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POLICY ON COMPLAINTS 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Newham College aims to constantly improve the quality and relevance of all its services. Feedback 
from students, customers, staff, stakeholders and partners is welcome and is a central part of this 
improvement process.  We recognise that when people take the trouble to make a complaint, it is 
sometimes because they believe something affecting them has gone wrong, and they wish this to 
be looked into and acted upon. 
 
2. PURPOSE 
 
This policy aims to set out our over-arching statement on complaints.  The College has five channels 
through which complaints can be made.  Therefore, this policy deals with overriding principles in 
terms of: 
 

• the aims of our various feedback and complaints policies procedures; 
• lead responsibilities for various types of complaints; 
• common principles for the handling of all types of complaints; 
• the policy on anonymous complaints; and 
• the ways in which we monitor and learn from the feedback we are given. 

 
 
3. OWNERSHIP & REVIEW 
 
This policy is approved and owned by the Governing Body. Therefore, at Executive level, it is owned 
and implemented by the Principal and Chief Executive.  This policy is subject to review every three 
years, or as required (if sooner). 
 
4. AIMS 
 
4.1. The College aims to use feedback to constantly improve the quality of its services. 
 
4.1.2 Complaints are a valuable resource for service improvement. Therefore, the College 

welcomes complaints, from all sources.  Our primary concern is for our students and 
customers, our staff and stakeholders in our work.  We aim to put customer interests first in 
everything we do, and thereby improve our services more quickly and in the right direction.  
We will, of course, treat feedback from other sources very seriously but in formulating our 
response we will always be guided by our strategy of customer focus.  Complaints will in 
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general be used to learn from and improve our customer focus; to get things right in the 
future if we have not already done so; improve accountability and openness (where this is 
possible and appropriate); be seen to act fairly and proportionately; and to promote 
continuous quality improvement. 

 
 
4.2 The College aims to provide a response to complaints as quickly and effectively as 
possible. 
 
4.2.1 All complaints will be recorded and their progress monitored.  Each complaints procedure 

sets out specific timescales for a response.  It will sometimes be necessary to vary these 
timescales but the complainant will be kept informed of the reason why and of progress. 

 
4.3 The College aims to accept responsibility when it gets things wrong, to put matters right as 

far as possible, or otherwise suggest a remedy, where the College’s services fall short of its 
stated standards.  
 

4.3.1 When the College gets things wrong it will: accept responsibility and apologise (an apology is 
not an acceptance of liability under Section 2 of the Compensation Act 2006); if possible, 
explain what went wrong and why; and put things right by making any changes required.  
We will also learn lessons from mistakes and change policies and practices where 
proportionate and sensible to do so.  
The general principle we follow is that the remedy applied needs to be proportionate and 
appropriate to any failure concerned, and take into account what redress people seek when 
they complain. An apology is generally the most appropriate action, but other action may 
also be necessary in some circumstances. In general the College does not offer 
compensation payments but may in exceptional circumstances make an ex gratia payment 
without prejudice. 

 
4.4 The College aims to uphold its standing and reputation as a publically funded institution 

and provider of opportunities to achieve nationally recognised qualifications.  This 
requires high standards of probity, and rigour in its handling of both complaints, 
particularly where complaint concerns qualifications.  
 

4.4.1. The College utilises public funding from various Government sources.  This, and the fact that 
we offer the opportunity to achieve nationally approved qualifications, means that we are 
also subject to Governmental regulation.  The principal regulator for the College is the 
Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), and in this role it also carries out the duties of 
the Charities Commission (the College being an exempt charity).  The College will, therefore, 
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always co-operate fully with the ESFA in dealing with any complaints made to them that 
concern the College.  However, as the ESFA will normally ask complainants if they have first 
used the College’s complaints procedure, it is strongly recommended that complaints are 
first made direct to the College. 

 
4.4.2 It should be noted that the legal status of the College is that it is a private institution, 

governed by its Instrument and Articles of Government.  It is also an exempt charity. Its 
public accountability derives from its receipt and use of public funds to offer opportunities 
for nationally recognised qualifications. 

