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Policy Title     St Columbans Mission Society – Complaints Handling Policy 

Responsibility for 
this Policy 

• Columban Leader Australia 
• Columban Business Manager 
• Safeguarding Coordinator 

Effective as at:   10 May 2022 Approved by 
Leadership: 

   10 May 2022 

Last Revised:   26 April 2022 Review Date:    November 2024 

Relevant NCSS 
(2019): 

Standard 1: Committed leadership, Governance & Culture 
(Criterion 1.4 and Indicators 1.4.1, 1.4.2, 1.4.3) 

 
Relevant Australian 

Standard 

With some adjustment for context this document aligns with: 
Australian and New Zealand Standard Guidelines for complaint 

handling in organizations AS/NZS 10002:2014 
 

 
 

1. Purpose 
 
St Columbans Mission Society (the Society) believes that all children and adults have the right to make 
a complaint when they are dissatisfied by actions or inactions of Members of the Society (Members) 
and their associates1, or the services provided by the Society.  
 
The Society is committed to providing accessible and supportive pathways for Members, associates, 
families, children and community members who wish to make a complaint and will ensure complaints 
are handled with respect, fairness, efficiency and transparency. 

2. Principles 
 
This policy is underpinned by the Society’s Code of Conduct and is informed by the Society’s 
commitment to the safeguarding of children and adults at risk. 

3. Scope 
 
This Policy applies to all Members and associates (personnel). This policy is not to be used for 
managing employee grievances.  

4. The Society’s Commitment 
 

1 The term ‘associate’ is in use throughout the Society to refer to students, lay missionaries, priest 
associates, paid employees, volunteers, contractors and other people who participate in the life, work 
and mission of the Society. 
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The Society expects personnel at all levels to be committed to fair, effective and efficient complaint 
handling. The following table outlines the nature of the commitment expected from personnel and the 
way that commitment should be implemented. 

 
WHO COMMITMENT HOW 

 
 

Columban Leader 
Australia (CLA) 

and  
Columban 

Leadership Team 
Australia (CLTA) 

 
 
 

Promote a culture that 
values complaints and their 

effective resolution. 

Report publicly on the Society’s complaint 
handling. 
Provide adequate support and direction to 
personnel responsible for handling complaints. 
Regularly review reports about complaint trends 
and issues arising from complaints. 
Encourage all personnel to be alert to 
complaints and assist those responsible for 
handling complaints to resolve them promptly. 
Encourage personnel to make 
recommendations for system improvements. 
Support recommendations for service, ministry, 
personnel and complaint handling 
improvements arising from the analysis of 
complaint data. 

 
 
 
 

Manager 
responsible for 

complaint handling 

 
 
 
 

Manage and maintain our 
complaint management 

system. 

Provide regular reports to the CLA & CLTA on 
issues arising from complaint handling. 

Ensure recommendations arising out of 
complaint data analysis are canvassed with the 
CLA and implemented where appropriate. 

Train and empower personnel to resolve 
complaints promptly and in accordance with the 
Society’s policies and procedures. 

Encourage personnel managing complaints to 
provide suggestions on ways to improve the 
Society’s complaint handling system. 

Encourage all personnel to be alert to 
complaints and assist those responsible for 
handling complaints resolve them promptly.  

Recognise good complaint handling by 
personnel. 

 
 
 
 

All Heads of 
Ministries 

 
 
 
 

Demonstrate exemplary 
complaint handling practices 

Treat all people with respect, including people 
who make complaints. 

Assist people to make a complaint, if needed. 

Comply with this policy and its associated 
procedures. 

Keep informed about best practice in complaint 
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WHO COMMITMENT HOW 
 

All Personnel in 
Leadership Roles 

handling. 

Provide feedback on issues arising from 
complaints. 

Provide suggestions on ways to improve the 
Society’s complaint handling system. 

Implement changes arising from individual 
complaints and from the analysis of complaint 
data as directed by the CLA. 

 
All Active 
Members 

 
Associates 

 
Retired  

(Active) Members 
 

 

 
 

Understand and comply with 
the Society’s complaint 

handling practices. 

Treat all people with respect, including people 
who make complaints. 

Be aware of the Society’s complaint handling 
policy and procedures. 

Assist people who wish to make complaints 
access the Society’s complaints process. 

Be alert to complaints and assist personnel 
handling complaints to resolve matters 
promptly. 

