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Policy overview
Scope and purpose of this policy
This complaints policy is intended to clarify Legal Aid NSW key messages about complaint
handling. Complaint handling procedures are documented separately.

Applicability and target groups
All staff must comply with this policy. Managers should ensure that all relevant staff members
know about this policy and how to apply it.
If anything in this policy is unclear, or you are unsure about how to apply the policy, contact the
person listed on the cover page of this policy.

Legislative environment
Legal Aid Commission Act 1979
Privacy and Personal Information Protection Act 1998 (NSW) (PPIP Act)
Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (GIPA Act)
State Records Act 1998

Definitions and abbreviations
[List of all relevant abbreviations/acronyms and definitions.]

Monitoring, evaluation and review
The last review was June 2018. See cover page of this policy for more information about changes
to the policy since its release.

Further information, additional resources & associated
documents
NSW Ombudsman's Effective Complaint Handling Guidelines 3rd edition Feb 2017
Managing Unreasonable Complainant Conduct 2012
Client Service Strategy 2016-2020
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CEO Message
The work we do has a significant impact on the lives of the people
we deal with. Complaints - and all types of feedback - give us a
golden opportunity to hear the voices of the people using our
services. If we use this information effectively it means we will have
a better understanding of what our services look like from the
outside and how we might improve.
The way we respond to complaints also sends a message about the
kind of organisational culture we have. If we are responsive,
respectful and approachable we will hear the messages people are
giving us and they will know they have been heard.
We may be under pressure from our workloads and not always agree with what is being
said, however, the experience of the complaints process itself can have a significant
impact on our ongoing relationship with that person.
I would like to encourage you to be open to hearing complaints and to looking more
closely at why the complaint has come about in the first place. By doing this we are
sending a powerful message to the people who use our services that we are listening
and can change the way we do our work to best suit their needs.

Brendan Thomas
Chief Executive Officer
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Scope and purpose of this policy
This complaints policy is intended to clarify Legal Aid NSW key messages about
complaint handling. Complaint handling procedures are documented separately.

Objectives
Legal Aid NSW provides a range of legal services to socially and economically
disadvantaged people. We are committed to continuous improvement in achieving our
goal of excellence in legal services. An effective complaints handling system is key to
providing quality service. A complaint can be a measurement of client/stakeholder
satisfaction which provides information on the quality of our services. Legal Aid NSW
uses information from complaints to identify risks and find ways to improve services.
It is important that staff understand what is expected of them when responding to
people who are dissatisfied with Legal Aid NSW services. Clear organisational
expectations and processes will support staff in responding appropriately and making
decisions that are in keeping with Legal Aid NSW overall objectives. As part of our
overall service delivery Legal Aid NSW expects staff to handle complaints:
 fairly
 efficiently
 responsively
 respectfully
 in a timely manner.
Legal Aid NSW promotes a positive and responsive culture towards handling
complaints. In order to promote good practice we recognise and reward good complaint
handling by staff.

General principles
Legal Aid NSW complaint handling process is based on the following principles:









it is free to make a complaint to us - people will not be charged if they complain
we have a user friendly system for accepting feedback
complainants will be treated with respect
there will be no detrimental action to complainants as a result of making a
complaint
there are clear delegations and procedures for staff to deal with complaints and
provide remedies
there are clear internal and external referral procedures if a complaint is not
resolved at the frontline
we use a recording system to capture complaint feedback/data
we have performance standards including timeframes for response and quality of
response
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we systematically review complaint data to identify problem areas and analyse
trends
we act to improve service delivery in identified areas.

Complaint handling process
Legal Aid NSW has a three level approach to complaint handling.
Level 1 Frontline complaint handling
Complaints are resolved by frontline staff at the most informal level wherever possible.
Level 2 Internal Review, Alternative Dispute Resolution or Investigation
If a complaint is not resolved at the lowest level it should be referred for internal review,
alternate dispute resolution or investigation.
Level 3 External Independent Review
If after internal review a person remains dissatisfied they should be referred to alternate
dispute resolution or the following external bodies to seek an independent review.
NSW Ombudsman can review administrative issues.
Office of the Legal Services Commissioner can review legal conduct issues.
The following diagram outlines Legal Aid NSW complaint handling and is based on the
NSW Ombudsman's Effective Complaint Handling Guidelines 3rd edition 2017.
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Complaint handling in context
The Premier’s Priority 12 prioritises improving customer service across government
“Improving government services with a target to improve customer satisfaction with key
government services”. In addition Goal 30 of the NSW State Plan to 2021 is to “Increase
customer satisfaction with government services” This goal resulted in the creation of a
Customer Service Commission in 2012.
This policy is consistent with the NSW Ombudsman's Effective Complaint Handling
Guidelines 3rd edition 2017.

What is a complaint?
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, protest or grievance about the service
provided by Legal Aid NSW where a response or resolution is explicitly or implicitly
expected or legally required1. Legal Aid NSW services may include those provided by
parties engaged on behalf of Legal Aid NSW such as contractors, private legal
practitioners and Family Dispute Resolution Practitioners.

