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Guidance Note: Complaint Procedures 
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There is no legal requirement for a charity either to have a formal complaints policy or to 
adopt or operate a formal complaints procedure. However, the Charity Commission’s 
guidance states that an effective charity is accountable to the public and to others with an 
interest in the charity in a way that is transparent and understandable. It also states that an 
effective charity always seeks to improve its performance and efficiency, and to learn new 
and better ways of delivering its purposes, and that a charity's assessment of its 
performance, and of the impact and outcomes of its work, will inform its planning processes 
and will influence its future direction. 
 

1. The Commission recommends that charities should welcome and act upon feedback 
(positive as well as challenging) from its beneficiaries and other people with an 
interest in the charity about the services it provides and the areas where 
improvements could be made. 

 

2. The Commission consequently also recommends that charities should have well-
publicised, effective and timely procedures for dealing with complaints about the 
charity and its activities, and that the procedures should explain how complaints and 
appeals can be made and give details of the process and likely timescales.  

 

3. To ensure that a charity’s complaints procedure is well-publicised and accessible, it is 
recommended that where it has a website, it should either place a copy of the 
complaints procedure on the website or indicate how anybody can easily obtain a 
copy from the charity. The procedure, or the indication about how to obtain a copy of 
it, should be in a prominent place on the website. 

 

4. When a charity receives a complaint, it is important to ensure that all information 
received and produced in connection with the complaint is treated as confidential and 
handled sensitively, that only those who need to know have access to that 
information, and that relevant data protection requirements are all met.  

 

5. The board of trustees or management committee of the charity should assume overall 
responsibility for the content of the complaints procedure and its implementation. 
From time to time the charity’s trustees should also review that procedure and how it 
is operating, to see if it is fit for purpose, and, as necessary, it should amend the 
procedure and any accompanying internal procedures which implement its complaints 
handling.     
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6. The Charity Commission’s involvement in looking at complaints about charities is 
limited to issues that pose a serious risk of significant harm to a charity's 
beneficiaries, assets, services or reputation. (The Commission provides further detail 
on its website of what would fall within the category of “serious risk of significant 
harm”.) In view of the Commission’s limited involvement in complaints, where there is 
no “serious risk of significant harm”, a complaint should be raised with the charity 
concerned and not with the Commission. For example, issues that should be taken up 
with the charity include its policies for running the charity or decisions taken by the 
charity’s trustees that are within their powers and within charity law, instances of poor 
service from a charity, employment issues, contractual disputes, or internal charity 
disputes where there are properly appointed trustees. However, this is not an 
exhaustive list of matters which can and should be dealt with by means of a charity’s 
complaints procedure. 

 

7. The Complaint Procedure (large) and Complaint Procedure (small) in this Sub-
folder are for use by anyone (other than an employee or volunteer) who wishes to 
make a complaint to a charity. Either form can also be used by any other type of non-
profit organisation if suitably adapted by it.  

 

8. Complaints can be made to a charity under either Procedure by any person who is a 
user of the charity’s services or is involved in its activities, a client, beneficiary, donor, 
supporter, fundraiser, member of the charity, member of the local community, or any 
other member of the public adversely affected by anything done (or not done) by the 
charity.  

 

9. A ‘complaint’ in both templates is defined as any expression of dissatisfaction about 
any aspect of the charity, whether justified or not, by anyone other than an employee, 
volunteer or trustee. Charities with any staff/volunteers should have a grievance 
procedure which should be used by them (instead of these Procedures) where they 
wish to raise a complaint.  

 

10. Whichever of these templates a charity chooses to adopt, it will need to consider 
carefully what it should put in place in its particular organisation and how it will work in 
practice. The template chosen can and should be modified to suit the charity’s needs. 

 

11. When deciding which of the two templates to use, a charity should be aware that, 
whilst a larger charity is likely to want to use the “large” template, and a smaller  
charity is likely to want to use the “small” template, there is for present purposes no 
technical difference between a “large” and a “small” charity. A charity which is quite 
large in terms of numbers of employees or volunteers or annual income may, if it 
considers it more suitable to its needs, use the “small” template , and a quite small 
charity may, if it considers it more suitable to its needs, use the “large” template.  

 

12. Whilst our two template Complaint Procedures are drafted with the aim of helping 
charities to implement the Charity Commission’s recommendation to maintain such a 
complaints procedure, each charity’s needs and circumstances will be different – 
what is suitable for one may not be suitable for another – and so each charity will 
need to amend whichever template it decides to use.   
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http://simply-docs.co.uk/Charity_Start-up_Documents/Complaint_Procedure_Large_Charity_
http://simply-docs.co.uk/Charity_Start-up_Documents/Complaint_Procedure_Small_Charity