 
4.5 The College aims to deal with complaints fairly, and not to victimise, discriminate against 

or penalise those who make complaints in the proper manner.  However, the College will 
not tolerate vexatious or defamatory complaints against its students, staff or governors, 
and reserves the right to act to stop such behaviour where it believes this is the case. 

 
4.5.1 The College does not victimise, discriminate against, or otherwise seek to penalise in any 

way those who have a complaint, information or concern about the College's conduct; 
indeed, as noted above, we welcome this type of feedback.  The only limitations placed on 
this are that those making complaints must not seek to use these policies and procedures in 
a vexatious, hostile, unreasonable or abusive manner (e.g. serial complaints about the same 
or similar issues or college personnel which have been previously investigated); or attempt 
to use the complaints procedure to make a protected disclosure (where the College’s Policy 
for Public Interest Disclosures (http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/) should be 
used); or to make defamatory or personal claims against individuals. 

 
4.5.2 Vexatious and repetitive complaints can place strain on the College’s resources and can be 

stressful for the staff who have to deal with these.   Therefore, the College reserves the right 
not to deal with such complaints and to take appropriate action to safeguard the interests of 
the College.  Further details are set out at Annex 1. 

 
5. FIT WITH THE COLLEGE’S STRATEGIC PLAN 
 
5.1 Putting the customer first and constantly improving the quality and relevance of all services 

are headline priorities in our Strategic Plan.  
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6. TYPES OF FEEDBACK, INCLUDING COMPLAINTS 
 
6.1 The College has five types of complaints policy and procedure: 
 
Students & Customers  (https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-
complaint-or-compliment.html ) 
Staff Grievance Policy and Procedure for matters affecting them as employees 
(http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/ ) 
Staff Complaints Policy & Procedure for general matters 
(http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/ ) 
Public (https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-complaint-or-
compliment.html  ) 
Regulatory (see below) 
 
Separate procedures exist for each of these. 
 
 
 
7. LEAD RESPONSIBILITIES: 
 
7.1. All customer and student feedback and complaints are registered with the College’s 

Complaints Co-ordinator, who is located in the Directorate of Human Resources.  All staff 
are required ensure that student complaints are logged with the College’s Complaints Co-
ordinator (customer.complaints@newham.ac.uk).  The Complaints Co-ordinator will arrange 
for the complaint to be recorded, investigated, responded to within the stated timescale, 
and reported in outline to and monitored by the College’s Executive Board and Governing 
Body.   

 
7.2. All complaints and feedback from staff (whether grievances or general complaints) are 

recorded, monitored and progressed by the Human Resources Directorate.    Complaints 
made by staff are processed via either the Staff Grievance Policy and Procedure, or the Staff 
Complaints Procedure.  Complaints from self-employed and agency staff will also be co-
ordinated by Human Resources Directorate but these personnel do not have access to the 
Staff Grievance Procedure.  These complaints are reported in outline to and monitored by 
the Executive Board and the Governing Body. 

 
7.3 Complaints from the public, or corporate sub-contractors (i.e. companies, partnerships, 

charities, etc.), are dealt with by the Principal and Chief Executive’s Office.   The procedure 
for dealing with such complaints will vary depending on the nature of the complaint.  The 

https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-complaint-or-compliment.html
https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-complaint-or-compliment.html
http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/
http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/
https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-complaint-or-compliment.html
https://www.newham.ac.uk/the-college/equality-diversity/making-a-complaint-or-compliment.html
mailto:customer.complaints@newham.ac.uk


 

 
Version & Date of Issue: 4, 09/08/2017 QS Reference: HR-0724 

Issued by: Olivia Besly  Authorised by: Paul Stephen 

This document is not considered to be controlled by the quality system once printed 
6 

 

complaint will be acknowledged and, if the Principal and Chief Executive considers it 
appropriate to respond, this will be as soon as is practical.  General complaints from the 
public may not always receive a formal response. 

