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CUSTOMER SERVICE STANDARDS PERFORMANCE, INCORPORATING COMPLAINTS 

AND COMPLIMENTS – END OF YEAR 2009/10 
 

Purpose 
 
1. To review performance against the Council’s Customer Service Standards during 01 

April 2009 – 31 March 2010, incorporating complaints and compliments, which have 
previously been the subject of separate reports. 

 
2. This is not a key decision. It is for the Portfolio Holder’s information and comment. 
 

Recommendations and Reasons 
 
3. That the Portfolio Holder notes the content of this report, and highlighting any 

recurring themes and identifying areas for further investigation, as required. 
 

Executive Summary 
 
4. Data collection shows that the Contact Centre continue to meet the targets set out in 

the service level agreement. 
 
5. In 2009/10 the Council registered 146 complaints and 129 compliments. The actual 

number of complainants in 2009/10 was 123.  
 
6. 2009/10 performance in respect of meeting complaint acknowledgement and 

response targets has improved on that reported in 2008/09 (see paragraph 31 below 
for details). 

 
7. Affordable Homes and Planning & Sustainable Communities continue to generate the 

highest percentage of complaints, 37% and 25% respectively. 
 
8. Planning & Sustainable Communities and Health & Environmental Services have 

recorded the highest percentage of compliments, 39% and 27% respectively. 
 
9. The Council has committed to recording lessons learnt and improvements made as a 

result of customer feedback. Of the 123 complaints, only five learning from 
complaints forms were completed. 

 
10. The Local Government Ombudsman conducted 22 investigations into complaints 

made about the Council. Of the 22 investigations, the Ombudsman found no 
evidence of maladministration.  

 
11. Satisfaction surveys were sent to all complainants registered within 2009/10; but only 

16 were returned. Eight respondents were satisfied with every aspect. The 
completion rate is too low to draw reliable conclusions. 



 
12. During 2009/10 the Council recorded avoidable contact in a wide range of services 

for a period of 2 weeks every quarter.   
 
13. The contacts recorded totalled 19814 of which 4698 (24%) were categorised as 

avoidable. 
 
14. From the 4698 contacts recorded as avoidable, 1650 (35%) were seeking 

clarification, 1079 (23%) had been misdirected, 167 (4%) were making a repeat 
notification, 1486 (32%) were progress chasing and 309 (6%) were trying again. 

 
Background 

 
15. In April 2009 the Service First Steering Group agreed to monitor performance against 

the Council’s Customer Service Standards and other key areas of work including; 
National Indicator 14, complaints management and satisfaction with the reception 
service. 

 
Considerations 

 
16. Table A details telephone performance at the Cambourne offices including calls 

abandoned, the average call waiting time and calls answered within 20 seconds.  
Data is automatically collected by a software package called the TIM Professional 
System.  Due to a technical problem, it was not possible to collect and measure the 
percentage of calls answered within 20 seconds.  

 
Table A - Cambourne telephone performance 

 
Measure Target 2008/09 2009/10 

Calls abandoned 
 

<5% 4% 4% 
Average wait time 

 
<00:00:30 secs 00:00:06 00:00:06 

Calls answered <20 
 

80% 98% Unavailable 
 
17. Table B details Contact Centre performance including calls abandoned, average call 

waiting time, calls answered within 20 seconds and switchboard calls answered 
within 10 seconds.  The table shows that the Contact Centre continue to meet the 
targets set out in the service level agreement. 

 
Table B – Contact Centre telephone performance 

 
Measure Target 2008/09 2009/10 

Calls abandoned 
 

<5% 2% 3% 
Average wait time 

 
<00:00:30 secs 00:00:07 00:00:10 

Calls answered <20 
 

80% 92% 86% 
 

Complaint Handling Satisfaction 
 



18. Satisfaction surveys were sent to all complainants (a total of 123) registered within 
2009/10; but only 16 were returned. Complainants were asked to rate their 
satisfaction with the following four aspects.  The percentage satisfaction rate is 
detailed below:  

 
Table C – Complainant Satisfaction Rate 
 
Aspects 2008/09 2009/10 
1. The way the complaint was handled 24% 50% 
2. The way in which we kept you informed 38% 50% 
3. The complaints process overall 24% 50% 
4. The length of time taken to respond to the complaint 29% 50% 
 

19. Whilst there is an improvement on 2008/09 complainant satisfaction the number of 
respondents was very low and it is therefore not possible to draw reliable conclusions 
regarding progress.  

