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	[bookmark: _Hlk209618695]Term
	Definitions

	Frivolous Complaint
	A frivolous complaint may be one that:
· is trivial in nature; or
· has no serious purpose or value; or
· is sufficiently meritless that further action would be a waste of time or cost; or
· the extent of the complaint is out of proportion to the significance of the matter.
This list is not exhaustive.

	Unreasonable conduct
	Any behaviour by a complainant that, because of its nature or frequency, raises health, safety, resource, or equity issues for an organisation, its staff and other service users.

	Vexatious Complaint
	A vexatious complaint is a frivolous or baseless complaint made with the intent to annoy, harass, or cause distress, rather than to address a genuine issue. It is often brought without sufficient evidence or reasonable grounds and may be used to abuse a process, such as a legal or workplace system.

	Zero-tolerance
	Zero tolerance is a policy of not allowing any violations of a rule or law.
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[bookmark: _Toc221191084]Purpose
This guideline should be read in conjunction with the Complaints Policy and provides additional guidance on managing complaints and complainant conduct.
The Department of Children and Families (the Department) maintains a zero-tolerance stance towards violent, threatening, offensive, aggressive, or abusive behaviour towards staff.
The Department is committed to delivering high-quality services that respond to clients’ and the community’s needs. Effective complaint handling and responding to client feedback is valued, and clients should feel comfortable providing both positive and negative feedback regarding service delivery and interactions with the Department.
While most individuals behave reasonably when making a complaint, some may act in ways considered unreasonable or threatening, potentially placing staff at risk, affecting the resolution of complaints, and impacting service quality.
[bookmark: _Toc221191085]Guiding principles
Effective management of complaints begins at first contact and aims to minimise delays, misunderstandings, and unrealistic expectations.
· Individuals have a right to complain about decisions or actions of the Department. Some may express themselves forcefully due to stress, harm, or loss, while others may misunderstand the complaint process.
· The Department has the right to determine how a complaint is managed, including: scope, investigation lead, resources allocated, assistance provided, and resolution approach.
· All clients are entitled to respectful and fair treatment. Staff must remain impartial and professional in the face of challenging behaviour. Violent, threatening, aggressive, or abusive conduct will not be tolerated.
· Labelling a complainant as “difficult” should not detract from the Department’s responsibility to manage complaints professionally. Unreasonable conduct may still indicate genuine issues or provide valuable feedback.
[bookmark: _Toc221191086]The importance of managing unreasonable conduct
Failing to manage unreasonable conduct can:
· Misuse limited resources and reduce staff capacity for other complaints or service delivery.
· Impact staff health, safety, and wellbeing.
· Delay complaint resolution, blur the focus of the issue, or prolong the process unnecessarily.
· Damage ongoing relationships between the complainant and the Department.
Unreasonable conduct can make it harder for the Department to resolve a complaint. It can lead to the complaint issue becoming blurred, the focus of the complaint sidetracked, and the process needlessly prolonged.
A complaint matter that is drawn out is less likely to end satisfactorily, and the complainant may change the focus of their grievance to the way their complaint was handled. This may lead to the ongoing relationship between the complainant and the Department becoming damaged.
[bookmark: _Toc221191087]What is unreasonable conduct?
[bookmark: _Toc221191088]Unreasonable conduct when making a complaint
Unreasonable conduct may include:
· excessive or unnecessary contact with the Department
· inappropriate demands on staff time or resources
· refusal to accept formal decisions or recommendations
· unjustified demands for priority treatment.
Affected parties may include:
· business areas handling the complaint
· staff managing the complaint
· staff subject to the complaint
· the complainant (and associated family/friends)
· other complainants or service users.
Examples:
· repeated requests or complaints due to misunderstanding decisions
· submission of irrelevant or unsubstantial information
· persistent attacks on staff with unfounded claims
· disagreement with outcomes
· misinterpretation of legislation/policy to pursue action
· elevation of minor or frivolous complaints




