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1.Introduction and background  
 

1.1. The office of the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman(SPSO) published its 

draft Strategic Plan for 2012-16 on 15 February 2012.  Under the terms of the 

Scottish Parliamentary Commissions and Commissioners etc. Act 2010 the 

SPSO is required to seek comment on the Plan and opened a four week 

consultation period (until 14 March 2012). 

 

1.2. In addition to posting the consultation on its website, and publicising it in the 

Ombudsman’s Commentary, the SPSO wrote directly to around 120 

stakeholders inviting them to comment on the Plan.  These included the 

statutory consultee (the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body); Scottish 

Government public service reform contacts and the clerks and convenors of 

the Parliamentary Committees.  Other stakeholders contacted were COSLA 

and SOLACE; the Chief Executives of local authorities; regulatory and scrutiny 

bodies; equalities bodies and advisory groups. 

 

1.3. The draft plan describes the organisation’s five high-level key objectives for 

the period 2012-16. Annual business plans will be developed to underpin 

these objectives for each year of the strategic plan’s existence.  

 

1.4. The five strategic objectives described in the plan reflect the SPSO’s statutory 

obligations and its related core functions. Four of these objectives have an 

associated equalities commitment. These strategic objectives and equality 

commitments are described in the plan as follows: 

 

 To provide a high quality, independent complaints handling service 

o Equalities commitment: to take proactive steps to identify and reduce 

potential barriers to ensure the service is accessible to all 

 To support public service improvement in Scotland 
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o Equalities commitment: to identify common equality issues (explicit 

and implicit) within complaints brought to the SPSO and feed back 

learning from such complaints to all stakeholders 

 To improve complaints handling by public service providers 

 To simplify the design and operation of the complaints handling system in 

Scottish public services 

o Equalities commitment: to ensure that SPSO plays its part in 

ensuring that service providers understand their duties to promote 

equality within their complaints handling procedures 

 To be an accountable, best value organisation 

o Equalities commitment: to monitor the diversity of the SPSO 

workforce and supply chain and take positive steps where under-

representation exists. 

 

1.5. The draft strategic plan was accompanied by a response form that could be 

returned directly online or as a printed document.  

 

1.6. The response form contained seven questions of which the first invited a polar 

‘yes / no’ response on the overarching question of whether the five strategic 

objectives are the right priorities for SPSO. This was followed up by a free text 

box offering the opportunity to provide further detail for those who had ticked 

‘no’ 

 

1.7. Of the remaining five questions there were four that were specifically related to 

areas of the draft strategic plan and a final fifth opportunity to make any further 

general comments about the plan overall. All of these questions provided free 

text boxes for fuller responses. 

 

1.8. The website of the SPSO makes public the body’s intention to consider all 

consultation responses, explain any consequent amendments to the plan and 

to publish the final strategic plan on 30
th

 March 2012.  
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2. A quantitative overview 
 

1.  

2.  

2.1. The consultation attracted a total of 13 responses which were broken down as 

follows; 

 7 local authorities (subject to the oversight of the SPSO) 

 1 professional regulatory body (subject to the oversight of the SPSO) 

 1 statutory respondent 

 1 private company delivering contracted public services (subject to the 

oversight of the SPSO) 

 1 third sector independent advocacy organisation 

 1 member of the public on behalf of a third sector campaigning 

organisation 

 1 member of the public – no affiliation stated 

 

2.2. Two of the respondents noted the consultation but had no further specific 

comments to make on it.  Of the remaining 11 respondents, one simply 

responded to the first two of the seven questions while the vast majority of the 

others entered a response to all questions. 

 

2.3. Of the 11 that responded to question 1; 

“The Plan is intended to be a clear statement of what we aim to achieve 

over the four year period 2012-16. There are five strategic objectives. Do 

you think these objectives are the right priorities for the SPSO?” 

Eight agreed that these were the right objectives and three felt that they were 

not. Those that disagreed were the members of the public and the third sector 

respondent. 

 

Are these objectives the right 

priorities for SPSO?

YES

NO
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3.Qualitative analysis of responses  
 

2.  

3.  

3.1. This section provides a qualitative analysis of the responses to each of the 

open questions that were asked at 2-7 of the response form. Where there are 

patterns in the types of response from different respondents these are 

highlighted.  Individual responses have been released for publication where 

the author gave permission, and are on the SPSO website. 

 

QUESTION 1- “The Plan is intended to be a clear statement of what we aim to 

achieve over the four year period 2012-16. There are five strategic objectives. Do 

you think these objectives are the right priorities for the SPSO?” 

 

QUESTION 2 If not, please tell us what you think is missing or not appropriate, 

and what you think we should add or change. 

 

3.2. The quantitative analysis of the initial YES / NO responses above shows that 

73% of respondents to this question agreed that these were the right 

objectives. At question two, these respondents therefore either confirmed they 

had nothing to add or reaffirmed their belief that the objectives were the right 

ones. 

