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COMPLAINT HANDLING IN A CRISIS 5

Great thinkers and leaders often observe that 
from crisis comes opportunity; and while the 
COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly presented 
many challenges, it also opened many 
possibilities for improvement in services to the 
community.

The Victorian Government rapidly developed 
many initiatives in response to the pandemic. 
This Guide draws on experiences across four 
very different programs, with a focus on how 
the agencies handled complaints. The people 
involved had to learn fast, move resources, 
and often do things that had never been done 
before, or at the pace required. Sometimes 
stumbling and often bruised, they made it 
across the line. 

The four programs included in this Guide – 
financial support for small business, grants 
to boost residential construction, quarantine 
services, and quick rent dispute resolution – 
represent only a small sample of the pandemic-
driven initiatives introduced by the Government. 
But taken together they present a useful 
snapshot of how agencies can prepare for, and 
respond to, the next crisis. 

This Guide is deliberately brief. It sets out 12 key 
lessons for handling complaints in emergency 
response and relief programs, drawn from the 
collective wisdom of the agency officers we 
spoke with and of our office.

Each agency received complaints directly, as 
did my office about them. The best programs 
put complaint handling front and centre, and 
evolved as they went. We engaged with staff 
from all four programs, and I thank them for 
their openness and willingness both to learn 
and to share, before their hard-won knowledge 
was scattered to the winds. 

This Guide also draws on the learnings from our 
own complaint handling and investigations into 
decision making during the COVID-19 crisis. The 
July 2020 lockdown of some public housing 
towers, the Business Support Fund, and the 
permit scheme during State border closures 
were each the subject of separate Ombudsman 
reports. Each report can be usefully mined for 
the further lessons revealed, and many of the 
themes identified intersect with this Guide. 

This, then, is the opportunity: for others to 
get a faster start when faced with the next 
crisis. Because crisis is a certainty, whenever or 
however it next evolves. And the more we can 
learn from the last one, the better we will handle 
it. My advice to all public organisations – keep 
this Guide close by.

Deborah Glass

Ombudsman

“ In the midst of every crisis 
   lies great opportunity. ”  

“ Never let a good crisis go 
   to waste. ”  

Foreword
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COMPLAINT HANDLING IN A CRISIS 7

In emergency situations, complaints about 
service delivery are inevitable. Agencies must 
set up programs quickly. The people using these 
programs are stressed or in turmoil. Public 
scrutiny is intense. Staff may be personally 
caught up in the emergency, and agencies may 
need to divert resources away from their core 
business and services. When things go wrong, 
concerns need to be resolved fast. 

The Victorian Ombudsman publishes various 
good practice guides on handling complaints. 
They set out the fundamentals, such as having 
clear processes, good communication and a 
willingness to learn and change if things go 
wrong. These basics remain important in a 
crisis. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, many 
Victorian agencies managed complaints well. 
Others struggled to deal with high volumes of 
complaints on top of other pressures.  

With many pandemic initiatives winding up 
and staff moving on, we spoke with agency 
staff involved in four programs about how they 
managed complaints. 

We asked them:

• what worked well

• what they would do differently next time

• their advice for agencies grappling with 
future emergencies.

This Guide is not based on a formal 
investigation. It makes no judgement on the 
performance of the four programs.   

The 12 lessons outlined in the Guide apply 
across many settings, whether a large 
government department, a local council or a 
small community group. Depending on the 
resources and experience available to you, some 
elements might be more relevant than others. 

We encourage all Victorian public agencies 
to build these lessons and good complaint 
handling practices into their future emergency 
planning.

This Guide is intended to help agencies involved in 
emergency response and relief work to deal with 
complaints about their programs. 

How this Guide can help

“Complaints are a valuable source of insight into the design of our 
grant programs, and the quality of the services we deliver.” 

– Business Costs Assistance Program team 
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Our recent pandemic experience has reminded 
us all that in emergency situations, complaints 
are inevitable. Agencies have to set up 
programs quickly. Customers and clients are 
stressed or in crisis. Public scrutiny is intense. 
Staff may be caught up in the emergency too, 
and agencies may need to divert resources 
away from core business and services. People 
will complain when things go wrong and 
concerns need to be resolved fast. 

The Victorian Ombudsman publishes good 
practice guides on handling complaints. They 
set out the fundamentals of good complaint 
handling, including clear processes, good 
communication and a willingness to learn 
and change when things go wrong. These 
fundamentals are just as important in a crisis. 

During the pandemic, we saw some agencies 
manage complaints well. Others struggled to 
deal with high volumes of complaints on top of 
the other pressures they faced. At the Victorian 
Ombudsman, we had to change the way we 
work too.  

As pandemic programs wind up and staff move 
on, we wanted to learn from what happened 
and share the lessons, so that we can all 
respond better in the next emergency. 

We spoke to agencies involved in four 
pandemic response and relief programs about 
how they managed complaints. We asked them:

• what worked well

• what they would do differently next time

• what advice they would give to agencies 
grappling with future emergencies.

This guide sets out 12 key lessons for handling 
complaints in emergency response and relief 
programs. They represent the collective wisdom 
of the agency officers we spoke with, and our 
office. 

Overview of the four programs
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Grants for business owners

The former Department of Jobs, 
Precincts and Regions (‘DJPR’)* 
provided a range of financial supports 
to Victorian businesses and individuals 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
lockdowns.

For this Guide, we spoke to members 
of the DJPR team running the Business 
Costs Assistance Program (‘BCAP’). 
The State Government announced the 
program in February 2021, initially as 
a one-off payment to support traders 
affected by a snap statewide lockdown 
over the Valentine’s Day weekend. 
Extra BCAP grant rounds and top-
up payments were announced in the 
following months to offset the impact of 
COVID-19 restrictions. 

In all, the program received nearly 
210,000 applications and made more 
than one million payments totalling 
almost $5 billion.

Almost 14,000 of the BCAP applicants 
(about six per cent) lodged follow-up 
enquiries, review requests or complaints 
with DJPR. While many were simple 
issues with clear-cut responses, others 
required further consideration or 
investigation, putting further strain on an 
already stretched team.

The Ombudsman also received more 
than 500 complaints from business 
owners about BCAP, often about a lack 
of progress updates or querying the 
reasons given for rejections. 

