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Service Complaints Policy and Procedure for the NCIs





Summary
At the National Church Institutions (NCIs), we aim to provide a helpful, efficient and quality service. Sometimes, we know we won’t get things right, and when that happens, we want the chance to put things right for the people or organisations involved.
We also want to be able to learn lessons and improve our practice for the future. We don’t want to keep making the same mistakes.
This complaints policy and procedure sets out how someone can let us know when something has gone wrong with the service we provide and what steps we will take to address their concerns.
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[bookmark: Introduction][bookmark: _bookmark0][bookmark: _Toc143509493][bookmark: _Toc147824530]Introduction
1. The National Church Institutions (NCIs) have a critical role to play in supporting the mission and ministries of the Church across the country. We offer a diverse range of services to the Church, working with parishes, dioceses, schools and other national partners.
2. We aim always to offer a helpful, efficient and quality service to all whom we serve. But sometimes when something goes wrong, we want to hear feedback from the individuals and organisations we work with. Occasionally that may necessitate a formal complaint, addressed under this policy.


[bookmark: Definitions][bookmark: _bookmark1][bookmark: _Toc143509494][bookmark: _Toc147824531]Definitions
3. A complaint is any expression of dissatisfaction with the service offered by the NCIs to an individual or organisation. This could include:
a. An issue with the standard of service we have provided to that individual or organisation e.g., we have applied an agreed policy incorrectly or have not dealt with an issue within a reasonable time period.
b. A specific action we have taken (or not taken) e.g., we have not done something for the complainant that we said we would do.
c. The behaviour of individuals working within or on behalf of the NCIs, in their interactions with the complainant. This could include the behaviour of staff (including consultants and contractors), volunteers, trustees and committee members. 
4. Complaints may come from any individual, volunteer, or organisation directly involved with a specific matter being handled by the NCIs, including the general public, members of the clergy and staff in a Church body. 

[bookmark: Scope_and_limits][bookmark: _bookmark2]Scope and limits
5. The policy and its associated procedure relate specifically to the work of the NCIs, which operate nationally across the Church. Everyone who works in and on behalf of the NCIs should be familiar with this document and support the delivery of the complaints process should a complaint occur within their area.
6. Complaints raised under this policy should refer to specific examples of where the service of the NCIs or an individual has fallen short in their interactions with the complainant. It is usually not possible to investigate a complaint without such detail. The NCIs reserve the right to group multiple complaints made by a single individual, to help investigate these as promptly as possible.
7. This policy does not cover:
· Complaints about a Diocese, Cathedral, Religious Community or other Church body (including Parochial Church Councils, diocesan bodies, and theological training institutions). These bodies may have their own procedure.
· Complaints concerning office-holding clergy including bishops. These may be covered by the Clergy Discipline Measure.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  By exception, it might be appropriate to use the NCI Complaints Policy in the first instance to consider a complaint about a clergyperson, who is employed by the NCIs or is undertaking work on their behalf, where the complaint is about their work for us.] 

· Complaints from NCI staff, who should refer to the NCIs’ internal policies (e.g. ‘Speaking Up’ Whistleblowing or Dignity at Work).
· Complaints which would be handled under specific statutory or legislative requirements, for which there are separate procedures e.g.
a. Complaints about data protection would be handled by the Data Protection Officer, under the NCIs’ Data Protection and Individual Rights Policies.
b. Safeguarding disclosures[footnoteRef:3], or Pension scheme administration [3:  Although safeguarding disclosures and concerns will be managed by House of Bishops Safeguarding policies, complaints about the service provided by the National Safeguarding Team will fall under the remit of this complaints policy and procedure.
] 

· Complaints concerning a disagreement with a Church policy or matters of belief, including any associated procedures/processes being carried out by the NCIs.
· Complaints concerning activities where the NCIs are acting in accord with a statutory imperative. For instance, activities where staff are furthering the Church Commissioners’ lawful charitable objects in accordance with its statutory functions (e.g. promoting land for development or carrying out work to maintain property assets).
· Complaints about Bishops’ Advisory Panels or Candidates Panels, which in the first instance, are handled via a separate procedure.