 
20. As a result of the poor response rate in quarters one and two the Customer Service 

Coordinator drafted an amended survey and cover letter, detailing the benefits and 
value of responding. This action showed no improvement on the number of 
completed surveys in quarters three and four.  

 
21. Results indicate that some respondents to the satisfaction survey have been unable 

to separate their satisfaction of the outcome of the complaint with the satisfaction of 
complaints process. Networking with other authorities in the eastern region has 
suggested this is a common issue. 

 
22. The Customer Service Excellence Standard recognises that measuring complainant 

satisfaction with those whose complaint is not upheld will not provide an accurate 
picture of satisfaction with the process. The standard states: 

 
‘We (the Council) ensure that the outcome of the complaints process for customers 
(whose complaint is upheld) is satisfactory for them’. 
 

23. In 2010/11 the Customer Service Coordinator will be contacting complainants whose 
complaint was upheld and asking for feedback on the complaint handling process. 

 
Complaints Handling Process 

 
24. There are three stages to the Council’s complaints handling process: 
 

• Stage one Complaints - All new complaints are logged at stage one. The 
complaint is passed to the relevant Corporate Manager to respond or 
nominate an appropriate Service Manager to respond on their behalf. Stage 
one complaints require a response within 10 working days. 

 
• Stage two Complaints - Complainants who are dissatisfied with the outcome 

of stage one can request that the complaint be passed to the Chief Executive 
or an Executive Director. Stage two complaints require a response within 20 
working days. 

 
• Stage three Complaints - Complainants who remain dissatisfied with outcome 

of stage two are entitled to complain directly to the Local Government 
Ombudsman. These complaints are registered at stage 3 of the formal 
process. 



 
25. In some instances a complaint may enter the process at stage two or stage three 

directly. An example of when this might occur is if the complainant makes formal an 
issue that they have been trying to resolve outside of the complaints process. 

 
26. The Customer Service Coordinator has been working closely with the Customer 

Service Excellence Project Assurance Group to ensure all formal complaints are 
captured and processed through the correct procedure. 2009/10 data shows that 
complaints are now being registered from all areas of the Council suggesting a 
growing awareness amongst staff. 

 
Complaints Analysis 

 
27. During 2009/10 the Council registered 146 complaints, 118 at stage one, 12 at stage 

two and 16 at stage three. Of the 146 complaints, 23 were escalations of the original 
complaint, seven to stage two and 16 to stage three. Five complaints entered the 
system at stage 2 directly. This equates to an actual number of 123 complainants. 

 
28. For the purpose of recording each escalation is counted as a new complaint.  Chart 

one details the number of complaints per quarter in comparison to the previous 
financial year. 146 complaints were registered in 2009/10 the exact same number of 
complaints as registered in 2008/09. 

 
Chart 1 – No. complaints (stage one, two and three combined) per quarter 
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 29. Table D details the number and percentage of complaints received by each 
Corporate Area in comparison to the previous financial year 2008/09. Planning & 
Sustainable Communities and Affordable Homes continue to generate the highest 
number of complaints. Networking suggests that this is common throughout many 
authorities. 

 
Table D – No. & % complaints (stage one, two & three combined) per corporate area 

  
 08-09 08-09 %  09-10 09-10 % 
Planning & Sustainable Communities 45 31%  36 25% 
Health & Environmental Services 32 22%  24 17% 
Affordable Homes 44 30%  54 37% 
Corporate Services 23 16%  28 19% 
New Communities 0 0%  2 1% 
Community & Customer Services 2 1%  2 1% 

 
30. Chart 2 shows the percentage of complaints acknowledged within target.  
 



 
Chart 2 – % complaints (stage one, two & three combined) acknowledged within target 
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 31. During the third quarter 97% of all complaints were acknowledged within three 
working days. One complaint missed the target and has resulted in a 3% drop in 
performance. 

 
32. Chart 3 details the percentage of complaints responded to within target. Quarters one 

to three show an improvement on the previous year’s performance. Quarter four 
shows a decrease in performance during the same period last year. To make the 
improvements in 2009/10 the Customer Service Coordinator dedicated a significant 
amount of time to chasing responses. Performance dipped during times when the 
Customer Service Coordinator had insufficient capacity to be proactive in this way. 
 
