
Welsh Government Complaints Procedure:  

Guidance for staff on handing complaints. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Guidance for Staff handling complaints 

 

Welsh Government Complaints Procedure 

This guidance explains to staff how to handle complaints.  It is designed 

to be adopted as an internal document and provides details on how 

complaints are recorded and monitored.  

The Welsh Government aims to provide a common approach for handling 

complaints by replacing ‘process heavy’ systems with one that is simple, 

flexible and places emphasis on getting the most appropriate outcome for 

individuals and services.  

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales (PSOW) requires public service 

providers to take a much more proactive approach to dealing with complaints 

by focusing on the complainant rather than the complaint process.  

The complaints procedure allows us to consider complaints about our 

administrative actions in relation to the following: 

(a)  Maladministration in our administrative actions.  Generally, 

maladministration means poor administration or applying rules incorrectly.  

The following list provides some examples of maladministration: 

 Avoidable delay 

 Failing to tell a member of the public about any rights of appeal they 

might have 

 Unfairness, bias or prejudice 

 Giving advice which is misleading or inadequate 

 Rudeness and failing to apologise properly 

 Mistakes in handling a claim 

 Not offering a suitable solution when one is due 

(b)  Failing to provide a service we planned to provide by law or failing to 

provide a service to our standards 

(c) Failing to meet Welsh Language Standards 

(d) Breaches of data protection 

The complaints procedure does not allow us to consider complaints about: 



 a decision which has not involved maladministration – in other words, 

the procedure cannot be used to complain about a decision just 

because the complainant does not agree with it; 

 matters which are covered by separate Welsh Government 

procedures; 

 a request for compensation only; 

 legal proceedings or judgements; 

 a previously concluded complaint by the Welsh Government or the 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales;  

 government policy and legislation; 

 Freedom of Information and Environmental Information decisions 

 Who can complain? 

Any member of the public, who has received, or was entitled to receive, a 

service from the Welsh Government may make a complaint under our 

complaints procedure. The same applies if they have suffered due to the 

inappropriate action or lack of action by us. We will accept complaints brought 

about by third parties as long as the customer has given their personal written 

consent.  

Making a complaint 

Ideally, a complaint should be made in writing, either by completing the 

customer complaint form(link here) which can be found on the Complaints(link 

here) page on the Welsh Government’s website, by letter or by e-mail.  

Some complainants may prefer to present their complaint by telephone.  If this 

is the case, it is important that the same level of information is obtained as 

that being sought on the complaint form.  It may be necessary to send the 

complainant a copy of the issues raised so that they can let us know if we 

have interpreted their complaint correctly or not. 

Receiving a complaint 

Please contact the Complaints Advice Team at 

complaints@wales.gsi.gov.uk or tel 02920801378: 

to access support in handling complaints, If you receive a complaint about 

another department If the complaint refers to more than one department  

The Team will advise on the next course of action; 

mailto:complaints@wales.gsi.gov.uk


If the person making the complaint is a child or their representative, an easy 

read version of the complaints guide and form can be found at children and 

young people friendly complaints procedure (external link).  

 

Complaint procedure 

The Welsh Government has a two stage complaint procedure. 

Stage 1 Informal resolution 

At Stage 1 (informal resolution), the complaint is usually dealt with by the 

Division in which the complaint arose within 10 working days.  Options for 

resolving a complaint at this level are – telephone discussion or face to face 

discussion between the customer and frontline staff; e-mail or letter to the 

customer addressing the issues raised in the complaint, including an apology 

if appropriate.   

If a complainant remains dissatisfied with the Stage 1 response they have the 

option of requesting that their complaint be reviewed at Stage 2 (formal 

resolution) of the procedure but they will need to clarify why they were not 

satisfied with the way their complaint was handled informally. 

More information on how to handle a complaint under Stage 1 of the process 

can be found at Appendix A 

 

Stage 2 Formal resolution  

A large percentage of complaints go directly to Stage 2 (formal resolution) of 

the process as they generally raise more complex issues than those that can 

be resolved under Stage 1. This means that the Welsh Government only has 

one opportunity to respond before the complainant takes the complaint to the 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales for consideration.  The Complaints 

Advice Team need to be aware of all complaints received and be engaged 

with Departments from the outset to provide advice on handling and an 

appropriate response to hopefully avoid criticism from the PSOW on the 

complaint and our handling of it.   

