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1. Summary

1.1 This report presents Cabinet with an overview of the formal customer feedback the 
Council received during 2018/19.  Formal customer feedback includes complaints, 
compliments, comments and other types of enquiry. MP enquiries are monitored and 
reported separately because they can often duplicate complaints. 

1.2 Although overall performance remains good in terms of complaints handling, there 
continues to be a steady increase in complaint numbers. There were 1,281 
complaints received in 2018/19 (1,119 in 2017/18 and 922 in 2016/17). Complaints 
increased by 14% between 2017/18 and 2018/19. The proportion of complaints that 
were upheld, partially upheld and not upheld varies slightly each year but patterns 
remain broadly the same and fluctuations are in part due to small numbers. 19% of 
cases were upheld in 2018/19 compared to 22% the previous year. The time taken to 
complete stage 1 complaint investigations has improved this year with an average 
response of 14 working days. The Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman 
(LGO) has investigated a similar number of enquiries about Shropshire Council 
during each of the past three years, but the upheld rate for the Council significantly 
increased this year to 61% to lightly above the national average upheld rate of 58%. 
The upheld rate in Shropshire in 2017/18 it was 32%. Again, small numbers play a 
significant part in this increase with the LGO investigating 33 complaints and 
upholding 20.

1.3 Complaints formed 55% of all cases of customer feedback during 2018/19, followed 
by comments and other enquiries at 24% and compliments at 20%. Customer 
feedback provides the Council with the opportunity to improve services following 
concerns and recognise where customers have had a good experience. The learning 
and actions that are identified through the complaint investigations are used to 
improve service provision. 

2. Recommendations

Members are asked to:
 

A. Approve the Annual Customer Feedback Report 2018/19 (Appendix 1) for 
publication on the council’s website.
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B. Agree the recommendations included within the Annual Report, highlighting key 
issues and areas for improvement.

3. Risk Assessment and Opportunities Appraisal 

3.1 Effective monitoring and follow-up provides the opportunity to manage risks and 
identify any trends and common issues being raised through customer feedback. 

4. Financial Implications

4.1 This report presents information to support decision making and does not itself 
carry any direct financial implications. Accountable officers and senior managers 
may use the information to inform actions or interventions for improving service 
performance and the prioritisation and use of resources.

REPORT

5. Introduction

5.1 The Customer Feedback Annual Report for Shropshire Council covers the formal 
feedback Shropshire Council received during 2018/19 (excluding MP enquiries; 
these commonly duplicate complaints). The Annual Report covers all service areas 
and, as a result, the handling of complaints under all three complaints procedures 
(the statutory and nationally set processes for Adult Social Care and Children’s 
Social Care, and the Council’s locally defined Corporate Complaints procedure). 
More detailed reports have been produced for Adult Social Care and Children’s 
Services.

5.2 The Annual Report details the performance of Shropshire Council during 2018/19. 
In addition, quarterly monitoring takes place and where necessary issues are 
addressed within the year.

6. Customer Feedback 2018/19 (focus on complaints)

6.1 Shropshire Council received 2,314 cases of formal feedback during 2018/19, up by 
127 from 2,187 in 2017/18. There were 1,281 complaints (55%), 562 comments and 
other enquiries (24%) and 460 compliments (20%). (1% of cases were premature 
enquiries raised with the LGO). The number of complaints rose by 162 (14%) 
compared to 2017/18. 

6.2 Of the 1,281 complaints received, 1,084 were complaints handled under the 
Council’s corporate complaints procedure, an increase of 210 compared to 2017/18.  
196 were statutory complaints (with an element of social care so handled under the 
nationally set Adult or Children’s complaints procedures), a reduction of 49 
compared to 2017/18, with Adult Social Care statutory complaints reducing by 21 
and Children’s Social Care complaints reducing by 28 complaints (more children’s 
services complaints were handled as corporate complaints in 2018/19). 
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6.3 Effective stage 1 complaints handling can reduce the number of stage 2 complaints. 
Most complaints are addressed and closed at the first stage of the complaints 
procedures. In 2018/19 50 cases progressed beyond stage 1 compared to 26 in 
2017/18, 46 in 2016/17 and 38 in 2015/16.  

6.4 Considering complaints by service highlights that Highways and Transport received 
30% of all Shropshire Council’s complaints during 2018/19 followed by Adult 
Services at 16%. Children’s Services received 12% of complaints followed by 
Waste Management (9%) Planning (9%), Revenue & Benefits (5%) and Regulatory 
Services/Public Protection (5%). 