Chart 3 - % complaints (stage one, two & three combined) responded to within target 
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 33. In 2009/10 123 (85%) responses were made within the Council’s publicised 
timescales. This is a small improvement on 2008/09 performance (82%). Table C 
details the percentage of responses meeting target by corporate area.  

 
Table E – Corporate Area performance  - Complaints responded to within target 
 

 08-09 No. 08-09 %  09-10 No. 09-10 % 
Planning & Sustainable Communities 45 85%  36 72% 
Health & Environmental Services 32 96%  24 88% 
Affordable Homes 44 83%  54 89% 
Corporate Services 23 64%  28 89% 
New Communities 0 -  2 100% 
Community & Customer Services 2 100%  2 100% 
 
34. Table E details the broad theme of complaints. The predominant themes of complaint 

remain processes and/or procedures and service delivery. A proportion of these 
complaints regarding processes and/or procedures are those of which the Council is 
bound by legislation. A large proportion of complaints regarding service delivery 
resulted from a failure to manage customer expectations. 



 
35. Table F also shows a decline in the number of complaints resulting from a failure to 

communicate but also shows an increase in complaints resulting from a failure to act 
and staff conduct. The Council upheld seven out of 13 complaints relating to a failure 
to act and five out of 13 complaints relating to staff conduct. 

 
Table F Complaint breakdown by broad theme 

 
Theme 08-09 No. 08-09 %  09-10 No. 09-10 % 
Failure to communicate 34 23%  13 8% 
Failure to act 4 3%  13 9% 
Misinformation 6 4%  7 4% 
Council Charges 4 3%  10 6% 
Service Delivery 47 32%  35 24% 
Staff Issues 7 5%  14 10% 
Processes and/or procedures 44 30%  54 39% 
 
36. The Council upheld 45 (30%) of the 146 complaints received in 2009/10. Each 

complaint upheld received an apology for the mistakes made. Three complainants 
were compensated. A total of £335.00 was paid in compensation during 2009/10. 

 
Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) Complaints 

 
37. The LGO received a total of 26 complaints regarding the Council in comparison with 

27 complaints in the previous year. Of the 26 complaints received four were deemed 
premature and 22 were investigated. 

 
38. 16 of the 22 investigations were referred to the Council for further information. Table 

G details the Council’s performance against the response target of 28 days. 
 

Table G Average response time for LGO complaints 
 08-09 09-10 
Average Response Time 37.5 days 29 days  

 
39. The Ombudsman’s report shows the Council has made an improvement on 2008/09 

performance but missed the target by one day in 2009/10.  
 
40. Responses that were not sent within the required 28 days are detailed in table H. The 

Customer Service Coordinator monitors response rates and was aware that 
complaints reference COMP01033, COMP01211 and COMP01030 did not meet the 
target. Complaints reference COMP00971 and COMP01230 were sent within the 
target period but it appears they did not reach the Ombudsman in time. 

 
Table H Responses that failed to meet target 
 

Reference Service Days to respond 
COMP01033 Planning & Environmental Health 47 
COMP01211 Planning & Environmental Health 36 
COMP00971 Planning 33 
COMP01030 Corporate Services 36 
COMP01230 Corporate Services 30 

 
41. Table I provides a breakdown of the 22 complaints by corporate area. 
 



Table I Breakdown of LGO complaints by corporate area 
 09-10 
Planning & Sustainable Communities 7 
Health & Environmental Services 3 
Affordable Homes 10 
Corporate Services 2 
New Communities 0 
Community & Customer Services 0 
Total 22 

 
42. Of the total 22 investigations from which the Ombudsman did not find evidence of any 

maladministration. Table J details the conclusions of the Ombudsman. 
 

Table J Ombudsman Conclusions 
 

 09-10 
Maladministration causing injustice 0 
Local settlement 2 
Maladministration causing no injustice 0 
No maladministration 0 
Discontinued due to lack of evidence 10 
Discontinued under Ombudsman discretion 7 
Outside jurisdiction 3 
Total 22 

 
Learning from complaints 
 

43. Learning from complaints forms continue to accompany complaints when forwarded 
to officers to respond. Very few completed forms have been returned.  

 
44. In an effort to increase the response rate the Customer Service Coordinator asked 

Service First representatives to stress the importance of these forms to their teams. 
The importance of completing the form was also stressed when forwarding 
complaints to officers via email. These actions had no impact in 2009/10. 

