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Chief Executive
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Dear Ms Grant
Annual Review letter 2019

| write to you with our annual summary of statistics on the complaints made to the Local
Government and Social Care Ombudsman about your authority for the year ending 31
March 2019. The enclosed tables present the number of complaints and enquiries received
about your authority, the decisions we made, and your authority’s compliance with
recommendations during the period. | hope this information will prove helpful in assessing
your authority’s performance in handling complaints.

Complaint statistics

As ever, | would stress that the number of complaints, taken alone, is not necessarily a
reliable indicator of an authority’s performance. The volume of complaints should be
considered alongside the uphold rate (how often we found fault when we investigated a
complaint), and alongside statistics that indicate your authority’s willingness to accept fault
and put things right when they go wrong. We also provide a figure for the number of cases
where your authority provided a satisfactory remedy before the complaint reached us, and
new statistics about your authority’s compliance with recommendations we have made; both
of which offer a more comprehensive and insightful view of your authority’s approach to
complaint handling.

The new statistics on compliance are the result of a series of changes we have made to how
we make and monitor our recommendations to remedy the fault we find. Our
recommendations are specific and often include a time-frame for completion, allowing us to
follow up with authorities and seek evidence that recommendations have been implemented.
These changes mean we can provide these new statistics about your authority’s compliance
with our recommendations.

I would like to thank your Council for supporting the development of this work and offering
valuable feedback on how this new data is described and presented.



I want to emphasise the statistics in this letter reflect the data we hold and may not
necessarily align with the data your authority holds. For example, our numbers include
enquiries from people we signpost back to your authority, some of whom may never contact
you.

In line with usual practice, we are publishing our annual data for all authorities on our
website, alongside our annual review of local government complaints. For the first time, this
includes data on authorities’ compliance with our recommendations. This collated data
further aids the scrutiny of local services and we encourage you to share learning from the
report, which highlights key cases we have investigated during the year.

Last year | wrote raising serious concerns about the Council’s complaint handling in the
areas of adult social care and children’s services. Our concerns included: delayed
responses, incomplete responses to our enquiries requiring investigators to go back to the
Council, sometimes repeatedly, to elicit the missing information, a children’s services
complaint where the Council spent nine months at stage two of the statutory procedure and
had still not agreed a statement of complaint, then destroyed all the complaint documents,
and a number of cases where the Council failed to follow the statutory procedure.

Happily, this year, our experience of your Council is much improved. There were no public
reports issued about the Council, you agreed and complied with all of the remedies we
recommended in the cases where we found fault causing injustice, and although some of
your responses were delayed, the Council's performance was more in line with that of other
county authorities.

There were only three cases where concerns have been registered by my investigators that
the Council has not responded to our enquiries within the requested timescale (in one case
despite that timescale having been extended at the Council’s request) or where the enquiry
responses were incomplete.

There are also some positive indications of improvement and instances of good complaint
handling. In one case, my investigator commented that your Council accepted fault,
apologised and proactively offered to make a payment to the complainant and effect a
procedural change.

My Assistant Ombudsman and | met with Commissioners McArdle and Roberts in April 2019
to discuss the Council’s current challenges in the area of complaints. | was pleased to hear
that you have an improvement plan in place for complaints and welcome the
Commissioners’ willingness to work with our office to improve complaint handling. We offer
in-house courses in effective complaint handling which your officers have attended in the
past. You may wish to consider purchasing another of these courses in the coming year,
whether for existing staff or new staff who have come into the complaints team. The courses
are always well-received.

New interactive data map

In recent years we have been taking steps to move away from a simplistic focus on
complaint volumes and instead focus on the lessons learned and the wider improvements
we can achieve through our recommendations to improve services for the many. Our
ambition is outlined in our corporate strategy 2018-21 and commits us to publishing the



https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/about-us/our-aims/our-mission-and-objectives

outcomes of our investigations and the occasions our recommendations result in
improvements for local services.

The result of this work is the launch of an interactive map of council performance on our
website later this month. Your Council’s Performance shows annual performance data for all
councils in England, with links to our published decision statements, public interest reports,
annual letters and information about service improvements that have been agreed by each
council. It also highlights those instances where your authority offered a suitable remedy to
resolve a complaint before the matter came to us, and your authority’s compliance with the
recommendations we have made to remedy complaints.

The intention of this new tool is to place a focus on your authority’s compliance with
investigations. It is a useful snapshot of the service improvement recommendations your
authority has agreed to. It also highlights the wider outcomes of our investigations to the
public, advocacy and advice organisations, and others who have a role in holding local
councils to account.

I hope you, and colleagues, find the map a useful addition to the data we publish. We are
the first UK public sector ombudsman scheme to provide compliance data in such a way and
believe the launch of this innovative work will lead to improved scrutiny of councils as well as
providing increased recognition to the improvements councils have agreed to make following
our interventions.

Again, | would like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to your Council for
volunteering and supporting the development of this work throughout the year. We very
much appreciate the time you have offered to help make the project a success.

Complaint handling training

We have a well-established and successful training programme supporting local authorities
and independent care providers to help improve local complaint handling. In 2018-19 we
delivered 71 courses, training more than 900 people, including our first ‘open courses’ in
Effective Complaint Handling for local authorities. Due to their popularity we are running six
more open courses for local authorities in 2019-20, in York, Manchester, Coventry and
London. To find out more visit www.lgo.org.uk/training.

Finally, | am conscious of the resource pressures that many authorities are working within,
and which are often the context for the problems that we investigate. In response to that
situation we have published a significant piece of research this year looking at some of the
common issues we are finding as a result of change and budget constraints. Called, Under
Pressure, this report provides a contribution to the debate about how local government can
navigate the unprecedented changes affecting the sector. | commend this to you, along with
our revised guidance on Good Administrative Practice. | hope that together these are a
timely reminder of the value of getting the basics right at a time of great change.



https://www.lgo.org.uk/your-councils-performance
http://www.lgo.org.uk/training
https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/news/2018/dec/councils-mustn-t-throw-out-the-rule-book-in-the-face-of-pressure-says-ombudsman
https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/news/2018/dec/councils-mustn-t-throw-out-the-rule-book-in-the-face-of-pressure-says-ombudsman
https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/reports/guidance-notes/principles-of-good-administrative-practice

Yours sincerely,

(A

—

Michael King
Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman
Chair, Commission for Local Administration in England



Local Authority Report:
For the Period Ending:

Northamptonshire County Council
31/03/2019

For further information on how to interpret our statistics, please visit our website
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Note: The uphold rate shows how often we found evidence of fault. It is expressed as a percentage of the total number of detailed investigations we completed.

Satisfactory remedy provided by authority
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Note: These are the cases in which we decided that, while the authority did get things wrong, it offered a

satisfactory way to resolve it before the complaint came to us.



https://www.lgo.org.uk/information-centre/reports/annual-review-reports/interpreting-local-authority-statistics
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Notes:
* This is the number of complaints where we have recorded a response (or failure to respond) to our recommendation for a remedy during the reporting year. This includes complaints that may have been

decided in the preceding year but where the data for compliance falls within the current reporting year.
** The compliance rate is based on the number of complaints where the authority has provided evidence of their compliance with our recommendations to remedy a fault. This includes instances where an

authority has accepted and implemented our recommendation but provided late evidence of that.