6.5 On average it took less time to respond to stage 1 complaints in 2018/19 (an 
average of 14 working days compared to 20 working days in 2017/18). This remains 
well within the LGO timescales of 60 days for Stage 1 and Stage 2 investigations to 
be completed. (The Council works to 30 days for each stage). However, although 
average performance is good, there are significant numbers of complex and long 
running cases exceeding timescales, this is sometimes due to reduced officer 
capacity within a service but can often be the result of highly complex cases that 
are difficult to resolve or require significant time to resolve.

6.6 In 2018/19 at the end of stage 1, 19% of complaints were upheld, 16% were partly 
upheld (often where a complaint might have multiple points within it), and 34% were 
not upheld. The remainder were withdrawn or had no finding. These rates vary 
slightly compared to the previous year. In 2017/18 24% of cases were upheld, 22% 
partly upheld and 35% not upheld.

6.7 The learning and actions resulting from complaints are an important element of 
customer feedback reporting and improving services. Understanding the causes of 
complaints and common themes informs learning and the identification of actions to 
address the underlying causes of the complaint being made. Learning from 
complaints during 2018/19 covered a range of issues. Communication and 
information provision continues to be the most common theme within learning and 
includes responding to correspondence and comments in a timely manner and 
keeping people up to date as cases progress. Service delivery/non-delivery of a 
service was another common learning point. Although the learning within this 
category varies, reading the examples highlights that often remedial action has 
been planned but cannot take place within the timescales expected by the 
complainant. It should be noted that cases not upheld will usually not have any 
learning.

6.8 Appendix 1 of the Annual Report includes Shropshire Council’s annual report from 
the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO). The LGO publish data on the 
investigations that they have carried out, including whether they upheld the 
complaints they looked into. Table 1 below sets out the number of enquiries that the 
LGO received, the number investigated, the number upheld and the uphold rate as 
a percentage of the cases investigated. 

Table 1 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19
Number of enquiries to the LGO 83 90 84 91
Number investigated by the LGO 30 23 25 33
Number upheld by the LGO 15 11 8 20
LGO upheld rate for Shropshire Council 50% 48% 32% 61%
LGO national average upheld rate 50% 54% 57% 58%
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The Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman has been increasing staff 
capacity and it is anticipated that this could result in more cases being investigated 
by the Ombudsman. Shropshire Council will need to continue in its efforts to ensure 
complaints are robustly responded to and it’s procedures adhered to at the local 
level.

6.9 Appendix 2 of the Annual Report highlights recommendations made by the LGO in 
2018/19. All recommendations are monitored and actioned by the Shropshire 
Council service area responsible for the complaint. The LGO now produce publicly 
available compliance reports in which they list whether local authorities have 
completed actions within the timescales set by the Ombudsman.

7. Customer Feedback Development

7.1 The recommendations included within the Annual Report highlight areas of 
development designed to improve customer feedback handling. Key areas of focus 
arising from the 2018/19 annual report include:

 The importance of ensuring that Shropshire Council’s customers have the 
opportunity to provide informal feedback and raise issues prior to the adoption of 
the formal complaints process. It is increasingly important that informal issues 
are resolved efficiently in order to prevent concerns from escalating into 
complaints.

 Focusing attention on areas of service with greater volumes of complaints so 
that any patterns can be identified, and service improvements delivered. It is 
recommended that Highways complaints form an area of focus since they form 
30% of all Shropshire Council complaints.

 The importance of taking action to try to minimise the impact of growing 
complaint numbers on performance. As the number of complaints continues to 
increase there is a danger that Shropshire Council will see average timescales 
for responding to complaints increasing and more long running, complex cases.

 The development of additional resources and training for staff to ensure people 
know how to respond when they are subject to a complaint or asked to 
investigate a complaint. 

 Making the best use of learning from customer feedback to inform service 
improvement.

8. Benchmarking

8.1 Benchmarking is very difficult for complaints data. Although all local authorities must 
follow the same national regulations for statutory children’s and adults complaints, 
they may apply their own complaints procedures for corporate complaints. This 
means that handling practice can vary significantly between authorities and 
comparison is therefore difficult. Anecdotal evidence from the West Midlands 
Complaints Officers Group (WMCOG) suggests all authorities are facing the same 
challenges and seeing increased pressures upon their complaints teams and 
processes. Data provided for some local authorities on LG Inform (the Local 
Government Association’s information system) measures the number of formal 
complaints received per quarter (6 quarters of data is available). Analysing data for 
the 8 local authorities with data on the system shows a trend for increasing 
complaint numbers (an average of 2% increase per quarter).
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