8. In the above situations, on receipt of the complaint, the NCIs will refer the complainant directly to the relevant process/contact (where possible). Where a complaint is raised about a matter which is the subject of legal proceedings, the consideration of that complaint under this policy will usually be paused until those legal proceedings have concluded. 

[bookmark: Policy][bookmark: _bookmark3][bookmark: _Toc143509495][bookmark: _Toc147824532]Policy
9. Within the NCIs, we will,
· provide a fair, open, and accessible complaints procedure which is clear and easy to use.
· ensure all complainants are treated seriously with courtesy and respect
· ensure anyone who is the subject of a complaint, or who is involved in its receipt or investigation, is treated fairly with dignity and respect. This includes anyone who is mentioned in a complaint, who may have relevant information which supports the investigation. 
· ensure that complaints are dealt with as quickly as possible and responded to appropriately. Although we have set a target number of days for each part of our Complaints procedure, our aim will always be to do better than this. Similarly, if for some reason we can’t meet the target, we will tell those involved as early as possible.
· ensure staff are appropriately trained to receive and manage complaints well, utilising our complaints procedure.
· ensure that there will be no negative impact on the service provided by the NCI to the complainant by a complaint being made.
· gather information from any relevant source which helps us to improve what we do.
10. Confidentiality: All complaints will be handled and logged sensitively, telling only those who need to know. Any personal data will be processed in accordance with data protection requirements and as stated in our Privacy Notice. It may not be possible to investigate complaints made anonymously, unless the complaint suggests that the safety of an individual is at risk.
We ask that all parties to a complaint (whether the complainant, NCI staff, or any external party) co-operate in keeping complaints confidential whilst the handling of the complaint is in progress. A party may, however, on occasion be required to confirm the fact that a complaint has been made and to provide limited details where there is a legitimate reason for doing so.
11. Monitoring and learning from complaints: Complaints will be tracked locally within each NCI throughout the year and should be included in regular performance reports to their respective Trustee bodies and be subject to lessons learned. This policy will also be reviewed by the NCI Chief Officers as required to ensure its ongoing effectiveness. 
12. Help, support and accessibility: We recognise that making a complaint can feel difficult[footnoteRef:4], and we want all individuals involved to feel supported through the process. [4:  In particular we are mindful that it can be more difficult sometimes to offer feedback to a faith-based organisation, where you might be addressing issues that are interconnected with your beliefs. We do though encourage anyone who has feedback to offer, to share it with us. ] 

That includes taking steps to ensure this policy and its associated procedure is as accessible as possible, respecting the fact that individuals may have particular needs (such as a physical or sensory disability) and/or would require additional support or reasonable adjustments to make a complaint (e.g. via friends or other representatives), or in how the investigation takes place (e.g. extra time to look at documentation).Where possible the NCIs will help a person making a complaint to identify a suitable person to guide and support them through the process, and will where possible provide alternative ways of engaging with the process or providing documents in specific formats. Anyone making a complaint can bring a trusted friend or colleague to support them in complaint meetings, although this person cannot be a legal representative or advocate who acts directly on their behalf.
Similarly, it’s important to the NCIs that any colleague who is subject to, investigates or is involved in a complaint, is treated fairly (e.g. be told the details of the complaint, be offered opportunity to respond) and be offered appropriate support. Help will be offered through normal internal channels (including line management support, Trades Unions, EAP etc.). 
13. Recording complaint meetings: We want to make sure that any complaint is investigated fully, and this may mean arranging face to face or virtual meetings as appropriate with those involved (including the complainant and any relevant parties to the investigation). We would expect that notes are taken of these meetings and distributed to all attendees, where required. In some instances, it might be appropriate to engage an independent/neutral note-taker.

It is not usual practice to record a complaint meeting. On occasions, we might be able to record a meeting held remotely as a reasonable adjustment to allow for an individual to participate fully in a meeting by having a copy of the recording to which they can refer afterwards.

Where it is agreed by those involved that this would be helpful, the responsible officer will arrange for this to happen and will share the recording. All parties must be aware that any information shared relating to third parties during the meeting, and therefore recorded, may be disclosable under data protection laws.

