered that their complaint would be dealt with more quickly by coming to the SPSO).
· 35% of premature complainants said that they contacted the SPSO when they did because of staff attitude (20%), lack of trust (12%) or fear of reprisal (3%) in relation to the body that they were complaining about.
· 35% of all complainants in the study expected the SPSO to resolve their premature complaint.
· 29% of complainants came to the SPSO for support and 15% expected the SPSO to provide advice on the validity of their complaint
Follow up
In light of the findings of the findings, we have taken/are taking actions, including:
· Producing a leaflet for complainants with advice on how to make or pursue a complaint and explaining our legislative requirements.  The leaflet will also explain why it is preferable to try to resolve the complaint at source. 

· Using the results to inform the wider and more in-depth User Experience Survey which we are commissioning (results expected at the end of August 2007) and which will include questions that explore the issue of why some premature complainants do not come back to us

· Advising bodies to indicate clearly when the response provided to the complainant is the final response or whether there is a further stage (or stages) in their internal process.

· Contacting bodies in the housing sector to ask for their participation in a more comprehensive survey on the complainant’s experience of bringing a complaint to the SPSO.  We are particularly interested in working with RSLs to try and understand more about premature complaints.
· More information on our websites (http://www.spso.org.uk and http://www.valuingcomplaints.org.uk) about the stage at which the SPSO can take complaints and the extent of our remit and powers.  
For further information, contact Emma Gray, Communications Manager at egray@spso.org.uk or phone 0131 240 2974. 

