
 

 
 
 
REPORT TO: Policy and Performance Review Committee 
 
MEETING DATE: 3 October 2016 
 
BY: Depute Chief Executive (Resources and People Services) 
 
SUBJECT: Customer Complaints and Feedback  
  

 
 
1 PURPOSE 

1.1 To report on the use of the Council’s Complaints Handling Procedure for 
the year 2015/2016. 

 

2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 To consider and note this report and, where appropriate highlight areas 
for further consideration.  To authorise officers to sign the Leaning and 
Improvement Statement attached to the letter of 25 August 2016 from the 
SPSO committing the Council to ensure that all SPSO recommendations 
are complied with and appropriate action taken, to learn from complaints 
to prevent repeat failings and to ensure relevant systematic reviews of 
internal and external governance arrangements. 

 

3 BACKGROUND 

3.1 East Lothian Council complies with the model complaints handling 
procedure (CHP) for local authorities introduced by the Scottish Public 
Services Ombudsman (SPSO): 

Stage 1 (Frontline Resolution) - Complaint dealt with at point of 
service within 5 working days 

Stage 2 (Investigation) – Complaint investigated; acknowledged 
within 3 working days and response provided within 20 working days 

If complainants remained dissatisfied after completing this process 
they have a legal right of appeal to the SPSO. Those complaining 
about social work issues at present have the option of asking for their 
complaint to be referred to a Social Work Complaints Review 
Committee (SWCRC). 



 

3.2 Complaints, comments and compliments are recorded on the Council’s 
Customer Relationship Management system (CRM), which provides data 
on the types of complaints customers make about Council services, as 
well as complaint handling performance. This system also records 
comments and compliments from customers. 

3.3 The Council records and reports on complaints received by the Contact 
Centre, local area offices and the Customer Feedback Team. Service 
areas are encouraged to report complaints they receive through these 
channels to ensure recording is as accurate as possible. 

This report covers all council services. 

 

3.4 YEARLY OVERVIEW 2015/2016 

3.4.1 For the year 2015/2016, East Lothian Council received 940 complaints, a 
significant decrease from the 1205 complaints received in 2014/2015 
although 421 of these complaints related to a campaign about a single 
issue. 

3.4.2 Complaints received broke down as follows 

Stage 1: 630 complaints 

Stage 2: 310 complaints  

 What is encouraging to note is that this is the third successive reporting    
year where stage 1 complaints have exceeded stage 2 numbers although 
this is the first year where the difference has been more notable.  

This is due to the Customer Feedback team / services working together 
to try and resolve complaints at the first complaint level which gives the 
customer a faster outcome and is less time consuming for staff. 

3.4.3 The number of complaints, comments and compliments received for each 
quarter are shown in Appendix 1. 

3.4.4 67% of the overall total number of complaints were closed at Stage 1, a            
significant increase on the figure for 2014/2015, 52.7%. 33% were closed 
at Stage 2, down on the 47.3% figure of 2014/2015.   

Stage 1 resolutions included providing an agreed service, providing 
additional information / explanation, apologising for a service failure, 
manager / team leader making contact to try and resolve issue. 

As shown in Appendix 2 there was no real trend in terms of overall 
numbers of complaint. The peak evident in 2014 was referred to in the 
Customer Feedback Annual report 2014/15.  

3.4.5 The council received over 285 compliments in 2015/2016. Although this 
is slightly down on the figure of 308 in 2014/2015 it is encouraging to note 
that the numbers remain at a positive level. 



 

3.4.6 Average complaint outcomes for 2015/16 are detailed in Appendix 3 

Stage 1 outcomes were similar to last year and indeed previous years. A        
higher proportion of Stage 2 complaints were not upheld compared to last 
year. 

Where it is identified that something has gone wrong and policy / 
procedures were not properly followed, a complaint will either be upheld 
or partially upheld, depending on circumstances. An apology will be given 
for any identified failings and action taken to put the situation right. 

If there is no evidence to suggest that policies / procedures have not 
been properly followed then a complaint will not be upheld. In such 
cases, a full and clear explanation will be given of the decision taken. 

3.4.7 Acknowledgement and response times per quarter for 2015/2016 are set 
out in Appendix 4 

3.4.8 There was little change in the annual acknowledgement figure, which was 
92.75% compared with 93% for 2014/15. 

3.4.9 There was a dip in response rates in Q4 largely as result of reduced 
resource capacity with the Customer Feedback team at that time.  This is 
an issue which has continued in Q1 of the 2015/2016 reporting year.  
Recruitment of a Customer Feedback Manager is underway that that 
should alleviate the resource issue. 