 
45. To resolve this issue in 2010/11 the Senior Management Team has agreed that 

complaints will remain open until a completed learning from complaints form has 
been submitted. Performance monitoring in the first quarter of 2010/11 has shown a 
significant improvement in the completion rate. Table J details completion rate by 
corporate area for 2009/10. 

 
Table J Completed Learning From Complaints Forms 
 

 No. 
Complaints 

No. 
Completed 
Forms 

Planning & Sustainable Communities 36 1 
Health & Environmental Services 24 1 
Affordable Homes 54 1 
Corporate Services 28 2 
New Communities 2 0 
Community & Customer Services 2 0 
Total 146 5 



 
46. Using complaints as an opportunity to learn has led to a number of improvements 

including: 
 

1. Improved clarity to the housing equity sharing leaflet and webpage. 
2. Improved communication within the Planning Committee to ensure there is an 

opportunity for all to express their view. 
 
47. It is likely that a number of improvements have been made as a result of customer 

feedback. The Council is unable to quantify these unless they are formally recorded 
using the learning from complaints form. 

 
Compliments 

 
48. The Customer Service Coordinator registered 129 compliments during  2009/10. 

Notable comments included: 
 

“Thank you for the promptness and efficiency of this request” 
“It’s so nice to talk to someone who is so friendly and helpful” 
“I was most impressed with your professionalism” 
“Thank you for the prompt repairs on Christmas Eve” 
“I greatly appreciate the swift and friendly way in which you dealt with my inquiry” 
“Quite possibly the best response I could have received. Thank you so much” 
“Extremely efficient and easy to deal with” 
“Thank you for your positive approach to resolution of this matter “ 
“Thanks for the help it has been first class” 
“Your speedy action was much appreciated” 
“The work you have actioned has made a big difference to us” 

 
49. Table K shows the number and percentage of compliments registered in the 2009/10 

by Corporate Area. The table shows that whilst the planning service generates a 
significant proportion of complaints, they continue to register the majority of 
compliments. 

 
Table K Compliments by Corporate Area 
 
 09-10 
Planning & Sustainable Communities 50 39% 
Health & Environmental Services 35 27% 
Affordable Homes 20 16% 
Corporate Services 9 7% 
New Communities 9 7% 
Community & Customer Services 5 4% 
Other 1 <1% 

 
 Customer Satisfaction 
 
50. During 2009-10 the Council commissioned CELLO MRUK Research, an independent 

market research organisation, to conduct a survey with visitors to the Council offices 
in Cambourne. 

 
51. The survey was undertaken using face-to-face exit interviews.  CELLO MRUK used 

its own fieldwork teams of social interviewers all trained to Interviewer Quality Control 
Scheme Standards (IQCS) in accordance with the Market Research Society.  
Interviewers were present for two days in each quarter (April-June, July-September, 



October-December 2009 and January to March 2010 inclusive).  A total of 232 
customers were interviewed and only one did not wish to comment.   

 
52. Respondents were asked a number of questions.  The questions and results relating 

to our Customer Service Standards are detailed in the following tables.   
 

Table L – Length of time customer waited to be seen by a receptionist 
 

 Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 
Did not 
have to 
wait 

83% 66% 59% 87% 74% 

1-2 mins 10% 29% 33% 12% 21% 
3-5 mins 3% 2% 4% 2% 3% 
6-10 mins 3% 3% 4% 0% 2% 
Base: Qtr 1 = 59 respondents; Qtr 2 = 58 respondents; Qtr 3 = 54 respondents; Qtr 4 
= 60 respondents; making a total of 231 respondents. 
 
Table M – Percentage of customers offered a private room if requested 
 

Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Base: Qtr 1 = 9 respondents; Qtr 2 = 2 respondents; Qtr 3 = 10 respondents; Qtr 4 = 
18 respondents; making a total of 39 respondents. 
 
Table N – Percentage of customers seen within 10 minutes of appointment 
 

Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 
100% 80% 80% 94% 91% 

Base: Qtr 1 = 13 respondents; Qtr 2 = 5 respondents; Qtr 3 = 10 respondents; Qtr 4 = 
18 respondents; making a total of 46 respondents. 
 
Table O – Overall rating of reception service 

 
 Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 

Excellent 68% 38% 47% 37% 48% 
Good 30% 57% 51% 63% 50% 
Fair 2% 5% 2% 0% 2% 
Poor 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Base: Qtr 1 = 60 respondents; Qtr 2 = 58 respondents; Qtr 3 = 54 respondents; Qtr 4 
= 60 respondents; making a total of 232 respondents. 