Handling and Resolving a complaint at Stage 2 (formal resolution) 

Once received, the Complaints Advice Team will assess the complaint and 

following a meeting or discussion with colleagues, we will allocate the 

complaint to a Lead Official.  A Lead official may be an official who is aware 

of the subject area raised in the complaint but has not previously had any 

direct contact or knowledge of the specific complainant or complaint. 

http://youthfriendly.co.uk/media/complaints/story.html
http://youthfriendly.co.uk/media/complaints/story.html


The Complaints Advice Team will acknowledge the complaint within 5 

working days of receipt and set out the procedure for the complainant 

The Lead Official should aim to consider and respond to a complaint within 20 

working days. If more time is needed, an extension can be given following 

discussion with the senior management and/or the Complaints Advice Team., 

If agreed, the Complaints Advice Team  will write to the complainant advising 

them that the issues they have raised will take longer than expected. 

Once the investigation has been completed, a draft response should be sent 

to the Complaints Advice Team at complaints@wales.gsi.gov.uk.  The Team 

will clear the draft and make any additions relating to escalation details. If the 

complaint is not upheld, details of escalation to the Public Services for Wales 

should be included as the next course of action for the complainant. 

If the complaint is upheld, redress may be considered if the complainant is 

able to demonstrate hardship or injustice such as direct financial loss, loss of 

amenity distress, missed opportunity or being put to avoidable time and 

trouble.  

There are occasions when financial redress maybe considered as a remedy. 

In these circumstances, advice must be sought from Legal Services, the 

Complaints Advice Team, and the Director of the Division in which the 

complaint arose.  

 

In all cases the complainant should be informed of the outcome. A record will 

be kept by the Complaints Advice Team. 

More information on how to handle a complaint under Stage 2 of the process 

can be found at Appendix B 

 

 

mailto:complaints@wales.gsi.gov.uk


 

 

Complaints involving more than one public body 

If a complaint involves more than one public body, please consult the  

Complaints Advice Team. They will assess the complaint and advise on any 

further action. They may consider appointing an investigator if they believe 

that it is in the public interest. The investigator should seek to provide the 

complainant with a joint response.  

For further advice or information contact the Complaints Advice Team on: 

Tel: 02920 801378 

E-mail: Complaints@wales.gsi.gov.uk    
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        Appendix A 

STAGE 1 – INFORMAL RESOLUTION 

Stage 1 Informal resolution aims to quickly resolve straightforward customer 

complaints that require little or no investigation.  Any member of staff may 

deal with complaints at this stage. 

The main principle is to seek early resolution, as close to the point of service 

delivery as possible.  This may mean a face-to-face discussion with the 

customer, or asking an appropriate member of staff to deal directly with the 

complaint. 

In practice, informal resolution means resolving the complaint at the first point 

of contact with the customer, either by the member of staff receiving the 

complaint or other identified staff. 

In either case, you may settle the complaint by providing an on-the-spot 

apology where appropriate, or explaining why the issue occurred and, where 

possible, what will be done to stop this happening again.   

A customer can make a complaint in writing, in person, by telephone, by email 

or online, or by having someone complain on their behalf.   This may arrive 

via the Complaints Advice Team, Ministerial Correspondence Unit, from other 

colleagues or direct.  

What to do when you receive a complaint 

1        On receiving a complaint, you must first decide whether the issue can 

indeed be handled in accordance with the complaints procedure.  The 

customer may express dissatisfaction about more than one issue.  This may 

mean you treat one element as a complaint, while either directing the 

customer to pursue another element through an alternative route or you 

handle the complaint jointly with another Department.  

2        If you have received and identified a complaint, contact the Complaints 

Advice Team to arrange for the details to be logged on our complaints 

system. 

