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[bookmark: _Toc221188894]Purpose
[bookmark: _Toc198216150]The Department of Children and Families (“the Department”) is committed to delivering high-quality services that promote the safety, wellbeing and best interests of children, young people and families.
This Complaints Policy establishes a transparent and consistent framework for receiving, managing and resolving complaints about services provided or administered by the Department. It ensures complaints are handled fairly, promptly and in accordance with relevant Northern Territory legislation, including the Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT) and other applicable laws.
[bookmark: _Toc221188895]Scope
[bookmark: _Toc221188896]2.1 Application
This policy applies to:
· Complaints about the Department’s services, actions, decisions or omissions where service standards are perceived not to have been met;
· Complaints made by vulnerable children, young people, parents, carers, guardians, or persons acting on behalf of a child; and
· Complaints received directly by the Department or referred by external agencies.
This policy also applies to complaints relating to other services delivered by the Department, including but not limited to:
· Practice, policy and legislative compliance
· Customer service
· Privacy and information sharing
· Procurement
· Grants management
[bookmark: _Toc221188897]2.2 Exclusions
This policy does not apply to:
· Court decisions, judicial actions, police actions, or matters outside the Department’s control; or
· Employment-related grievances or industrial matters, which are managed through separate processes.
[bookmark: _Toc221188898]2.3 Out-of-scope matters
Where a complaint raises concerns that a child or young person has been harmed, exploited, or is at risk of harm or exploitation, the person will be immediately directed to Central Intake in accordance with the Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT).
Complaints about staff conduct will be recorded and managed in coordination with relevant human resource and supervisory processes.
Complaints relating to funded service providers will generally be referred to the provider in the first instance.




[bookmark: _Toc198216152][bookmark: _Toc221188899]Guiding principles
The Department is committed to managing complaints in a way that is fair, accessible and focused on improving outcomes for clients and services. The following guiding principles apply to all complaints:
1. Respect and Cultural Safety
All clients are treated with dignity, respect and in a culturally appropriate manner in their interactions with the Department.
2. Accessibility and Support
People are encouraged and supported to make complaints or provide feedback, including receiving assistance where required to ensure their views can be heard.
3. Timely Acknowledgement and Response
All complaints are acknowledged promptly and managed within reasonable timeframes appropriate to the nature and complexity of the matter.
4. Fairness and Impartiality
Complaints are handled objectively, consistently and in good faith. Staff involved in managing complaints must declare and appropriately manage any actual or perceived conflicts of interest in accordance with the Department’s Conflict of Interest Policy.
5. Individual Assessment
Each complaint is assessed on its own merits, having regard to the circumstances of the matter and the seriousness of the issues raised.
6. Proportionate Resolution
Complaints are addressed at the most appropriate and immediate level, with resolution efforts proportionate to the nature, impact and risk of the complaint.
7. Inclusive and Client-Focused Approach
Due consideration is given to a complainant’s age, literacy level, disability, communication needs and cultural background throughout the complaints process.
8. Quality and Best Practice Investigations
Where investigation is required, it is conducted thoroughly, impartially and in accordance with best practice principles.
9. Transparency and Communication
Complainants are provided with clear information about the complaints process, expected timeframes, progress updates and outcomes.
10. Procedural Fairness and Natural Justice
All parties involved in a complaint are afforded procedural fairness and natural justice.
11. Confidentiality and Privacy
The identity of the complainant is protected wherever practical and appropriate, and only disclosed where necessary to properly assess or resolve the complaint.
12. Whole-of-Department Cooperation and Accountability
Effective complaint management is a shared responsibility across the Department. The Complaints and Investigation team relies on timely, accurate and comprehensive information from relevant business areas and subject matter experts to assess and respond to complaints. 
All staff are expected to cooperate and collaborate with the Complaints and Investigation team to support informed decision-making, timely responses and quality outcomes.
13. Time Limits
Complaints more than 12 months old are not accepted unless exceptional circumstances apply.
14. Continuous Improvement
Complaints information and data are used to identify systemic issues, inform service improvements and strengthen the quality and safety of services delivered by the Department.
1. [bookmark: _Toc221188900]Legislative and regulatory framework
This policy is guided by the following Northern Territory legislation:
Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT)
The Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT) establishes the legal framework for responding to concerns about the safety and wellbeing of children and young people in the Northern Territory. The Act guides how government agencies, professionals and the community identify, report and respond to child abuse, neglect and exploitation.  Other relevant Territory laws may include:
· Youth Justice Act (NT)
· Information Act 2002 (NT)
· Children’s Commissioner Act 2013 (NT)
· Anti-Discrimination, Public Sector and other administrative legislation as applicable.
[bookmark: _Toc221188901]Complaint process
Complaints can be made:
· Verbally — in person or by phone;
· In writing — by letter, email, or online form;
· To the Department’s Complaints and Investigation team or appropriate service contact point.
When a complaint is received, the Complaints and Investigation team will:
1. Acknowledge receipt within 5 working days of receipt (where contact details are provided).
2. Provide information about the process and expected timeframes for handling the complaint.
3. Gather information from the relevant sections of the Department to formulate a response to the complainant.
4. Resolve the complaint in writing wherever possible.
Complaints received by the Department from an oversight body such as the Office of the Children’s Commissioner or the NT Ombudsman will be referred to Complaints and Investigation team for appropriate management.
Complaints received about Departmental procurement processes are managed in accordance with the NTG Procurement Policy and Rules.