 
7.4 Complaints made by or channelled via the principal regulator (the Education and Skills 

Funding Agency), OFSTED, the Further Education Commissioner, or an Awarding Body will 
be logged and have progress monitored by the Principal and Chief Executive’s Office.  The 
only exception to this will be where the complaint concerns the Principal.  In this case the 
matter will be logged with the Clerk to the Corporation who will request the Chair to advise 
on how the matter is to be dealt with.  All such complaints will be reported to and 
monitored by the Governing Body.  Any such complaints will be investigated and responded 
to in a manner and timescale agreed by the Principal and Chief Executive with the body 
concerned, or where the matter concerns the Principal and Chief Executive, by the Chair of 
the Governing Body with the body concerned.  All such complaints will be monitored by the 
Governing Body. 

 
7.5 Anonymous complaints of any kind will be co-ordinated by the Clerk to the Corporation, 

who will agree with the Principal and Chief Executive and the Chair of the Governing Body, 
the nature of the College’s response (see section 11 below). 

 
 
8. OVERALL CO-ORDINATION, MONITORING & REPORTING 
 
8.1 All complaints will be recorded and reported, and used for service improvement.  The Clerk 

to the Corporation co-ordinates information on complaints from all five sources, and 
ensures that the incidence, type, progress with and outcome of complaints are reported and 
monitored routinely at both the Executive and Corporation Boards (in some circumstances, 
for example, complaints against senior post-holders, the Executive Board may not be 
involved in monitoring of the complaint.  Such reports will provide appropriate protection in 
terms of personal identities of those involved).  The aim of the monitoring will be to ensure 
that the complaints policy is working effectively, to learn from complaints, and to ensure 
that improvements are made.  The College will publish the numbers and categories of all 
complaints (anonymised) in its Annual Report. 

 
9.    PUBLICATION OF COMPLAINTS AND REPLIES/RESPONSES TO COMPLAINTS 
 
9.1 The College does not publish replies or responses made to complaints made under this 

policy.   
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9.2 Should any law or regulation be made applying to statutory further education corporations 
requiring them publish details of complaints or their resolution, then this will be considered 
at the time and incorporated as necessary into this policy. 

 
10.  HANDLING OF COMPLAINTS – COMMON PRINCIPLES 
 
10.1 The relevant policy/procedure describes in detail how the different types of  

complaint will be handled.  However, all of the relevant handling procedures share the 
following principles: 

 
10.1.1 All complaints will be acknowledged and recorded centrally, have their handling process 

monitored in terms of progress and compliance, and be reported in summary (and 
appropriately anonymised) at either or both of the Executive Board and Governing Body. 

 
10.1.2 Complaints will be handled as promptly and as quickly as possible, and each complaints 

procedure will set out specific timescales which the College aims to uphold.  However, it is 
recognised that there may be circumstances that prevent achievement of those timescales.  
Where this occurs, the relevant people/parties will be kept informed of progress with the 
matter. 

 
10.1.3 Complaints from named individuals or organisations will be responded to in writing, setting 

out the College’s findings and any proposals for further action.  The College’s expectation is 
that this correspondence remains confidential between the parties and is not, for example, 
divulged to the press or media. 

 
10.1.4 The College reserves the right to take legal advice on matters related to the complaint but 

not to publish or otherwise provide that advice to the complainant.  Where the College is 
provided with legal advice and where this is a specific matter on which the College is given 
advice on a matter of law (as distinct from general advice) that it has commissioned, the 
College will follow that advice in dealing with the complaint.  Where lawyers for the College 
advise on matters that are not matters of law, the College will either follow that advice, or 
record why it chooses not to follow that advice. 

 
10.1.5 All complaints will be dealt with confidentially and in accordance with the requirements of 

the Data Protection Act 1998, subject to the need to disclose information as required by 
statutory authorities, and/or as a result of statutory, or legal requirements placed upon the 
College.  
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10.1.6 The College will not comment on any complaint to the press or media.  If the complainant 
reveals information regarding their complaint to the press or media, the College reserves the 
right to either cease the process of considering and responding to the complaint, or to 
comment itself to the press/media.  However, as a matter of policy, the College maintains 
that it is right to deal with complaints confidentially.  In general, the College will not publish 
the outcomes of complaints. 

