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Department of Family & Community Services: Community Services 
 

Policy on Responding to Complaints about Funded Services 
 

 
Purpose: 
 
The purpose of this statement is to guide the responses that Community Services’ staff 
make to complaints about funded services. Two groups of Community Services staff are 
closely associated with this policy:- 

» Staff of the Complaints Unit at Helpline, and 
» Staff who administer Community Services’ relationship with funded services. 
 

Scope: 
 
Community Services funds a range of organisations to provide services on its behalf. 
Because NGOs form the bulk of Community Services-funded service providers, this 
statement is framed in terms applicable to NGOs. It is intended that the same principles be 
applied to complaints about services provided by local councils and NSW Government 
agencies on behalf of Community Services. 
 
The complaints that Community Services receives about funded services are generally 
about:- 

» Access to services 
» The behaviour or actions of service provider staff 
» Decisions taken by the service provider’s governing body, or 
» Concern about some aspect of the funded service’s internal workings. 

 
This policy does not cover complaints about the actions (or inaction) of Community Services 
funding staff, or Community Services decisions. Complaints about the actions of 
Community Services staff are dealt with under current general complaints policy and 
procedures. Complaints about decisions to fund, or not fund, an organisation that has 
applied for Community Services funds under a tender will be handled separately and 
according to the State Government’s Code of Practice for Procurement. 
 
Where a complaint about a funded service includes (or reveals) information that a child or 
young person may be at risk of serious harm, the Community Services staff who receive the 
complaint will refer this information to the Child Protection Helpline as a matter of urgency 
so that it can be appropriately followed up. 
 
It is acknowledged that some complaints cannot be remedied to the satisfaction of the 
complainant even after considerable time and effort have been devoted to this task. This 
means that some complaints will result in a decision by the complaints-handling body to end 
formal processing of a complaint despite the complainants continuing dissatisfaction with 
the outcome. 
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Policy: 
 
Principle One-  
Service providers are autonomous organisations and have primary responsibility for 
responding to complaints about the services they provide using Community Services 
funding 
 
Application of the Principle: 
 

 Community Services’ relationship with the organisations it funds is governed by the 
standard service agreement. This imposes requirements on service providers, 
including the requirement to have “an effective complaints mechanism” (Service 
Agreement 2011-12, section 4.5(d))1. The purpose of this requirement is to ensure 
that service providers are able to effectively receive and resolve complaints about 
the services they have been funded to provide. It also empowers Community 
Services to intervene when there is evidence that a service provider’s complaints 
process may not be effective.  

 

 The service provider – specifically the board of management – has primary 
responsibility for investigating complaints about the organisation. This includes 
complaints about the services that the service provider has been funded to provide, 
the behaviour of the service provider’s employees, the decisions of the board of 
management, and so on. 

 

 When Community Services receives a complaint about a funded service, the initial 
response will be to refer the complainant to the service provider’s complaints 
process, if it appears that this has not already been done. 

 

 Separate from the requirement established by the standard Community Services 
service agreement, service providers are required under the Community Services 
(Complaints, Reviews and Monitoring) Act 1993 to enable complaints about their 
services to be dealt with fairly, informally, quickly and at a place that is convenient 
for the complainant.  

 
 
 
Principle Two:  
Community Services will only become involved in a complaint about a funded 
service in certain circumstances. The form, and degree of involvement will vary 
according to the circumstances 
 
A - The funded service does not appear to have a complaints process for its services 
 

Action: In these cases, funding staff will contact the service to enquire about the 
arrangements it has established for handling complaints. They will assist the funded 
service to establish the effective complaints process they are required to have under the 
Service Agreement, and they will assist the complainant to make contact with this 
process. They will not investigate the substance of such complaints. 

 
 

                                              
1 The essential features of ‘an effective complaints mechanism’ are described in the NSW Ombudsman’s publication Effective Complaint 

Handling Guidelines (2nd edition, December 2010) pp5-12. 
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B – The funded service does not appear to have processed the complaint according to its 
stated complaints policy 
 

Action: In these cases, funding staff will contact the service to enquire about the 
handling of the complaint. They will take steps to make sure that the service provider 
considers the complaint and they will report on these enquiries to the complainant, but 
will not investigate the substance of such complaints. 

 
 
C - The funded service appears not to have addressed the substance of the complaint 

 
Action: In these cases, funding staff will contact the service to enquire about the 
handling of the complaint. They will take steps to make sure that the service provider 
considers the issue the complainant wishes to have dealt with and they will report on 
these enquiries to the complainant, but will not investigate the substance of such 
complaints. 

 
Summary: The interventions that funding staff make in the circumstances described in A, B 
and C above are geared to supporting funded services to establish and maintain the 
effective complaints mechanism they are required to have under their service agreement 
with Community Services. 
 