In the early days of the program, 
responsibility for BCAP was split across 
various arms of DJPR. By September 
2021, DJPR had made changes to better 
align policy development, program 
delivery, and complaint handling, and 
had scaled up its staff. 

One key takeaway for DJPR was the 
importance of continuous learning 
and evolving towards best practice in 
complaint handling.

As well as speaking with the BCAP 
team for this Guide, we have 
incorporated lessons brought to light 
by our investigation into another 
DJPR-administered pandemic grant, 
the Business Support Fund. That fund 
launched in March 2020 in the very 
early days of pandemic shutdowns and 
restrictions. Our investigation found 
some complaint handling fundamentals 
were not in place when the Business 
Support Fund was established and 
scaled at speed, and key checks and 
balances were missing. 

The experiences of staff and 
complainants across the BCAP and 
Business Support Fund schemes offer 
useful insights for all agencies into the 
importance of good complaint handling 
when administering grant programs.

* Please note under machinery of government 
changes, on 1 January 2023 DJPR became the 
Department of Jobs, Skills, Industry and Regions.

https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/our-impact/investigation-reports/investigation-into-the-department-of-jobs-precincts-and-regions-administration-of-the-business-support-fund/
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A brand new agency for quarantine services 

COVID-19 Quarantine Victoria (‘CQV’) 
took over responsibility for Victoria’s 
quarantine program in December 2020. 
The dedicated agency was formed to 
run emergency quarantine and isolation 
services after an earlier hotel-based 
scheme was scaled back due to infection 
control breaches. 

CQV provided short-term accommodation 
for returning overseas travellers including 
maritime and air crew members, as well 
as community members and frontline 
workers unable to safely isolate in 
their homes. From February 2022, the 
program shifted to the purpose-built 
Victorian Quarantine Hub with cabin-
style accommodation in Melbourne’s 
northern suburbs.

More than 72,000 people had used 
CQV’s services by June 2022. CQV 
told us that in this time it considered 
and closed 914 complaints. Many early 
complaints showed that people felt 
the hotel rooms used before the new 
dedicated hub opened were too small 
and lacked fresh air and natural light. 
People also raised concerns about 
the quality and quantity of food, 
especially whether it met specific dietary 
needs and preferences. The 150 or so 
complaints to the Ombudsman about 
CQV echoed these concerns, with most 
being about food, accommodation 
conditions and fees.

CQV staff told us as a newly formed 
agency they aimed from the outset to 
focus on resident experience and to set 
a culture of being open and responsive 
to feedback. Setting up a framework 
for handling user complaints was one 
of the first tasks it undertook. It worked 
with partner organisations, including 
hotels and health services, to develop 
processes. 

Note taking and record keeping 
were crucial to efficiently managing 
complaints. The CQV complaint team 
analysed data and trends daily. Site 
leaders and partner organisations 
hosted frequent and regular meetings, 
with complaints listed as a standing 
agenda item to help rapidly identify 
systemic problems and improvement 
opportunities.

CQV continually adjusted its processes 
as the situation evolved. The shift to the 
dedicated quarantine hub, for example, 
allowed staff to interact with residents 
more easily. This in turn enabled more 
informal and instant feedback collection 
than in the hotel settings. This helped 
CQV identify and resolve issues more 
quickly.

CQV’s input to this Guide is particularly 
useful for ideas on quickly setting up a 
complete complaint handling system as 
a newly formed agency.
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Our recent pandemic experience has reminded 
us all that in emergency situations, complaints 
are inevitable. Agencies have to set up 
programs quickly. Customers and clients are 
stressed or in crisis. Public scrutiny is intense. 
Staff may be caught up in the emergency too, 
and agencies may need to divert resources 
away from core business and services. People 
will complain when things go wrong and 
concerns need to be resolved fast. 

The Victorian Ombudsman publishes good 
practice guides on handling complaints. They 
set out the fundamentals of good complaint 
handling, including clear processes, good 
communication and a willingness to learn 
and change when things go wrong. These 
fundamentals are just as important in a crisis. 

During the pandemic, we saw some agencies 
manage complaints well. Others struggled to 
deal with high volumes of complaints on top of 
the other pressures they faced. At the Victorian 
Ombudsman, we had to change the way we 
work too.  

As pandemic programs wind up and staff move 
on, we wanted to learn from what happened 
and share the lessons, so that we can all 
respond better in the next emergency. 

We spoke to agencies involved in four 
pandemic response and relief programs about 
how they managed complaints. We asked them:

• what worked well

• what they would do differently next time

• what advice they would give to agencies 
grappling with future emergencies.

This guide sets out 12 key lessons for handling 
complaints in emergency response and relief 
programs. They represent the collective wisdom 
of the agency officers we spoke with, and our 
office. 
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Joint delivery of HomeBuilder grants

The $2 billion HomeBuilder grant 
program was an Australian Government 
initiative aimed at boosting the 
residential construction sector during the 
pandemic. Eligible homeowners could 
apply for a grant of $15,000 or $25,000 
(depending on the application date) to 
put towards the cost of renovating or 
building. 

The hybrid program was funded by the 
Australian Government and administered 
by State and Territory Governments. The 
State Revenue Office (‘SRO’) worked 
with interstate agencies to develop an 
online application portal. It received and 
processed almost 40,000 applications 
from local homeowners – a far higher 
number than in other states. 

The program attracted an estimated 
300 complaints to SRO, and more than 
150 to the Ombudsman. Most of these 
complaints were sparked when the 
Australian Government relaxed some 
eligibility rules three days after the 
application cut-off date in April 2021. 
Many homeowners felt it was unfair they 
were likely now eligible for the grant 
under the altered rules, yet could no 
longer apply. 

The decision to change the eligibility 
criteria, but not allow new applications, 
was outside SRO’s control and put SRO 
in a difficult position as it attempted to 
deal with public enquiries and manage 
expectations. Communication was key, 
as SRO dealt with the deluge of queries.

Because the program was delivered 
under a National Partnership Agreement, 
SRO had to liaise with partner agencies 
to negotiate how to handle the 
complaints and ensure a nationally 
consistent approach.

It triaged complaints into two categories: 
individuals who had started but not 
submitted an application before the 
closing date; and those who had not 
accessed the online portal. 

