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Introduction
1.1 Watford Borough Council is committed to providing excellent customer service and treating all individuals with respect, fairness and professionalism. We recognise that people may act out of frustration or distress when raising concerns or complaints. However, in a small number of cases, customers behave in ways that are unacceptable or place disproportionate demands on staff time and council resources.
0. It is considered that all complainants have the right to have their concerns investigated in line with the corporate complaint’s procedure. In most cases, dealing with complaints will be a straightforward process, however in a minority of cases, the complainant may act in a manner that is deemed unacceptable.
0. This policy sets out how we will manage customer behaviour that is unreasonable, while ensuring appropriate support is available. It should be read alongside the separate Potentially Violent Persons Guidance for Staff Policy, which applies where there is a risk of violence or physical harm.  This can be found here:  https://www.watford.gov.uk/intranet/downloads/file/297/guidelines-for-dealing-with-potentially-violent-customers
Purpose of the policy
2.1 This policy aims to:
· Set out a clear definition and framework for managing unreasonable customers
· Safeguard the wellbeing and safety of council employees, elected members and other customers and service users 
· Ensure all customers have fair access to council services while protecting council colleagues from undue pressure or unreasonableness.
· Distinguish between customers who make persistent representations and those whose actions or behaviours cross a threshold of reasonableness.
· Support staff in responding confidently, consistently, and proportionately to unacceptable behaviour.
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3.1 This policy applies to all interactions with council services including face-to-face, telephone, written correspondence, emails, social media communications and online digital services including Live Chat. This also includes contact made through automated channels such as the Council’s chatbot 
3.2 This policy also applies to Members. Members may encounter unreasonable or persistent behaviour when undertaking activities such as engagement with community groups. The same principles apply: behaviour should be assessed proportionately, appropriate action considered, and concerns escalated to the Group Leader and Monitoring Officer where appropriate, with support accessed through existing council processes.
3.3 The council follows the Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman (LGSCO) guidance on managing unreasonable complainant behaviour: 
“Unreasonable or persistent complainant behaviour can include actions which, because of the nature or frequency of contact, hinder the organisation’s ability to deliver services or consider complaints properly."
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3.3 Based on the LGSCO definition, unreasonable behaviour covered by this policy, may include (but is not limited to):
Making repeated or overlapping complaints without presenting new evidence or engaging in the council’s process to help resolve it (vexatious contact)
Contacting the council excessively outside of the formal complaints process
Unwillingness to accept final decisions after all complaints procedures are exhausted.
Excessive volumes or frequency of contact that impacts staff time or wellbeing and / or council resources.
Harassment or defamation of staff via public channels such as social media.
Repeatedly changing the basis of a complaint during the investigation process.
Providing fake contact details or using a pseudonym, particularly to achieve any of the above 
3.4 The Council does not permit customers to film, photograph, or otherwise record staff while they are carrying out their duties. Where a customer insists on filming or recording staff, the Council may withdraw from the interaction and make alternative arrangements for service delivery. This approach is necessary to ensure the Council meets its duty to safeguard and protect staff and to maintain a safe and respectful working environment.
3.5 The council may also act on information received from other agencies, such as the police, Housing associations or neighbouring councils, where there is evidence that a customer poses a potential risk of violence or serious harm. In such cases, appropriate measures will be taken to safeguard council colleagues, elected members and other customers in line with the council’s Potentially Violent Persons Guidance for Staff Policy.
3.6 Where customers use Freedom of Information (FOI) or Environmental Information Regulations (EIR) to submit repeated requests, officers must refer to the council’s Information Access Policy which is based on guidance issued by the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) before deciding whether this policy should be applied on the grounds of repeat or vexatious requests.
Full details can be found here: https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/foi/guide-to-managing-an-foi-request/vexatious-and-repeated-requests
If further clarification is needed, advice should be sought from the Monitoring Officer.
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4.1 The council is committed to treating all individuals fairly and in accordance with the Equality Act 2010. Before applying this policy, consideration will be given to whether a customer’s behaviour is the result of a health condition (including mental health), disability, neurodivergence, learning difficulty or communication need. This does not mean that unreasonable behaviour will be accepted but that the council will consider reasonable adjustments.
4.2 Reasonable adjustments may include:
· Allowing extended response times.
· Using plain language formats or translations.
· Communicating through an advocate, carer, or third party.
· Offering meetings or check-ins via alternative formats (e.g., video calls).
[bookmark: _Toc60672389][bookmark: _Toc60672707][bookmark: _Toc61359143]These adjustments will be assessed on a case-by-case basis in collaboration with relevant council services and support teams. Where appropriate, customers may also be supported by local advocacy or advice services such as Citizens Advice, Disability Watford, or other community-based organisations able to assist individuals in communicating with the council or understanding their rights and responsibilities.
5. 	Early resolution and informal action
5.1 Where behaviour becomes unreasonable, an attempt will initially be made to resolve the situation informally by the Service Delivery Lead. This may involve:
Explaining why the behaviour is causing concern and requesting change.
Clarifying the complaints process or expected outcomes.
Providing the customer with a single point of contact to reduce confusion.
Offering support, mediation, or signposting to advocacy services. This may include signposting to local organisations such as Citizens Advice, Disability Watford, or other community advocacy groups who can support customers in communicating effectively or resolving issues informally.
Requesting a postal address or proof of identity if it is reasonably believed that address details provided are fake, not where the complainant resides or a pseudonym is being used.