[bookmark: _Toc221191089]Frivolous complaints
Frivolous complaints are those complaints without supporting evidence or of little relevance/importance.
· [bookmark: _Toc221191090]Falls under the definition of unreasonable arguments (see Table 3.4 below).
Vexatious complaints
Complaints made not in good faith, vindictive, or as part of a pattern of misuse of the complaints process.
· May be retaliatory or reputationally damaging
· Includes fictitious, false, or fabricated complaints
· Falls under the definitions of unreasonable arguments (Table 3.4)
[bookmark: _Toc221191091]Complaint behaviours
The table below provides examples of 5 main complainant behaviours that are unacceptable and that may result in the Department limiting the complainant’s access to certain services.
	[bookmark: _Hlk208227252]Unreasonable behaviours

	Behaviour 
	Definition
	Examples 

	1. Unreasonable persistence
	Continued, incessant, and unrelenting conduct:
· even though the matter has been finalised, or 
· the complainant has been advised their matter is not within scope.
Behaviour that has a disproportionate and unreasonable impact on the business area, staff, services, time or resources.
	Examples include:
· refusing to accept further action cannot or will not be taken.
· reframing information in an effort to have it considered again.
· excessive number/volume of phone calls, visits, letters or emails (including cc’d correspondence) after being asked not to do so.
contacting different members of staff within the organisation about the finalised matter with the intent of obtaining a different result.

	2. Unreasonable demands
	Demands for actions or outcomes that are not reasonably possible.
Demands that are expressed or implied.
Demands that have a disproportionate and unreasonable impact on the business area, staff, services, time or resources.
	Examples include:
insisting on talking to a senior manager or Executive Director when it is not reasonable or warranted
· demanding services that are of a nature or scale that cannot be reasonably provided despite being explained why not repeatedly
insisting on outcomes that are not possible or reasonable under the circumstances, for example for a member of staff to be fired or prosecuted, or for compensation - when there is no reasonable basis for expecting these outcomes.

	3. Unreasonable lack of cooperation
	An unwillingness to cooperate with staff or complaints system and processes.
Results in a disproportionate and unreasonable impact on the business area, staff, services, time and resources.
	Examples include:
· refusing to follow or accept instructions, suggestions or advice without a clear or justifiable reason
· providing little or no detail or presenting information via numerous e-mails.
· sending a stream of unclear, irrelevant or disorganised information where the complainant has a demonstrated capacity to write clearly
displaying uncooperative or misleading behaviour such as withholding information, acting dishonestly or misquoting others.

	4. Unreasonable arguments
	Complaints that are not based in reason or logic, are incomprehensible, irrational, false, inflammatory or immaterial.
	Examples include arguments that: 
· are not supported by evidence.
· are based on conspiracy theories or irrational claims.
· have no relevance to the central issue.
· illogically or irrationally deny any responsibility for action or inaction.
· fail to follow a logical sequence or irrationally interpret facts and evidence.

	5. Unreasonable behaviour
	When the complainant: 
· makes threats, including threats to self-harm.
· is aggressive.
· is abusive.
· is rude.
Behaviour that compromises the health, safety, or security of others.
Note: direct and indirect written and/or verbal threats of harm to staff (including physically threatening gestures) are to be reported to police. 
Written notes, screen shots of texts messages or social media posts, CCTV footage, and witness statements should be provided as evidence to Police.
	Examples include: 
· acts of aggression, verbal abuse (yelling/screaming), derogatory, racist or grossly defamatory remarks.
· harassment, intimidation, or physical violence. 
· lying or being intentionally misleading 
· baseless attacks on the intentions, motivations, ethics, or conduct of staff.
threats of harm, threats to self, threats with a weapon or threats to damage property, including bomb threats.
Indirect or subtle threats designed to frighten or intimidate.
Stalking or threats of stalking.




[bookmark: _Toc221191092]Preventing and managing unreasonable conduct
	Management strategies

	Conduct 
	Management strategy 

	Vexatious
	Restrict or change complainant access as appropriate.

