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APPENDIX A 

Housing Ombudsman Complaint Handling Code: Self-assessment form 
 

Compliance with the Complaint Handling Code 
 

1 Definition of a complaint Yes No Comment 

a Does the complaints process use the 
following definition of a complaint?  
 
An expression of dissatisfaction, however 
made, about the standard of service, actions 
or lack of action by the organisation, its own 
staff, or those acting on its behalf, affecting 
an individual resident or group of residents.  
 

 X Dartford Borough Council’s Corporate Complaints Procedure Code of 
Practice for Staff defines a complaint as an expression of dissatisfaction 
with the standard of service provided by the Council, or with something 
the Council or a member of its workforce may or may not have done. This 
definition is in line with those of the Local Government & Social Care 
Ombudsman and the British Standards Institute, and is applied across all 
service areas. 
 

The Corporate Complaints Officer will review the Corporate Complaints 
Procedure Code of Practice for Staff to ensure alignment of the definition 
with that of the Housing Ombudsman’s definition. 
 

The Housing Service will develop a complaints page on the Council’s 
website to include the Housing Ombudsman’s definition of a complaint. 
This page will link to the corporate complaints page and vice versa.   

b Does the policy have exclusions where a 
complaint will not be considered? 

X  The Corporate Complaints Procedure Code of Practice for Staff includes 
circumstances in which a matter will not be considered under the 
complaints process. These circumstances apply equally across all service 
areas including housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman complaints.  

c Are these exclusions reasonable and fair to 
residents? 
 
Evidence relied upon 
 

  The exclusions take into account other existing processes where it would 
not be appropriate to deal with certain matters under the complaints 
procedure, for example requests for a service, complaints already being 
dealt with by the Ombudsman, or complaints about court proceedings. In 
addition, feedback from complainants informs the Council regarding views 
around fairness in exclusions. 
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2 Accessibility Yes No Comment 

a Are multiple accessibility routes available for 
residents to make a complaint? 

X  Complaints can be made using a range of options including online, letter, 
fax, email, telephone (including Relay UK), in person or by using the 
complaint form and posting this to the Council. These provisions apply 
equally across all service areas including housing landlord/Housing 
Ombudsman complaints. 

b Is the complaints policy and procedure 
available online? 

X  The formal Corporate Complaints Procedure is available on the Council’s 
website at www.dartford.gov.uk. These provisions apply equally across 
service areas including housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman 
complaints. 

c Do we have a reasonable adjustments 
policy? 

X  The Council has a Corporate Equality & Diversity Document Framework, 
which sets out how it will comply with the Public Sector Equality Duty 
under the Equality Act 2010. The complaints process explains how 
customers can receive information in alternative formats and access 
interpreter services to ensure there is equality of opportunity in using the 
service. These provisions apply equally across all service areas including 
housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman complaints. 

d Do we regularly advise residents about our 
complaints process? 

X  Customers are advised about the complaints process through various 
channels, including on the website, via a leaflet at points of access and 
notice boards and available at Customer Services and other Council 
service outlets, in correspondence, in housing policies and newsletters 
etc. These provisions apply equally cross all service areas including 
housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman complaints. 

3 Complaints team and process Yes No Comment 

a Is there a complaint officer or equivalent in 
post? 

X  The Head of Legal Services is the Council’s Corporate Complaints Officer 
and has overall responsibility for the Corporate Complaints Procedure and 
its administration and maintenance.  
 
Directors are responsible for the effective operation of the Corporate 
Complaints Procedure within their areas of responsibility. Each Director 
will nominate a Senior Officer as a Directorate/Departmental Complaints 
Officer (DCO), responsible for ensuring that complaints are dealt with in 
accordance with the Corporate Complaints Procedure.  
 
Complaints are allocated to officers, as follows: 
 

http://www.dartford.gov.uk/
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 Stage one complaints – the complaint is allocated to the relevant 
service Manager and copied to the relevant DCO and Corporate 
Complaints Officer.  

 Stage two complaints – the Corporate Complaints Officer allocates the 
complaint to the relevant Director and this is copied to the relevant 
DCO. The relevant Director will identify/nominate an officer 
independent of the stage one decision to investigate the complaint.  

 For non-landlord related complaints, stage three of the complaints 
process is a Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman 
Investigation. For housing landlord related complaints, stage three of 
the complaints process is explained in 3d below. 

b Does the complaint officer have autonomy to 
resolve complaints? 

X  The Corporate Complaints Officer remains independent of any decisions, 
but may give guidance and advice on procedure. Officers assigned to 
complaints have autonomy to resolve complaints.  

c Does the complaint officer have authority to 
compel engagement from other departments 
to resolve disputes? 

X  The Corporate Complaints Officer has authority to strongly request 
engagement from other departments to resolve disputes in consultation 
with the relevant Director. The DCO acts as a liaison between Customer 
Services, other departments and their own department. The stage two 
investigation is always carried out by an independent senior manager 
outside of the service complained of. These provisions apply equally 
across all service areas including housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman 
complaints. 

d If there is a third stage to the complaints 
procedure are residents involved in the 
decision making? 