1. Informal action
7.1 Where behaviour becomes problematic but is not extreme, an attempt will be made to resolve the situation informally.
· The Service Delivery Lead will normally take the first step by contacting the customer to explain why the behaviour is causing concern and request that it changes.
· They may also clarify the complaints process, set expectations or provide a single point of contact to reduce confusion.
· If appropriate, the Lead may offer support, mediation or signposting to advocacy services.
· A short record of the discussion will be retained for reference
1. Formal action and restrictions 
7.1 If informal steps are unsuccessful and the behaviour continues, or the behaviour is extreme, formal measures may be introduced.
7.2 In some instances, there may be reasonable suspicion that the same individual is making repeated approaches under different identities or aliases. The council will take steps to identify and verify such cases, using available evidence and internal systems where appropriate. Once confirmed, these cases will be managed under this policy, and the individual may be included on the cautionary contact database to ensure consistent handling and safeguard council resources.
7.3 Decision making process
· The relevant Director / Associate Director will review the case with the Monitoring Officer, in consultation with the Customer Services Delivery Manager. 
· Where restrictions are applied, the Associate Director will write formally to the customer to:
· set out the reasons for the decision,
· outline the restrictions being applied,
· state how long the restrictions will last (normally 12 months), and
· explain the review and appeal arrangements.
7.4  Implementation and monitoring
· The customer’s name and the restriction(s) applied will be added to the council’s internal cautionary contact database, maintained by the Customer Service Delivery Manager.
· Restrictions will normally be reviewed by the Customer Service Delivery Manager after 12 months to determine whether they remain necessary.
· Colleagues will be notified of restrictions through secure internal channels.
7.4 Possible restrictions
· Restrictions may include, but are not limited to: Requiring contact to be made only in writing or at specified times / at an agreed frequency
· Appointing a single point of contact for all correspondence or calls
· Blocking email addresses if communications are abusive or excessive
· Refusing to enter into further correspondence regarding repeated or previously addressed matters
· Refusing to respond to contacts where the customer uses abusive, rude or discriminatory language
· Banning access to council offices except by prior appointment
· Recording calls
· Requiring staff to be accompanied in meetings
· Require the customer to make an appointment to see a named employee before visiting the office
· Where appropriate and with agreement of all parties, arrange issues to be brought to the council’s attention though a third party such as the Citizens Advice Bureau, Ward Councillor, Carer or other support service
· Return documents to the customer or advise the customer further documentation or correspondence will be placed on file but not responded to.
· Banning a complainant from some or all of the Council’s premises. This will especially be the case if the complainant poses a risk to the safety or wellbeing of Council staff or other service users. In these circumstances, the complainant’s name may be added to the cautionary contact database.
Social media and online behaviour
8.1 The council monitors its social media accounts and reserves the right to remove, restrict or report content that is:
Abusive, threatening, or discriminatory.
Spams or disrupts community engagement.
Makes defamatory or unsubstantiated claims about council staff or councillors.
Politically motivated or in breach of the council’s duty of neutrality (see section 9 – Pre-election period).
8.2 While legitimate criticism will not be removed, accounts that repeatedly breach these standards may be blocked. Staff subject to online harassment will be supported, and serious cases may be reported to the platform provider or the police (see section 2 of the council’s Social Media Guidance)
8.3 The management of online behaviour will be consistent with the council’s Social Media Guidance, (sections 2–5), which should be read alongside this section. The guidance is available here: https://www.watford.gov.uk/intranet/downloads/download/108/communications-templates-guidelines-and-policies/WBC social media guidance 2023
Notification of restrictions
9.1 [bookmark: _Toc63266113][bookmark: _Toc63267928]When a formal restriction is imposed, the customer will be notified in writing by the relevant Associate Director. This notice will include:
· A summary of the behaviour deemed unacceptable.
· The restriction(s) being applied and duration.
· The name of the designated contact officer (if applicable).
· Their right to escalate to the Local Government Ombudsman. 
· A review date or review process

2. Restrictions will be proportionate, time-bound, and subject to review.
Review and duration of restrictions
Restrictions are typically applied for an initial period of twelve months, after which they will be reviewed by the Customer Services Delivery Manager in consultation with the relevant Director / Associate Director and Monitoring Officer.
Reviews may:
· Lift restrictions if behaviour has improved.
· Extend restrictions with justification.
· Modify restrictions to reflect changing circumstances.
10.3 Customers may request an earlier review if they can demonstrate a change in behaviour or new information.
New service request or complaints
11.1 Customers who are subject to restrictions may still submit new service requests or complaints. These will be considered on their individual merits. However, how the interactions are managed (e.g., limiting contact channels) may still apply, particularly if the contact is excessive.
Record keeping and oversight
All decisions made under this policy must be recorded in a secure and confidential matter. Records will include:
· Evidence of the behaviour and impact.
· Warnings issued and actions taken.
· Communication with the customer.
· Review dates and outcomes.
A single central record will be maintained of all customers to whom restrictions under this policy apply. This record will include the nature of the restriction, start and review dates, and any changes or outcomes following review.
Responsibility for maintaining and retaining this record will rest with the Customer Services Delivery Manager.  Records will be held in accordance with GDPR requirements and the council’s internal retention schedules.
Policy governance and monitoring
This policy will be monitored by the Customer Services Delivery Manager, in consultation with the Monitoring Officer, and reviewed every three years, or sooner if significant legal or procedural changes occur. Lessons learned from its application will inform future updates.
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