If an individual wants a meeting to be recorded, but the other parties involved do not agree, no recording should take place. Covert recording is not acceptable under any circumstances.

[bookmark: Our_Complaints_Procedure][bookmark: _bookmark5][bookmark: _Toc143509496][bookmark: _Toc147824533]Our Complaints Procedure
Our procedure starts from trying to resolve issues before they become complaints.

[bookmark: Informal_resolution_and_mediation][bookmark: _Toc143509497][bookmark: _Toc147824534]Informal resolution (stage 0) 
· In many cases, a concern can be most easily resolved by raising it in the first instance, with the person, team or body responsible for the relevant area or service. Or if the concern is about the behaviour of an individual, then there is the option to give feedback directly to that individual and/or their line manager (where appropriate).
· By raising the concern directly, all involved can work together to find a resolution.
· If it is not possible or appropriate to raise a concern directly with the responsible area/team/individual - or, if it hasn’t been possible to resolve this informally - the formal complaints process is available.

[bookmark: Resolving_Formal_Complaints][bookmark: _Toc143509498][bookmark: _Toc147824535]Resolving Formal Complaints
[bookmark: Stage_One]We take a two-stage approach to investigating and hopefully resolving all formal complaints. Depending on the nature of the complaint though, a slightly different procedure may apply to ensure this is investigated at the right level. 
For most complaints, our standard procedure will apply (as set out on the next page). However, if a complaint is related to the NCI safeguarding activity, or a Chief Officer or Trustee, please use the relevant annex. This is to ensure these complaints are investigated at the right level. 




[bookmark: _Toc143509499][bookmark: _Toc147824536]Our standard procedure
Stage One

How to complain
· A formal complaint should ideally be made in writing, by post or email to the person responsible for the team, service or matter being complained about (the responsible manager). This should be sufficiently detailed to allow for investigation e.g. covering what led to the complaint (i.e. a specific incident, experience or decision), whether this has been looked at before, who’s involved and the impact.
· If it is not possible to easily identify the right responsible manager to deal with the complaint, then on receipt, the relevant department or body will direct it accordingly. Where the complaint relates to an individual, their line manager will usually take on the role of responsible manager. Similarly, if the complaint is about the service offered to a complainant, the relevant team leader will usually look at the complaint in the first instance.
What you can expect from us at stage 1
· [bookmark: _Int_cKIvc6Nd]On receiving the complaint, the responsible manager will check whether this procedure applies, or if another would be more appropriate in which case the complainant (the person making the complaint) will be notified accordingly. They will also assess whether they have the necessary skills to investigate and if not, they will find the right colleague to do so.
· All complaints will normally be acknowledged within five working days of receipt[footnoteRef:5] by the responsible manager. They will ensure the complainant has this policy and procedure, confirming also the timescales for dealing with the complaint, method of contact, what help/support is available and what outcome would make things right for them. [5:  If the responsible manager is on leave, they will acknowledge the complaint upon their return.
] 

[bookmark: _Int_Hagz58Ib][bookmark: _bookmark6][bookmark: _bookmark7][bookmark: _Int_G42KmXu6][bookmark: _Int_6botJccc]The responsible manager will investigate the complaint, gathering all relevant information. This should include, where appropriate, whether a service was provided in line with the NCI core values and service standards (if applicable) or agreed policies and procedures. If the complaint relates to a specific person, they will have the right to be told of the complaint and to present their response. It might be appropriate to contact any third parties named in a complaint, where they have information relevant to the investigation. In doing so, the responsible officer might need to provide them with details of the complaint and, where relevant, the name of the complainant. A decision on whether third parties should be contacted, and information shared will be made by the responsible officer.
· The responsible manager will write to the complainant with the outcome (i.e. whether the complaint was upheld, partly upheld or not upheld) within 25 working days after acknowledging receipt. If this is not possible, the manager will let the complainant know before this time period elapses with a target date for response.
What happens if you are not happy with the outcome?
· If dissatisfied with the outcome, a complainant will have 15 working days to submit a written request to move to Stage Two. Please note that complaints will usually only be considered at Stage Two if new information has come to light, or there is evidence that all the information was not fully considered.