 
10.1.7 The College will treat those making complaints with courtesy, respect and fairness at all 

times. We expect those making complaints will also treat the College and any of our staff 
dealing with the complaint with the same courtesy, respect and fairness. 
 

10.1.8 Where the complainant is not satisfied with the outcome communicated by the College, the 
complainant has an opportunity to either register their view or move to the next stage of 
handling (this depends on the nature and type of the complaint).  Where a complaint has 
not been resolved to the satisfaction of the complainant the College will advise the 
complainant of their right to complain to the Chief Executive of the ESFA and co-operate 
with any investigation carried out by the ESFA and act on any recommendations made by 
the ESFA following the investigation.  This does not apply to staff grievances. 

 
10.1.9 Newham College is bound by and aims to comply in full with safeguarding legislation, rules, 

and local inter-agency procedures.   Where a complaint from any source concerns a 
safeguarding matter (in terms of young people or vulnerable adults at risk), or has a 
significant safeguarding implication, the College reserves the right to vary these procedures 
without notice or consultation in order to comply with safeguarding requirements.  This will 
be done only in order to offer the best possible protection to the person potentially at risk. 
Where a complaints policy/procedure is varied in order to comply with a safeguarding 
requirement, the College’s Safeguarding Officer and the Executive level lead officer 
responsible for the relevant complaints policy shall record with the Principal and the Clerk to 
the Corporation, the reason for the variation, and how and when the complaint will be dealt 
with. 

 
10.1.10Where a complaint includes information on or allegations about a potential fraud, the 

College will follow the process set out in Appendix 4 of the Financial Rules of Business.  

10.1.11In all cases, the College reserves the right to report matters to the Police, as well as 
proceeding in accordance with its own policies and procedures.  In normal circumstances, 
such decision will be made by the Principal  & Chief Executive.  However, in exceptional 
circumstances such decisions may be made by the Chair of Governors. 
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11.    ANONYMOUS COMPLAINTS 
 
11.1 By their very nature, anonymous complaints cannot be dealt with in the same way as named 

complaints.   
 
11.2 Allegations or complaints made anonymously are in general not welcomed by the College.  

This is because they severely limit the effectiveness of any investigation into an allegation.  
They can also be used by their authors to make unfair, derogatory or defamatory comments 
about both individuals and College matters, without any accountability for those comments 
or their impact. 

 
11.3 Therefore, anonymous complaints/communications are by their nature unhelpful, lack the 

credibility of named complaints, and raise questions in terms of their motivation and intent.   
 
11.4 As a result, in processing such complaints/communications, it will be assumed that they 

have not been made in good faith, and that there may be a personal, political or other 
undisclosed motive for the complaint.   

 
11.5 It is specifically not accepted that anonymous complaints are a valid and proper manner for 

people to raise issues or complaints related to ‘public interest’, or otherwise to make a 
protected disclosure.  The College clearly sets out in this policy its aim to deal with 
complaints fairly, and not to victimise, discriminate against or penalise those who make 
complaints.  The College also complies in full with its statutory responsibilities to enable 
protected disclosures, where appropriate 
[http://intraweblive/corporate/human/hrpolicies/]. 

 
11.6 Former staff who have reached Settlement Agreements with the College have by definition 

settled all outstanding issues with the College in a legally binding manner.  Therefore, those 
who then go on to use anonymous communications to raise further issues will be in breach 
of their settlement agreement, and the College reserves the right to seek legal and financial 
redress from those suspected of this type of activity. 

