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ASC Complaints Handling Guidelines
Purpose and Scope
The purpose of this guideline is to:

· Provide standards for ASC staff on how formal complaints from external customers will be managed;
This Guideline, together with the Australian Sports Commission (ASC) Complaints Handling Policy and Procedure provides guidance for all ASC employees on how to handle complaints made by external customers, clients or parties that relate to any aspect of the ASC’s services, performance or the way we do our business.  
This Guideline applies to all management and staff of the ASC who receive external complaints.

Introduction

Effective complaints management benefits the ASC in many ways.  We are able to obtain valuable feedback on our performance, whilst at the same time identify areas, processes or skills that we can build on and improve.  Furthermore, it provides the ASC with a second chance to serve and satisfy, or clarify issues for dissatisfied customers.
Staff may receive external complaints that relate to sporting organisations, ASC programs, staff, athletes or support personnel.  This document outlines the referral process regarding complaints of this nature.

The ASC categorises external complaints into three key areas:
1. Complaints about an ASC program 
If the complaint relates to an ASC program (services, program or the way we do our business), the staff member receiving the complaint is to refer the complainant directly to the person most appropriate to deal with it (seek assistance from management if unsure). 

2. Complaints involving Sport (i.e. external sport issue) 
If the complaint involves a sport (individual/s or organisation), staff members should refer the complaint to the Sports Ethics Unit. 

3. Complaints in the form of Ministerials Referral Process

If the complaint is in the form of a Ministerial, the staff member receiving the complaint should follow the procedure for Handling Ministerial Papers found at ASC Procedure for Handling of Ministerial Papers
Fundamental Principles 
The ASC has adopted the complaints handling principles set out in the Commonwealth Ombudsman's Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling.  

The following five fundamental principles underpin the ASC’s complaints handling  system:
1. Fairness

A complainant must be treated fairly.  Fairness rests on three qualities – impartiality, confidentiality and transparency.
1.1 Impartiality

Impartial investigation is vital to the credibility and success of a complaint handling system.  A complaint should be treated on its merits, with an open mind and without prejudice arising from any previous contact between the complainant and the ASC.
There should be a full and objective evaluation of the facts and evidence provided in support of a complaint.  If one version of events is preferred over another, there should be good reason for this.  Complaint handling staff should also be encouraged to disclose to their supervisors any matters that might affect, or could be seen to affect, their handling of the complaint.  Care may be needed in responding to someone who has complained on numerous previous occasions.  A fresh complaint should be treated on its merits.
1.2 Confidentiality

Customers have a right to expect that their privacy will be respected and their complaint will be investigated in private.  Information privacy principles spelt out in privacy legislation such as the Privacy Act 1988 should be observed with collecting, storing, using and disclosing personal information obtained in complaint handling.  Complaint information will be stored on a system that is separate from other record keeping systems.  Access to the complaints database is restricted to authorised staff.  Except to the extent necessary, a complainant’s identity or personal details should not be disclosed to other staff.  
Staff should be aware that there may be circumstances where they will need to alert their General Manager and/or others of the complaint, even if the complainant would prefer or requests that the information goes no further.  For example, if the nature of the complaint is about child protection issues, this would require immediate escalation.

Staff also need to be aware that they must obtain approval from the Strategic Communications Manager prior to making public comment on behalf of the ASC regarding the complaint.  Approval must also be sought from the Freedom of Information Officer (Corporate Counsel) before releasing official documents.  
1.3 
Transparency

A complainant is entitled to know how a complaint will be handled and the outcome of the investigation.  The ASC complaint procedures ensure that:

· At the time of making a complaint, complainants are advised of the steps in the complaint process and expected timeliness standards for handling the complaint

· A contact number is given to each complainant, with the name of the contact person

· A report on progress is provided if a complaint is not resolved promptly, with an explanation for the delay

· The outcome of an investigation is explained and reasons are provided if the evidence presented by the complainant is not accepted

· The complainant is given an opportunity to respond or to seek internal review if that are not satisfied with the decision made about their complaint
2. Accessibility

A complaint handling system should be accessible to customers. Accessibility rests on two features—public awareness of the system and effective access options.  