Complaints received from Departmental grant applicants are managed in accordance with the Treasurer’s Directions – Grants and Subsidies expenses and associated guidance.
[bookmark: _Toc198216155][bookmark: _Toc221188902]5.1 Assessment and referral
Upon receipt, complaints are assessed to determine:
a. Whether the complaint falls within the Department’s responsibilities
b. Whether another body (e.g. NT Ombudsman) is more appropriate to handle the matter
       or
c.   Whether the matter is a service concern that can be resolved immediately.
Where the Department determines a complaint better falls under another body or department, it will be referred appropriately.
The complainant can expect a response that is both empathetic and professional.
Complaints received directly or by referral to the Complaints and Investigation team will be recorded, triaged, managed, and monitored. Investigation, information gathering, communication with the complainant and other resolution tasks may be allocated to the relevant operational division, including when the complaint involves a staff member. The response may include initial efforts to resolve complaints immediately or make attempts to de-escalate emotive complainants.
Themes emerging from complaints should be extracted to inform improvements to systems and processes and guide continuous improvement of services. Complaints and Investigation team may make recommendations to any operational division regarding policy or practice that may require endorsement by an appropriate delegate.
We will endeavour to resolve a complaint as soon as possible; however, due to the complexity of some matters the timeframes for resolution may vary.
The complainant can expect a response or status update regarding their complaint within 28 days after the complaint was received.
5.2 [bookmark: _Toc221188903]Investigation and resolution
The Department will investigate complaints in a manner that is:
· proportionate to the nature and seriousness of the matter
· respectful of privacy and confidentiality consistent with the Information Act 2002 (NT)
· [bookmark: _Toc221188904]focused on finding factual and practical outcomes.
5.3 Notification of outcomes
When a complaint has been resolved, the Department will:
· inform the complainant of the outcome and any actions taken or proposed in writing if possible
· provide information on any further review or appeal avenues if the complainant remains dissatisfied (including referral to the Office of the Children’s Commissioner or NT Ombudsman, as appropriate).




[bookmark: _Toc221188905]Monitoring and reporting
The Department will:
· record all complaints and outcomes in a central system to monitor trends.
· regularly review complaint data to identify systemic issues and opportunities for service improvement.
· report on complaints and outcomes internally and to appropriate oversight bodies.
[bookmark: _Toc221188906]Managing conduct by people making complaints
The Department recognises that most complainants engage with staff in a reasonable and respectful manner, even when experiencing distress, frustration or anger. The Department is committed to managing complaints in a fair and supportive way while also ensuring the safety and wellbeing of staff and the effective use of public resources.
7.1 Managing unreasonable conduct and behaviour
In some circumstances, a complainant’s conduct or behaviour may be considered unreasonable. This may include, but is not limited to:
· unnecessary, excessive or repetitive contact with the Department
· complaints or allegations that are unsupported by evidence or lack substance
· unreasonable demands on staff time or Department resources;
· refusal to accept formal decisions or recommendations following reasonable review;
· demands for priority or preferential treatment without justification
· aggressive, abusive or threatening behaviour towards staff, including verbal abuse, intimidation, or threats of harm or violence.
Where such conduct or behaviour occurs and there are no reasonable factors that explain it, the Department may determine that the conduct is unreasonable.
In these circumstances, the Department may implement a modified response to the complainant or to the management of a specific complaint. This may include limiting or changing how the Department engages with the complainant through a formal Alternative Service Arrangement for an appropriate and defined period. Where suitable, the complainant may also be referred to alternative dispute resolution or external oversight bodies, such as the NT Ombudsman.
Where an Alternative Service Arrangement is proposed or implemented, the complainant, relevant staff and any appropriate representatives will be advised in writing. This advice will outline:
· the nature of the modified response
· the timeframe and any review period
· the conditions of engagement
· the Departmental teams to which the arrangement applies.
A decision to classify conduct as unreasonable is a measure of last resort and will not be made without affording procedural fairness. This includes providing appropriate warnings, an opportunity for the complainant to respond, and a clear explanation of the decision and its implications.


Threatening or abusive behaviour is unacceptable and will not be tolerated under any circumstances. Staff must advise complainants that such behaviour is inappropriate and that continued behaviour of this nature will result in the interaction being ended immediately. Any threats of violence toward staff or others will be reported to the Northern Territory Police in accordance with Departmental procedures.
Further guidance is available in the Managing Unreasonable Conduct Guideline.
[bookmark: _Toc221188907]7.2 Anonymous complaints
Anonymous complaints may be assessed and considered for investigation. However, the Department acknowledges that anonymity may limit its ability to fully investigate the complaint or provide feedback on the outcome.
[bookmark: _Toc221188908]Review of response
Where a complainant is dissatisfied with the response provided, they may seek an internal review through the Complaints and Investigation team in the first instance to ensure procedural fairness and independent assessment of the concerns. Where necessary, the Complaints and Investigation team will consult with the relevant practice or operational delegate to address the concerns and provide a final response.
If the complainant remains dissatisfied with the final response, they may be referred to the Ombudsman of the Northern Territory for external independent review.
[bookmark: _Toc221188909]Privacy and confidentiality
The Department respects the privacy of all complainants and will manage personal information in accordance with the Information Act 2002 (NT). Information will only be shared with those directly involved in the complaint handling process or where required by law.
[bookmark: _Toc221188910]Review of policy
This Complaints Policy will be reviewed periodically to ensure alignment with legislative changes, best practice approaches, and feedback from stakeholders.
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