Oakleaf Complaints Policy
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1. Purpose and Scope
Oakleaf Enterprise (‘Oakleaf’) is committed to the highest standards of openness, integrity, and accountability, and to delivering high quality support, guidance and services to its clients and partners. However, we acknowledge that concerns or complaints may sometimes arise when these standards are not met. This policy sets out how we will handle all complaints fairly, promptly and transparently.
This Complaints Policy applies to:
· Employees, contractors, and volunteers of Oakleaf
· Oakleaf clients
· [bookmark: _Int_nGKu6deb]Partner organisations and the general public

It covers complaints about:
· The standard of service provided by Oakleaf
· The behaviour of Oakleaf staff, contractors, trustees, or other volunteers
· The administration or management of Oakleaf

It does not cover:
· Issues more appropriately covered under our Whistleblowing Policy;
· Complaints linked to safeguarding vulnerable adults, which must be referred to the Oakleaf Safeguarding Lead or the Oakleaf Trustee Safeguarding lead;
· Matters already being addressed through legal or regulatory processes

2. Principles
Oakleaf will ensure that:
· Complaints are taken seriously and handled with respect and sensitivity
· Processes are clear, accessible, and easy to follow
· Complaints are investigated fairly and impartially, without bias or prejudice
· Complainants are informed of progress and outcomes within reasonable timeframes and subject to reasonable constraints of confidentiality
· Learning from complaints is used to improve Oakleaf’s services and governance

Complaints are generally expressions of dissatisfaction or concern that require a resolution or response. These might relate to (but are not limited to):
· Interactions between staff, volunteers, clients, Oakleaf partners, or members of the public
· Staff or volunteer conduct
· Oakleaf actions, events and activities
· Poor practice
· Timeliness of response to enquiries or issues

Concerns that fall outside this scope should be addressed through other Oakleaf policies and procedures (e.g. staff personal grievances should be addressed through Oakleaf’s Grievance Procedure; and our Whistleblowing Policy covers how concerns regarding suspected wrongdoing or dangers at work should be raised and how we will deal with such reports.) Safeguarding risks should be addressed with our staff and trustee Safeguarding Leads as detailed in our Safeguarding Vulnerable Adults Policy and Procedures.

Oakleaf will not tolerate harassment or victimisation of complainants. Any such behaviour will be treated as a disciplinary matter. However, we will also not tolerate individuals raising concerns which they know to be untrue or vexatious.

3. How to Make a Complaint to Oakleaf

We always prefer to resolve any concern informally but, aligned to this policy, Oakleaf has a formal complaints process, including a right of appeal. 

While we would prefer to have the opportunity to address complaints ourselves, submitting a complaint to Oakleaf does not preclude a complainant from also contacting an external body such as Oakleaf’s charity regulator, the Charity Commission for England & Wales.

Complaints should be made as soon as possible after the issue arises, ideally within three months (as per Charity Commission guidance). 

Written complaints are preferred, as they help ensure the process is handled efficiently and effectively.  However, complaints may be submitted in any of the following ways:
· email to info@oakleaf-enterprise.org
· In writing to Oakleaf Enterprise, 101 Walnut Tree Close, Guildford, GU1 4UQ (addressed either as ‘complaint’ or to a named member of staff or to a position e.g. CEO or Chair of Trustees)
· By phone - 01483 303649 (after the call a written summary will then be agreed with the complainant)
· Face to face verbally with a member of staff, the Chair of Trustees, or the trustee Chairs of the Audit & Risk or People Committees respectively

Complaints made via our social media channels may be accepted at the discretion of the Oakleaf Senior Leadership Team.

Complaints should include:
· The nature of the complaint
· Relevant facts, dates, and people involved
· Any steps already taken to resolve the issue
· The outcome sought

4. Making a Complaint – What to Expect

a) Where possible, the Oakleaf staff member first hearing the complaint, if it is not of a more serious nature, will attempt to resolve the matter quickly and effectively, either directly or by involving another member of staff.
b) If the matter cannot be resolved in this way or is of a more serious nature, it will be escalated to a manager or a member of the Oakleaf Senior Leadership Team (SLT). They will acknowledge receipt of the complaint within 10 working days and provide a written response within 30 working days.
c) If the matter remains unresolved after a response from the relevant member of the SLT, it may be referred to the Oakleaf CEO or the Oakleaf Chair of Trustees (who will consider the complaint in conjunction with another trustee). A final written response will be sent to the complainant within 30 working days of the review request.
d) If, after exhausting the Oakleaf process, the complainant remains dissatisfied and the matter concerns Oakleaf as a charity, they may wish to raise their concern with the Charity Commission for England and Wales.

All complaints will be:
· Treated seriously and with appropriate confidentially
· Investigated promptly and fairly
· Handled with sensitivity to protect the complainant from potential retaliation

As indicated above, where appropriate the outcome of the complaint investigation will be shared with the complainant. However, in some circumstances (such as matters of confidentiality involving other individuals) we may not be able to provide precise information about how a concern has been investigated or dealt with.

