CITY OF ALPENA, MICHIGAN
STANDARD OPERATING POLICY

SUBJECT:

Citizen Complaints

SOP NO.:

2

Date Issued:

9-30-86

Effective Date:

9-30-86

Copies to:

Mayor, Council Members and All Departments

PURPOSE:

To establish procedures for handling of citizen complaints.

STATEMENT OF POLICY:
Complaints are important because they may indicate that levels of service do not meet citizen
expectations. As City employees are called on to handle complaints, the manner in which they
are handled has far-reaching results. If a complaint is ignored, a deteriorating situation may grow
worse. If it is handled properly and efficiently, services to citizens are improved to the
betterment of the City’s public relations.
Complaints received by telephone, in person, or by letter should be handled by the same
procedure. Some complaints may be unreasonable and request service which the City does not
provide. Some within the scope of the City operations cannot be provided with satisfaction to the
complainant. It is important to remember when handling complaints that the person making the
complaint may be making their first contact with the City. The impression they receive will
greatly affect their impression of the entire City operation. Remember, that to the citizen, the
problem is a real and important one.
Ask for the complainant’s name, address, and, if available, phone number. If complainant
hesitates or refuses to give their name, explain that there will be no formal complaint logged
(except in emergency situations), where the City has no ability to respond to the complainant.
You may explain that this has been normal procedure in the Police and Fire Departments for
many years, that the complainant’s name is not given out to the public, and that common
courtesy would allow you to know to whom you are speaking.
While no employee is required to put up with foul language and/or personal abuse, each
employee is to remain polite, firm and not angry, even if t hey are unreasonable and insulting
towards the employee and the City. Do not take comments personally. Some suggestions for
handling an unreasonable person are as follows:

SOP No. 2
1.

Let the person talk. Once complainant tells you what is on their mind they usually calm
down.

2.

In your friendliest manner, tell the complainant that you understand that they have not
received the service needed; rather than trying to excuse or justify the action of the City.

3.

Offer to do what you can to solve the caller’s problem. If they want to see someone higher
up, offer to arrange it. This is no reflection on your own ability and may go far in calming
the situation.

4.

Assure the person of the goodwill of the City, ask if there are any other problems, and thank
them for calling.

Except for complaints involving police reporting or fire and rescue calls, all complaints
forwarded to a Department Head that require action or research and that have not been resolved
by the initial receiving staff person, are to be recorded on the standard citizen complaint form.
If the nature of the complaint is within the jurisdiction of the department receiving the complaint,
the department head will assign the complaint to a member of his department for completion of
the Action portion of the complaint form. After the necessary action is taken, the department
head will review the action to insure that it has been handled in a correct and prompt manner.
When the department head is satisfied with the action taken, he shall advise the person making
the complaint or inquiry and indicate the disposition taken. The original of the completed
complaint form will then be forwarded to the City Manger for his review and the copy retained
by the department head. The complaint for will remain on file for 30 days, unless the department
head recommends a longer filing period, and will then be destroyed.
If the nature of the complaint is not within the jurisdiction of the department receiving it, the
complaint or inquiry portion shall be completed and the form forwarded to the City Manager.
The City Manager will assign the complaint or inquiry to the appropriate department for action.
The department assigned the complaint or inquiry shall then follow the procedure as outlined
above.
Steps in handling complaints:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Complaint received by non-Department Head.
If initial receiving staff person cannot satisfy complainant, the complainant is invited to
talk with respective Department Head.
Department Head receives the complaint and records pertinent information.
Department Head assigns responsibility for investigation and correction to appropriate
department or official.
Follow up on all complaints, stating the problem and what action is needed. This is in
written form for later reference.
Department Head or person assigned by Department Head notifies the complainant of
action taken.
Department Head returns the original to the City Manager’s office and retains a copy.
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SOP No. 2
Some complaints may have to be handled by more than one department. If your department has
done work on a complaint and it must be transferred to another department for additional
attention, pass on all information you have on the complaint, including what action you have
taken.
Handling complaints is one of the most difficult jobs any City employee will have. Few
complaints are exactly alike and no citizens are exactly alike. It is your responsibility to resolved
the problem with prompt and efficient courtesy within established practices of the City. It is not
always possible to give the “one” answer the complainant wants to hear, but do your best to
explain the situation and that the desire of the City is to provide the best service possible under
the conditions that exist.

Allan H. Green
City Manager
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