
1 
 

 

Unreasonable 
Complainant Behaviour 

Policy  

 
 
 

  



2 
 

Unreasonable Complainant Behaviour Policy 

Introduction 

In a minority of cases, some people pursue their complaints against the Council in a 

way that is unreasonable. They may behave in unacceptable ways, or be 

unreasonably persistent in their contacts or submission of information. This can 

impede the investigation and the response to their complaint (or complaints by other 

people), and can have significant resource issues for the Council. These actions can 

occur while their complaint is being investigated, or once the Council has finished the 

complaint investigation.  

The Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman (‘the Ombudsman’) 

recommends that organisations which deal with complaints should develop a policy 

that deals with unreasonable complainant behaviour. This policy follows the 

Ombudsman’s advice.  

The purpose of this policy is so that employees can understand what is expected of 

them, and what actions are available, and who can authorise such actions. The 

policy can be shared with complainants if they start to behave unreasonably, so as to 

help manage their expectations and behaviour, as far as is possible, while the 

substance of their complaint is addressed.   

This policy will also be drawn to the attention of elected members.    

What do we mean by ‘unreasonable complainant behaviour’? 

This may include one or two isolated incidents, as well as ‘unreasonably persistent 

behaviour’ which can often be a build-up of incidents or behaviour over a longer 

period.  

In the case of Settle Town Council, unreasonable and unreasonably 

persistent complainants are those individuals who, because of the 

nature, or the frequency (including a combination of both) of their 

contacts with the Council, hinder the Council’s consideration of their or 

other peoples’ complaints. 

We make a distinction between ‘persistent complainants’, and ‘unreasonably 

persistent complainants’. People who make complaints will inevitably be persistent 

on occasion, because they will feel that the Council has not dealt with the issue 

properly, and almost all complainants will see themselves as pursuing justified 

complaints.  

However, some complainants may have justified complaints but may pursue them in 

inappropriate ways, or may pursue complaints which appear to have no substance or 

which have already been investigated and dealt with. Their contacts with the Council 
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may be amicable, but place heavy demands on staff time, or may be emotionally 

charged and distressing for all involved. 

Situations can escalate, and sometimes complainants can become abusive, 

offensive, threatening, or otherwise behave unacceptably. In response the Council 

may have to restrict access to its premises, its employees or contractors, in 

accordance with its own procedures, so as to protect colleagues from harassment or 

harm.      

Examples of unreasonable complainant behaviour 

In the Annex, we have provided details of examples of what the Council considers to 

be actions and behaviours that the Council can find problematic and unacceptable.  

Managing unreasonable complainant behaviour – initial action 

If the behaviour or actions of an individual complainant give rise to a consideration to 

apply this policy, the options for action will be as follows.  

The relevant Town Clerk will make a report to the Council (or in their absence, the 

Town Clerk), which will provide details of: 

• The complainant’s behaviour which has led to action under this policy being 
considered. 

• Any action taken to resolve the complaint. 

• Any health or equality factors which may be contributory to the observed 
behaviour. 

• A recommendation as to the proposed action to be taken.  
 
Decision-making process 
 
The Town Clerk will take the following action: 
 

1. Arrange for the request to be recorded in a log to be retained for the purpose, 
and filed appropriately.  
 

2. Satisfy themselves that the complaint has been dealt with properly to the 
stage that it has reached, and that the communications with the complainant 
to date have been acceptable and reasonable.   
 

3. Make a decision as to whether to try to resolve matters before invoking this 
policy, which may be accomplished by drawing up an agreement with the 
individual setting out the code of behaviour expected (and the consequences 
if the code is not followed – as described in this policy), if the Council is to 
continue dealing with the complaint.    
 

4. (If appropriate) Offer the complainant a meeting with the Town Clerk to 
explain why the complainant’s behaviour is seen to be unreasonable, and 
explore the scope for the resolution of the complaint. 
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5.  Share this policy with the complainant and warning them that restrictive 
actions may need to be applied if their unacceptable behaviour continues.   
 

6. Help the complainant find a suitable advocate especially if the complainant 
has different needs.  
 

7. Appoint the Town Clerk to co-ordinate the Council’s response(s), and record 
the decision. 

 
Options and actions to be taken 
 
Any of the following actions need to be proportionate to the nature and frequency of 
the complainant’s current contacts, the objective being to manage the complainant’s 
unreasonable behaviour in such a way that their complaint can be concluded quickly.  
 
Options include: 
 

• Placing limits on the number and duration of contacts with the Council per 
week or month. 

• Offering a restricted timeslot for necessary calls. 

• Limiting the complainant to one medium of contact (telephone, letter, email, 
etc). 

• Requiring the complainant to communicate only with one member of staff. 