SRO said this triage process was well 
suited to handling the high volume of 
very similar complaints. Staff drafted two 
template letters to complainants. People 
who had accessed the online portal were 
informed they could continue with their 
application. Those who had not were 
told SRO did not have the discretion 
to reopen the online portal for new 
applications.

SRO said it recognised some people 
were aggrieved but because SRO was 
not responsible for the program’s policy 
settings or eligibility criteria, it felt its 
hands were tied.

SRO’s input to this Guide is particularly 
valuable for agencies managing a hybrid 
grant program operating across national 
and state jurisdictions, and provides 
lessons in how to manage complaints 
arising from a decision made by a 
program partner.
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Fast dispute resolution for tenants and landlords 

The Residential Tenancies Dispute 
Resolution Scheme (‘RTDRS’) was 
established to support landlords and 
tenants affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Introduced as part of 
a package of temporary tenant 
protections, the fast-track scheme aimed 
to help tenants and landlords quickly 
reach agreement on rent reductions.

Consumer Affairs Victoria (‘CAV’) 
and the Dispute Settlement Centre of 
Victoria (‘DSCV’) administered the free 
service. CAV provided initial information, 
advice and dispute resolution services. 
In unresolved cases, DSCV provided 
conciliation services. 

Between May 2020 and March 2021, the 
scheme dealt with more than 31,000 
disputes. More than 20,000 of these 
were resolved by frontline CAV staff, with 
more than 5,800 others closed by DSCV. 
On average, it helped tenants negotiate 
rent reductions of 23 per cent. 

CAV and DSCV planned how to manage 
any complaints, though in the end 
they received very few. Staff told us 
they believed close engagement with 
various stakeholder groups helped 
them promptly manage any issues that 
arose, which likely limited the number of 
complaints about the scheme.

The introduction of RTDRS increased 
the workload for staff at CAV and 
DSCV. From July to September 2020, 
CAV saw an increase of 360 per cent in 
approaches about residential tenancy 
matters. Nearly 20 per cent of these 
contacts related to RTDRS. Both CAV 
and DSCV scaled back some of their 
usual services so staff could work on 
the scheme. DSCV kept three staff in 
its ‘business as usual team’ and the rest 
were diverted. 

Complaints about the scheme were 
managed under CAV and DSCV’s 
established processes. The RTDRS team 
proactively alerted the Ombudsman’s 
office we might receive complaints 
about this limiting of its other services, 
but we received only a handful. 

CAV and DSCV provided insight into 
what they got right when working 
together and advice for other agencies 
who may need to suspend their usual 
services to provide emergency relief in 
the future. 
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If you are running an emergency response and relief service, expect to receive complaints. When 
setting up programs quickly for people in distress, some things will inevitably go wrong and need 
fixing.  

Do not wait for problems to emerge before establishing a complaint handling system. Long response 
times will fuel further frustration and draw more complaints. The more complaints you get, the more 
time and resources you will need to devote to them, at a time when your agency is already under 
pressure. 

The agencies that managed complaints best in the COVID-19 pandemic planned for them from the 
start. They decided early on how they would triage complaints and had clear internal pathways to 
progress and resolve them. They also had ways to record and track complaints, analyse trends and 
monitor performance.

Partnering with other agencies or external providers to deliver your program will add complexity. 
Where possible involve them as you develop your operating model and complaint handling system 
to ensure everyone involved in the program is empowered to carry out their responsibilities.

Lesson 1

Quick tips

“There will be people not used to government and not used to process.”  

– BCAP team

Be ready to accept and respond to 
complaints from day one

Develop clear complaint handling 
guidance for staff and contractors

Commit to using feedback to  
improve

Involve partner agencies or service 
providers in designing complaint 
handling systems

Acknowledge and address complaints 
quickly

Expect complaints
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Getting ahead of the curve
CQV’s complaint policy was among the first 
it created when the agency formed. 

Officers had several months to plan the 
new quarantine arrangements before CQV’s 
official launch in December 2020. Deciding 
early how it would handle complaints 
allowed the team to test and refine the 
planned approach before the influx of 
returning overseas travellers.

The forward planning also led to hiring 
hundreds of frontline staff. CQV aimed to 
build a strong culture of being open to 
feedback and resolving resident concerns. 
It looked for candidates with a customer 
service background or mindset.

The early focus on complaint handling 
also ensured CQV staff, along with those 
from partner organisations such as hotels 
and health providers, got training and felt 
prepared to handle resident concerns.

CQV had fact sheets ready for residents 
when they arrived, explaining how they 
could complain and when they could 
expect a response.

Creating a system ‘as it’s 
hitting’
The BCAP team had just four days to 
prepare the program after the State 
Government announced it in February 2021. 
More than 500 applications for business 
support flooded in on the first day alone.

At the time of the launch, the former DJPR 
was still revising some complaint handling 
processes in the wake of an Ombudsman 
investigation into the earlier pandemic 
grant program, the Business Support Fund. 
Information about making grant-related 
complaints went up on DJPR’s ‘Business 
Victoria’ website about three weeks after 
BCAP began. Other key features of a 
good system – such as acknowledging 
complaints promptly and providing 
progress updates – also took time to bed 
down.

Over the life of the scheme almost 14,000 
BCAP applicants either complained 
to DJPR or sought a review or other 
escalation. A high volume of follow-up 
queries from applicants chasing an update 
created extra work and pressure. Our office 
also received complaints from more than 
500 applicants, many frustrated about 
an apparent lack of progress. Between 
May and October 2021 DJPR’s customer 
experience branch scaled up from 25 to 
92 staff, with more than 80 case managers 
assigned to resolving BCAP issues. 

DJPR said it was developing a new 
Complaints and Appeals Framework 
informed by these experiences, and had 
also sought to improve its design and 
delivery of grant programs to reduce 
complaints and escalations in the future.

Case studies
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If you are called on to set up a complaint handling system at speed, there will always be people and 
resources who can help.

Some of the agencies we spoke with adopted or adapted existing complaint policies and procedures. 
Others turned to specialist complaint handling or review officers in their agency to build and tailor 
new systems.  