2.1 Awareness
The ASC tells its clients about its complaint system and how to gain access to it.  Among the essential details about the complaint system to be conveyed are:

· How a complaint can be submitted – including that there is a complaint form available

· The timeliness standards for handling complaints

· Limitations on the ASC’s jurisdiction to handle complaints 

· The options available to a person if they are dissatisfied with how their complaint was handled or with the outcome

When dealing with dissatisfied customers, staff have a responsibility to direct them to the complaint process.
2.2 Access

Customers should be given a range of contact options.  This includes a telephone number, an email address and a postal address.  Other options available include face-to-face contact with the ASC Complaints Officer and an online complaints form.
3. Responsiveness

A complaint handling system must be responsive to the needs of all complainants.  This requires proper training of staff, adequate resources, and constant review and improvement of the system.
3.1 Particular Needs
A typical need concerns customers from a non–English speaking background, who should have access to complaint information in another language or the assistance of an interpreter if necessary.  Cultural barriers that can hamper use of complaint options should also be highlighted in cross-cultural training provided to complaint handling staff.
Customers with a hearing impairment might need TTY (teletypewriter) facilities.  Those who have a visual impairment might need information in large print or access to web-based information in text rather than as a portable document format (PDF) file.  Complaint staff should be ready to explain the complaint process to customers who have difficulty understanding written information.

3.2 Vulnerable Clients

Some people have greater difficulty than others in expressing a grievance or making a complaint. Intellectual disability, poor mental health and addiction are among the conditions that can cause problems. Such conditions can also make it difficult for people to maintain an interest in their complaint or to provide further information or comment when asked.

The ASC must be flexible when dealing with complaints and be alert to the needs of vulnerable clients. Staff should show a readiness to deal with a guardian, friend, advocate or other person who acts on behalf of a complainant. That person’s authority to act on the complainant’s behalf could need to be verified if personal information is involved.

3.3 
Unreasonable Behaviour

Some complainants can be difficult to deal with.  Among the common problems are rude or aggressive conduct, obstinacy in communicating with complaint handling staff, exaggeration or dishonesty in explaining a complaint, unreasonable persistence with a complaint that has been investigated or closed, and demands that are unrealistic or disproportionate.

It is the ASC’s responsibility to act professionally when dealing with such problems.  Staff must be given clear guidance and training in dealing with unreasonable complainant behaviour, and they may need extra support.  Further information about managing unreasonable behaviour, including effective communication skills, is available in the Unreasonable Complainant Conduct Practice Manual at www.ombudsman.gov.au.

4. Efficiency

A complaint handling system should be efficient.  Methods of dealing with a complaint will differ from one complaint to another.  Simple complaints should usually be resolved quickly on first contact with a staff member.  More complex or sensitive matters may take longer to resolve and might require escalation.  A guiding principle is that complaints should be handled in a way that is proportionate and appropriate to the matter being complained about.
There is a need for written guidelines dealing with these and other matters that impinge on efficiency and effectiveness in complaint handling. The guidelines should cover the initial assessment and allocation of complaints, responsibility within the ASC for ensuring complaint finalisation, the preparation of investigation plans, escalation of unresolved complaints, and review and monitoring of complaint handling.

Written guidelines also help to ensure a consistent approach to complaint handling in the ASC. There should also be strong quality assurance procedures to ensure consistency and high standards.
5. Integration

Integration is important - complaint handling must be integrated within the ASC’s core business activities.  
Information from complaints can be used to identify weaknesses in the ASC’s services and lead to improvements.  If managers keep informed about complaints and how they are resolved, they will be able to keep an eye on all aspects of operations.  
Ensuring that all staff are potentially involved in dealing with complaints can lead to more efficient and effective resolution of problems.  Those responsible for developing or administering a program are often best placed to decide how to resolve a customer’s grievance.

