
 

Good practice guidelines for 
internal complaint processes 

Why have an internal complaint process? 

Addressing member complaints about discrimination and harassment quickly and fairly is 
good for the club because it can: 

• identify ways to improve club practices and policies. 
• improve member morale, participation and retention. 
• help avoid complaints to external agencies and/or legal action. 

If the club wants to argue that the organisation should not be held liable for any 
discrimination or harassment by one of its members, the club will need to demonstrate that 
the organisation took ‘reasonable precautions and exercised due diligence’1 or took ‘all 
reasonable steps to prevent the discrimination or harassment. An important factor that is 
likely to be considered is whether the organisation has an effective complaint handling 
procedure. 

Characteristics of a good internal complaint process 

A good complaint process will be: 

• Fair – This means that both the person complaining (the complainant) and the person 
being complained about (the respondent) should have the opportunity to present their 
version of events, provide supporting information and respond to any potential 
negative decisions. In addition, the person investigating and/or making decisions 
about the complaint should be impartial; that is, he or she should not favour the 
complainant or the respondent or prejudge the complaint in any way.  

• Confidential – This means that information about a complaint is only provided to 
those people who need to know about it, in order that the complaint to be actioned 
properly. 

• Transparent – The complaint process and the possible outcomes of the complaint 
should be clearly explained and those involved should be kept informed of the 
progress of the complaint and the reasons for any decisions.  

• Accessible – The complaint process should be easy to access and understand, and 
everyone should be able to participate equally.  

• Efficient – The complaint process should be conducted without undue delay. As time 
passes, information relevant to the complaint may deteriorate or be lost, which will 
impact on the fairness of the process. In addition, unresolved complaints can have a 
negative and ongoing impact on the club. 
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A good complaint process will also include provisions to:  

• protect members from being victimised because they have made a complaint. 
• protect members from vexatious and malicious complaints. 
• ensure appropriate confidential records are kept about complaints and that this 

information is stored and managed appropriately.   

Stages in a complaint process 

1. Initial contact point  

An organisation’s discrimination and harassment policy should explain how to make a 
complaint and identify an initial contact person.  The contact person should not be the same 
person who is responsible for investigating or making decisions about a complaint.  

The contact person should:  

• be available to listen to a member’s concerns about discrimination or harassment 
• not form a view of the merit of any allegations 
• provide information about the internal complaint process.  
• advise the person that in some situations where serious allegations are raised – for 

example, allegations that may expose the organisation to legal liability – the issue 
may need to be reported to the committee and dealt with as a formal complaint  

• where appropriate, provide support for a person if he or she wants to try and resolve 
the issue personally.   

• outline other options available to the person, such as lodging a complaint of 
discrimination or harassment with an external agency. 

2. Early resolution  

In some situations, it may be appropriate to consider early resolution of an initial complaint 
without undertaking an assessment of its merit. This approach may be useful where: 

• the complainant indicates a desire to sit down and discuss the matter with the 
respondent informally and this seems appropriate in the circumstances. 

• the information on hand supports a view that the complaint has arisen from a 
misunderstanding or miscommunication. 

• the behaviour being complained about is not serious and does not appear to be 
discrimination or harassment, as defined by the organisation’s policy. 

Early resolution may involve:  

• a direct private discussion between the complainant and the respondent 
• an impartial third person conveying information between those involved.  
• an impartial third person helping those involved to talk to each other and find a 

solution.  

In some situations the impartial third person may need to be someone external to the 
organisation, such as a professional mediator. ?? 
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3. Formal resolution 

If a person wants to proceed with a formal complaint about discrimination or harassment, or if 
this is considered to be the most appropriate course of action, the following steps are 
recommended. 

a. Obtain information from the complainant.  

The person handling the complaint (the complaint officer) should: 

• provide information about the complaint process, potential outcomes, options for 
assistance/support and protections from victimisation. 

• ensure the allegations are documented, either by the complainant or the complaint 
officer  

• explain that the process is confidential, what this means and why it is important. 
• explain what records of the complaint will be kept, for how long and where.  
• explain the action that may be taken if the complaint is found to be vexatious or 

malicious 
• ask the complainant to provide relevant documents or details of witnesses that may 

support the allegations. 