You can also speak with other Victorian public sector agencies who have run emergency 
programs before about their experience and policies. And you can consult with us at the Victorian 
Ombudsman, as well as using the good practice guides we produce.

The Standards Australia Guidelines for complaint management in organizations (AS 10002:2022)
offers another useful source of information to help you step through the elements you will need for a 
good complaint handling system.

Lesson 2

Quick tips

“Talk to people who have been there before and use the 
knowledge to build better processes.”  

– BCAP team

Check whether your existing complaint 
handling system is fit for purpose

Approach the Victorian Ombudsman 
for advice, or use our guides

Seek out complaint specialists within 
your agency or across the Victorian 
public sector

Consult some of the extra resources 
listed on the last page of this Guide

Lean on experts

https://www.standards.org.au/standards-catalogue/sa-snz/other/qr-015/as--10002-colon-2022
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Case studies

Making the most of 
specialists
CQV drew heavily on experts in the 
Department of Justice and Community 
Safety to help build and run its complaint 
handling system. CQV also sought input 
from specialist partners such as hotels and 
health services.

CQV set up a central team of six complaint 
specialists to run the system. They trained 
CQV’s frontline workers on how to respond 
to problems, and held regular open 
sessions so staff could raise queries about 
emerging issues and seek advice on how to 
improve. 

Hiring frontline staff from industries with 
a strong people focus, such as airlines and 
call centres, also helped infuse the system 
with complaint handling knowledge and 
experience.

CQV also told us some of its staff 
attended the Victorian Ombudsman’s 
Good Complaint Handling workshop. CQV 
updated its complaint policy afterwards to 
include more information about managing 
resident expectations.

Tailoring systems to meet 
demand
SRO needed to put special plans in place to 
administer the HomeBuilder scheme for the 
Australian Government.

The team initially adapted normal 
SRO policies and procedures to cater 
for complaints about the scheme and 
objections from people denied a grant. 

But when the Australian Government 
unexpectedly relaxed the eligibility rules 
three days after applications closed, SRO 
had to quickly develop unique processes to 
cater for a flurry of complaints from people 
who had not applied but now felt they had 
unfairly missed out. 

An experienced team leader with a 
background in dispute resolution was 
assigned to manage and respond to this 
specific group of complaints. SRO said 
devising a special approach and handling 
complaints within the team delivering 
the grant scheme helped streamline its 
response.
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During an emergency you may be dealing with people who do not usually interact with government 
or your agency and are not aware of how it operates. Even if your process is simple and easily 
understood, some people will likely need assistance to make a complaint. 

As noted in Fault Lines: an independent review into Australia’s response to COVID-19, we should all 
‘have societal fault lines front of mind’ in future crises to avoid worsening existing inequalities or 
disadvantage. Be especially alert to the needs of people who may be vulnerable due to disability, 
language, location, age, cultural background, financial status or other factors. 

Offer flexible methods for making a complaint, such as in person, over the phone, or in writing. 
Beware the digital divide: not everyone can access online or mobile services, especially during natural 
disasters.

Remember also that not everyone is comfortable dealing with government. Build relationships with 
community organisations and representatives who can be a liaison point between your program and 
its users.

Lesson 3

Quick tips

“During the scheme we met regularly with external agencies 
providing support to vulnerable and disadvantaged cohorts to 

ensure they had all the information they needed …”   

– RTDRS team

Make it easy for anyone to complain Assist people to make a complaint 
if necessary

Ensure staff identify more vulnerable 
people who need extra help

Engage with advocacy groups 
when dealing with more vulnerable 
communities 

Remember not everyone has an 
internet connection or is computer 
literate

Prioritise accessibility

https://www.paulramsayfoundation.org.au/news-resources/fault-lines-an-independent-review-into-australias-response-to-covid-19
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Boosting accessibility
From the outset CQV knew it would be 
dealing with a diverse group of people, 
including those from many different 
language groups. 

Special assistance needs, such as for 
a translator, were recorded from the 
resident’s very first interaction with the 
quarantine program. Information on making 
a complaint was provided in 11 languages, 
plus simple versions for children.

CQV used cultural liaisons to help shape 
its response when hundreds of residents 
repatriated from Afghanistan required 
quarantine accommodation in 2021, and 
to support some residents from public 
housing during the outbreak of the 
Delta variant of COVID-19. This improved 
communication between residents and 
CQV and helped reduce complaints. The 
team also spoke to public health services 
to gain a better understanding of the 
accessibility needs of residents coming into 
the quarantine program.

Complaints to CQV could be made in a 
variety of ways, including in person to 
officers at the facilities. CQV said this 
reduced the need to rely on online forms 
and meant complaints could be responded 
to quickly and personally.

Case study
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The more time you invest to identify and address potential problems, the fewer complaints you will 
get and the easier they will be to manage. 

Good customer service is one of the best ways to reduce complaints. Let people know what your 
service does, what they can expect and when. Keep people informed if things take longer than 
planned.

Tried and tested technology also avoids problems. If you can adapt systems that have worked before 
or find time to test new systems before launch, they are more likely to stand up to pressure.

Try to anticipate problems for people using your service and fix them early. Put yourself in the shoes 
of your users and imagine what might challenge them. 

Better still, ask them. By setting up feedback systems with stakeholders and service users – through 
forums, surveys or other platforms – you can find out what people really think before issues turn into 
complaints.

Lesson 4

Quick tips

“It is not about resolving complaints quickly; it is about 
preventing them in the first place. Think about how to set 

up the program to minimise the number of complaints.”    

– BCAP team

Manage user expectations Seek regular feedback from users

Involve your agency’s service design 
or user experience experts 

Test your system for weaknesses 

Consult stakeholders early and often

Anticipate problems



COMPLAINT HANDLING IN A CRISIS 19

Case studies

Seeking and using 
stakeholder advice
The agencies behind RTDRS told us their 
stakeholder forum – comprising tenant 
groups, rental providers and other peak 
organisations – likely helped head off 
complaints.

CAV and DSCV had a month to set up 
their new service to help resolve disputes 
over pandemic rent reductions, and some 
of their regular work was scaled back or 
paused to staff the special program.

They said they spoke with stakeholders 
early to let them know what was changing, 
and to involve some of them in developing 
materials for the new service. They kept 
talking with stakeholders once it was up 
and running which meant they were able 
to hear about any challenges or issues their 
clients were facing, and to allay any fears.