3        Next, decide, with advice from the Complaints Advice team whether or 

not the complaint is suitable for informal resolution.  Some complaints will 

need to be fully investigated before you can give the customer a suitable 

response.  You must escalate these complaints immediately to the 

investigation stage. 



4        Where you think informal resolution is appropriate, you must consider 

four key questions: 

 What exactly is the customer's complaint (or complaints)? 

 What does the customer want to achieve by complaining? 

 Can I achieve this, or explain why not? 

 If I cannot resolve this, who can help with resolution?  

What exactly is the customer's complaint (or complaints)? 

It is important to be clear about exactly what the customer is complaining 

of.  You may need to ask the customer for more information and probe 

further to get a full picture. 

What does the customer want to achieve by complaining? 

At the outset, clarify the outcome the customer wants.  Of course, the 

customer may not be clear about this, and you may need to probe further to 

find out what they expect, and whether they can be satisfied. 

Can I achieve this, or explain why not? 

If you can achieve the expected outcome by providing an on-the-spot 

apology or explain why you cannot achieve it, you should do so.  The 

customer may expect more than we can provide.  If so, you must tell them as 

soon as possible.  An example would be where the customer is so 

dissatisfied with insulation services provided under a Welsh Government 

initiative or programme that they demand a new heating system, but we are 

only willing to replace the cavity wall insulation in accordance with the 

contract. 

You may have to have to convey the decision face to face or on the 

telephone.  If you do so face to face or by telephone, it is recommended that 

you confirm the position in writing.  It is important that you keep a full and 

accurate record of the decision reached and this is passed to the customer. 

If I can’t resolve this, who can help with informal resolution? 

If you cannot deal with the complaint because, for example, you are 

unfamiliar with the issues or area of service involved, pass details of the 

complaint to someone who can attempt to resolve it or contact the 

Complaints Advice Team for advice and assistance. 



 Timelines 

Stage 1 Informal resolution must be completed within ten working days, 

although in practice we would often expect to resolve the complaint much 

sooner. 

You may need to get more information from other services to resolve the 

complaint at this stage.  However, it is important to acknowledge receipt within 

five working days, either resolving the matter or explaining that their complaint 

is to be investigated.  The Complaints Advice Team will usually acknowledge 

receipt  

Extension to the timeline 

In exceptional circumstances, where there are clear and justifiable reasons for 

doing so, you may agree an extension of no more than five working days with 

the customer.  This must only happen when an extension will make it more 

likely that the complaint will be resolved at the informal resolution stage. 

When you ask for an extension, you must get authorisation from the team 

leader or branch head, who will decide whether you need an extension to 

effectively resolve the complaint.  Examples of when this may be appropriate 

include staff being temporarily unavailable.  If, however, the issues are so 

complex that they cannot be resolved in five days, it may be more appropriate 

to escalate the complaint straight to the investigation stage.  You must tell the 

customer about the reasons for the delay, and if possible, when they can 

expect your response. 

If the customer does not agree to an extension but it is unavoidable and 

reasonable, a senior manager must decide on the extension.  You must then 

tell the customer about the delay and explain the reason for the decision to 

grant the extension. 

It is important that such extensions do not become the norm.  Rather, the 

timeline at the informal resolution stage should be extended only rarely.  All 

attempts to resolve the complaint at this stage must take no longer than 15 

working days from the date you receive the complaint. 

The proportion of complaints that exceed the ten-day limit will be evident from 

reported statistics.  These statistics will go to the Welsh Government’s 

Management Board on a bi-annual basis. 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
         Appendix B 
 
STAGE 2 – RESOLUTION THROUGH FORMAL INVESTIGATIONS 

Not all complaints are suitable for informal resolution and not all complaints 
will be satisfactorily resolved at that stage.  Complaints handled at Stage 2 
investigation stage of the complaints handling procedure are typically complex 
or require a detailed examination before we can state our position.  These 
complaints may already have been considered at the informal resolution 
stage, or they may have been identified from the start as needing immediate 
investigation. 

An investigation aims to establish all the facts relevant to the points made in 
the complaint and to give the customer a full, objective and proportionate 
response that represents our final position. 