 
D – The funded service is accused of denying a client access to its services or of providing 
insufficient service 
 

Action: In some of the programs that Community Services administers, client eligibility 
for the service (or the operation of the funded service’s intake process) will have been 
explicitly agreed between Community Services and the service provider. In these cases, 
funding staff will contact the funded service to enquire about this instance of refused 
service. They will also report on this enquiry to the complainant. 
 
In other Community Services programs, client eligibility is a matter for the service 
provider. In these cases, Community Services cannot oblige the funded service to 
provide the service requested. Funding staff will inform the complainant accordingly. 
They will also encourage the service provider to inform the complainant of the reasons 
for this refusal of service.  
 
Community Services’ agreements with service providers provide for a given level of 
service to be delivered by the service provider. There may be circumstances in which a 
service provider has been obliged to refuse or end service delivery because the funded 
maximum has been reached. 

 
E – The complaint explicitly alleges fraud, corruption or other serious misconduct involving 
one or more members of the service provider’s board of management  

 
Action: In these cases, it would be inappropriate for the service provider’s board of 
management to investigate the allegations and Community Services will undertake this 
task. The focus of inquiry by funding staff is whether there is any substance to these 
allegations and whether the issue has the potential to disrupt delivery of the funded 
service. 

 
The interventions that funding staff make in the circumstances described in E above will 
be in line with the Community Services policy: ‘Responding to Fraud in Community 
Services Funded Services’ (2007). It is not the role of Community Services to 
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investigate to establish evidence for possible criminal prosecution of fraud/corruption or 
other criminal matters. The role of funding staff is:- 

 
» To report the suspected fraud to the relevant authorities and to the Business 

Assurance Unit at Head Office and to provide accurate information to these 
agencies/units on request;  

» To act as witnesses in the event of court action; and  
» To act as the contact between Community Services and the investigating 

authority(ies). 
 
Application of the Principle: 
 

 It is common for a complaint about a funded service to include a combination of 
allegations. In managing complaints, staff must address each distinct ‘strand’ of 
complaint, with priority going to the most serious allegations. 

 

 Where Community Services becomes involved in dealing with a complaint about a 
funded service, responsibility for action rests initially with the Community Services 
staff who administer the relevant service agreement or service specification. If, on 
examination, the issues appear to extend beyond the parameters of the particular 
service agreement or service specification, Community Services funding staff will 
seek the involvement of other, relevant, Community Services units through line 
management. 

 

 It may be appropriate to involve other government agencies that fund the service or 
the service provider that is the subject of complaint. The appropriateness of sharing 
information about the complaint or Community Services’ actions in response to the 
complaint will be determined by the relevant Regional Director or Head Office 
executive. In these circumstances, the principles contained in the FaCS 
Information-sharing Protocol for Human Services, 2010, should be applied. 

 
 
Principle Three:  
Community Services will not become involved in complaints about issues that lie 
outside Community Services’ area of responsibility 
 
Application of the Principle: 
 

 Community Services’ relationship with the organisations it funds is governed by the 
standard service agreement. Community Services will not become involved with 
complaints about issues that lie outside the scope of this agreement. 

 

 This means that complaints about a service provider’s internal management 
practices, including industrial relations matters and human resource issues such as 
recruitment, grievances, bullying, payroll, payment of redundancies, and so on will 
not be investigated by Community Services. Complainants will be advised to take 
these issues up with their employer in the first instance, using internal processes for 
managing grievances, workplace safety, and so on. 

 

 If a complainant reports that they have exhausted all internal processes for 
resolving complaints about internal management practices, Community Services will 
inform the complainant about complaints processes administered by relevant 
authorities such as Workcover (workplace health and safety issues), the Anti-
discrimination Board (workplace discrimination), or professional bodies. 
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 Community Services has a legitimate interest in assisting service providers to 
resolve industrial relations and human resource management issues that have a 
demonstrated impact on delivery of the funded service to clients. Community 
Services funding managers will become involved in these issues at their discretion2.  

 
 

The role of the NSW Ombudsman 
  
Under the Community Services (Complaints, Reviews and Monitoring) Act 1993, the NSW 
Ombudsman has sector-wide responsibilities for complaints about the provision of 
community services. In summary, these responsibilities are:- 
 

» To consider complaints about the provision of, or failure to provide, a community 
service or about the withdrawal, variation or administration of a community 
service; 

» To review the complaint handling systems of service providers; and 
» To provide information, education and training in relation to complaint handling 

in the community services sector. 
 

It is appropriate for Community Services staff to inform complainants that they have the 
right to involve the Ombudsman in any complaint matter involving community services. 
 
The Ombudsman’s role does not absolve Community Services of its responsibility under the 
standard service agreement to ensure that service providers have an effective complaints 
process. Community Services will therefore not initiate involvement of the Ombudsman in 
resolution of complaints it receives about funded services. 
 
Community Services will not become involved in complaints that are the subject of action by 
the Ombudsman unless requested to do so by the Ombudsman. 

                                              
2 This involvement may be limited to provision of information, and need not extend to providing advice or an 

opinion, or recommending a course of action. 
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