[bookmark: Stage_Two]Stage Two
What you can expect from us at stage 2
· At Stage Two, the complaint will be reviewed by a more senior level of management in the area concerned, who should be at minimum band 2 (the next level decision maker).
· The next level decision maker, in consultation with HR or a more senior manager, will either conduct the investigation themselves or appoint an appropriate Investigating Officer. The identification of who is best placed to fulfil this role will be judged by the next level decision maker on a complaint by complaint basis. It may be appropriate to appoint a person not connected to the NCIs to carry out the investigation (e.g. an independent complaints investigator from the relevant sector). This will be dependent on the complexity and type of complaint received; not simply on request from any party involved.
· Complaints will be acknowledged in writing within five working days of referral to Stage Two by the next level decision maker. They will also confirm with the complainant, the timescales for dealing with this stage of the complaint, how they want to be contacted and what help/support is available to them.
· The investigation would then start, and would be expected to take up to 25 working days (with any investigating officer providing a report to the next level decision maker as appropriate). The investigation may, as with stage 1, require discussions with those involved in the complaint, including any third parties named in the complaint.
· On finalisation/receipt of the investigation report, the next level decision maker will write to the complainant with the outcome, within 10 working days. This concludes the final stage of the Complaints Procedure.
· The above deadlines can be extended, but only where there is a clear justifiable reason, which is shared with the complainant, along with a revised timescale for completion. If an Investigating Officer is appointed from outside the NCIs then it is reasonable to assume that some adjustment to the timescales above would apply.
[bookmark: _bookmark8][bookmark: Conclusion_of_the_process]
Conclusion of the process
Stage 2 is the last step of the complaints process (in all instances, including where a more specialist procedure is used as set out in an annex). Once a case has been considered at stage 2, it should be closed. If further correspondence is received that seeks to reopen the matter (from any party) it will be acknowledged, but no further action will be taken by the NCIs.




[bookmark: _Toc143509500][bookmark: _Toc147824537]Annex 1: Procedure for complaints against Chief Officers and Trustees

	When might this apply? When a complaint is received against a Chief Officer or Trustee of one of the NCIs (including the Archbishops’ Council, Church Commissioners, Church of England Pensions Board, Church of England Central Services, the National Society), or the Chief of Staff at Lambeth or Bishopthorpe, from an external complainant.

What might such a complaint cover? This procedure might be used where a complaint is received about the behaviour or conduct of a Chief Officer or Trustee towards an individual or organisation. For instance, in terms of the tone of correspondence or, unacceptable behaviour in personal interactions with the complainant (e.g. in meetings, or on visits), or in not following established policy or process for their NCI in the course of their interactions with the complainant.

This procedure cannot be used to complain about decisions taken by a Trustee body. Similarly it cannot be used to deal with disagreement on policy matters.



Stage One

How to complain
· A formal complaint should ideally be made in writing, by post or email to nci-complaints@churchofengland.org and addressed to:
· If the complaint is about a Chief Officer, the Chair of Trustees, who will then ask another Trustee to act as “Responsible Manager” at stage 1. 
· If the complaint is about a Trustee, the Chair of Trustees, who will then ask an Audit Committee member or the Chair of a relevant sub-committee to act as “Responsible Manager” at stage 1. 
· If the complaint is about the Chair of Trustees, the complaint should be addressed to the Chair of the Audit Committee, who will appoint a member of the Audit Committee to act as “Responsible Manager” at stage 1.  
· The complaint should be sufficiently detailed to allow for investigation e.g. covering what led to the complaint (i.e. a specific incident, experience or decision), whether this has been looked at before, who’s involved and the impact. 
What you can expect from us at stage 1
· On receiving the complaint, the responsible manager will check whether this procedure applies, or if another would be more appropriate in which case the complainant (the person making the complaint) will be notified accordingly. They will also assess whether they have the necessary skills to investigate and if not, they will find the right colleague to do so.
· All complaints will normally be acknowledged within five working days of receipt[footnoteRef:6] by the responsible manager. They will ensure the complainant has this policy and procedure, confirming also the timescales for dealing with the complaint, method of contact, what help/support is available and what outcome would make things right for them. [6:  If the responsible manager is on leave or unavailable immediately due to external commitments (which may be the case where a complaint is being investigated by a Trustee), they will acknowledge the complaint as soon as they can.
] 