Provide feedback on issues arising from 
complaints. 

 

5. Terms and Definitions 

a. Complaint: An expression of dissatisfaction made to or about the Society, our Members, 
associates, ministries or about the handling of a complaint itself where a response or resolution 
is explicitly or implicitly expected or required. A complaint covered by this Policy may also 
include: 

 

• A response to requests for feedback about the standard of our service or ministry. 

• An observation, report of a problem, issue or wrongdoing merely intended to bring an issue 
to our notice with no expectation of a response. 

 

b. Safeguarding & Child Protection: Feedback, information, concern, suspicion or allegation 
raised with us regarding the safety and wellbeing of a child, young person or adult at risk. 
Matters of this nature are managed under the Society Safeguarding Policy. 

 

c. A Dispute: An unresolved complaint escalated either within or outside of the Society. 
 

d. Feedback: Opinions, comments and expressions of interest or concern, made directly or 
indirectly, explicitly or implicitly, to or about the Society,  its ministries, publications, services 
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or the complaint handling process itself where a response is not explicitly or implicitly expected 
or legally required. 

 

e. A Grievance: A clear, formal or informal statement by either the Society or personnel about 
an incident, dispute or dissatisfaction with the Society, another Member or associate arising 
from their work or ministry with the Society.  

 

6. Policy Review 
 
This policy is reviewed every 3 years and will be checked against any associated relevant 
legislation. 
 

7. Policy Statement 
 
a. The Society emphasises a person-centred approach to complaints handling that understands 

that people have specific needs and require a response that fits their needs. The Society 
ensures complainants are: 

• provided with information about the complaint handling process. 

• provided with multiple and accessible ways to make complaints. 

• listened to, treated with respect by the Society, and actively involved in the process where 
possible and appropriate; and 

• provided with reasons for decisions and any options for redress or review. 

 

b. The Society’s complaints process must be accessible to all personnel, partners in ministry 
and community members that the Society engages with, including children, young people 
and adults at risk. Where necessary, the Society will provide access to interpreters.  

c. The Society will provide information about how and where complaints can be made in a variety 
of ways including but not limited to: 

• the Society website. 

• social media profiles. 

• personal interaction i.e., informing those with whom we engage in the process, and 

• by display at any physical sites where the Society engages with the community. 
 

d. The Society will provide children and young people with child friendly complaints forms and 
information about how to make a complaint. 
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e. The Society will take all complaints seriously. It will: 

• act impartially and immediately to assess, investigate and resolve all complaints; and  

• accept anonymous complaints and will work to investigate where there is enough 
information provided. 

f. The Society is committed to continuous improvement. It will: 

• utilise the learnings acquired during the complaints process to improve policies and 
procedures, practice, and to better identify key roles and responsibilities; and 

• improve the complaints handling process where a need to do so is identified. 
 

g. Anyone can make a complaint or provide feedback without fear of repercussions. The Society 
will: 

• endeavour to ensure that anyone making a complaint does not suffer adversely because 
they have made a complaint; and 

• ensure all complaints are treated in the strictest confidence. Only those who need to know 
will be informed of a complaint. 
 

h. Child Safeguarding. The Society will: 

• ensure that all children who wish to make a complaint are treated with respect and 
provided with information and support including referrals to other agencies if needed. 

• where a complaint relates to a child, their wellbeing or safety, ensure all external reporting 
obligations are met without delay. 

i. Anonymous Complaints: The Society will accept anonymous complaints and will carry out an 
investigation of the issues raised where there is enough information provided. 

j. Representation: If a person prefers or needs another person or organisation to assist or 
represent them in the making and/ or resolution of their complaint, the Society will 
communicate with them through their representative if this is their wish. 

• Anyone may represent a person wishing to make a complaint with their consent (e.g., 
advocate, family member, legal or community representative). 

k. Objectivity & Fairness:  The Society will address each complaint with integrity and in an 
equitable, objective and unbiased manner by: 

• ensuring that the person handling a complaint is different from personnel whose conduct 
or service is being complained about. 
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• managing conflicts of interests, whether actual or perceived, responsibly. In particular, 
internal reviews of how a complaint was managed will be conducted by a person other 
than the original decision maker. 

l. No Charge: Complaining to the Society is a free service.  

 

8. Complaint Handling Procedure 

1. Receiving a Complaint 
 

1.1. Complaints may be made to the Society in the following ways: 

• Via email. 