 X The Council has a third stage to the formal complaints process regarding 
housing landlord complaints. This stage follows the stage two review. The 
complainant has the following three options under stage three: 
 
1) To approach a ‘designated person’; or 
2) Wait eight weeks to take the complaint directly to the Housing 

Ombudsman; or  
3) Refer to the Housing Ombudsman within the eight week period if the 

‘designated person’ has confirmed they will not assist or have agreed 
to the referral to the Housing Ombudsman or the customer remains 
dissatisfied after contacting the ‘designated person’. 
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There is no recognised tenant panel and the Council does not currently 
involve tenants in the decision-making under stage three. Although there 
is no requirement in the Code to have tenant involvement in the 
complaints process, it is recognised that tenant involvement can 
contribute towards a healthy complaints handling culture. In accordance 
with the Charter for Social Housing Residents - Social Housing White 
Paper, the Housing Service will assess further tenant involvement 
opportunities in the landlord/tenant/Housing Ombudsman complaints 
process. 

e Is any third stage optional for residents?    X If a complainant is dissatisfied with the response to a stage two review, 
and would like to escalate the complaint, the complainant is required to 
progress to stage three of the complaints process. For stage three, the 
process is explained in 3d above. 

f Does the final stage response set out 
residents’ right to refer the matter to the 
Housing Ombudsman Service? 

X  The final stage response letter from the formal investigation carried out by 
the Council (under stage two) sets out complainant’s right to refer the 
matter to a ‘designated person’ prior to referring to the Housing 
Ombudsman under stage three (as explained in 3d above).   

g Do we keep a record of complaint 
correspondence including correspondence 
from the resident? 

X  All formal complaints and correspondence are logged on a central 
corporate performance management system. The Corporate Complaints 
procedure across the Council will be reviewed in due course, including a 
review of the system to log complaints.  
 
In addition, the Housing Service is exploring introducing a contact 
management module to its new housing case management system to 
enable the recording of formal complaints from its tenants, as well as the 
recording of any informal complaints where an issue is resolved without it 
becoming a formal complaint.   

h At what stage are most complaints resolved? 
 

  Most complaints are resolved at stage one (see 4e). 

4 Communication Yes No Comment 

a Are residents kept informed and updated 
during the complaints process? 

X  Every complaint is acknowledged and the complainant is informed of the 
officer responsible for investigating the complaint and the target date for 
the response. If it is not possible to provide the complainant with a full 
response within the target timeframe, the complainant is kept informed of 
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this. These provisions apply equally across all service areas including 
housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman complaints. 

b Are residents informed of the landlord’s 
position and given a chance to respond and 
challenge any area of dispute before the final 
decision? 

X  The Council will try to resolve complaints informally wherever possible. 
Circumstances may warrant an informal complaint to proceed to stage 
one of the formal complaints process. Where a review of a stage one 
decision is requested, reconsideration of the decision is carried out at 
stage two of the complaints process. 
 
Under a stage two review, before embarking on a formal investigation, the 
investigating officer will agree with the complainant the substance of the 
complaint. This is an opportunity for the both parties to ensure that the 
complaint is clear and, where applicable, incorporates new evidence for 
consideration.  

c Are all complaints acknowledged and logged 
within five days? 

 X The Corporate Complaints Procedure states that the complaint must be 
acknowledged within 7 working days of receipt by the Council. This is a 
corporate timescale applied across all service areas. The Council does 
not consider it appropriate to operate two differing processes in tandem 
for the Housing Service and other service areas. 
 
If a complaint is received via Customer Services by email, this is forwarded 
to the relevant department and an acknowledgement reply is sent by 
Customer Services to the complainant advising to whom the email has 
been forwarded. Currently, Customer Services acknowledge the complaint 
within 48 hours.  

d Are residents advised of how to escalate at 
the end of each stage? 

X  The escalation process is outlined in the Corporate Complaints Procedure 
and in the decision letter of each stage. These provisions apply equally 
across all service areas including housing landlord/Housing Ombudsman 
complaints. 

e What proportion of complaints are resolved at 
stage one? 
 

  In 2020/21 86.5% of complaints were resolved at stage one. 

f What proportion of complaints are resolved at 
stage two? 
 

  In 2020/21, 13.5% of complaints were resolved at stage two. 
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g What proportion of complaint responses are 
sent within Code timescales? 
 

 Stage one 
Stage one (with extension) 

 Stage two 
Stage two (with extension) 

 

  In 2020/21,  housing landlord related complaint responses were sent 
within the Council’s Corporate Complaints Procedure timescales, as 
follows: 
 

 Stage one – 75% 

 Stage one (with extension) – 11.5% 

 Stage two – 7.5% 

 Stage two (with extension) – 6%  
 
Due to the impact of the coronavirus pandemic, the Council’s response 
timescales have been temporarily extended, as follows:  
 

 Stage one decision – from 15 working days to 20 working days (the 
Code timescale is 10 working days) 

 Stage two response – from 20 working days to 30 working days (the 
Code timescale is 20 working days) 

 
These corporate timescales are applied across all service areas. The 
Council does not consider it appropriate to operate two differing 
processes in tandem for the Housing Service and other service areas. 
The Council considers the current timescales to be working effectively. To 
change the stage one response timescales from 15 working days to 10 
working days would put additional pressure on a service that deals with a 
heavy caseload covering various functions.  
 