3.4.10 Resource difficulties in service areas have also had a continued impact 
on complaint response times; however the Customer Feedback Team will 
continue to work flexibly with service managers to ensure complaints are 
responded to in a timely manner and customers kept updated in the 
event of any unavoidable delays. 

3.4.11  The overall number of complaints, comments and compliments received       
per service area for the year 2015/2016 is outlined in Appendix 5 

3.5 2015/16 ANALYSIS 

3.5.1 The service areas with the highest number of complaints over the year 
were: 

 Housing Repairs/Property Maintenance (226)  

 Waste Services (216) 

 Transportation  (88) 

 Sport, Countryside Leisure (61)  

 Education (41) 

 Community Housing (51) 

 Social Work (51) 



 

3.5.2 Housing Repairs/Property Maintenance consistently receives the highest 
number of complaints (226), which is not surprising considering the 
nature of the service and the high level of interaction with tenants.  

To put complaint numbers in context, it should be noted that as at the end 
of March 2016 the Council had a housing stock of 8,629 and in 
2015/2016 9,727 emergency repairs and 15,261 day to day repairs were 
undertaken. 

It is positive to note there was a 27% decrease in the number of Housing 
Repairs/Property Maintenance related complaints which progress to the 
investigation stage this year (64), meaning more complaints are being 
resolved at the front line. This is the third consecutive year in a row there 
has been a decline in stage 2 complaints for this service.  This reflects 
the focus which has been placed on improving the repairs service and 
success in resolving issues at stage 1.  This positive trend is also 
reflected in direct feedback received from tenants in customer satisfaction 
surveys undertaken following completion of repairs. 

3.5.3 The issues affecting the Housing Repairs/Property Maintenance issues 
complained about do not change significantly from year to year.  Those 
being: 

 Outstanding day-to-day repairs (various) 

 Recharges (normally after moving out of a property) 

 Appointments (not kept / inconvenient / length of time to wait) 

 Damp / condensation 

3.5.4 There was a significant rise in total number of complaints received for 
Waste Services in 2015/16 - 216 compared with the previous year’s 
overall figure – 66. 

In Spring 2015 Waste Services introduced changes to its waste collection 
following extensive publicity across East Lothian explaining the changes. 

However this did result in an increase in complaints about these changes 
at a stage 1 level. 

It should be borne in mind that Waste Services deliver 130,000 customer 
contact/service deliveries every week and are the only service that 
connects directly with every household on a weekly basis.  The total 
number of complaints received about the service is very small in relation 
to their public contact. 

3.5.5 Discounting the Cockenzie Power station complaints reported in the 
annual report 2014/15, there has been a notable increase in complaints 
cases requiring investigation being received by the Economic 
Development service. This reflects concerns raised over the particular 
project involving external contractors (Keepmoat / Changeworks – 



 

installation of cavity insulation, Musselburgh) who were operating under 
council supervision rather than the service directly. 

3.5.6 Examples of subjects of complaint included:  

 Cemetery / grounds maintenance (in particular grass cutting) 

 Maintenance of roads (including potholes) and pathways 

 Planning process 

 Housing allocations policy 

 Composite classes 

 Bins not being uplifted 

 Employee behaviour 

 Changes to care packages 

 Gas safety inspection charge due to non-access 

 Council Tax administration 

3.5.7 The SPSO has very recently published its statistics on the complaints 
referred for independent adjudication in 2015/16. The Tables attached to 
the letter from the SPSO (Appendix 6) show this information.  There 
were 40 complaints of which 20 were rejected as premature or not 
properly made.  17 were resolved at early stages, 2 were partially upheld 
and 1 was not upheld.   

3.5.8 The SPSO proposes the introduction of a Learning and Improvement Unit 
offering to provide support and assistance to local authorities on how to 
meet their recommendations with a view to preventing repeat service 
failings and complaints. They have asked the Council to sign the 
Learning and Improvement Statement attached to their letter of 25 
August and the authority of PPRC is sought to do that.    

