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Responding to complaints: 
the dos and don’ts

As a service provider, receiving a complaint from a participant can 
sometimes feel negative, but it doesn’t have to. A complaint can be 
an opportunity to improve your services and processes, and make 
participants feel listened to and valued. 

These dos and don’ts of responding to complaints 
are based on the consumer-centred care principles 
listed below.

Safety
For participants with a psychosocial disability, a safe 
psychological, emotional and physical environment is 
essential for giving feedback and making complaints. 

Trustworthiness
Many participants with psychosocial disabilities will 
have concerns about the consequences of raising 
issues or making complaints. You can help ease these 
fears by showing that they can trust you.

Choice
Make sure participants have a choice in the way they 
handle issues and make complaints.

Collaborate
Work together as equals to solve the problem or the 
complaint.

Respect diversity
Recognise and value participants’ unique 
backgrounds and identities. 
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When responding to  
a complaint, DO…

	Listen and validate participants’ experiences 
without judgment.

	Encourage participants to speak up and 
support them through the process.  

	Provide a safe physical space for the 
participant while they’re giving feedback.  
This might include a support person, sensory 
tools or other accommodations.

	Protect participants’ privacy. Keep personal 
information confidential. Providing the option 
to be anonymous is essential. 

	Offer flexible complaint options and make  
it as easy as possible.

	Share power and make decisions together. 

	Understand and acknowledge the power 
imbalance and how that might leave the 
participant feeling vulnerable when making  
a complaint.

	Embrace the support network of the 
participant. 

	You should maintain the participant’s consent 
and include informal support and advocates.

	Ask for feedback: after handling a complaint, 
ask the participant how they felt about the 
process. This feedback can help you improve 
and shows that you value their input. 

	Continued feedback opportunities: Be clear 
that feedback is welcome beyond just a single 
meeting. Be transparent about processes and 
encourage ongoing communication. 

	Keep participants updated: Regularly inform 
participants about what’s happening with their 
complaints. Updates can reduce anxiety and 
help them feel more involved and respected.

	Adapt your approach to the participant’s 
unique needs and preferences.

When responding to  
a complaint, DON’T…

	Don’t respond with actual or implied 
threats or retaliation. 

	Don’t defend or justify the actions of  
the service. 

	This is particularly important in the 
early stages of a complaint as it closes 
collaboration. There might be a time later  
or in the final response when you do, and  
that’s ok. 

	Don’t respond to a complaint with,  
“I/they didn’t mean any harm.” 

	Your intention doesn’t matter as much 
as actions, and this response can be 
interpreted as dismissive.

	Don’t ask participants to share more 
information than is needed or to retell 
their story unnecessarily. 

	Don’t make promises you can’t keep: 
You might like to fix all the problems a 
participant has raised, but make sure you 
don’t promise more or faster change than 
you can deliver.

	Don’t be inconsistent in your actions or 
communication.

	Don’t push the participant into decisions 
they are uncomfortable with or limit their 
choices to what you think is best without 
considering their preferences.

	Don’t ignore the participant’s ideas on 
resolving a complaint or treat them as  
less important. 

	Don’t use authority to take over or make 
decisions for participants. 

	Don’t make assumptions based on 
stereotypes. 

	Don’t ignore or dismiss cultural, beliefs,  
or personal identity differences. 


