Briefing paper for County Sports Partnerships:

Complaints Policies and Processes
Purpose of briefing

In the course of reviewing CSPs submissions for the Intermediate Safeguarding Standards process it has become clear that for some lead officers there is confusion about the difference between the Child Protection/Safeguarding policy, the reporting route and the complaints process. This has been particularly reflected in a struggle to effectively evidence standards criteria 2.6 and 8.4.

This paper seeks to clarify the relationship between the child protection and complaints processes, and to identify key elements in either developing/reviewing a complaints process or addressing the evidential requirements of these standards criteria. It is also intended to assist CSPs in communicating key messages to their hosts, partners or other organisations as part of their influencing role.
Child Protection v Complaints systems

All organisations should have in place clear policies, procedures and supporting materials to identify, respond to and manage concerns relating to alleged or suspected abuse and poor practice. Typically this will involve reporting to the Designated Person within the organisation, and consultation with or referral on to statutory agencies as appropriate.

In addition organisations should also have a policy, procedure and materials to recognise, respond to and manage complaints (typically from service users or the public) received about any aspect of it’s activities and services. Organisations should also have clear disciplinary policies and procedures that link to both their child protection and complaints policies.

For hosted CSPs, the complaints system will usually be operated by their host LA, University or other body, and will probably be a generic, rather than a sports-focused, service. The great majority of the type of complaints arising will have nothing to do with children’s welfare or protection, and may include, for example, concerns about the physical condition of facilities; the costs of activities; punctuality of staff, and so on.
However, it is also clear that in some cases, service users including young people and their carers have used the complaints system to refer concerns that have or could have a child welfare/protection element. This may be because the referrer may not recognise that the complaint concerns a child welfare/protection matter, or due to their lack of awareness of the child welfare/protection policy and reporting route. For example a complaint may arise from a member of staff swearing at or in front of children, being inappropriately over-familiar or aggressive. 

In these cases it is vital that the referral information is shared with the Designated Person so that an informed decision may be made on the need to initiate the organisation’s child protection procedures, and any action taken to ensure children’s safety and well-being. Evidence suggests that often these safeguarding considerations are not built in to organisation’s complaints policies and procedures. There have been situations in which complaints raised by parents were not effectively addressed, leaving children at continued risk, and allowing concerning behaviour by staff members to continue unchecked.

It is therefore important that:

· Organisations ensure that their child protection/safeguarding and complaints policies and procedures cross reference each other;
· Information about the complaints policy and how to use it is available to all service users;

· Staff responsible to receiving and responding to complaints are supported/trained to recognise potential child welfare/safeguarding/protection issues;

· There is a clear process for ensuring that, when these issues arise through the complaints process, they will be consistently referred on to the appropriate Designated Person responsible for responding to potential safeguarding concerns in line with the organisation’s child protection policy and procedures. 

Key questions for organisations:

Standard 2.6 considerations

· Is there an effective complaints policy and procedure in place?

· Does this include clear guidance about responding to potential child welfare/safeguarding/protection concerns?

· Do they include clear timescales for acknowledging and resolving complaints, and a commitment to keep those involved in a complaint updated in line with agreed timescales? 

· Is the policy and process for reporting concerns actively promoted and well advertised to users?

· Is it clear who has responsibility for receiving, responding to and subsequently managing complaints?  
· Has information, guidance and/or training on safeguarding been provided to these members of staff to assist in identifying those complaints which need to be raised with the Designated Person in line with child protection procedures?

· Is this reporting route to the Designated Person clear?

· For hosted CSPs where these issues would be raised with the host’s, rather than the CSP’s Designated Person, what arrangements are in place to ensure information is shared with the CSP as appropriate?   

Standard 8.4 considerations:

When the complaints process has been used in relation to a potential child welfare/safeguarding/protection issue 

· How is information is supplied to involved parties (the complainant, witnesses, the accused):

         - to acknowledge receipt of their complaint; 
         - to inform them about the process to be followed,    timescales etc; 
         - to identify or signpost to supports (internally and to external sources such as help-lines)?

· Does the organisation provide written information/advice as a matter of course?
· Whose responsibility is it to identify/assess the need for support to any of the involved parties?

· Where will information about potential sources of support be held?

Attached is an example of a complaints policy/process, together with an example of a letter sent to anyone lodging a complaint, both supplied by courtesy of the ABA.
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Foreword

This policy must be read in conjunction with the ABAE Child Protection Policy & Procedures and the ABAE Discipline & Appeals Procedures which provide comprehensive instruction regarding complaints procedures both for Children and Adult members. 

Adherence to this Policy applies to all and is mandatory for all staff, members, athletes, coaches, officials and volunteers within the ABAE.

This document seeks to provide a brief but accurate indicator to the correct procedures that must be adopted when a complaint is received from a Parent, Guardian, Child or Young Person. 

It should at all times be remembered that Children and Young People are equally entitled to complain as adults and everyone within the ABAE must be conversant with the procedures for dealing with them in a child friendly way whilst ensuring both the procedures are followed and the child’s rights are protected. 

Equally, parents, guardians and other carers must be made aware of and understand that they will also be listened to and appropriate action taken if they have cause for concern or complaint.
Regarding Children

Children often do not realise that adults sometimes find it difficult to recognise that they are worried or unhappy about something and unless they tell someone, their worries or concerns may go unaddressed.