• Via post. 

• Via telephone (refer Telephone Guidelines - responding to complaints). 

• Using our Complaints Form. 

• Using our Child Friendly Complaints Form; or 

• In-person. 

 
1.2. Upon being notified of a complaint the Society will: 

a. Receive details about the complaint and any supporting information. 

b. Determine contact information for the complainant. 

c. Identify issues raised by the complainant and the desired outcome. 

d. Identify any support issues that may be required for the complainant. 

e. Log the complaint into our Complaint Register; and 

f. Where a complaint relates to the safety and wellbeing of a child or adult at risk 
immediately notify the Columban Leader Australia. 

 
1.3. If any Member or Associate receives a complaint from a caller on the telephone, from 

someone he or she meets socially or in the course of his or her ministry, which 
appears to be of a safeguarding nature and involves an allegation of maltreatment he 
or she will listen with empathy and refer the person to the Safeguarding Coordinator. 
 

1.4. The Member and Associate should also make independent notification to the 
Safeguarding Coordinator who will then advise the Columban Leader Australia. 
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2. Acknowledging a Complaint 
 

2.1. The Society will endeavour to acknowledge complaints within 48 hours (2 business 
days) of receipt but no later than 5 business days following a complaint notification. 
The acknowledgement will be offered in writing (including email) or via phone 
(depending on the most appropriate medium for contacting the complainant). 

 
2.2. Where a complaint has been made that relates to either the immediate or historical 

abuse or neglect of a child, young person or adult at risk, the Society will, as soon as 
practicable, report this to the appropriate external authorities e.g., Police/ Reportable 
Conduct Scheme/Child Protection. 

3. Assessing a complaint 

 
3.1. The complaint will be assessed to determine: 

a. Whether a resolution requires the involvement of other organisations or agencies 
such as the Police or a Reportable Conduct Scheme. 

b. If the complaint raised is within the control of the Society as the responsible 
authority (e.g., some complaints may relate to a volunteer organisation, another 
church authority or incorporated entity). 

c. Whether the complaint relates to the health or safety of a child, young person or 
adult at risk. 

d. Whether more information is required to continue enquiring into the complaint or 
if enough information is available to settle on an appropriate outcome. 

e. A timeframe for resolving the complaint; and 

f. The correct role/person to manage the complaint. 

 
3.2. Where it has been determined that the complaint relates to the health, safety or 

wellbeing of a child, young person or adult at risk it will, following an initial risk 
assessment, be managed under the Society Safeguarding Policy if applicable. 

 
3.3. When determining how a complaint will be managed, the Society will consider: 

a. How serious, complicated or urgent the complaint is. 

b. Whether the complaint raises concerns about people’s health and safety. 

c. How the person making the complaint is being affected. 

d. The risks involved if resolution of the complaint is delayed. 

4. Addressing a Complaint 
 

4.1. In addressing a complaint, the Society may: 
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a. Seek an early resolution by offering an immediate apology, information or 
explanation to the complainant. 

b. Seek information from the person/s, that the complaint has been made about. 

c. Investigate more formally into the claims made in the complaint. 
d. Consider a facilitated resolution (where an external person not connected with 

the complaint reviews the matter and attempts to find an outcome acceptable to 
the relevant parties). 

 
4.2. Throughout the process, the Society will keep the complainant informed of progress 

and alert them to any changes to the timeline for resolution. The Society will be led 
by the complainant on the best or preferred medium for communication. 
 

4.3. Ordinarily, to enable a person’s complaint to be addressed effectively and in good 
time, the CLA may appoint a Member of the CLTA to liaise with himself, the person 
making the complaint, the person against whom the complaint is made and the 
relevant Office for Professional Standards if applicable. 

 
4.4. In addressing the complaint, the Society will consider the outcome/s sought by the 

complainant and, where there is more than one issue raised, determine whether each 
issue needs to be separately addressed.  

5. Determining the Outcome of a Complaint 
 

5.1. After consideration of the complaint the Society will determine whether or not on the 
basis of probability the complaint is substantiated. 
 

5.2. When the Society has reached an outcome, the Society will contact the complainant 
and inform them of: 

a. The outcome of the complaint and the action taken (where possible). 

b. The reasons behind the decision. 

c. Changes/resolutions/risk management strategies proposed or put in place. 

d. Any options for review (internal and external) that the 
complainant may seek if they are not satisfied by the outcome. 

