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   Complaints Process Mapping

Stage 1: Complaint made to the publisher [HubSpot Stage: ‘Log’ (e.g., where Impress is copied into correspondence with the publisher or complaint inadvertently made to Impress without contacting the publisher)
Step 1A (non-urgent) – Complainant submits a complaint to the publisher directly
· A formal complaint is made to the publisher. It is at the publisher’s discretion as to what they consider it to be a formal complaint – key indicators in determining a formal complaint may be where the complaint:
· has been received via the appropriate listed email address or telephone number on the publisher’s website
· has been structured in accordance with the procedure outlined on the publisher’s website
· Has referenced the Impress Standards Code
· The following would not normally constitute a formal complaint:
· A request to include more information in an article or to reframe the reporting in an article for example (not a complaint about a key omission which misleads the reader, which could engage e.g. the Accuracy clause) 
· A request to make insubstantial corrections
· Note: A publisher is only required to log formal complaints, which are then reported to Impress during the annual compliance returns process
· A complaint can only be brought within four months of the complainant becoming aware of the content and/or when the action took place, and no later than 12 months from the original date of publication or action. Impress can vary this timeframe in exceptional circumstances
Step 2A – The publisher responds to the complainant
· The publisher is required to acknowledge the complaint within 7 days and provide the complainant with their final decision/response within 21 days
· The publisher must tell the complainant of the option to escalate the complaint to Impress if the complainant is dissatisfied with the publisher’s decision/response.
Step 1B (urgent complaint) – The Complainant contacts Impress directly 
· In exceptional circumstances, where a complainant feels that the actions of a publisher are placing them at immediate risk of harm, they can contact Impress directly using either the complaints phone line or the online form without first contacting the publisher
· Impress will record details of the complaint; in some instances, it may be appropriate to advise the complainant to contact the police (e.g. in cases of stalking or harassment)
Step 2B (urgent complaint) – Impress contacts the appropriate point of contact for the publisher 
· Impress will contact the publisher over the phone and advise them to respond to the complainant, either as soon as possible or within a revised timeframe (sooner than the usual 21-day timeframe)
· If Impress is unable to reach the publisher, Impress will intervene and assess the complaint for investigation. If Impress decides to investigate the complaint, the publisher will be invited to respond in accordance with the normal investigation procedure (see step 4)
Stage 2: Complaint Escalation to Impress (HubSpot Stage: ‘Assessment’)
Step 3 – Impress assessment of complaint [Approx. 2-4 days to assess]
· Impress will agree to assess a complaint if the complainant has first complained to the publisher directly and received a final decision/response from them
· The complainant will submit their complaint via the Impress website form. A ticket will then be automatically generated in HubSpot
· The Executive creates an equivalent case file on the Server (format: X – Complainant and Publisher (Complaint)) and moves all relevant correspondence and evidence provided to Impress at this stage into the folder
· Impress will send a holding email to the complainant explaining that their complaint will now be assessed. This will also be an opportunity to request any further information that may help with this assessment
· Impress should ensure that email correspondence with both the complainant and publisher is equivalent in tone and professional in language. This means for example that recipients should be addressed using one of the following suggested formats:
· [First name] [Surname]
· [Title – e.g. Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms etc.] [Surname]
· Impress should similarly sign off their communications using one of the suggested formats above
· Impress will accept a complaint for investigation where there is a clear engagement with one or more of the Standards Code clauses. Where there is disagreement between the complainant and publisher over, for example, an issue of complexity and the Executive determines that the issue would be best resolved by a Regulatory Committee, the complaint will likely be accepted for investigation. 
· Impress may refuse to accept a complaint if:
· In Impress’ opinion the complaint does not engage a breach of the Code by a participating publisher, or
· the complainant has already complained about the same issue, or 
· the complaint is manifestly without justification, is an attempt to argue a point of opinion rather than a Code breach or is simply an attempt to lobby.
· If the matter requires more detailed consideration, it is advisable to begin drafting the Complaint Summary in anticipation of escalation to the investigation stage. 