 
11.7 Nevertheless, despite these very strong misgivings about anonymous complaints, the 

College will use the following procedure to deal with them: 
 
11.7.1 All anonymous correspondence whether received in writing, or by email, or via a third party 

will be recorded by the Clerk to the Corporation, and will be reported in summary (the date 
on which received and the general nature of the content) to the Principal & Chief Executive, 
the Chair of the Governing Body, and to the next available Governing Body meeting.   
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11.7.2 The College will not record, investigate, or respond to complaints - anonymous or otherwise 

- posted on social networking sites or other anonymous internet based media.  The one 
possible exception to this will be where the matter referred to relates to a safeguarding 
concern and this will be handled under the College’s Safeguarding procedures.. 

 
11.7.3 Having recorded the anonymous complaint, the Chair of the Governing Body, the Principal 

and Chief Executive and the Clerk to the Corporation will liaise to determine how the matter 
will be dealt with.  Where the complaint concerns any of these individuals then in the case of 
the Chair, they will be replaced by a Vice Chair or, if necessary, another governor; where it 
concerns the Principal or the Clerk, they will take no part in determining the next steps.  As a 
minimum this group must comprise at least two individuals and may, if necessary, comprise 
two governors.  This group will then determine how the complaint is to be dealt with within 
the following guidelines: 

 
a) Potentially defamatory references (viz. names) will be redacted from the complaint prior 

to its circulation to any officer or governor, or regulatory body. 
 

b) An officer will be identified who will be requested to establish and report on the matters 
of fact referred to in the anonymous communication.  In exceptional circumstances, an 
external person with appropriate expertise and experience may be appointed to 
undertake this role.   
 

c) Only College business matters will be looked into. 
 

d) The officer will report back, normally within 10 working days, to the Chair, Principal and 
Clerk (or the group determined above to deal with the matter), referring where relevant 
to evidence sources, and upon request will provide copies of that evidence to the 
aforementioned only. 
 

e) The Chair, Principal and Clerk (or the group determined above to deal with the matter) 
will determine whether any further actions or inquiry is warranted by the facts.  If they 
believe it is, they will refer the further action to the relevant College procedure. 
 

f) Where the matter(s) concern a designated senior post holder, or have fundamental 
implications for the Corporation’s reputation, the Governing Body as a whole may 
decide, initially, to deal with the matter. 
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g) The College reserves the right not to comment publically on anonymous complaints, and 
in normal circumstances will not do so, given the unreliability of the source and 
potential difficultly in substantiating or otherwise the matters complained of. 
 

h) If the complaint is not referred to one of the College’s procedures for further action, the 
outcome and reason for this will be recorded by the Clerk to the Corporation and 
reported to the Governing Body. 
 

i) The College reserves the right to prevent anonymous material being sent into the 
College’s email system, and to use lawful means to trace the origin of anonymous or 
derogatory or defamatory communications. 
 

j) The College will, where appropriate, report malicious communications to the Police for 
their action, and seek partners’ co-operation in tracing the source of any such emails. 

 

11.8 Depending on the nature and extent of the complaint, and the nature of any information 
immediately to hand, either the Principal or the Governing Body may in exceptional 
circumstances determine to suspend a member of staff who is under their authority, where 
this is deemed to be the appropriate protective action for both the College and the employee 
concerned.  Any such suspension must be undertaken in compliance with the relevant human 
resources employment procedure. 

 
 
Approved By: 
 
 
Signed: ________________________________________________________  

   Chair of the Corporation Board 
 
 
Signed: ________________________________________________________  
    Principal & Chief Executive 
 
 
Date: 
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Annex 1 
 
Dealing with vexatious, repetitive, unreasonable or abusive complaints. 
 
1. Vexatious Complaints 
 
1.1 The College sometimes receive complaints which can be deemed ‘vexatious’ or ‘repetitive’. 

Such complaints can be costly to handle; or responding to them may involve a 
disproportionate use of the College’s resources.  

1.2 Deciding whether a complaint is vexatious requires the College in each case to take into 
account the context and history of the complaint. We will consider whether the complaint is 
likely to cause unjustified cost, distress, disruption or irritation. In particular, we will consider 
all or any of the following issues: 

 
a. Could the complaint be reasonably seen as obsessive?  
b. Could the complaint be reasonably judged as seeking to harass or cause distress to 

someone?  
c. Does the complaint appear to be designed to cause disruption or annoyance?  
d. Does the complaint lack any serious purpose or value?  

