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COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE
1
INTRODUCTION AND SCOPE

1.1
This Complaints procedure is intended to enable individuals, other than staff, students or former students of the University, to bring matters of concern to the attention of the University, and to enable investigation of those concerns with a view to reaching a satisfactory resolution.   Separate procedures are in place within Queen Margaret University for the use of students, former students and staff. 
1.2
A complaint is broadly defined as any expression of dissatisfaction that the University has either failed to match the standards of service promised or standards that it would be reasonable to expect.

1.3
Queen Margaret University welcomes comments and suggestions from those individuals and groups with whom it comes into contact.  If you have a complaint about Queen Margaret University this should be addressed to the appropriate academic subject area or department and it will be carefully considered and responded to within the timescale detailed below.

1.4
Queen Margaret University recognises that there will be occasions when members of the public wish to receive an explanation for a decision or policy without wishing formally to complain about the matter.  Queen Margaret University is very willing to deal with such enquiries outwith this formal complaints procedure. 
1.5
Applicants or students who have a complaint that is specifically about misleading information given in the University’s Prospectus should use the Student Complaints procedure to complain, or may write to the Quality Assurance Agency who will investigate the matter.

1.6
This procedure should not be used by students to appeal against assessment decisions of Board of Examiners.  Such appeals are considered under the University’s Academic Appeals Procedure.

1.7
Complaints from individuals who are dissatisfied in their dealings with Queen Margaret University’s Students’ Union or claim to be unfairly disadvantaged by reason of having exercised the right not to be members of the Union, will normally be dealt with under the Union’s own Complaints Procedure, as approved by the University.

1.8
This Procedure takes effect from 1 February 2008, and supersedes all previous Procedures.

1.9
Under these procedures, a University officer may act through his or her properly appointed nominee.
2
COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE  

2.1
The procedure is divided into two parts, an Informal Procedure, which emphasises mediation and resolution at the 'local' point where the complaint arose, and a Formal Procedure.  

2.2
The University Secretary will ensure that the Formal Procedure is operated according to due process and with regard to the stated timescales, with a view to resolving complaints as quickly as possible.  

2.3
The University Secretary  will monitor the progress of complaints through the formal procedure and will ensure that records show the nature of the complaint, the manner and the timescale in which it was dealt, and the outcome.  All data will be held in accordance with the University’s Data Protection Guidelines.

3
INFORMAL PROCEDURE - LOCAL RESOLUTION

3.1
It is expected  that most complaints will be resolved through informal means.  This means that resolution should be sought from the subject area or academic related/support department in which the complaint arose. The complaint should be made in writing to the responsible individual or group or to the Head of Subject or Support Department.  If you are unsure of the identity of the person to approach, the University Secretary can provide guidance. 
3.2
You should normally make a complaint within three months of the event(s) concerned or within three months of becoming aware that you have something to complain about.  Queen Margaret University has discretion to waive this time if there are valid reasons why you did not complain earlier. 
3.3
In certain situations, it may be appropriate to use mediation to resolve the complaint.  In this situation, mediation would have to be agreed by all the relevant parties, and undertaken with the assistance of someone trained in mediation techniques.  The role of the mediator is to make non-binding suggestions about how issues could be resolved to the satisfaction of all parties and assist the parties to identify a mutually satisfactory outcome to the complaint.   

3.4
An individual should normally expect to receive a written or verbal acknowledgement of their complaint within ten working days of its submission, and a full response to the complaint within one calendar month of the date of its receipt by the person hearing the complaint.  This timescale may need to be extended during University vacations.  

4
FORMAL PROCEDURE – PART I
4.1
If you are dissatisfied with the response received to your complaint at the informal stage, or if your concerns relate to action taken by the University corporately, you are entitled to raise a formal complaint with the University Secretary.  
4.2
The matter that is the substance of the complaint should be set out in writing, either in the form of a letter or an email, and marked clearly as ‘Formal Complaint.’ The letter or email should be addressed ‘For the attention of the University Secretary,  Queen Margaret University”.  The University Secretary will log the complaint and acknowledge its receipt within seven working days.  
4.3
The written complaint should detail the grounds for complaint, the steps take to date to resolve the complaint with the subject area/ support department, and the reasons for that action being considered inadequate.  The form of resolution or redress sought should also be clearly indicated.  

4.4
The Secretary of Queen Margaret University will arrange that a review of the complaint is conducted by a senior member of the University.  Such persons will be impartial and will have no material interest in the outcome of the complaint.

4.5
The review will involve looking at all the relevant factors and assessing the decision(s) made by the subject area/department in light of all the circumstances.  The person investigating the complaint will assess whether the department has acted reasonably and within the terms of its obligations.  The person appointed will be independent of the subject area/department, and will make an independent judgement as to the merits of your complaint in the light of review.  
4.6
It is expected that Part I of the formal procedure will normally be completed within 30 days of receipt of the letter of complaint.  This timescale may need to be extended during University vacations.  The University Secretary will keep all parties informed of progress and the reason for any delay in proceedings if applicable.