CAV and DSCV believe they had fewer 
complaints about RTDRS because they 
consulted widely, listened and managed 
any issues early.

Limiting customer errors
The design of online forms used to collect 
information from people applying for 
support can contribute to or reduce 
complaints.

Our 2021 investigation report into the 
former DJPR’s Business Support Fund 
found some applicants made simple 
mistakes when entering email addresses, 
ABNs or business names. This led to them 
being denied grants, which prompted 
complaints. DJPR told us it tweaked its 
system to enable the automatic detection 
of minor errors and the verification of 
contact and bank details during data entry. 
It also gave business owners a chance to fix 
errors before denying applications. 

SRO also built in simple checks to verify 
important details and prevent customer 
errors on their HomeBuilder online 
application platform. The team said they 
resisted the use of paper-based forms, 
which were used in some other states. 
From experience, the team thought an 
online process would be easier and more 
efficient. 

SRO created a new standalone online 
portal based on its tried and tested 
platform for the First Home Owner Grant. 
It also worked with partners to identify 
and iron out more than 100 issues before 
launch. As a result, it did not get bogged 
down by complaints arising from minor 
errors or inconsistencies.
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Planning a surge workforce is a key lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic. Emergency programs must 
be staffed quickly. This needs to include people who can deal with complaints. 

The agencies we spoke with managed this challenge in different ways, including hiring in some 
instances hundreds of new frontline workers, contracting out certain functions or redeploying 
existing staff.

Each of these options can bring its own problems. If you are contracting out functions involving 
complaint handling, such as using an external call centre, you need to make sure workers can access 
the information they need to give informed advice to people. If you are hiring new staff, make sure 
you can provide the technology, training and supports they need to do their job. And if you are 
taking people from other parts of your agency, think about how to manage the impact on your usual 
services.  

Increasing the size of your workforce, especially in a fast-moving situation, will likely also require new 
ways of communicating and managing people. You might need more meetings, or to find other ways 
of getting up-to-date messages out to your people. 

Lesson 5

Quick tips

“It worked well for us to pause some services and use existing 
staff to help with the new scheme. That might not be right for 

other situations, it’s all contextual.” 

– RTDRS team 

Develop a structured onboarding 
program for all staff

Remember you will need extra supervisors 
for new staff

Ensure new staff will have the tools 
and access to information they need 

Document internal procedures and 
guidance carefully

Invest time in building workplace 
culture and staff engagement

Be ready to scale up
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Case studies

Managing impacts on other 
services
The agencies putting together RTDRS 
borrowed people from existing programs to 
staff the new scheme.

CAV and DSCV told us they had to think 
carefully about which services they could 
scale back or pause. They maintained 
services for vulnerable customers as well 
as time critical and sensitive services, such 
as a program for people seeking personal 
safety intervention orders.

They also needed the support of the 
relevant Minister, and their customers. The 
agencies told us they put messages on 
their website, phone lines and social media 
to explain why some services had closed. 
They redirected people from hotlines to 
online information and advice sheets. 
They also kept stakeholders in the loop as 
things changed, who in turn helped spread 
messages to those who needed to know.

Contracting out a call 
centre
The former DJPR found itself having to 
suddenly find hundreds of staff to manage 
its large-scale pandemic grants programs.

When COVID-19 first emerged, the 
grant program hotline had just five staff 
members. To cope with the thousands of 
calls coming in, DJPR contracted some 
elements of call handling to a private 
company. In the Ombudsman’s Business 
Support Fund investigation, we found 
the external call takers could not access 
DJPR’s customer database due to privacy 
concerns. This meant that when business 
owners called the hotline, frontline workers 
could not provide informed advice about 
their applications. This made business 
owners more frustrated and led to more 
complaints. 

DJPR told us it resolved the problem in 
August 2021, some months after the launch 
of BCAP. It gave its external call centre 
workers limited access to parts of the 
database they needed to help customers 
and had them sign confidentiality 
agreements. Arming staff with extra 
information reduced uncertainty and eased 
some of the frustration felt by callers.
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Complaint handling and dispute resolution are specialist skills. Finding large numbers of staff with 
those skills at short notice is unrealistic. 

You will need experienced specialists to help set up your complaint handling system. However, for 
frontline staff, agencies consistently told us they looked for candidates with good people skills such 
as listening, empathy, patience, and respect. 

Once you have a good frontline workforce in place, you can train them in the specifics of your 
complaint handling system. The agencies we spoke with used different training methods such as 
in-person induction sessions, video recordings, and written information on internal websites and 
systems. 

Some agencies stressed the need for a dedicated training team, so key staff are not diverted away 
from the frontline to train new people.

It is also important to empower staff to do their job and resolve problems when they find them. 
Do not tie staff up by requiring layers of approval to resolve simple problems. Ensure appropriate 
delegations or authorisations are in place.

Lesson 6

Quick tips

“Recruit the right people … and give them 
clear and comprehensive training.”  

– BCAP team

Prioritise good people skills when 
hiring staff

Monitor trends and add training modules 
for common issues

Cater for different learning styles with 
training material (written, audio, video)

Buddy new hires with experienced 
hands to promote on-the-job learning

Revise training materials as the 
situation evolves

Hire and train carefully 
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Striking the right balance
The large-scale CQV and BCAP programs 
took similar approaches to staffing their 
complaint handling systems.

Both agencies had a team of specialist 
complaint handlers. In CQV’s case, there 
were six people in the team. In the former 
DJPR’s case, at one point there were 
more than 80 case managers dealing with 
escalated complaints.

Both agencies said they hired frontline staff 
with a background and skills in customer 
service. CQV engaged staff from industries 
such as airlines and telecommunications. 
DJPR hired people from public sector 
customer service or grant management 
jobs for their administration knowledge and 
skills.

CQV used its specialist complaint handling 
team to train its frontline workers. It 
provided follow up training where it 
identified a need from its complaint data. 
It provided answers to ‘frequently asked 
questions’ for staff and held open sessions 
where CQV staff could come and ask for 
advice on managing issues.

DJPR had a dedicated training team for 
its staff. It also ran induction sessions on 
complaints for new staff and provided 
answers to ‘frequently asked questions’. It 
buddied-up new starters with experienced 
people to help them learn. 