 
1.3 We will judge whether a complaint is vexatious in terms of the effect of the request on the 

College, and not whether the applicant is personally vexatious.  By its ordinary meaning, the 
term "vexatious" refers to activity that is likely to cause distress or irritation, literally to vex a 
person or organisation to whom it is directed.  

 
1.4 For a complaint to be vexatious, we will consider whether there is a proper or justified cause 

for it. We will not only examine the complaint itself, but also its context and history. That 
context may include other complaints made by the complainant to the College, the number 
and subject matter of such complaints, as well as the history of other dealings with the 
complainant.  

 
1.5 We will take into consideration the following factors (which do not constitute an exhaustive 

list) when determining whether a complaint is vexatious:  
 

a. where the complaint requests information which has already been provided  
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b. where the nature and extent of the complainant's correspondence with us suggests an 
obsessive approach 

c. where the tone adopted in correspondence by the complainant is confrontational and/or 
haranguing and demonstrates that the purpose is to argue   

d. where unreasonable or defamatory claims are against students, staff or governors 
e. where the complaint, viewed as a whole, appears to be intended simply to re-open 

issues which have been previously dealt with through formal procedures, and is, in 
effect, the pursuit of the same or a similar complaint by alternative means  

f. where responding to the complaint would likely entail substantial and disproportionate 
financial and administrative burdens for the College  

g. where it is not a one-off complaint, but a case of the same or similar complaints having 
been made repeatedly, or where on repetition, the particulars of the complaints have 
been varied  

 
1.6 It is important of course that all complaints from a single source should not be deemed 

vexatious just because some may have been so previously. This is particularly the case if, on 
the face of it, the complaint seems to be specific, stand alone and straight forward. 
However, it is entirely appropriate and necessary, when considering whether a complaint is 
vexatious, to view that complaint in context - if, say, the complaint is part of a wider 
grievance against the College and is, for example, inextricably linked to an individual’s quest 
to hold the College to account for perceived shortcomings.  

 
1.7 Complaints can sometimes become a vehicle for individuals to try to reopen previously 

determined issues. Although we recognise that people are not always satisfied with the 
responses they receive - whether at College level, through regulatory bodies, or through the 
legal system - the raising of complaints is not a panacea for problems that have not been 
resolved through other channels. Continued complaints after the underlying complaint has 
been addressed, go beyond the reasonable pursuit of resolution.  

 
1.2.1 Unreasonable or Abusive Complaints 
 
2.1 Abusive, aggressive, threatening or vexatious complaints are in the very small minority but 

the College sometimes finds itself in the position where it needs to restrict or bring to an 
end communication, or access to our premises, staff or other representatives.  Our staff 
have the right to undertake their work free from abuse, threats and harassment, or 
vexatious and repetitive complaints. We expect our staff to be treated with courtesy and 
respect. Staff are also expected to treat complainants with courtesy, respect and fairness.  
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2.2 Complainants who harass, or have been abusive, aggressive or threatening on one or more 
occasions towards our staff - or their families or associates - directly or indirectly, will be 
considered unreasonable.  Any threats or acts of violence will cause direct contact with the 
complainant to be discontinued. Violence includes behaviour or language (written, oral, or in 
tone or otherwise) that may cause people to feel afraid, threatened or abused. Examples of 
unacceptable behaviour includes but not exclusively threats, verbal abuse, derogatory 
remarks, rudeness, racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, disablist or other harassment 
based on personal characteristic or obscene remarks, and where complainants are known to 
have recorded meetings or telephone conversations without consent. 

 
2.3 We also consider that inflammatory statements and unsubstantiated allegations can amount 

to abusive behaviour.  
 
2.4 Where unreasonable or abusive behaviour is determined, the complainant will be notified in 

writing that no further contact will be undertaken, and this will apply to all College contacts.  
 
 
 

 