5
FORMAL PROCEDURE - PART II (APPEAL STAGE)
5.1
If you consider the response to the complaint at Part I of formal procedure to be unsatisfactory, you may invoke Part II (Appeal Stage) of the formal procedure.  Your appeal request must be submitted in writing to University Secretary within ten working days of the date of the notification of the outcome of Part I of the formal procedure.
5.2
The request will be reviewed by the Principal, who, having considered the substance of the complaint and the previous attempts at resolution, will decide whether or not the matter should be referred to a complaints hearing.

5.3
Normally, complaints will be referred to a complaints hearing only where the Principal judges that:

· there has been demonstrably an irregularity in the proceedings at Part I;

· evidence has become available that it was not reasonable to present at Part 1 of the procedure.

5.4
In the event that a complaints hearing is judged appropriate, a complaints appeal panel will be convened. The University Secretary will act as technical adviser to the Panel and will nominate a clerk to the committee.  

5.5
If the complaint relates to the actions of an individual member of staff, that individual has the right to be informed of the substance of the complaint and to attend and be represented.

5.6
The Complaints Appeals Panel shall meet, normally within one calendar month (excluding University vacations) of the referral from Part I, and communicate its conclusions to the complainant and the subject area/department concerned within one calendar month of its being convened.  The University Secretary will keep all parties informed of progress and will advise of any necessary extension of the timescale, for example, if an adjournment in the proceedings is necessary.

5.7
The decision of the Complaints Appeal Panel shall be final within the University.

6
INDEPENDENT REVIEW
6.1
The University’s internal procedures having been exhausted, a complainant may seek review of his/her complaint by an independent person, the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman [SPSO]. 

6.2
The Ombudsman is independent and his staff will advise whether or not the complaint is one that they can investigate.  Normally the student will have to tell the Ombudsman about his/her complaint within 12 months of first knowing about the problem about which they are complaining, although the Ombudsman may look at complaints outside this limit if he thinks there is good reason to do so. 

6.3
There are some restrictions on what the Ombudsman can investigate.  If the complaint is appropriate to his office and is investigated, the Ombudsman’s staff will send details of how this will be done.

6.4
The complaint should be submitted in writing to the Ombudsman, and should include any relevant documents including correspondence with the University and the University’s response to the complaint. This can be sent to the Ombudsman without cost at the freepost address given below.  An individual may discuss the complaint with an Investigator at the SPSO before deciding to submit. 

6.5
The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman has an online complaint form accessible

through the website although papers in support of the complaint would still have to be supplied to the Ombudsman by post or other means. The Scottish Public Services

Ombudsman can also supply paper complaint forms direct to complainants.

6.6
Further information may be accessed through the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman website or by calling his office for advice. Contact details are:

Scottish Public Services Ombudsman

4 Melville Street, Edinburgh, EH3 7NS

Freepost address

Scottish Public Services Ombudsman

Freepost EH641, Edinburgh, EH3 0BR

Phone 0800 377 7330

Fax 0800 377 7331

website www.scottishombudsman.org.uk
e-mail enquiries to ask@spso.org.uk
Text: 0790 049 4372

NOTES

PRINCIPLES

1.1
The Procedure aims to be simple, clear and fair to all parties involved, with provision for informal resolution at an early stage.  Complaints will be handled sensitively and with due consideration for confidentiality.  

1.2
Any person named in a complaint will be informed of the substance of the complaint and will have the right to reply as part of the investigation of that complaint.  Information contained within the complaint will be made available only to those members of staff involved in its resolution.  .

1.3
Anonymous Complaints


Complaints require investigation to enable resolution; where a complaint is made anonymously, it will not be possible to undertake such an investigation.  For practical reasons, therefore, normally no action will be taken in the event of complaints made anonymously.  However, there may be exceptional circumstances where the University deems it appropriate to investigate a matter on the basis of a such a complaint.
1.4
Third Party Complaints


No investigation of a complaint made on behalf of an individual  will be undertaken without that individual’s written consent. 

1.5 
Complaints to the Principal 


Should a complaint be received by the Principal’s Office, it will be acknowledged and referred to the University Secretary, who will ensure that it enters the Complaints Procedure at the appropriate point.  If no attempt has been made by the complainant to resolve the complaint locally using the informal procedure, the complainant will be advised to take up the complaint with the subject area/department concerned.  

1.6 
Vexatious or Malicious Complaints


The University may consider invoking legal or other action where complaints are found to be vexatious or malicious.  A vexatious or malicious complaint is defined as a complaint that is patently unsustainable, having been put forward so as to abuse the process of the Complaints Procedure or, for example, to attempt to defame the name or character of another person.  

1.7
Access to Information
Records of complaints will be accessible to individuals strictly in accordance with the provisions of the Freedom of Information Act (Scotland) 2002, and the Data Protection Act 1998.
In exceptional circumstances, the University reserves the right to act unilaterally on information received through the operation of this procedure without the agreement of the complainant.
1.8
Disciplinary action

Any action of a disciplinary nature resulting from the implementation of this Complaints procedure will be in accordance with the University’s Staff and/or Student Discipline Procedures.

1.9
Police Investigation
Action under this procedure may be suspended pending the outcome of any police or other statutory or regulatory investigation of the persons or events in question.
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