 
5.3. If in the course of investigation, the Society makes any adverse findings about a 

particular individual, the Society will consider any applicable privacy obligations 
before sharing its findings with the person making the complaint. 

 

6. Managing unreasonable conduct by persons making a complaint: 
 

6.1. The Society is committed to being accessible and responsive to all people who 
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approach it with feedback or complaints. At the same time the Society’s ministry 
depends on: 
 

• the ability to do its work and perform its functions in the most 
effective and efficient way possible. 

• the health, safety and security of its personnel, and 
• the ability to allocate resources fairly across all the complaints it 

receives. 
 

6.2. When people behave unreasonably in their dealings with the Society, their conduct 
can significantly affect the progress and efficiency of its work.  
 

6.3. As a result, the Society will take proactive and decisive action to manage any conduct 
that negatively and unreasonably affects its work and will support personnel to do the 
same in accordance with this policy. 

7. Pastoral Support 
 

7.1. The Columban Leader Australia (CLA) will ensure that a Member, student or lay 
missionary who is the subject of a complaint, and a paid employee who is the subject 
of a complaint as a result of their work or ministry with the Society, is given ongoing 
pastoral, psychological, spiritual and legal support throughout the process. 

 
7.2. When an issue or complaint has been resolved, personnel are encouraged to continue 

a pastoral relationship with the complainant if the CLA, in consultation with all 
concerned, considers this to be appropriate. 

 

8. Record Keeping and Confidentiality 
 

8.1. All personnel who have been involved in receiving or addressing a complaint will 
respect the privacy and confidentiality of the person making the complaint. 

 
8.2. Throughout the complaints process the Society will keep comprehensive notes about: 

a. How a complaint has been managed including any issues, barriers or delays. 

b. The outcome of the complaint including: 

• whether a complaint or elements of a complaint have been 
substantiated.  

• recommendations made to address risks identified throughout the 
process; and  

• any decisions made on those recommendations. 

c. Responsible parties and due dates for follow-up actions/recommendations. 
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8.3. Any records of complaints related to concerns for children, young people, adults at 

risk or child abuse allegations (including historical allegations) will be maintained and 
stored securely indefinitely (but for no less than 50 years). 

 

9. Reporting a Canonical Crime 

a. Whenever any Member has a notice of, or well-founded motives to believe, that 
certain crimes against the sixth commandment have been committed by a cleric 
or religious, they are obliged to report promptly the fact of the crime(s) as noted 
in Vos Estis Lux Mundi articles 1 – 3.2  

b. The Member is obliged to use the form that is on the same page and is 
prescribed by the Australian Catholic Bishop’s Conference, namely, Report of 
Canonical Crime Form: regarding clerics or members of Institutes of 
Consecrated Life or Societies of Apostolic Life.  

c. The completed Report must be sent within 24 hours to: The Diocesan Bishop 
where the alleged crime(s) occurred. 

d. The completed Report must also be sent within 24 hours to: the Province Office 
of Professional Standards where the Member making the notification lives. 

 

9. Learning and Continuous Improvement 
 
 

9.1. All complaints (ongoing and resolved) will be stored on a complaints’ register and 
regularly reviewed and analysed to identify trends, policy, procedure and practice 
learnings. The Society will regularly review: 

a. The number of complaints received 

b. Issues identified in complaints 

c. Systemic issues 

d. Outcomes and resolution pathways for complaints 

e. The number of external reports made in response to complaints 

f. The number of requests for review of complaints (internal and external) 
 
 

9.2. Systematic reporting to the CLA, CLTA and Safeguarding Committee (where relevant) 
will occur quarterly or immediately where complaints arise. 

 

 
2 (cf. https://www.columban.org.au/about-us/safeguarding/) 
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10. Related Policies and Procedures 

 

11. Relevant Documentation 
 

• Integrity in Ministry (Australia) 2010 
• Integrity in the Service of the Church (Australia) 2011 
• National Catholic Safeguarding Standards (Australia) 2019 
• Vos Estis Lux Mundi 2019 
• The National Response Protocol 2021 

 

• Complaints Handling Procedure 
• Support Document 1:  Feedback and Complaints Public Information  
• Support Document 2: Feedback and Complaints form (general)  
• Support Document 3: Feedback and Complaints Form (Children)  
• Telephone Guidelines – Responding to Complaints 