 

3.3. Of those three respondents who felt the five objectives described in the draft 

strategic plan were not the right priorities, the responses were more diverse; 

 One third sector organisation offered a specific view that the objectives 

should include a commitment from the SPSO to ensure compliance from 

public bodies with its recommendations and that such compliance was an 

essential requirement for improving practice. They did not offer any 

suggestions as to how such compliance might be effected nor under what 

authority it might be required. 
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 One respondent presented his broad opinion that the ombudsman did not 

have the public’s trust and therefore the overall SPSO project was unable to 

succeed. This was the only response provided to any question on the 

consultation by this respondent and offered no further detail in relation to 

the draft strategic plan. 

 The final respondent who had disagreed with the overarching first question 

made lengthy reference to their personal dissatisfaction with the way their 

own case had been treated over a period dating back at least four years. 

They expressed a strong opinion that the poor treatment that they 

described having experienced (along with other examples and evidence 

extensively cited) meant that the SPSO should be abolished and replaced 

with a Public Service Standards Authority. As their primary belief is that the 

SPSO should not exist, they did not offer any suggestions in respect of 

issues in the draft strategic plan that might be missing or not appropriate, 

added or changed. 

 

QUESTION 3 – Are there any aspects of the objectives that you think are unclear 

or need further explanation? 

 

3.4. Ten consultees responded to this question of which six felt the objectives were 

already clear or had nothing to add. 

 

3.5. Two local authority respondents raised issues about opportunities for wider 

engagement and partnership in respect of strategic objectives two and four 

 The first felt that it could be made clearer what opportunity is to be 

provided for the public to engage with these two objectives. 

 The second felt the strategic plan could provide more information on 

how the SPSO intends to work in partnership with service providers, 

regulators and other key stakeholders to meet these two objectives. 

 

3.6. One third sector organisation felt that the commentary for each of the strategic 

objectives placed too much emphasis on the process of the complaint rather 

than the individual complainant’s experiences in interacting with the SPSO. 

They felt that the commentary should refer more explicitly to the values which 
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SPSO applies in its interactions with complainants and should include 

reference to the role of the third sector both as a deliverer of public services 

and as a source of support for complainants. 

 A specific suggestion from them was that strategic objective 3 should 

include a commitment that SPSO will encourage public authorities to 

inform any individual taking forward a complaint of what their rights are 

and of any available support to them. This was particularly relevant in 

respect of the independent advocacy support that was cited as a legal 

right for any person with a mental disorder. The SPSO should record 

and highlight incidences where such information is not provided by 

public authorities. 

 

3.7. The final respondent to this question expressed an opinion that the SPSO 

does not follow Nolan principles and is not properly accountable to the 

Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body. 

 

QUESTION 4 – Objective 2 is about sharing learning from complaints to bring 

about improvement. We plan to continue to assess the impact of our decisions and 

our recommendations on public services and on policy, using tools such as 

thematic reports. To what extent do you think this is an integral role for the SPSO? 

 

3.8. Ten consultees responded to this question of which nine strongly felt this was 

an integral role and added comments to explain and back up their belief. The 

final respondent to this question asserted that the SPSO does not do this and 

should be scrapped but did not state whether they felt the function was 

important. 

 

3.9. From within the nine responses that saw this as an integral role, the following 

additional points were drawn out by local authority respondents in respect of 

how this might contribute to an overall improvement in public services in 

Scotland; 

 Thematic reports targeted at specific sectors / service providers based 

on good practice arising from practical case work, along with more 

timely information on the overall number and types of complaints will 
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provide organisations with useful information that can be incorporated 

into existing continuous improvement activities. 

 More difficult to share negative findings. SPSO will need to encourage 

a culture shift so that sharing of poor outcomes is not seen as a public 

display of failing that is a critical reflection on the organisation in 

question but rather as a learning opportunity for all. 

 Such reports could provide additional evidence to public services as to 

how policy/procedure inconsistencies are addressed elsewhere and 

help in internal service improvements. Such messages can be stronger 

coming from an external body. 

 The SPSO is well placed to identify wider trends and issues that may 

need to be addressed on a national level as well as those that are 

relevant to individual sectors / organisations. 

 A particularly important role given the emphasis on prevention within 

the Christie Commission report and the SPSO role in the development 

of model complaints handling within the public sector. 

 By ensuring that public authorities take action as a result of shared 

learning from complaints, the SPSO will be an important driver for 

service improvement and future prevention of service failure. 

 

3.10. One further respondent to this question reiterated their belief that the SPSO 

is ineffective in bringing about improvement through sharing learning based on 

their personal case experience. They cited the ‘Right First Time’ report from 

the Administrative Justice and Tribunals Council as a better model. 

 

QUESTION 5 - Objectives 2 and 4 involve partnership working. If you have had 

experience of engaging with us, please tell us if there is anything we could do to 

make our engagement with you more effective. 