• Requiring any personal contacts to take place in the presences of a witness in 
a suitable location. 

• Refusing to register and process further complaints about the same matter.   
 
Where a decision on the complaint has been made, the complainant is to be told that 
future correspondence will be read and retained, but not acknowledged - unless it 
contains new information. An officer should be designated to handle future 
correspondence.  
 
In exceptional cases, the Council reserves the right to refer any complainant to the 

police, or institute other legal action without notice.  

Giving the decision 

The decision should be sent to the complainant in writing, with a copy of this policy, 

and explain: 

• Why the decision has been taken. 

• What it means for future contacts with the Council. 

• How long any limitations will last. 

• What the complainant can do (in changing their behaviour) to have the 
decision reviewed. 

 

Records will be kept by the Town Clerk to show: 
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• When the policy has/has not been applied following a request from a Service 
Manager. 

• When a decision is taken to make an exception to the policy once it has been 
applied. 

• When a decision is taken not to put a further complaint from the complainant 
through the complaints procedure. 

• When a decision is taken not to respond to further correspondence (making 
sure that such correspondence is checked to make sure that there is no new 
material information). 

 
Reviewing the decision to restrict access 
 
When imposing a restriction on access, this will be subject to a review date, and 
when that date is reached, limitations are to be lifted, and relationships returned 
to normal unless there are good grounds not to. If following the decision, the 
complainant agrees to act reasonably in future, the decision can be reviewed, but 
if the behaviour does not change, then the original decision should stand 
(extending the review date by an appropriate period).  
 
Recommendations to review earlier decisions will be approved by the Town 

Clerk.   

The complainant will be informed about the outcome of the review, and if limits 

are to continue, the reasons are to be explained, and the date of the next review 

stated.  

Referring complainants to the Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman 

(‘the Ombudsman’) 

Occasionally, relationships between the Council and individuals may break down 

badly while complaints are under investigation, and there is little prospect of 

achieving a satisfactory outcome.  

In such cases, there may be little point in following through all the stages of the 

Council’s complaints procedure. In such circumstances it may be appropriate to 

refer such complaints to the Ombudsman to consider before the Council’s 

complaints procedures have been exhausted.  

Where such cases are thought to be suitable to refer to the Ombudsman, please 

discuss with the Town Clerk. The Ombudsman will expect to see that the Council 

has acted proportionately and in accordance with this policy.  
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Annex 

Examples of unreasonable actions and behaviour 

These are some of the actions and behaviours that the Council can find problematic 

Single incidents may be unacceptable, but more often the difficulty is caused by 

unreasonably persistent behaviour that is time consuming to manage and interferes 

with proper consideration of the complaint. The following is not an exhaustive list:            

• Refusing to specify the grounds of a complaint, despite offers to help. 

• Refusing to cooperate with the complaints investigation process. 

• Refusing to accept that certain issues are not within the scope of the Council’s 
complaints procedure. 

• Insisting that the complaint is dealt with in ways that are incompatible with the 
adopted complaints procedure, or with good practice.  

• Making unjustified complaints about employees who are trying to deal with the 
issues, and seeking to have them replaced.  

• Changing the basis of a complaint, as an investigation is proceeding. 

• Denying or changing statements the complainant made at an earlier stage. 

• Introducing trivial or irrelevant new information at a later stage. 

• Raising many detailed or unimportant or irrelevant questions, and insisting 
that they are all answered. 

• Submitting falsified documentation from themselves or others.  

• Adopting a ‘scatter-gun’ approach; pursuing parallel complaints on the same 
issue with various organisations.  

• Making excessive demands on the time and resources of employees with 
lengthy phone calls, emails to numerous council staff, or very detailed letters 
every few days, and expecting immediate responses. 

• Refusing to accept the decision, repeatedly arguing points with no new 
evidence.  

• Persist in pursuing a complaint where the complaints procedures have been 
fully and properly implemented and exhausted. 

• Have recorded meetings or conversations without prior knowledge or the 
consent of employees dealing with a complaint.  

• Having harassed or been abusive or verbally aggressive towards employees 
dealing with a complaint. While recognising that complainants may sometimes 
act out of character, at times of stress, anxiety or distress, the Council will 
make allowances for this, however where such behaviour is excessive, it will 
be recorded.  

• Using racist, sexist, or abusive language in a complaint. In such 
circumstances, the Complaints Manager may refuse to accept the complaint 
at the outset. 

• Threatening or using actual physical violence towards employees dealing with 
a complaint (this in itself may cause any further personal contact with the 
complainant or their representative to be discontinued and dealt with via 
written communications). Such incidents will be reported, and if appropriate, 
to the police.         

 

 