Children can also allow a concern that may seem to an adult to be minor, to become far more troublesome and escalate to a perceived level which is then monumental to the child. We should always be mindful of this phenomenon and seek to interact positively with them.   

Members of the ABAE must strive to ensure that there is at all times a culture within groups or clubs which is conducive to encouraging all Children and Young People to feel able to speak to other members of the group or club regarding their worries or concerns. 

The following is a guide to the recommended process of dealing with a disclosure by or on behalf of a Child which may be a parent, guardian, carer or friend in relation to the severity of the disclosure. Such action must be immediate where possible and all stages outlined within this document ‘must’ be on the basis of ‘as soon as practicable’. The timescales shown should be adhered to and only in exceptional cases may they be breached.

It should always be remembered that complaints from or concerning a child or young person have become quite serious in the mind of the child or young person long before the complaint is made. 

A child or young person cannot feel valued or cared for if he / she have cause for concern.  There is no doubt that complaints are almost invariably ‘better dealt with at the earliest opportunity’ and the outlined procedures should be a last resort. 

Note: If the disclosure is of a serious nature which ‘demands’ referral to the National Child Protection & Equity Manager [NCPEM], Children’s Care Services, Police or the NSPCC – the referral to these agencies MUST take immediacy over the following guidelines. In such cases, adherence to the Child Protection Policy & Procedures must be observed.

Timescales

All timescales shown refer to that ‘maximum’ period that action should commence. Whist the time taken to address the appropriate action will vary from case to case, every effort should be made to resolve issues as soon as practicable. 

Stage One 
Informal Resolution locally


Timescale: Immediate
As an adult member of the ABAE, when a Child or Young Person has disclosed a complaint or concern to you, your first duty is to assess if it is appropriate for you to deal. 

In general terms if it is of a minor nature and you feel able to address the concern, you should do so. Ideally, if circumstances enable, you should always consult your Club Welfare Officer before embarking on this course of action. 

Remember that ‘confidentiality’ must be adopted whenever and wherever possible subject to the constraints outlined in the ABAE Child Protection Policy & Procedures.

Having successfully addressed the concern to the satisfaction of the Child or Young Person, parent, guardian, carer or friend, you must inform your Club Welfare Officer of the circumstances and outcomes. 
You should always inform the child’s parent or guardian regarding the disclosure and resolution, as the matter which you have resolved may be one of a number of indicators to the parent or guardian that there are other concerns to be addressed. The task of informing the parents at this stage is best placed with the Club Welfare Officer.

If the complaint is ‘more than’ minor, for example, poor practice by a coach or bullying, you should always seek intervention by the Club Welfare Officer. This person is trained to identify and assess levels of poor practice, abuse and importantly, access to advice or help. 

The Child or Young Person must be informed that you intend referring the matter to the Club Welfare Officer.

Stage Two 
Resolution through Club Welfare Officer
Timescale: Within 7 days
The primary role of the Club Welfare Officer will be one of resolution to the satisfaction of the Child or Young Person, parent, guardian, carer or friend if possible. 

The Club Welfare Officer may deal with such matters within his / her threshold for instance minor and club rule infringements, poor practice and bullying. The Club Welfare Officer should at all times be mindful of the various areas of support he can access and which is offered within the ABAE Child Protection Policy.

The Club Welfare Officer must document the disclosure and the outcomes whilst observing confidentiality and secure storage of referral documentation.

Stage Three     Investigation and / or Dispute Resolution
Timescale: Within 7 days 
If the Club Welfare Officer defines the disclosure / complaint as ‘more than’ the Club Welfare Officer’s intervention threshold [demands formal investigation and / or clear evidence of abuse or breach of Codes of Conduct] the Club Welfare Officer must refer the matter to the appropriate Divisional or Regional Welfare Officer for investigation locally.

If deemed appropriate, the findings of the Divisional / Regional Welfare Officer will be presented to the respective Regional Council where they may instigate Disciplinary or Dispute Resolution Procedures at Regional level as outlined in the ABAE Discipline & Appeals Policy & Procedures [ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures]. Timescales within the ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures shall then take precedence; 

The Regional Council also have the authority to refer the matter to National level if they feel their powers are not adequate [see the ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures]; 

Stage Four 


National Level



Timescales: 

As outlined in the ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures
At national level and after consideration of all forms of resolution, the National Child Protection & Equity Manager [NCPEM] who, in cases that reach the National threshold may initiate Discipline or Dispute Resolution procedures as outlined in the ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures.

Stage Five
 

Appeal against outcomes

Timescales: 

As outlined in the ABAE D & A Policy & Procedures
If a Child or Young Person wishes to appeal against any findings through the above processes they may do so.

The following levels and avenues of appeal apply:
Appeal level One  

[Club Welfare Officer] 

· May appeal to the Club Welfare Officer, the Club Welfare Officer should not hesitate to engage the advice & expertise of the Divisional Welfare Officer or a senior member of his club in the resolution of this appeal;


Appeal level Two

[Regional Welfare Officer] 
– 
No further appeal

· May appeal to the appropriate Regional Welfare Officer; the Regional Welfare Officer should not hesitate to engage the advice & expertise of the National Child Protection & Equity Manager in the resolution of this appeal;


Appeal level Three

[National Child Protection & Equity Manager]

· May appeal to National Level through the ABAE National Child Protection & Equity Manager. 
This manager will engage the ABAE Case Management Referral Panel whose decision shall be final.
This Policy is subject to continuous review and amendment as best practice evolves
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