· Complaint Summary signed off by SMT

Stage 3: Impress Investigation (HubSpot Stage: ‘Investigate’)
Step 4 – Confirmation of investigation launch to parties [Approx. Day 1 – Day 4]
· Once the decision has been made to investigate, an email should first be sent to the complainant, asking them to confirm the accuracy of the Complaint Summary document (the complainant should be given approx. 2-4 days to provide confirmation) The email will also confirm the launch of the investigation and outline the escalated complaints process
· The next task will be to inform the publisher of this over the phone. It will be important to emphasise that no decision has been made on the outcome, and that it will be for the Regulatory Committee to judge the case. The process should be explained to the publisher (particularly if they have never been involved in an investigation before) and they should be told that they will have the opportunity to provide a substantive response. They should also be assured that use of the Impress complaints process will usually resolve the matter and that the risk of subsequent litigation will be substantially reduced
· Following discussion with the publisher the Executive will compile the draft Publisher Response document in Impress’ house style, using the arguments initially presented by the publisher in response to the complainant together with any clarification or further information provided by the publisher in response to further questions asked by Impress
· Publisher Response signed off by SMT
· Once the complainant has provided confirmation of the Complaint Summary’s accuracy, the Complaint Summary and draft Publisher Response are sent to the publisher. The publisher should be given a week to provide any additional statements in support of their position or supporting evidence to address all points raised by the complainant.  
Step 5 – Party submissions [Approx. Day 11 – Day 15/Day 30]
· Upon receipt of the publisher’s response, the Executive will then draft an amended Publisher Response document, incorporating any additional points provided by the publisher (this should take approx. 2 days to complete)
· Amended Publisher Response signed off by SMT
· The Executive asks the publisher to confirm the accuracy of the Publisher Response document (the publisher should be given approx. 2 days to provide confirmation)
· Once confirmation of accuracy has been provided, the Publisher Response is sent to the complainant, and they are asked to submit any final comments in reply to the publisher’s response. The complainant is given a week to provide this
· If the complainant provides any further arguments, these are then included in a ‘Complainant Further Response’ document (this would be signed off by SMT), the accuracy of which will be confirmed by the complainant
· If there are any new substantive arguments raised by the complainant, the ‘Complainant Further Response’ will be sent to the publisher for final comment. The publisher’s response will be similarly redrafted in Impress’ house style (also signed off by SMT) and considered the final comment in the investigation
· The investigation closes and emails are sent to both the complainant and publisher confirming this
Stage 4: Regulatory Committee Meeting (HubSpot Stage: ‘Adjudicate’)
Step 6 – Set up a Regulatory Committee [Approx. Day 11]
· The Executive decides upon an appropriate Regulatory Committee, comprising of members who have relevant expertise for the matter and have not sat on a recent Regulatory Committee (if possible). The Committee should be balanced in terms of diversity (consider the matter to be assessed) and should also be a mix of Board members and supplementary regulatory committee members (e.g., 3 supplementary regulatory committee members and 2 Board members). It may also be necessary to inform the Chair about the upcoming Committee and panellist choices.
· Send out an email to the chosen Committee members, asking them to complete a Doodle poll in order to determine a date for the Committee meeting to take place. The Committee members should also be asked to confirm that they have no potential conflict of interest in relation to the case. The Committee should be given 1-2 days max. to respond.