What to do when you receive a complaint for investigation 

It is important to be clear from the start of the investigation stage exactly what 
you are investigating, and to ensure that both the customer and the service 
understand the investigation's scope. 

It may be helpful to discuss and confirm these points with the customer at the 
outset, to establish why they are dissatisfied and whether the outcome they 
are looking for sounds realistic.  In discussing the complaint with the 
customer, consider three key questions: 

1. What specifically is the customer's complaint or complaints? 

2. What does the customer want to achieve by complaining? 

3. Are the customer's expectations realistic and achievable? 

It may be that the customer expects more than we can provide.  If so, you 
must make this clear to the customer as soon as possible. 

Where possible you should also clarify what additional information you will 
need to investigate the compliant.  The customer may need to provide more 
evidence to help us reach a decision. 

Contact the Complaints Advice team internal mailbox to  arrange for the 
details of the investigation to be recorded on the system for recording 
complaints.  Where appropriate, this will be done as a continuation of informal 
resolution.  The details must be updated when the investigation ends. 



If the investigation stage follows attempted informal resolution, you must hand 
over all case notes and associated information to the officer responsible for 
the investigation, and record that you have done so. 
 
 
Timelines 

The following deadlines are appropriate to cases at the investigation stage: 

 complaints must be acknowledged within five working days 

 you should provide a full response to the complaint as soon as possible 
but not later than 20 working days from the time you received the 
complaint for investigation. 

 
Extension to the timeline 

Not all investigations will be able to meet this deadline.  For example, some 
complaints are so complex that they require careful consideration and detailed 
investigation beyond the 20-day limit.  However, these would be the exception 
and you must always try to deliver a final response to a complaint within 20 
working days. 

If there are clear and justifiable reasons for extending the timescale, senior 
management and/or the Complaints Advice team will help set time limits on 
any extended investigation, as long as the customer agrees.  You must keep 
the customer updated on the reason for the delay and give them a revised 
timescale for completion.  If the customer does not agree to an extension but 
it is unavoidable and reasonable, then senior management must consider and 
confirm the extension.  The reasons for an extension might include the 
following: 

 Essential accounts or statements, crucial to establishing the 
circumstances of the case, are needed from staff, customers or others 
but they cannot help because of long-term sickness or leave. 

 You cannot obtain further essential information within normal 
timescales. 

 Operations are disrupted by unforeseen or unavoidable operational 
circumstances, for example industrial action or severe weather 
conditions. 

 The customer has agreed to mediation as a potential route for 
resolution. 

These are only a few examples, and you must judge the matter in relation to 
each complaint.  However, an extension would be the exception and you must 
always try to deliver a final response to the complaint within 20 working days. 

As with complaints considered at the informal stage, the proportion of 
complaints that exceed the 20-day limit will be evident from reported statistics 



 

 

Independent external review 

Once the investigation stage has been completed, the customer has the right 

to approach the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales (PSOW) if they 

remain dissatisfied. 

The PSOW considers complaints from people who remain dissatisfied at the 

conclusion of our complaints procedure.  The PSOW looks at issues such as 

service failures and maladministration (administrative fault), as well as the 

way we have handled the complaint. 

The PSOW provides a leaflet, http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/en/about-

us/bodies%20in%20the%20ombudsmans%20jurisdiction.aspx  which you 

may find helpful in deciding how and when to refer someone to the PSOW. 

Information about the PSOW 

The PSOW is the final stage for complaints about public services in 

Wales.   The PSOW cannot normally look at complaints: 

 That have not been considered  through the Welsh Government's 
complaints procedure 

 more than 12 months after the matter being complained about 
happened, or 

 that have been or are being considered in court. 

 The PSOW's contact details are: 

 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

1  Ffordd yr Hen Gae 

Pencoed 

CF35 5LJ 

Telephone: -300 790 0203 

e-mail:ask@ombudsman-wales.org.uk 

 

 

http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/en/about-us/bodies%20in%20the%20ombudsmans%20jurisdiction.aspx
http://www.ombudsman-wales.org.uk/en/about-us/bodies%20in%20the%20ombudsmans%20jurisdiction.aspx