	Unreasonable persistence
	Decline the request without directly saying ‘no’, it’s important to communicate your decision clearly and respectfully, while ensuring you don’t leave room for negotiation if the answer cannot change.
Example: “I understand this issue is important to you and I’ve considered your request carefully. After reviewing the circumstances, we’re unable to proceed as you’ve asked. I appreciate your understanding.”

	Unreasonable demands
	Limiting the parameters for contact such as how often they can ring, who they can talk to, and for how long.
Enact a communication plan and support for staff responding.

	Unreasonable lack of cooperation
	Setting reasonable conditions or a timeframe for the acceptance of a complaint.
Requiring that a complaint is well defined and supporting information is well organised.

	Unreasonable arguments / frivolous complaints
	Declining to deal with complaints where no evidence exists and advising that contact will be discontinued.
Maintain position.

	Unreasonable behaviour
	Setting limits and conditions, and if necessary, applying risk management strategies including WHS unit advice/planning involvement, security measures, or police involvement.


Staff will treat individuals with dignity and respect by providing appropriate standards of communication and fair administrative practices; however, unreasonable interactions may be reduced or avoided:
when the conduct is considered unreasonable, staff will advise the individual why their conduct has been found to be unreasonable and ask them to change it
and 
unreasonable conduct strategies implemented by staff should be firm and consistently applied, with proper consideration for compatibility with relevant human rights.
[bookmark: _Toc221191093]Steps for managing unreasonable conduct
Recordkeeping is key to: 
reporting all unreasonable conduct incidents and provide a copy to the Complaints unit
making a factual and objective record of all interactions/observations in your client management system or record management system
maintaining a chronology of complaints received and actions taken to build a body of evidence to declare a complainant to be unreasonable
providing these records when the complaint is referred to central Complaints unit or an external body.
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	Identify warning signs
	Assess reasonableness of the conduct
	Categorise unreasonable conduct
	Consider and select strategies
	Implement strategies, record and monitor outcomes
	Escalate if required

	Indicators
	Criteria
	Categories
	Considerations
	Implement
	Authorised Officer

	individual’s complaint history.
communication style/content.
interactions with DCF.
outcomes sought.
reactions to advice/outcome.
Recordkeeping
report all unreasonable conduct incidents.
make factual record of all interactions / observations.
handle initial interactions appropriately.
	likely level of impact/risk on staff, clients and/or service delivery.
merit of issues.
individual’s circumstances.
proportionality.
responsiveness.
personal boundaries breached.
unreasonable under any circumstances.
	persistent demands.
lacking level of cooperation.
argumentative behaviour.
behaviour comprises the health, safety and/or security of others and potentially warrants intervention by Police.
	history of interactions with DCF.
previous successful communication techniques.
likely level of impact/risk on staff, clients, and service delivery.
personal thresholds and skill level of staff.
agency policy and practice.
jurisdictional issues.
WHS Safety Plan (may include Police notification).
Figtree notification.
	take actions to put strategies into practice.
record WHS Safety. assessment and strategy.
communicate WHS Safety strategy. 
Record & Monitor
individual’s response.
staff response – wellbeing and signs of stress.
level of success for DCF.
respond/alter strategy as required.
	Provide brief, detailing actions required and recommend:
· Implement further restrictions
· Extend current restrictions
· Police notification
Discuss with NT WorkSafe via DCF WHS team.