· The responsible manager will investigate the complaint, gathering all relevant information. This should include, where appropriate, whether a service was provided in line with the NCI core values and service standards (if applicable) or agreed policies and procedures. If the complaint relates to a specific person, they will have the right to be told of the complaint and to present their response. It might be appropriate to contact any third parties named in a complaint, where they have information relevant to the investigation. In doing so, the responsible officer might need to provide them with details of the complaint and, where relevant, the name of the complainant. A decision on whether third parties should be contacted and information shared will be made by the responsible officer.
· [bookmark: _Int_VMjyBUVb]The responsible manager will write to the complainant with the outcome (i.e. whether the complaint was upheld, partly upheld or not upheld) within 25 working days after acknowledging receipt. If this is not possible, the manager will let the complainant know before this time period elapses with a target date for response.
What happens if you are not happy with the outcome?
· If dissatisfied with the outcome, a complainant will have 15 working days to submit a written request to move to Stage Two. Please note that complaints will usually only be considered at Stage Two if new information has come to light, or there is evidence that all the information was not fully considered.

Stage Two
What you can expect from us at stage 2
· At Stage Two, the complaint will be reviewed by the next level decision maker. In the case of:
· A complaint about a Chief Officer, the Chair of Trustees or chair of a Sub-Committee will lead on stage 2. 
· A complaint about a Trustee, the Chair of Trustees, chair of the Audit Committee or chair of another sub-committee will lead on stage 2. 
· A complaint about the Chair of Trustees, the ‘Vice Chair’ of Trustees or Chair of the Audit Committee will consider stage 2. 
· The next level decision maker, in consultation with HR, will either conduct the investigation themselves or appoint an appropriate Investigating Officer. The identification of who is best placed to fulfil this role will be judged by the next level decision maker on a complaint by complaint basis. It may be appropriate to appoint a person not connected to the NCIs to carry out the investigation (e.g. an independent complaints investigator from the relevant sector). This will be dependent on the complexity and type of complaint received; not simply on request from any party involved. It would be usual practice for an external appointment in the case of a stage 2 complaint against the Chair of Trustees.
· Complaints will be acknowledged in writing within five working days of referral to Stage Two by the next level decision maker. They will also confirm with the complainant, the timescales for dealing with this stage of the complaint, how they want to be contacted and what help/support is available to them.
· The investigation would then start and would be expected to take up to 25 working days (with any investigating officer providing a report to the next level decision maker as appropriate). The investigation may, as with stage 1, require discussions with those involved in the complaint, including any third parties named in the complaint.
· On finalisation/receipt of the investigation report, the next level decision maker will write to the complainant with the outcome, within 10 working days. This concludes the final stage of the Complaints Procedure. 

Timelines
Complaints handled under this annex are often complex by nature and may require more time to investigate thoroughly. These timelines may therefore be extended, where there is a clear justifiable reason, which is shared with the complainant at the outset, along with a revised timescale for completion. If an Investigating Officer is appointed from outside the NCIs then it is reasonable to assume that some adjustment to the timescales above would apply.

[bookmark: _Int_YJqUDzOx]Where an extension is required, the Responsible Officer should update the complainant at least every 15 working days. 


[bookmark: _Toc147824538][bookmark: _Toc143509501]Annex 2: Procedure for complaints against the National Safeguarding Team or related to NCI safeguarding activity.

	When might this apply? When an external complaint is received related to the activities of the National Safeguarding Team or support functions (e.g. Legal) about the handling of a safeguarding related matter, where particular care may need to be taken to support those making the complaint, and which may require particular professional expertise.   This annex is designed to ensure such complaints are dealt with sensitively, particularly where a complaint is received from a survivor or survivor group/organisation. 