 
53. The annual data shows a positive result with 95% of customers not having to wait 

longer than 2 minutes to be seen by a receptionists and a 98% rating the reception 
service as good or excellent.  Noting concerns in the third quarter where two 
customers had to wait longer than 10 minutes for a pre-arranged appointment it is 
reassuring to see that this was an isolated occurrence.  

 
National Indicator 14 (NI14) 
 

54. NI14: Reducing avoidable contact.  By identifying customer contact that is ‘avoidable’, 
the Council and its partners are better placed to redesign the way services are 
delivered and information communicated.  NI14 aims to assist the Council in reducing 



unnecessary, valueless contacts, which are frustrating for the customer and inefficient 
for the provider. 

 
55. The last period for capturing data took place during the 22 March and 1 April 2010.  

The Contact Centre collected data throughout the whole quarter.  Services collecting 
data include: 

 
Benefits Waste Collection 
Non Domestic Rates Property Services 
Council Tax Options & Allocations 
Planning Services Electoral Register 
Building Control Rents 
Licensing Food Safety 
Pollution Pest Control 
Street Cleaning  

 
56. Tables P, Q and R detail the percentage and total number of contacts deemed 

avoidable and their classification. 
 

Table P – Percentage of avoidable contact  
 

Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 
38% 31% 29% 37% 24% 

Base: Qtr 1 = 3000 contacts; Qtr 2 = 6406 contacts; Qtr 3 = 3287 contacts; Qtr 4 = 
7121 contacts; making a total of 19814 
 
Table Q - Total number of avoidable contacts 
 

Qtr 1 Qtr 2 Qtr 3 Qtr 4 Total 
404 707 949 2638 4698 

 
 Table R – Avoidable contact categories 
  

Unnecessary 
Clarification 

Poor 
Signposting 

Repeat 
Notification 

Progress 
Chasing 

Report Contact 
Quarter 1 

34% 23% 8% 31% 4% 
Quarter 2 

35% 26% 4% 31% 4% 
Quarter 3 

25% 32% 3% 37% 3% 
Quarter 4 

39% 19% 3% 30% 9% 
Total 

35% 23% 4% 32% 6% 
Base: Qtr 1 = 1122 contacts; Qtr 2 = 1996 contacts; Qtr 3 = 949 contacts; Qtr 4 = 
2638; making a total of 6705. 

 
57. NI14 has been deleted from the list of national indicators which the Council is 

required to collect. The Council will not therefore be collecting this information in the 
same way during 2010-11; however, the 2009-10 data has provided a useful baseline 
from which the organisation can undertake focussed project work to reduce specific 
areas of avoidable contact. 

 



Implications 
 

58. Financial None 
 

Legal None 
 

Staffing None 
 

Risk Management Failure to maintain high standards of complaint handling 
exposes the Council to the risk of more recourse to the 
Ombudsman. This brings a reputational risk. 

Equal Opportunities An Equality Impact Assessment of the Complaints, Comments 
and Compliments Procedure was completed on 28 October 
2010. No adverse impacts were identified. 

Climate Change None 
 

Consultations 
 
59. Scrutiny and Overview Committee received the information contained within this 

report in June 2010. The Committee made a number of the recommendations to the 
Portfolio Holder in respect of proposals for improvements to the reporting and 
monitoring processes for complaints and compliments; these are set out as a 
separate item on the Agenda. 

 
Effect on Strategic Aims 
 

60. Commitment to being a listening council, providing first class services accessible to all. 
The complaints and compliment process provides a vital channel for customers to 
feedback information relating to their experience of our services. This information 
should inform service planning and reviews and identify improvements to service 
delivery that will contribute to proving first class services accessible to all. 

 Commitment to making South Cambridgeshire a place in which residents can feel proud to live. 
 Improving service design and delivery will result in increased customer satisfaction 

and further improve the Council’s reputation. 
 Commitment to providing a voice for rural life. 
 Increasing community engagement and consultation will provide residents further 

opportunity to communicate with the authority and in turn will assist the Council 
provide a voice for rural life. 

 
 
Background Papers: the following background papers were used in the preparation of this 
report:  

None. 
 

Contact Officer:  Rachael Fox – Customer Service Coordinator 
Telephone: (01954) 713017 