Typically, the outcome of the complaint raised may result in one or more of the following outcomes:

· No further action.
· An internal investigation under this policy, with possible subsequent changes to Oakleaf policies, procedures, training, and/or documents, if such would prevent a similar issue arising in future.
· Action being taken under another Oakleaf policy or process.

Irrespective of the outcome of any complaint, Oakleaf senior staff and/or trustees will consider if there is any requirement in respect of wider action and/or statutory reporting to the Charity Commission, Companies House, or to other bodies such as the police or the Health and Safety Executive. 

5. Anonymity
Complaints submitted anonymously will be recorded and any facts available will be considered. However, this may hamper our ability to investigate thoroughly, including asking for clarifying details, and will prevent us from providing feedback on outcomes, thus denying the complainant assurance that the matter has been properly and thoroughly addressed.  

We are also mindful that anonymous complaints can sometimes be malicious.  Everyone involved in our work, even incidentally, has a right to complain and we will hold anyone accountable but, equally, individuals have a right to be protected from unsubstantiated, potentially malicious allegations.

Consequently, anyone wishing to complain is strongly encouraged to provide the information requested above and their contact details.

6. Confidentiality
All disclosures will be handled in confidence and all information gathered through the complaints process will be managed in accordance with the UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018. Information will only be shared on a need-to-know basis, including with the complainant, and will be stored securely.   

7. Training and Awareness
This policy will be communicated to all staff, volunteers, and contractors, and be made available to our clients. It will be publicly available on our website. Regular staff training and updates will be provided to ensure awareness and understanding.

8. Review and Monitoring
Oakleaf will keep a log of complaints, including the outcomes, and actions taken. The CEO and the People Committee (a subcommittee of the Board of Trustees) will review this log annually to ensure learning is captured and improvements are implemented where necessary. This policy will be reviewed every three years, or sooner if required by changes in legislation or recognised good practice

There is ONE (1) attachment to this policy

Agreed by the Oakleaf Board of Trustees January 2026
This policy will be reviewed by the Oakleaf People Committee by October 2028 at the latest




Annex A – attached to Oakleaf Complaints Policy

Oakleaf Complaints Handling Procedures

All Oakleaf staff and volunteers should be familiar with these procedures.

What constitutes a complaint is exemplified in the policy above. Concerns regarding suspected wrongdoing or dangers at work should be raised under our Whistleblowing Policy, and actual or potential safeguarding risks must be immediately escalated to our Oakleaf Safeguarding Leads, as detailed in our Safeguarding Vulnerable Adults Policy and Procedures.

Complaints generally have three phases – receipt of the complaint, investigation of the complaint and the response. A fourth phase may occur if the complainant is not content with the outcome, and it is escalated for someone to consider again. Each phase needs to be handled in an appropriate and timely way and recorded appropriately.  

Complaints will vary in seriousness and complexity. Some may be a straightforward concern or expression of dissatisfaction where the complainant is not seeking a resolution or specific response. This may be easily resolved without significant investigation by whichever staff member receives it or is best placed to respond. Other complaints will require an investigation and are likely to need a formal, written response on behalf of Oakleaf. Staff must consider whether the nature of the complaint warrants escalation to a line manager or a member of the SLT, depending on the seriousness and complexity of the complaint, and whether the potential or required resolution needs more senior authorisation. Staff must also keep in mind potential conflict of interest: no staff member (or trustee) should ever be involved in investigating a complaint against themselves or around an issue where they have invested interest. Any issue which might carry significant reputational damage for Oakleaf must be escalated to the CEO.

Receiving a Complaint

The ways in which a complaint may be received by Oakleaf are documented in the policy. Record keeping is critical. If the complaint is made verbally – by phone or face to face – it must be written up and the text agreed with the complainant. Complaints may be made to or via a Volunteer, who are asked to write up the complaint if it is made to them verbally. Where possible (and see the policy re anonymous complaints) a staff member will establish a direct link with the complainant as soon as is feasible.

If a complaint is made on our social media channels, we reserve the right not to address it, but you may consider it appropriate to do so and, if the complainant is identifiable, establish direct communication with them to follow up the complaint.

Every staff member or volunteer receiving a complaint must ensure:

· It is passed to the appropriate staff member or manager for that area of work, if that is not the person who received the complaint.
· It is immediately and appropriately escalated if it relates to safeguarding, whistleblowing, or suggests reputational damage to Oakleaf.
· Is logged effectively in our record keeping system.
· All documentation pertaining to a complaint must be saved in a specific folder within the complaints folder. 

Action on Handling a Complaint

NB At each stage, the complainant should be told that they have a right to take the matter further if they are not satisfied with the response. 