[bookmark: _Toc221191094]Supporting employees who are the subject of a vexatious complaint
Vexatious complaints can impact staff by causing:
· stress, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion
· damage to reputation or career
· fear for personal/family safety
· feeling victimised or powerless
· physical or mental health impacts
· financial consequences
Staff must be informed of available support services, particularly in cases involving family or domestic violence.
[bookmark: _Toc221191095]Alternative service arrangement (ASA)
An Alternative Service Arrangement (ASA) is a structured and proportionate response to unreasonable complainant conduct, consistent with guidance issued by the Northern Territory Ombudsman and the obligations of public authorities under the Ombudsman Act 2009 (NT).
An ASA may modify, restrict, or impose conditions on a complainant’s access to staff or services where necessary to:
· protect the health, safety and wellbeing of staff
· ensure the effective, fair and equitable use of public resources
· maintain the integrity and proper functioning of complaint‑handling processes
An ASA is not punitive. It does not limit a person’s right to raise legitimate concerns but manages the manner and frequency of engagement where conduct becomes unreasonable.
Alignment with NTPS values and obligations
ASAs are applied in a manner consistent with:
· the NTPS Values of respect, accountability, impartiality and service
· the Code of Conduct for the Northern Territory Public Sector, including the obligation to provide courteous, professional and safe workplaces
· principles of procedural fairness (natural justice) and proportional, evidence‑based decision‑making
Unreasonable conduct does not mean the underlying complaint lacks merit. Complaint issues continue to be assessed on their merits independently of the complainant’s behaviour.
When an ASA may be considered
An ASA may be considered only after reasonable alternative strategies have been attempted, or where there is a serious incident requiring immediate action.
Examples of conduct that may warrant consideration include:
· repeatedly raising matters that have already been comprehensively reviewed and finalised
· seeking reconsideration of outcomes without providing new, relevant or substantive evidence
· engaging in high‑volume, repetitive or excessive contact that places unreasonable demands on staff time or public resources
· conduct that is aggressive, harassing, or creates a risk to staff safety or wellbeing
Decisions must be based on documented evidence, and the proposed restrictions must be reasonable and proportionate to the observed conduct.
Approval to initiate an ASA
Approval to commence ASA proceedings must be sought through a CEO Memorandum, ensuring senior executive oversight, consistency, and accountability, in line with Ombudsman expectations for decisions to restrict access.
Procedural fairness (natural justice)
Before an ASA is implemented, the complainant must be afforded procedural fairness unless exceptional circumstances apply.
This includes:
· written notification outlining the proposed ASA, the behaviours of concern, and the reasons the arrangement is being considered
· an opportunity to respond within 14 calendar days
If no response is received within this timeframe, a determination may be made based on the information available.
Where there is an immediate risk to staff safety or serious operational disruption, an ASA may be implemented without awaiting a response. The complainant will be advised as soon as practicable.
Once approved, the complainant will be placed on the Managed Complaints and Correspondence Register and the Complaints Resolution team will advise all relevant teams.
Possible restrictions under an ASA
Any restrictions imposed must be the least restrictive necessary to manage the conduct and may include:
· not responding to correspondence that repeats issues already finalised
· only reconsidering historical matters where new, relevant evidence is provided
· not acknowledging repetitive contact that does not raise new issues
· limiting communication to a single channel or nominated contact point
All restrictions must be:
· clearly documented
· explained in writing to the complainant
· regularly reviewed
Decision‑making authority
The CEO determines whether to impose, vary, extend, or lift an ASA, in consultation with relevant managers or subject matter experts.
Decisions must demonstrate:
· proportionality
· consistency with NT Ombudsman guidance
· regard to the complainant’s circumstances
· clear, documented reasons
Duration and review
ASAs are time‑limited and subject to regular review.
· The standard duration is six (6) months, unless otherwise determined by the CEO.
· Managers must review the ASA prior to expiry to determine whether it should cease, be modified, or be extended.
· Extensions may be approved where unreasonable conduct continues and remains unmanageable through less restrictive measures.
An ASA must be withdrawn as soon as the complainant’s conduct no longer justifies ongoing restrictions.








[bookmark: _Toc221191098]Legislative basis and related resources
· Public Sector Employment and Management Act 1993 (PSEMA)
· Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (NT) – duty to minimise psychosocial risks
· Information Act 2002 (NT) – recordkeeping and confidentiality
· Complaints Policy
· Work, Health and Safety policies
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