What might such a complaint cover? For complaints related to the service provided by the National Safeguarding team, including conduct/behaviour of colleagues in their interactions with individuals and/or organisations. This procedure shouldn’t be used for handling safeguarding disclosures or to appeal the outcome of a safeguarding case. 




Stage One

How to complain
· A formal complaint should ideally be made in writing, by post or email and addressed to the manager of the team/colleague concerned within the National Safeguarding Team (the responsible manager). The complaint should be sufficiently detailed to allow for investigation e.g. covering what led to the complaint (i.e. a specific incident, experience or decision), whether this has been looked at before, who’s involved and the impact.

What you can expect from us at stage 1
· On receiving the complaint, the responsible manager will check whether this procedure applies, or if another would be more appropriate in which case the complainant (the person making the complaint) will be notified accordingly. The responsible manager will also determine whether they are able to investigate the complaint themselves. This would include assessing whether they have the necessary skills to investigate and if not, they will find the right colleague to do so. Or where appropriate in the circumstances, they will commission an independent external investigator to carry out stage 1. 
· In any case, all complaints will normally be acknowledged within five working days of receipt[footnoteRef:7] by the responsible manager. They will ensure the complainant has this policy and procedure, confirming also the timescales for dealing with the complaint, method of contact, what help/support is available and what outcome would make things right for them. [7:  If the responsible manager is on leave, they will acknowledge the complaint upon their return.
] 

· The responsible manager or external investigator will investigate the complaint, gathering all relevant information. This should include, where appropriate, whether a service was provided in line with the NCI core values and service standards (if applicable) or agreed policies and procedures. If the complaint relates to a specific person, they will have the right to be told of the complaint and to present their response. It might be appropriate to contact any third parties named in a complaint or other colleagues within the NCIs where they have information relevant to the investigation. In doing so, the responsible officer might need to provide them with details of the complaint and, where relevant, the name of the complainant. A decision on whether third parties should be contacted and information shared will be made by the responsible officer.
· The responsible manager will write to the complainant with the outcome (i.e. whether the complaint was upheld, partly upheld or not upheld) within 25 working days after acknowledging receipt. If this is not possible, the manager will let the complainant know before this time period elapses with a target date for response.
What happens if you are not happy with the outcome?
· If dissatisfied with the outcome, a complainant will have 15 working days to submit a written request to move to Stage Two. Please note that complaints will usually only be considered at Stage Two if new information has come to light, or there is evidence that all the information was not fully considered.

Stage Two
What you can expect from us at stage 2
· At Stage Two, the complaint will be reviewed by a more senior level of management within the National Safeguarding Team, who should be at minimum band 2 (the next level decision maker).
· The next level decision maker, in consultation with HR, will either conduct the investigation themselves or appoint an independent (and potentially external) Investigating Officer. The identification of who is best placed to fulfil this role will be judged by the next level decision maker on a complaint by complaint basis. This will be dependent on the complexity and type of complaint received; not simply on request from any party involved.
· Complaints will be acknowledged in writing within five working days of referral to Stage Two by the next level decision maker. They will also confirm with the complainant, the timescales for dealing with this stage of the complaint, how they want to be contacted and what help/support is available to them.
· The investigation would then start and is expected to take up to 25 working days (with any investigating officer providing a report to the next level decision maker as appropriate). The investigation may, as with stage 1, require discussions with those involved in the complaint, including any third parties named in the complaint.
· On finalisation/receipt of the investigation report, the next level decision maker will write to the complainant with the outcome, within 10 working days. This concludes the final stage of the Complaints Procedure.

Timelines
Complaints handled under this annex are often complex by nature and may require more time to investigate thoroughly. These timelines may therefore be extended, where there is a clear justifiable reason, which is shared with the complainant, along with a revised timescale for completion. If an Investigating Officer is appointed from outside the NCIs then it is reasonable to assume that some adjustment to the timescales above would apply.

Where an extension is required, the Responsible Officer should update the complainant at least every 15 working days. 

[bookmark: _Toc143509502][bookmark: _Toc147824539]APPENDIX: ‘STANDARD PROCEDURE’ PROCESS FLOWCHART
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