3.5.9 As in previous years the service areas receiving the highest number of 
compliments were: 

 Adult Wellbeing 

 Customer Services 

 Housing Repairs /Property Maintenance 

 Landscape & Countryside 

 Libraries 

3.5.10  All customers using the complaints procedure now receive a survey card 
or link to an online survey to assess customer satisfaction with the 



 

complaints service. Questions focus on the process itself rather than the 
complaint outcome. Return rates remain low as in previous years. 

 57% of respondents indicated satisfaction with how easy it was to 
make a complain 

 64% with the time taken to respond  

 64% with both the clarity of the complaint response 

 36% indicated dissatisfaction with how well their complaint was 
understood.  

 

4 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

4.1      None. 

 

5  INTEGRATED IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

The subject of this report does not affect the wellbeing of the community or 
have a significant impact on equality, the environment or economy 

 

6 RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

6.1     Financial - None. 

6.2     Personnel - None. 

6.3     Other - None. 

  

7 BACKGROUND PAPERS  

7.1     Appendix 1 Breakdown of Customer Feedback by service 2015/2016    

7.2 Appendices 2 to 6 

    

   

AUTHOR’S NAME Gary Gunn 

DESIGNATION Customer Feedback Officer 

CONTACT INFO X4290 email: ggunn@eastlothian.gov.uk 

DATE 22 August 2016 

 



Appendix 1 

Customer Feedback Q1-Q4 2015/2016 

 

Type of 
customer 
feedback 

Q1 (April – 
June’15) 

Q2 (July – 
Sept ‘15) 

Q3 (Oct – 
Dec ‘15) 

Q4 (Jan – 
March ’16) 

Stage 1 
complaints: 

139 150 142 151 

Stage 2  
complaints: 

73 99         83 103 

Total no of 
complaints: 

212 249 225 254 

Compliments: 63 67 81 74 

Comments: 27 36 31 27 

 



 

Appendix 2 

Feedback Quarterly Comparison April 2014 – March 2016 

 

 



Appendix 3 

Complaint Outcomes  

 

Stage 1 Upheld Partially 
Upheld 

Not Upheld 

2015/16 25% 22% 53% 

2014/15 25% 19% 56% 

 

Stage 2 Upheld Partially 
Upheld 

Not Upheld 

2015/16 29% 23% 48% 

2014/15 30% 31% 39% 

 



Appendix 4 

Customer Feedback Performance Q1-Q4 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Average 

Stage 1 
Response (5 

working days) 

86% 89% 91% 88% 88.5% 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Average 

Stage 2 
Acknowledgement 
(3 working days) 

99% 97% 90% 85% 92.75% 

Stage 2 
Response  
(20 working days) 

74% 81% 71% 43% 67.25% 

Extension agreed 23% 5% 27% 11% 16.5% 

 



Directorate Service Area Stage 1 Comment Stage 1 Complaint Stage 1 

Compliment

Stage 2 S

t

a

g

e 

3

Health & Social Care 

Partnersips

Adult Wellbeing 3 18 85 33

Partnerships & Community 

Services

Building Maintenance 0 2 1 0

Building Standards 0 0 0 2

Community Housing 8 22 16 29

Homelessness 0 8 0 3

Community Partnerships 2 4 14 0

Corporate Policy & 

Improvement

3 2 6 2

Customer Feedback 0 3 0 0

Media 0 1 0 0

Web 0 4 0 0

Customer Services 9 14 42 2

Libraries 0 12 0 0

Safer Communities 0 1 0 12

Economic Development 1 11 0 11

Engineering Services (incl Gas 

Team)

1 5 5 6

Environmental Services 1 1 6 3

Enviornmental Health 0 1 0 0

Enviornmental Protection 0 3 0 2

Facilities Management 1 9 0 1

Planning 2 6 0 12

Property Maintenance 17 162 47 64

Sport, Countryside & Leisure 11 43 20 18

Trading Standards 0 0 0 1

Transportation 22 54 12 34

Waste Services 30 208 19 8

Resources & People Services Children's Wellbeing 0 5 1 13

Council Tax 0 8 1 8

Education 1 12 0 29

Finance 1 1 0 4

Human Resources 0 0 0 2

IT 0 0 1 0

Legal & Procurment 0 1 0 3

Licensing/Administration/Dem

ocratic Services

1 3 0 2

Revenues and Benefits 1 6 9 6

Feedback Total 630 310

Customer Feedback 2015/2016

Feedback by Service Area
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