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3. What is a Complaint? 

3.1. What is a complaint? 

A complaint is any type of problem, concern or grievance about work or the work environment. 
Complaints must relate to University matters, which includes work-related activities and functions. 
Common complaints include:  

¶ the conduct of another staff member or student (including interpersonal conflict) 

¶ discrimination, harassment or bullying  

¶ workplace safety or environment issues 

¶ the application of University policies and procedures. 

3.2. Who can make a complaint? 

This procedure applies to all staff, regardless of seniority or whether they are employed under an 
enterprise agreement, AWA or any other arrangement. The University will accept complaints by former 
staff and independent contractors under this procedure where it considers it appropriate to do so. If a 
complaint is not accepted, reasons will be given for the decision. 

The University acknowledges that individuals may wish to obtain advice or assistance during any stage of 
the complaint process from a representative (such as the union or a legal advisor) or support person. For 
more information about the role of representatives and support persons, see section 5.5 of this 
Procedure. 

The University also acknowledges that in some circumstances staff may feel more comfortable making a 
complaint collectively (i.e. as a group). A collective complaint will be accepted where each of the 
complainants are identified, has a particular complaint 

https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/documents/studentcomplaintproc.pdf
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/documents/studentcomplaintproc.pdf
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/complaintmanagementprocedure.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/complaintmanagementprocedure.html


https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/academicpromotionspolicy.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/academicpromotionsprocedure.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/reportwrongdoingpolicy.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/reportwrongdoingprocedure.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/documents/studentmisconductprocedures.pdf
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/documents/researchmisconductproc.pdf
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/documents/researchmisconductproc.pdf
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explain the impact of that conduct on them, and request that the conduct stops. It may be that the person 
was unaware of the impact of their conduct.  

Timeframe: as soon as possible.  

If the complainant is not comfortable attempting to resolve the issue directly with the person(s) concerned, 
or if self-resolution is not successful, they should make a complaint.  

4.2. Making a Complaint  

Complaints should be made to the complainant’s immediate supervisor. If the complaint is about the 
supervisor, the complaint should be made to the next most senior manager, who will handle the complaint 
or refer it to another manager at an appropriate level.  

Timeframe: as soon as possible. 

Complaints can be made verbally or in writing and should include the following information:  

¶ the complainant’s name and contact details 

¶ details of the specific incident or issue being complained about 

¶ if the complaint is about a person(s), the identity of the person(s) being complained about and their 
relationship to the complainant 

¶ the complainant’s preferred method for dealing with the complaint (i.e. informal or formal) 

¶ the remedy/outcome the complainant is seeking 

¶ any action already taken seeking to resolve the issue. 

A sample complaint form to assist with written complaints is attached as Annexure B. This is not a 
mandatory form – it is a tool for complainants if they are unsure what to include in their complaint.  

Complainants should be aware that the supervisor handling their complaint will generally need to disclose 
details of the complaint to the respondent (if there is one) in order to afford them procedural fairness.  

Complainants should consider how they would like their complaint to be handled and indicate their 
preference. There are two options: informal and formal.  

Informal: The informal complaint procedure is suited to less serious issues, such as interpersonal conflict 
or the application of University policies and procedures. The informal procedure may also be appropriate 
where the parties are likely to continue working together.  

Formal: The formal complaint procedure is suited to serious issues, such as sexual harassment, 
discrimination or other unlawful conduct. It may also be appropriate for sensitive matters or where there is 
a high level of factual dispute. If the complainant would like their complaint handled under the formal 
complaint procedure, the complaint must be made in writing and copied to the Chief Human Resources 
Officer, who will record the complaint on a central register. The University may still take action without a 
written complaint if it considers a staff member’s health, safety or wellbeing is in jeopardy or if the 
University considers that misconduct or serious misconduct may have occurred. 

The examples are a guide and the process chosen will reflect a number of considerations. If a 
complainant is unsure which process is best suited to their complaint, the Complainant can seek advice 
from a University Complaint Officer, HR Advisor or their representative.  

While the complaint handler is ultimately responsible for determining which process will be used, the 
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have a legitimate reason to know, such as an advisor, a counsellor/medical practitioner or their 
family/partner. However, these people must also maintain confidentiality.  

¶ Work arrangements: Staff are generally expected to work as normal during a complaint process. In 
some circumstances, a person may be suspended during the complaint procedure, in accordance 
with the enterprise agreement, AWA or industrial instrument. The University may also make 
alternative work arrangements (e.g. a different work location, a temporary transfer, a change in work 
duties etc.).  

¶ Representation: At any stage of the complaint process, a staff member can be supported or 
represented by a support person, union representative or legal representative. The support person or 
representative can attend any meetings and provide advice or support to the person about written 
documents, process etc.  

¶ Counselling: The University offers a confidential counselling service for all employees of the 
University, known as the Employee Assistance Program. Staff members can access the program by 
contacting 1300 360 364 or at https://www.benestar.com  

¶ No victimisation: Individuals should not be victimised or retaliated against because of their 
involvement in a complaint. If any staff member believes they are being victimised, they should 
immediately contact their supervisor, Head of School, Department Head or the Chief Human 
Resources Officer. Similarly, individuals must not victimise others. If any person engages in 
victimisation, disciplinary action may be taken against them. 

¶ Conflict of interest: If the complainant or respondent believes that the complaint handler is not 
impartial or has a conflict of interest, they should raise this with the complaint hander, the complaint 
handler’s manager or with the Chief Human Resources Officer.  

¶ Complaints must be made in good faith: This complaint procedure is not to be used for revenge, 
retribution or mischief. If a person makes a complaint which is frivolous, vexatious or in bad faith, 
disciplinary action may be taken against them. Examples of frivolous, vexatious and bad faith 
complaints include fabricating a complaint, making trivial or petty complaints, or seeking to re-agitate 
issues that have already been addressed or determined.  

5.3. Complaint handlers 

The following rights and responsibilities apply to all persons handling complaints, including supervisors 
(under the informal complaint procedure), Heads of School, Department Heads and Deputy Vice-
Chancellor Planning and Assurance (under the formal complaint procedure) and Chief Human Resources 
Officer and other Management Board members (under the internal appeal procedure): 

¶ Seek advice from HR: complaint handlers should notify their HR Advisor upon receipt of a complaint 
made under this procedure. The HR Advisor will remain allocated to the complaint for the duration of 
the complaint process for the purpose of providing ongoing advice and assistance to the Complaint 
handler in relation to conducting the complaint process. 

¶ Notification to HR Director: Complaint handlers must notify the Chief Human Resources Officer 
upon receipt of any Formal Complaints for the purposes of ensuring the Formal Complaint is recorded 

https://www.benestar.com/




https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/complaintmanagementprocedure.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/equitystatement.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/reportwrongdoingpolicy.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/reportwrongdoingprocedure.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/studentcomplaintproc.html
https://www.gs.unsw.edu.au/policy/conflictinterestpolicy.html
https://www.hr.unsw.edu.au/services/indrel/ea.html
https://www.hr.unsw.edu.au/services/indrel/ea.html
https://www.hr.unsw.edu.au/services/indrel/ea.html
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