[bookmark: _Int_ikCzBpT4]Lower Level Complaints and Informal Complaints
If the complaint is relatively simple or straightforward, the appropriate staff member or manager to whom it has been passed should:
· Acknowledge the complaint within 10 working days (but preferably much sooner, if not immediately)
· Record their decision that the complaint does not warrant further investigation.
· Respond to the complainant with an explanation or apology as required.
· If appropriate, explain to the complainant what steps will now be taken to improve matters. (This may be done verbally if that is proportionate to the nature of the complaint and meets the needs of the complainant, but a written record of what was said must be held within Oakleaf.)
· Log the actions and outcomes.

More Complex or Serious Complaints
If, in the judgement of the staff member first receiving the complaint, either directly from the complainant or via another party, such as an Ambassador, the complaint requires escalation (e.g. because of the seriousness, complexity, or the authorisation level required for potential remedy) it should be passed to the appropriate manager for the area of work. This escalation will also apply if a staff member has attempted to address a complaint, but the complainant is not satisfied with the outcome. Any complaint which requires potential financial recompense must be referred initially to the appropriate member of the SLT. Any complaint which might cause significant reputational damage to Oakleaf must be escalated to the CEO (and the Chair of Trustees).

An acknowledgement of the complaint must be sent to the complainant in writing (email or letter) within 10 working days. A copy of the Oakleaf Complaints Policy should be attached, and the letter or email should reiterate the next steps, including the timetable for an investigation (if needed) and written response (30 working days). These timescales are set out in the above policy and may only be deviated from with the express permission of a member of the SLT and in discussion with the complainant, and the complainant must be updated at least once each week until the response is written.

The manager will also seek, where possible, to have a verbal discussion with the person making the complaint (telephone or face to face) to fully ascertain the key facts, establish the area of concern/dissatisfaction, and understand the resolution they seek.

If an investigation is required, the manager will either conduct it themselves, or they may feel it appropriate to appoint another staff member in a more independent capacity. Wherever possible (except issues relating to significant reputational damage to Oakleaf), complaints should not be passed directly to the CEO, who is more appropriately involved in any potential subsequent appeal. A key part of our policy is fairness and impartiality: whoever conducts the investigation must not have any conflict of interest in the matter of the complaint, and should not be the line manager of any individual staff member about whom a complaint is made (or the relevant staff manager, if the complaint relates to a volunteer). 

Whoever is leading the investigation must first ensure that the details of the complaint and the complainant’s desired outcome are recorded in writing and agreed with the complainant. Once finalised, the 30-day response period commences.

The objective of the investigation is to gather all the available facts. This may include speaking to Oakleaf staff and/or volunteers and having access to relevant Oakleaf records (within necessary and proportionate bounds of confidentiality and with appropriate regard to GDPR and other data protection legislation). The output of the investigation will be a report outlining the facts, referring to (but clearly labelling) opinions, drawing a conclusion, and making recommendations on action to be taken. The responsible manager (whether they conducted the investigation or not) will then prepare a written response to the complainant, detailing the conclusions and recommendations, giving sufficient detail within necessary and proportionate boundaries of confidentiality. The letter will also detail the timescale (normally within 10 working days of the written response being sent) and process for any appeal (escalation to a more senior manager or the CEO; in some cases, to the Chair of Trustees).

Appeal Process
Unless there are acceptable mitigating circumstances, the complainant will have 10 working days to appeal the decision and recommendations in writing. 

The appeal will be considered by a more senior manager – normally at least a member of the SLT or the CEO. In some cases, the appeal may be heard by the Chair of Trustees, who will appoint another trustee – usually a member of the People Committee or Audit & Risk Committee to sit alongside them. If the Chair of Trustees cannot for any reason hear the appeal, the Chair of the People Committee or another trustee with relevant experience will be appointed take their place.

Simply not liking the outcome itself is not sufficient grounds for appeal. The complainant must set out the grounds for appeal in their appeal letter or email.  The appeal process should not reinvestigate the complaints, nor should it be able to consider any new complaints that have not been first considered at an earlier stage.
Grounds for appeal will usually be:
· The process was not followed in a timely or appropriate way which had an impact on the outcome
· The complaint has not been sufficiently investigated and matters of significance have been omitted or misunderstood in coming to the outcome
· The outcome/actions taken do not sufficiently address the complaint raised

The result of the appeal process will be communicated to the complainant within 30 working days, preferably much sooner. The person hearing the appeal is responsible both for writing up the decision for Oakleaf records and for setting out the decision to the complainant by letter.

Appeals heard by the SLT or CEO may be escalated to the Chair of Trustees, but that is the final level of appeal. Any issue not resolved at that stage cannot be further investigated or considered by Oakleaf, and the complainant will need to consider taking the issue to an external regulatory body, such as the Charity Commission for England & Wales.

[bookmark: _Int_YPINz9jE]The appeal process is the final process within the complaints procedure, and the matter cannot be considered again internally. 


There are no further documents attached to this policy and its procedures in Annex A
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