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HOW TO INVESTIGATE A COMPLAINT 

Planning 

Complaints that are straightforward can often be resolved on first contact.  If this is not the case 
and the complaint requires investigation, a short written plan should be prepared.  The plan 
should:  

 define what is to be investigated 

 list the steps involved in investigating the complaint and state whether further information 
is required, either from the complainant or from another person or organisation 

 provide an estimate of the time it will take to resolve the complaint 

 identify the remedy the complainant is seeking, whether the complainant’s expectations 
are realistic or need to be managed, and other possible remedies 

 note any special considerations that apply to the complaint—for example, if the 
complainant has asked for their identity to be withheld from others or if there is sensitive 
or confidential information that needs to be safeguarded 

 

A written plan will focus attention on what is to be investigated.  This will ensure that important 
matters are not overlooked and that the investigation does not wander off course.  A plan also 
allows a supervisor and other officers to review the course of the investigation.  This is 
especially important if the investigation cannot be completed by the officer to whom the 
complaint was initially assigned.  A common cause of inefficiency and delay in complaint 
investigation is that responsibility for investigating a complaint is passed from one officer to 
another, without adequate handover or planning. 

Planning and conducting an investigation is a dynamic and ongoing process.  It is not always 
possible to know at the outset how an investigation will develop, and more complex 
investigations can take a long time.  It is important to revisit the investigation plan regularly and 
make adjustments as circumstances change and new information becomes available. 

 

Investigation 

The purpose of an investigation is twofold: to resolve the complaint by reaching a fair and 
independent view on the issues raised by a complainant; and to provide an appropriate remedy. 

The three principles of fair investigation are: 

Impartiality  Each complaint should be approached with an open mind, and the facts 
and contentions in support of a complaint should be weighed objectively. 

Confidentiality A complaint should be investigated in private, and care should be taken 
when disclosing to others any identifying details of a complaint. 

Transparency A complainant should be told about the steps in the complaint process 
and be given an opportunity to comment on adverse information before a complaint is 
dismissed. 

These three principles echo the requirements of administrative law, which public sector 
agencies must also observe during complaint investigation.  The administrative law 
requirements are outlined in five best-practice guides published by the Administrative Review 
Council (at www.ag.gov.au/arc).  The following are among the requirements that are relevant to 
complaint investigation: 

 

 

http://www.ag.gov.au/arc
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 A finding on a disputed factual matter must be based on evidence that is relevant and 
logically capable of supporting the finding—not on guesswork, preconceptions, suspicion 
or questionable assumptions 

 A written record should be kept of evidence that is provided orally 

 A complainant is not obliged to substantiate each fact or element in their complaint, 
although it is reasonable for the investigator to ask them to assist the investigation by 
providing documents they have or explaining things they know 

 The rules of evidence that apply in court proceedings do not apply to administrative 
investigation, and an investigator can use reliable information obtained from any source 

 To accord natural justice, a complainant should be given an opportunity to comment on 
contrary information or claims from another source before a decision is made to dismiss 
the complaint 

 

It is not always possible to resolve each disputed matter.  The evidence available to the 
investigator might be scant, inconclusive or evenly balanced, and this should be explained to 
the complainant.  Thought should also be given to resolving the complaint differently, by 
exploring the options for reaching a settlement or understanding between the complainant and 
those being complained about. 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

 

 

* extracted from the 'Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling' endorsed by Australian 
Parliamentary Ombudsman 

 