Proper integration of a complaint system with the work and structure of the ASC should be achieved in various ways:

· The complaint unit should be headed by or report directly to a senior manager. 
· Reports on complaints and complaint trends should be a regular agenda item for executive management meetings.

Complaints Database

The ASC Complaints Database captures all formal complaints provides a record of all information and advice provided by the ASC and a timeline to reflect the current status of the complaint.  
All complaints should be recorded in the complaints database on the same day that they were received.  Refer to the ASC Complaints Handling Procedure for further details on recording a complaint.
Service Standards

The ASC endeavours to finalise all complaints within 28 working days and to undertake the following steps in the complaint handling process within the specified timeframes.

Wherever possible complaints are to be acknowledged at the time the complaint is made.

	Record
	Same day

	Acknowledge
	Within 48 hours

	Advise
	Five working days

	Finalise
	Within 28 days


Response times can vary due the nature and complexity of the complaint. Where response times are longer than the standard it is important to keep the complainant informed about progress. 
Learning from complaints
Every complaint is an opportunity to identify how to improve the ASC’s standard of customer service, delivery of services, or policies and procedures. Complaints are an important and useful way of obtaining information that there is an issue and how a response might be able to improve service delivery and customer satisfaction. As a result, staff members responding to complaints must bear this in mind and seek to obtain whatever useful information they can.

In order to improve service the following questions can be reflected upon:

· Could this kind of complaint or problem recur?

· What likelihood is there of recurrence?

· What would prevent recurrence?

Opportunities for improvement may include:

· Design of products and services;

· Equipment and facilities;

· Policies, systems and procedures;

· Attitudes and behaviour;

· Training priorities;

· Customer information needs such as newsletters, brochures, fact sheets, guides, and website content 

Referral to External Agencies
The following table provides some of the referral agency options and the service they provide.

	AGENCY
	SERVICE

	Anti-discrimination agencies
	Free confidential advice about discrimination, harassment, victimisation and the lodgement of complaints

	Australian & New Zealand Sports Law Association
	Information about sports law issues and referral to specialist sport law practitioners (membership required)

	Child protection agencies
	Offer advice and handle reporting of child abuse / suspicion of harm against a child

	Commonwealth Ombudsman
	Conducts independent, informal, private and free investigation of issues between a complainant and ASC.  After a full investigation, the Commonwealth Ombudsman can make recommendations to ASC on appropriate action.

www.ombudsman.gov.au/


	Community legal and mediation services
	Provide low (or no) free mediation for sport’s club complaints.

	Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS)
	An international arbitration body set up to settle disputes related to sport.

	Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC)
	A Government body overseeing the application of federal legislation in the area of human rights, anti-discrimination, social justice and privacy.
www.ahrc.gov.au

	Law societies
	Offer referrals to specialist legal practitioners (fee for service)

	Legal service commissions 
	Provide free legal advice (limited) 

	Police
	Investigate physical and sexual assault (of children and adults)


Definitions

	Informal Complaint

	A statement (usually oral) expressing disagreement or dissatisfaction that requires action or response


	Formal Complaint
	An official (written) expression of dissatisfaction or unmet expectation by or on behalf of a customer.



	Complainant
	A person or party making a complaint, either directly or through someone acting on their behalf.


	Customer
	Different organisations use different terms to refer to their customers, clients or consumers.  We have used the generic term ‘customer’ to refer to all of these groups.


	Privacy
	Investigations of complaints are aligned with the Privacy Act 1988 in ensuring fairness and transparency of the process. Only those involved in the case need to have access to information and any documents relating to complaints are stored appropriately and are restricted to authorised staff.  

All records, documentation and files about complaints should be marked In-Confidence and stored appropriately.



	Statutory Reporting
	A duty imposed by a statute/legislation to report an incident or occurrence to the relevant authority.


Related Documents

· ASC Complaints Handling Framework

· ASC Complaints Handling Policy
· ASC Complaints Handling Procedure

· ASC Code of Conduct

· ASC Collective Workplace Agreement

· Handling of Ministerial Papers Procedure
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