· Where a case is complex and contains an excessive amount of paperwork which the Executive considers may require additional time for the Committee to consider, Committee members should be informed of this when being asked to indicate their availability for specific meeting dates
· Once all responses are received from Committee members, confirm the date to all members and inform them that both a video link to the meeting and the relevant documentation will be provided a week in advance of the meeting date
Step 7 – Investigation Report and Committee Preparation [Approx. Day 15/30 - Day 17/32]
· The Executive drafts the Investigation Report. This comprises of an overall summary of the complaint, the background, the complainant’s arguments, and the publisher’s response. The Executive may draw the attention of the committee to specific questions the committee may wish to address in determining the outcome of the complaint.  The Executive may also draw to the committee’s attention to any case law or precedent that the committee might wish to take into account. If reference to additional evidence is required, an appendix can also be added
· Where a complaint concerns multiple issues, some of which may not be relevant to the Standards Code, the Executive should draft specific questions which the Committee may wish to address in reaching its overall finding. This is to ensure that the Committee assessment is focused on the key matters of the case in relation to the Code
· Where it appears likely to be of assistance to the Committee, the Executive should create a timeline of relevant dates before and after publication of the article complained
· Investigation Report and Questions for Committee signed off by SMT
· The relevant documentation is compiled and published on a secure document system, a week in advance of the Committee meeting date. The documentation should be titled/coded in the order which the Committee is likely to need to address it. A video meeting invitation is also sent out
Step 8 – Committee meeting [Approx. Day 24/39]
· The Chair asks all members of the Committee to confirm they have no conflict of interest and that each member has read all the material provided:
· Either the Reg Manager, Reg Executive, or the Chair summarises the case and highlights the central issues which require consideration (e.g. the relevant parts of the Code, relevant details of the article/act in question, arguments made by the parties)
· Discussion follows, the Chair ensuring that each member is able to address the issues that need to be determined.  
· The Chair seeks a consensus as to the outcome, with the Chair having a casting vote where necessary

Stage 5: Adjudication
Step 9 – Draft the proposed adjudication [Approx. Day 24/39 – Day 28/43]
· The Executive drafts the proposed adjudication. This should take up to approximately 2-4 days to complete (depending on the complexity of the case). The proposed adjudication includes the same sections as the investigation report, but there are additional sections which detail the publisher’s compliance with the complaints requirement under the Regulatory Scheme, as well as the Committee’s final analysis and findings, and any sanctions and remedies
· Proposed Adjudication signed off by SMT
· The Executive then sends the proposed adjudication to the Committee for comment, firstly to the Chair and then to the other members (this should take approximately 2-3 days)
· Upon receiving approval from the Committee, the proposed adjudication is circulated to the parties via email
· It is important to remind parties that the findings in the proposed adjudication are not final and that they are entitled to a further opportunity to respond with any representations regarding matters of fact expressed in the proposed adjudication (see Step 10B)
· Parties may request redactions to protect individuals’ privacy, safety or wellbeing   
· Details about next steps are provided. At the conclusion of the complaint and any potential stay of proceedings to consider any additional issues, Impress aims to issue the final adjudication within 7 days and publish on the website
Step 10A – Final adjudication circulated [Approx. Day 33/48]
· If neither party wishes to submit any further representations (see step 10B below), and both parties have responded to the adjudication with any comments regarding accuracy, redactions etc., the final adjudication is circulated to the parties and the date of publication on the website is confirmed
Step 10B – Comments from Parties or Stay of proceedings/Committee reconvened 
· If a party (or both parties) proposes significant changes to the wording of the Committee’s proposed remedy (i.e. a clarifying statement or apology), the Executive will communicate the proposed changes to the other party and allow that party an opportunity to respond. The Executive will clarify that upon receipt of this response, Impress will assess the proposal and decide whether any changes should be made to the adjudication accordingly. The final adjudication will then be issued to both parties with no further opportunity to respond. 
· If a party decides to submit further substantive representations regarding specific issues raised in the adjudication, there will be a stay of proceedings and the Committee will decide whether any changes should be made to the findings
· Depending on the nature of the representations raised, the Committee members will either examine the issues over email or a Committee meeting can be reconvened if necessary
· If necessary, the Executive will make amendments to the adjudication
· Final Adjudication signed off by SMT
· The final adjudication is circulated to the parties and any possible amendments to the Committee’s final decision will be communicated
Step 11 – Final adjudication published (HubSpot Stage: ‘Resolved’) [Approx. Day 35/50]
· Prior to publication, ensure that any remedies or sanctions imposed on the publisher have been actioned. The final adjudication is then published on the website and advertised on social media (consult with Marcomms to facilitate this)

Note: the timings referred to throughout this procedure may be varied by the Executive where it seems fair and appropriate to do so.
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Document Templates to use
Located here: IMPRESS The Independent Monitor for the Press CIC\Impress Shared - Documents\Case Referrals\New Templates
· ‘Complaint Summary Template’
· ‘Publisher Response Template’
· ‘Investigation Report Template’
· ‘Adjudication Template’
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