Case study
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People seek out emergency response or relief services because they are in trouble. You will be 
dealing with people who are upset, and perhaps scared. In the worst emergencies, they might have 
lost everything. 

Complaint handling systems must be sensitive to these needs. Expectations of services will be 
high and tolerance for bureaucracy will be low. You may need to think about shortening your usual 
response times. 

Whatever timeframe for responding to complaints you choose, make sure you can meet it. Tell 
people what it is, and if you need more time, update them as soon as you can. 

While proper process is important to protect the integrity of public funds, you will need to explain 
why things take longer. The challenge is to be realistic as well as responsive. If you do not meet your 
promises, and do not explain why, the result will be more complaints.    

You will need to think about how you communicate. This is discussed further in Lesson 8. We all find 
it hard to take in information when we are upset. Your information needs to be clear and tailored to 
the needs of diverse groups of people. You may need to repeat it. 

People also appreciate personal service in these situations. This can be hard to achieve in large-scale 
programs. But if you have hired staff for their people skills, let them use them.

At times distress may result in people making threats to harm themselves or others, or to commit 
a crime. Ensure your staff have clear guidance and are well trained on what to do to support 
complainants while protecting themselves and others. This is discussed further in Lesson 12.

Lesson 7

Quick tips

“It was a highly emotive environment which led to some 
difficult conversations. Some ... [unsuccessful applicants] ... 

were highly upset and, in some instances, inconsolable.”  

– SRO team

Train staff how to respond to 
distressed people 

Give people a direct point of contact 
for their case handler

Use simple and clear language 

Shorten response times if possible, 
but be realistic

Protect staff welfare 

Provide clear guidance and training 
on how to handle threats

Be sensitive to distress
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Case studies

Picking up the phone
SRO told us it dealt with some people who 
were banking on getting a HomeBuilder 
grant and were highly distressed when their 
applications were rejected. 

SRO told us staff picked up the phone 
in complex cases to speak directly with 
people who missed out, to explain the 
reasons behind the decision. This took 
some of the heat out of difficult situations. 
Even if SRO could not provide financial 
help, staff ensured people felt heard. 

In at least one instance SRO staff organised 
a welfare check with the consent of the 
applicant at the end of a particularly 
upsetting discussion, and in other cases 
they connected people with support 
services.

Choosing a response time
There is no ‘best’ response time in a crisis.  

CQV adopted a 28-day timeframe for 
resolving complaints. This is consistent with 
usual complaint handling standards and the 
Ombudsman’s current good practice guide. 
CQV said staff were able to resolve some 
complaints much faster, including some 
on the same day, for example those about 
meals. CQV said some residents were less 
than satisfied with the 28-day timeframe, 
given they typically spent 14 days in 
quarantine. This meant some complaints 
were not resolved by the time they left 
isolation. 

The former DJPR committed to a much 
shorter timeframe – 14 days. It said it 
recognised the critical nature of the 
complaints and the impact on business 
owners. It said it would have been 
unfathomable to tell people they needed to 
wait four weeks. However, in many cases, 
pressures meant staff could not meet this 
timeframe. This prompted some business 
owners to complain to the Ombudsman 
because they were not told things might 
take longer.
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Communicating clear, consistent and up-to-date information is vital. An open and transparent 
approach will attract fewer complaints, even if you are telling people something they do not want to 
hear.

Remember that people do not digest information as easily when they are upset. Give complaint 
information to users during their first contact with you, and repeat it in further interactions. Detail 
where, how and when complaints can be made, the handling process and timeframes.

What may seem like a short amount of time to you may seem an eternity to users. Communicating 
clear and realistic timeframes for your services, and letting people know if you are unable to meet 
them, will reduce the risk of stressed users clogging your system seeking updates.

It is good practice to inform people as soon as you can of the outcome of their complaint, the 
reasons, any redress options, any actions you will take as a result, and other avenues they could 
pursue.

If you receive a high number of complaints about an issue, preparing templated responses can save 
time and resources. Be aware, though, this approach can trigger more complaints or queries if done 
badly. Where possible, tailor responses to reflect the individual’s situation and needs.

Lesson 8

Quick tips

“The more you share about your service, the better things go.”  

– CQV team

Acknowledge receipt of complaints 
promptly 

Provide information in a range of 
formats 

Give regular status updates, even if 
there has been no progress 

Use templates carefully, and personalise 
where possible 

Keep messaging consistent

Communicate early and often
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Case studies

Staying on the front foot
SRO involved its communications team 
from the outset to make the HomeBuilder 
application process, online portal and 
supporting documents simpler to help limit 
problems and complaints. 

The communications team stayed proactive 
throughout the life of the scheme. For 
example, when multiple queries came from 
applicants about a phrase, the team quickly 
added simple text boxes to the online 
portal to reduce the risk of confusion. 

Building on a system it used for other 
programs, SRO also developed a 
HomeBuilder subscription email service. 
It sent out a regular newsletter to about 
20,000 subscribers. When the Australian 
Government changed the grant eligibility 
criteria and SRO reopened its portal for 
users, SRO used the email service to rapidly 
distribute up-to-date information.

The BCAP team also used tailored 
communication to head-off possible 
complaints. When analysis showed some 
applicants were ignoring important emails 
and missing deadlines, the team developed 
an SMS reminder system. The text 
messages kept users updated about key 
milestones. The BCAP team said the texts 
improved user engagement, which helped 
applications stay on track.

Being as open as you can
CQV told us the more information it shared 
with users about the service, the better 
things went. Residents were given written 
information as soon as they arrived about 
how to lodge a complaint. Complaint 
information was also available on the 
CQV website and from hotels and health 
services. 

CQV said it encouraged a culture of all staff 
being receptive to feedback and acting on 
it, and that this approach saw many minor 
issues quickly identified and resolved. 
The shift from hotels to the purpose-built 
quarantine hub made staff interaction with 
residents easier. 

CQV said most formal complaints were 
acknowledged within 48 hours and closed 
within 28 days. Outcome letters thanked 
people for sharing their experience, gave 
clear reasons, and informed people of their 
review options.