What is not covered by this policy?
The following areas are not covered by this policy.
 Complaints about the merits of grant applications
 Decisions made by the Legal Aid Review Committee
 Outcomes of legal proceedings
 Government Information (Public Access) Act (GIPA) requests
 Privacy issues
 Protected Disclosures
 Staff Grievances
 Allegations about serious misconduct
 Complaints about other agencies or bodies

Recording complaints
Recording complaints is good business practice. It is not possible to identify issues
and/or risks or use complaints to improve services without data that is routinely kept for
analysis.
All escalated (level 2 - see ‘Complaint Handling Process’) complaints received by the
Central Sydney office should be recorded on the Complaints Register. Delegated staff
within each division are responsible for recording information about level 2 complaints
on the Complaints Register. Complaints can be referred to the Complaints and Client

1

AS/NZ 10002:2014 Guidelines for complaint management in organizations
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Service Project Officer or Executive Assistant to the Chief Executive Officer for
recording where there are no nominated staff.
All practice areas and offices should consider recording frontline (level 1 - see‘
Complaint Handling Process’) complaints on the ‘complaints template’ Excel
spreadsheet (found on the intranet under ‘forms’) for internal review and analysis
purposes.
A common sense approach to recording complaints should be taken. Minor complaints
which are dealt with quickly and informally do not need to be recorded. However, in
cases of more substantial complaints or where complainants are not satisfied with an
initial response and express this (either in writing or verbally), a record should be kept.

Making a complaint
The Legal Aid NSW complaint process should be visible and easily accessed by clients
and stakeholders. There are many barriers preventing people from communicating a
complaint. These include but are not limited to low literacy, disability, language
proficiency and age.
Staff are expected to be aware of, and inform other parties about, the tools available to
reduce the barriers people may face when making a complaint. This might include
taking a complaint by phone, internal interpreters, Auslan information, text-to-speech
function on our website and the Translator and Interpreter Service (TIS).
This approach is consistent with Legal Aid NSW diversity and inclusion initiatives
including Diversity Action Plans.
Complaints can be made in the following ways:
 verbally by telephone
 verbally in person
 by email - complaints@legalaid.nsw.gov.au
 online form
 FeedbackAssist widget on website
 print complaint form
 by letter addressed to:
Complaints
Legal Aid NSW
PO Box K847
Haymarket NSW 1238

Privacy
Staff will not normally disclose a complainant’s details or information received in a
complaint to another person or agency unless Legal Aid NSW has the complainant’s
permission, has authority or is required to by law, or it would be reasonably expected.
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Timeframes (Service Level Agreements)
All complaints should be recorded and acknowledged in writing within three working
days of receipt and finalised within 21 calendar days. Where a complaint involves a
panel lawyer or other external party the complaint timeframe to finalise the complaint
will be within 30 calendar days. If it is not possible to finalise a complaint within that
timeframe the complainant must be contacted and told of any delay and when a
response is likely.
Regular progress updates should be given to complainants where we are unable to
finalise a complaint within the relevant timeframe.

Delegations for complaint handling
The Client Service Unit is responsible for the organisational complaint handling strategy
and reports directly to the Chief Executive Officer.
All Staff
All staff are responsible for responding to complaints at the lowest (level 1 - see
’Complaint Handling Process’) level.

Directors
Directors are responsible for reviewing (level 2 – see ’Complaint Handling Process’) and
allocating complaints for their areas and approving responses.
Directors with responsibility for individual regional offices are responsible for reviewing
complaints and approving responses about operational issues for those offices.
Complaints and Client Service Officer
The Complaints and Client Service Project Officer is responsible for:
 identifying issues for CEO’s consideration
 coordinating complaints
 referring allegations of misconduct to Senior Consultant Workplace Standards
 compiling complaint data reports for the Executive and the Board
 analysing complaint data and identifying systemic issues for service
improvement
 keeping complaint information up to date
 general advice on complaint handling
 training on complaint handling
 creating and updating complaint handling policies and procedures.
Executive Assistant to the Chief Executive Officer
The Executive Assistant to the Chief Executive Officer coordinates Ministerials and
responses to complaint matters when the Complaints and Client Service Officer is not
available.
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Chief Executive Officer
The Chief Executive Officer may conduct a final internal review of complaints previously
responded to by a Director on a case by case basis.
All responses to Ministerial inquiries and Members of Parliament are signed off by the
Chief Executive Officer. The Chief Executive Officer may choose to respond to
individual complaints directly or delegate matters to a Director for a response.

Reporting and Quality Control
Legal Aid NSW provides the following reports and data about complaints.





Monthly reports to the Executive
Quarterly complaints reports to the Legal Aid NSW Board.
Complaint data will also be reported in the annual report.
Weekly reports on open complaints to Directors

Risks and benefits
The following risks and benefits for Legal Aid NSW are identified in relation to complaint
handling.
Risks






Client dissatisfaction
Increased and ongoing complaints
No improvement to services
Lack of transparency
Damage to Legal Aid NSW reputation

Benefits
 Increased client satisfaction
 Early resolution of complaints
 Improved quality of Legal Aid NSW services
 Identifying and managing risks
 Improved staff complaint handling skills
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