Where there is a concern about supporting information being destroyed or compromised, the 
complaint officer should try to obtain this information before taking any further action. 

b. Advise the respondent about the complaint. 

The complaint officer should: 

• advise the respondent that a complaint has been made against him or her and 
provide as much information as possible about the allegations and supporting 
information (where applicable) 

• confirm that he or she will be given the opportunity to respond to the allegations in 
writing or through an interview. 

• provide information about the complaint process, potential outcomes and options for 
assistance/support.  

• explain that the process is confidential, what this means and why it is important.  
• explain what records of the complaints will be kept, for how long and where. 
• explain that it is unacceptable to victimise someone who has made a complaint. 

c. Assess the information. 

If the respondent confirms that he or she did what is alleged to have occurred, and if this 
behaviour would be considered discrimination or harassment as defined in the organisation’s 
policy, the next step is to consider an appropriate outcome (see below). It is recommended 
that the respondent is provided with the opportunity to comment on any proposed decision 
and outcome before a final decision is made. 

If there is disagreement about what happened, the complaint officer should consider whether 
there is other information that will help to determine what happened. It is generally 
understood that the person making the decision should be satisfied that it is ‘more probable 
than not’ that what is alleged to have happened did happen.  
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Given the nature of discrimination and harassment, there may often be no direct witnesses or 
documents to support the complainant’s version of events. This does not mean that the 
allegation is untrue. In these situations, the complainant should be given the opportunity to 
comment on the information that has been provided by the respondent and to provide any 
other information to support his or her allegations before a final decision is made.  

4. Outcomes from the process  

a. Where the allegations are admitted or substantiated.  

Outcomes for the respondent may include: 

• an official warning 
• a requirement to provide a formal apology to the complainant. 
• disciplinary action (e.g., removal of membership, removal from positions held within 

the club)  
• participation in mediation to restore relationships in the club. 

Outcomes for the complainant may include: 

• participation in mediation to restore relationships in the club. 

It is important that the complainant is provided with general information about the outcome of 
a complaint, as this may affect their decision to pursue the matter with an external agency. 
The level of detail provided should be balanced against the need to respect the privacy of the 
respondent.  

b. Where the allegations are not admitted or substantiated.  

Where allegations have not been admitted or substantiated, it may still be appropriate for the 
club to take some action as a result of the complaint. For example, it may be appropriate to:  

• provide information for all members regarding appropriate club behaviour, and/or  
• re-issue the discrimination and harassment policy or code of conduct to all members.  

If such action is taken, it is important that it is not done in a way which could be seen as 
singling out or punishing the respondent, especially where there has been no finding that he 
or she has breached the organisation’s policy or code of conduct. 

 

 

These documents provide general information only on the subject matter covered. It is not intended, nor should it 
be relied on, as a substitute for legal or other professional advice. If required, it is recommended that the reader 
obtain independent legal advice. The information contained in these documents may be amended from time to 
time. 
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Questions to Ask the Complainant: 
 

• Who, what, when, where, and how:  
• Who committed the alleged harassment? What exactly occurred or was said? 

When did it occur and is it still ongoing? Where did it occur? How often did it 
occur? How did it affect you? 

• How did you react? What response did you make when the incident(s) 
occurred or afterwards? 

• How did the harassment affect you?  
• Are there any persons who have relevant information? Was anyone present 

when the alleged harassment occurred? Did you tell anyone about it? Did 
anyone see you immediately after episodes of alleged harassment? 

• Did the person who harassed you harass anyone else? Do you know whether 
anyone complained about harassment by that person? 

• Are there any notes, physical evidence, or other documentation regarding the 
incident(s)? 

• How would you like to see the situation resolved? 
• Do you know of any other relevant information? 

 
Questions to Ask the Alleged Harasser: 
 

• What is your response to the allegations? 
• If the harasser claims that the allegations are false, ask why the complainant 

might lie. 
• Are there any persons who have relevant information? 
• Are there any notes, physical evidence, or other documentation regarding the 

incident(s)? 
• Do you know of any other relevant information? 

 
Questions to Ask Third Parties: 
 

• What did you see or hear? When did this occur? Describe the alleged 
harasser’s behaviour toward the complainant and toward others in the club. 

• What did the complainant tell you? When did s/he tell you this? 
• Do you know of any other relevant information? 
• Are there other persons who have relevant information? 

 