Communication with staff and contractors 
about complaint handling was also carefully 
planned. Operating Instructions detailing 
the complaint policy and procedure were 
available on CQV’s intranet and in staff 
break-out rooms, and changes were clearly 
communicated to all staff to maintain 
consistency. 
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Programs and services set up quickly – especially those with little lead time between announcement 
and launch – will likely need to adapt as circumstances unfold. 

Timely and responsive complaint handling will help identify and minimise any pain points or barriers 
people experience with either your scheme, or your complaint management. 

Regardless of how quickly the program is set up, Victoria’s Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic) requires public authorities to consider relevant human rights when 
making decisions.

Remember the people you deal with are likely feeling powerless and under strain. A rigid approach 
which ignores individual circumstances risks being unfair. Empower all staff to be flexible, take 
individual circumstances into account and use discretion. For example, give people an opportunity to 
fix basic mistakes in their application before refusing support.

If program eligibility rules shift, tell people. Clearly spell out changes such as revised dates or extra 
proof required. If requirements change, think about whether past decisions should be reconsidered 
under the new criteria. 

Some complaints will be complex and require detailed consideration. Others will require escalation if 
the complainant is not satisfied with the outcome. Build avenues for internal and external review into 
your system, and clearly explain your process so people know what to expect. 

Lesson 9

Quick tips

“We view complaints as a crucial avenue for ensuring decision-making 
is fair and reasonable – and for taking corrective action if not.”  

– BCAP team

Remember to consider human rights Deal with complaints on their merit 

Adapt your processes to meet user 
needs 

Empower complaint staff to use 
discretion

Provide and explain review options

Alert users and staff to program or 
service changes 

Be fair, and offer review
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Reconsidering decisions
At first the former DJPR took an 
inflexible approach to business owners 
who had made basic errors filling in 
their applications. Simple mistakes 
such as ‘typos’ when entering ABNs or 
email addresses led to DJPR rejecting 
applications that were otherwise eligible. In 
response to the Ombudsman’s investigation 
into the many complaints we received, 
DJPR agreed to reassess these applications.

DJPR then put new practices in place. 
It allowed people a chance to fix their 
application if something was wrong or 
missing, and sent letters to applicants 
clearly outlining some steps to take to 
progress their claim. 

Other changes saw people given more 
opportunities to challenge decisions. Senior 
managers met weekly to review complex 
cases. Decisions were routinely reviewed in 
weekly meetings with senior managers. A 
quality assurance team was also introduced 
to offer an extra opportunity for internal 
review.    

Case study
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Complaints will not always come directly to your team. People in distress might take their issue 
elsewhere, such as Ministers, MPs or the Victorian Ombudsman. Try to identify and involve complaint 
handling stakeholders early. These relationships will be invaluable if problems flare.

If you are delivering a program jointly with another government agency or a private sector partner, 
a strong working relationship with them is also vital. Be very clear from the start on roles and 
responsibilities, and how you will share information appropriately.

For joint programs, it is important to decide who will manage the relationship with people who raise 
complaints. Provide a single point of contact, and a joint response. Put measures in place to track 
promised actions, and make sure they are completed.      

Be ready to cooperate with oversight bodies and deal promptly with their enquiries. Remember, an 
independent eye and constructive feedback can often help you resolve complaints faster and more 
effectively.

Lesson 10

Quick tips

“We gave the Victorian Ombudsman a heads-up when some  
of our services had to be modified or paused to staff  

the new scheme, in case they got complaints.” 

– RTDRS team

Keep stakeholders in the loop Plan how to deal promptly with complaints 
received via external bodies 

Be clear who is taking the lead on 
complaints if you are working with 
partners

Put information sharing agreements 
in place if required

Build strong relationships
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Case studies

Partnering with others
The Australian Government funded the 
HomeBuilder grant program, and State 
and Territory Governments handled 
applications. 

SRO engaged closely with peers around 
the country to help get everyone on the 
same page before the launch. A National 
Partnership Agreement was signed which 
spelt out roles and responsibilities.   

Because it was not responsible for the 
policy settings or criteria adopted in the 
program, SRO found itself in a difficult 
position when the Federal Treasurer 
announced a relaxation of the scheme’s 
eligibility criteria on 17 April 2021. Under 
the Agreement, the cut-off date for 
applications was 14 April. Though many 
people suddenly found themselves eligible 
under the new criteria, SRO felt it had no 
discretion to accept late applications.

SRO said it fielded a high volume of 
complaints about a problem it felt it 
had little control of under the terms 
of the Agreement. SRO contacted the 
Ombudsman to explain the background 
and share the methods used to triage and 
respond to complaints. It later said it had 
benefited from our input in handling the 
complaints.

Keeping people in the loop
When CAV decided to scale back some of 
its usual services so staff could work on 
RTDRS, it proactively contacted affected 
stakeholders – including the Victorian 
Ombudsman. It alerted our office we might 
get complaints about service reductions, 
and clearly explained the changes and 
why they were necessary. This enabled our 
office to better understand the situation 
and plan how to respond to a potential 
jump in complaints. Though in the end 
very few complaints were received, the 
engagement was valuable for us. 

CQV proactively contacted the Victorian 
Ombudsman too. Soon after the quarantine 
program launched, it updated us on how 
it was handling common issues raised 
by residents. It also briefed the relevant 
Minister’s office.
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There is no ‘set and forget’ in a crisis. Your system will not be perfect at first, especially if established 
in a rush. Even once it is bedded down, there will still always be ways to make it better.

Welcome complaints as a vital tool to help you improve your service. They can shine light on 
systemic weaknesses and flaws and identify opportunities to strengthen your processes, policies, 
structure, resourcing or training. They also provide valuable insight into the changing needs and 
concerns of your users.

Think carefully about what information you will need to collect from the start to enable the analysis 
and reporting of complaint trends. At a minimum, it is useful to be able to track the number of 
complaints, common issues raised, outcomes, and required actions.

Monitor how well complaints are being handled and resolved too. Keep a close eye on complainant 
satisfaction levels and whether timeframes are being met. Spot quality checks by supervisors are a 
useful way to ensure staff are handling matters consistently. Surveys and social media can also be 
handy sources of feedback.

Lesson 11

Quick tips

“Learning from your complaints means understanding that there is 
room to adapt and change things, not sticking to the processes and 

frameworks that have been developed previously.”  