A decision on reverting to the original corporate timescales will be taken 
on the 21 June when the Government announces step 4 of the roadmap 
out of lockdown. 

h Where timescales have been extended did 
we have good reason? 
 

X  Agreeing an extension of time with the complainant may be appropriate 
where consultation with third parties is necessary or when dealing with 
complex complaints etc.  

i Where timescales have been extended did 
we keep the resident informed? 
 

X  If it is not possible to provide the complainant with a full response within 
the target timeframe, the complainant is kept informed of this. 
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j What proportion of complaints do we resolve 
to residents’ satisfaction 

  The Housing Service does not currently measure tenant satisfaction with 
complaints handling. The Regulator of Social Housing will be introducing 
a set of tenant satisfaction measures for all landlords, including a measure 
for satisfaction with complaints handling.  Alongside preparing for this for 
the Housing Service, the process for measuring satisfaction at the end of 
the complaints process will be reviewed corporately for all service areas.  

5 Cooperation with Housing Ombudsman 
Service 

Yes No Comment 

a Were all requests for evidence responded to 
within 15 days? 
 

X  Evidence is provided to the Housing Ombudsman within the timescales.  

b Where the timescale was extended did we 
keep the Ombudsman informed? 
 

X  Officers will notify the Housing Ombudsman of the date the evidence will 
be submitted to it. 

6 Fairness in complaint handling Yes No Comment 

a Are residents able to complain via a 
representative throughout? 

X  The Corporate Complaints Procedure recognises complainants may wish 
to enlist the help of a friend, relative, Councillor, MP, professional person, 
e.g. doctor or priest, or an advocacy service, and lists services that may 
assist. The complaints process provides information on organisations that 
may assist in making a complaint. 

b If advice was given, was this accurate and 
easy to understand?  

X  Any advice the Council offers (verbal or written) is in plain English and 
customer-friendly. Officers will ensure any particular known/identified 
communication needs are addressed.  

c How many cases did we refuse to escalate?  
 
 
What was the reason for the refusal? 
 

  No housing landlord complaints were refused escalation over the last 
year. There may be some circumstances where the tenant is advised that 
the service Director has exercised their discretion not to investigate the 
complaint beyond stage one and the reasons for this are provided. In 
these cases, the tenant is directed to escalate to the relevant 
Ombudsman.  

d Did we explain our decision to the resident? 
 

X  All decisions to refuse to escalate a complaint are explained to the 
complainant in writing. 

7 Outcomes and remedies Yes No Comment 

a Where something has gone wrong are we 
taking appropriate steps to put things right? 

X  Where something has gone wrong the Council explains to the 
complainant, in the decision letter, how it will put things right e.g. through 
policy change or staff training. 
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8 Continuous learning and improvement  Yes No Comment 

a What improvements have we made as a 
result of learning from complaints? 

  Over the last year, as a result of learning from complaints, improvements 
have been implemented, for example, through providing additional staff 
training and changes to procedure.   

b How do we share these lessons with: 
 

a) residents? 
 

b) the board/governing body? 
 

c) In the Annual Report? 
 
 

  a) Residents – Anonymised complaints have been discussed at the 
Dartford Tenants’ and Leaseholders’ Forum committee meetings. 
Resident Portfolio meetings will also monitor and discuss complaints. 
 

b) Board/governing body – Complaints monitoring and learning from 
complaints across the Council is reported on an annual basis to the 
Audit Board.  

 

c) Annual Report – Learning on complaints will be shared with tenants 
in future Housing Services Annual Reports. 

c Has the Code made a difference to how we 
respond to complaints? 

X  The Council has a clear and comprehensive complaints process in place 
across all its service areas. However, the Code has highlighted some 
areas across the Council for review and possible adjustment, as set out 
in 8d below. 

d What changes have we made?    The self-assessment has identified some areas of improvement or 
change, as follows: 
 

 Develop a complaints page on the Housing section of the website 
including the Housing Ombudsman’s definition of a complaint that will 
link to the corporate complaints page and vice versa.   

 Assess further tenant involvement opportunities in the 
landlord/tenant/Housing Ombudsman complaints process in 
accordance with the Charter for Social Housing Residents - Social 
Housing White Paper.   

 Review the Corporate Complaints Procedure applying across the 
Council, to align the definition of a complaint to the Housing 
Ombudsman’s definition. 

 Review the system for logging all service related complaints across the 
Council. 

 Review the process for measuring satisfaction with complaints 
handling across the Council. 
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 Share performance and learning on complaints in the Housing 
Services Annual Report and in newsletters. 

 
This review will be undertaken and concluded in 2021-22.  

 