 

3.11. There were nine responses to this question. Of these, six respondents 

referred to their experience of positive interactions with SPSO, two did not 

state what their personal experience of engagement was but suggested 

possible ways of making it more effective and one described their personal 

complaint history with SPSO as an example of negative interaction. 
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3.12. Of those who commented on ways to make engagement more effective, the 

following concrete suggestions were made; 

 The roll-out of e-learning modules in relation to the Complaints 

Handling Process (CHP) is positively anticipated as is support from the 

SPSO training team in rolling these out to the frontline. However as all 

32 local authorities will be doing this at a similar time it will be important 

to ensure engagement and communication remains as effective at this 

busy time as it has been in the past. 

 The SPSO’s model complaints handling process working groups has 

been a good model of partnership working but the range of tasks and 

timescale were difficult. Breaking tasks down into manageable 

timeframes and having a clear timetable of programme activity may 

enable more effective local authority engagement. 

 Reassurance is needed that premature complaints to the SPSO (that 

the local authority may be entirely unaware of) are not automatically 

negatively attributed against the local authority as an adverse 

measure. This is important in terms of relationships if such complaints 

increase with the new stage 2 process. 

 While dealings with SPSO have been positive even more effective 

engagement could be helped through the following process 

improvements; 

o Annual letters / statistics should be provided more promptly with an 

opportunity to request quarterly / bi-annual statistics for internal 

performance reports if SPSO resources allow 

o Updates to be provided on progress with cases that have been with 

the SPSO for over a set period (e.g. 8 weeks)  

o Meetings with an organisation or telephone contact to be more 

readily considered if there are queries over information provided / 

processes followed etc 

o Reasons provided where the Ombudsman has used discretion to 

take on a complaint  

o More regular published information on progress with the 

implementation of the model CHP, activities of working groups etc 
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 Maintaining a single point of contact within the Council is important to 

making engagement with the SPSO office more effective 

 

QUESTION 6 - We make four equalities commitments. Do you think these are the 

right priorities? 

 

3.13. 10 respondents answered this question. Of these eight agreed they were 

the right priorities (three added further suggestions as detailed below and five 

offered unqualified support). One respondent was disappointed that strategic 

objective 3 did not have an equalities commitment and one respondent stated 

they were unable to find the equalities commitments in the draft plan. 

 

3.14. Specific suggestions given in respect of the equalities commitments 

include; 

 That the equality statement under strategic objective 4 has parameters 

that are clearly understood and complied with by all councils 

 That the equality commitment model under strategic objective 4 sits 

better under strategic objective 3. 

 The importance of working with external agencies and Third Sector 

groups to make these commitments a success 

 Ensuring service providers understand their duties to promote equality 

within the CHP 

 Identifying common equality issues within complaints is seen as a 

proactive step. It is important that national findings are compared with 

local equalities data 

 That under strategic objective 3 the SPSO should make a commitment 

to share best practice and facilitate improvements with regard to 

equalities issues in public service complaints handling  

 The Equalities Act 2010 imposes particular duties with regard to 

equitable practice on public authorities (S29 of the Act). The SPSO 

should have an equalities commitment to report any instances they 

identify in the course of their work where there is a direct contravention 

of the Equalities Act 2010 and its accompanying regulations 

 



13 
 

QUESTION 7 - Please tell us if there are any other comments you wish to make 

about the Plan. 

 

3.15. Eight consultees responded to this question. Of these, four confirmed they 

had no further comments, three reasserted their belief in the quality and clarity 

of the plan and offered further specific comments and the final respondent 

stated that the SPSO should be abolished and its functions taken over by the 

Administrative Justice and Tribunals Council. 

 

3.16. From those who offered additional comments, the following points were 

made; 

 The reduction in premature complaints to the SPSO will be delivered 

by producing clear and concise customer information of how and when 

to contact the service provider followed by the SPSO 

 It would be useful to have SPSO investigation target response 

statistics for those cases passed to yourselves and for these to be 

reported back to individual councils so we can also gauge complaint 

resolution effectiveness (possibly in a simple overarching traffic light 

report?). This would then be useful for identifying where SPSO aren't 

meeting objectives against our complainants 

 There are only limited performance measures for strategic objectives 2 

and 4 
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4. Conclusions 

It is the opinion of the researcher that these responses indicate generalised 

support for the SPSO’s draft strategic plan from those that engaged in the 

consultation. While three respondents stated that they did not agree that these 

were the right priorities, one of these went on to suggest how the priorities they felt 

were missing could be better reflected and two others expressed a far broader 

dissatisfaction about the very existence of the SPSO and did not comment on the 

draft strategic plan at all. 

 

Respondents also provided a number of specific suggestions around how they 

believe the plan or its implementation might be further improved. These ranged 

from quite specific to quite general points and it may well be that some are in 

reality more pertinent to the annual business plans that will underpin the strategy.  

From an analytical perspective, there is however some consistency around the 

following areas: 

 Opportunities for wider engagement on some of the objectives e.g with the 

public, the third sector, regulators and other public partners 

 A strong belief that the information collation and dissemination role within 

objective 2 is a key part of pushing up service standards and encouraging 

an increasingly preventative approach 

 The importance of clearly understood and efficient processes to support 

good partnership working 

 A desire that the equality commitments are effective in practice and 

underpin process improvements 

 

 