– BCAP team

See complaints as a tool for improving 
your program 

Put a quality assurance process in place

Collect and regularly analyse complaint 
data  

Be alert for systemic issues 

Encourage staff feedback and ideas

Learn and improve 
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Case studies

Spreading the benefits
The former DJPR told us it had strived to 
distil the lessons from its specific COVID-19 
pandemic experiences and apply them 
more broadly. To improve complaint 
handling right across DJPR, it rolled out 
significant changes to its processes, team 
structures, use of technology and ways of 
working.

DJPR said knowledge gained from the 
BCAP and Business Support Fund schemes 
had helped spark obvious positive change. 
For example, it said a $200 million Victorian 
Business Stimulus Package, launched in 
2022 as the Omicron variant of COVID-19 
took hold, attracted far fewer complaints 
than BCAP and achieved much faster 
average response times.  

DJPR also contributed to the Department 
of Treasury and Finance’s updated whole-
of-government Better Grants By Design 
framework to help other agencies learn 
from its pandemic experiences.

Drilling down into the data
Complaint trend analysis was ‘baked in’ 
to CQV’s ways of working from the start. 
The complaint team held daily meetings 
to discuss new complaints, and what 
actions to take. Site leaders and partner 
organisations also discussed emerging 
issues at twice-daily meetings. Detailed 
monthly reports were prepared showing 
performance for a range of measures 
including complaint handling. Executives 
and site leaders also held monthly 
‘continuous improvement forums’ to flesh 
out ideas for system improvements.

CQV said this ongoing analysis and 
discussion led to positive change not only 
across the overall program, but specifically 
with complaint handling. Trend analysis 
revealed areas where training needed to be 
strengthened. It also led to improvements 
in note taking and record retention.
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Depending on the nature of the emergency you are responding to, your complaint handling staff may 
well face challenges working remotely on top of extra work pressures and distressed complainants. 
Maintaining an energised and positive work culture and protecting staff wellbeing is essential. 

Be aware of how individual staff are personally affected by the crisis. They might suffer loss or illness. 
They might have to work remotely or change shifts to juggle carer duties. They might not be able to 
work at all. Be willing to adjust roles or duties to maintain work-life balance and prevent burnout.

Support all staff to maintain a healthy, positive attitude. Hold regular team meetings with a focus on 
wellbeing. Set up regular manager check-ins or a buddy program. Provide and promote ready access 
to an employee assistance program for confidential mental health support. 

Given the likelihood of high emotions during a crisis, you must put in place measures to protect your 
staff from aggression, verbal abuse or threats.

Have a policy and procedure on handling complex behaviour by complainants and offer training 
too. Consult the Victorian Ombudsman’s good practice guide on managing complex complainant 
behaviour for more information on this topic.

Lesson 12

Quick tips

“It’s not just applicants experiencing hardship. Staff members do too.”   

– BCAP team

Care for your people and remember 
your health and safety obligations

Have a policy and procedure on managing 
complex complainant behaviour 

Give staff opportunities to talk about 
their wellbeing 

Put effort into maintaining team 
engagement and connection

Run debriefing sessions

Provide and promote an employee 
assistance program

Look after your staff

https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/learn-from-us/practice-guides/managing-complex-complainant-behaviour/
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Case studies

Dealing with complex behaviour
Few people looked forward to 14 days in 
quarantine. Some residents were deeply 
frustrated or upset with their situation. CQV 
told us in most instances staff were able to 
use good complaint handling techniques to 
defuse things when emotions ran too high. 

In rare cases, staff found the behaviour of 
residents complex and challenging. CQV 
told us it specifically trained staff how 
to recognise and handle unreasonable 
behaviour. It developed a policy, and used 
the advice in the Victorian Ombudsman’s 
guide for managing complex complainant 
behaviour.  

Operating Instructions advised staff to be 
respectful and empathetic but said they 
were not expected to tolerate disrespectful 
or abusive behaviour, or engage with 
complaints that caused them distress. Staff 
were instructed to immediately remove 
themselves from these situations and refer 
the matter to more senior staff.

Keeping your finger on the 
pulse
Amid the rush of setting up a new program, 
the RTDRS team kept staff wellbeing front 
of mind. They knew workers were highly 
motivated to respond to the needs of 
the community. But they also knew staff 
would be juggling high work demands and 
pandemic fallout in their own lives. 

Team leaders held regular one-on-one 
chats with staff to provide personal support 
and better understand how individuals 
were coping. Leaders frequently promoted 
available supports such as the free 
employee assistance program. They also 
held weekly team debrief meetings, and 
occasional online mindfulness classes. The 
RTDRS managers said a positive culture 
of care and support resulted in few staff 
leaving over the life of the program.  
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There are many resources available to assist public sector agencies to handle complaints well.  
Here are some publications you might find useful:

• Victorian Ombudsman Complaints: Good Practice Guide for Public Sector Agencies 

• Commonwealth Ombudsman Better Practice Complaint Handling Guide  

• Victorian Ombudsman Good Practice Guide: Managing Complex Complainant Behaviour  

• NSW Ombudsman Managing unreasonable conduct by a complainant 

• Standards Australia Guidelines for complaint management in organizations (AS 10002:2022) 

• Victorian Government Accessibility guidelines for government communications 

You can also contact us at the Victorian Ombudsman. 

Our office’s portfolio manager for your agency can help if you would like to discuss good complaint 
handling practices.

You can find more information about Victorian Ombudsman policies and practices on our website at 
www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au.

Further information

https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/learn-from-us/practice-guides/a-good-practice-guide-to-handling-complaints/
https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/112276/Better-Practice-Guide-FINAL-v6-A2111312.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/learn-from-us/practice-guides/managing-complex-complainant-behaviour/
https://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/125756/Managing-unreasonable-conduct-by-a-complainant-manual.pdf
https://www.standards.org.au/standards-catalogue/sa-snz/other/qr-015/as--10002-colon-2022
https://www.vic.gov.au/accessibility-guidelines-government-communications
https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/
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Victorian Ombudsman
Level 2, 570 Bourke Street
Melbourne VIC 3000

Phone  1800 806 314 
Email   complaints@ombudsman.vic.gov.au
www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au
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