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 1  introduction  
  

 
In May 2011 the PIRC (then the PCCS) published 
guidance on police complaints handling, “From  
Sanctions to Solutions”. The term “frontline resolution” 
was used in the guidance to describe a  
simple process for dealing with straightforward, 
relatively minor complaints. Following discussions  
with the police, the PIRC issued fresh guidance in this 
area effective from 1 April 2013 intended to  
clarify a number of aspects of the previous guidance. 

 
    
The revised guidance describes frontline 

resolution as an often appropriate way of 

dealing with complaints which are relatively 

minor and straightforward, and which are likely 

to have a lower impact on the individual or 

policing body.  

 

Frontline resolution is a way of resolving 

complaints at an early stage by providing a 

suitable response such as an explanation, 

apology or assurance.  

 

Complaints dealt with in this way do not require 

to proceed to a full investigation. The revised  

guidance confirms that complaints dealt with in 

this way must be formally recorded to ensure 

that they feature in police complaints statistics.  

 

Within Police Scotland, one area (Edinburgh) 

has adopted a process for dealing with 

complaints known as “conciliation”. As 

explained later, there are plans to extend the 

process to all areas of Police Scotland.  

 

In the PIRC’s view, there is no material 

difference between the process of conciliation 

adopted in the Edinburgh area, and frontline 

resolution.  

 

The guidance also provides that where a 

complaint is dealt with by frontline resolution, 

the police will send to the complainer a brief 

letter acknowledging the complaint and 

confirming that it has been resolved. 

 

 
 

The letter should also advise the complainer 

that if, on reflection, they wish to pursue the 

complaint further they should contact the 

Professional Standards Department. Where this 

occurs, the complaint will be investigated and 

dealt with in accordance with the various stages 

set out in “From Sanctions to Solutions”. Any 

review by the PIRC of the police’s handling of 

the complaint would occur after the complaint 

has proceeded through those stages. 

 

 

The aims and objectives of the The aims and objectives of the The aims and objectives of the The aims and objectives of the 
audit were as follows:audit were as follows:audit were as follows:audit were as follows:    
 
|| The main objective of this 
audit was to examine the 
recording and handling practice 
in respect of  
complaints identified by Police 
Scotland as suitable for “frontline 
resolution”.  
 
|| In particular, the audit  
was designed to assess whether 
the guidance issued by the PIRC 
on the handling of complaints by  
frontline resolution had been 
followed consistently by Police 
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2 methodology 
 

 
The PIRC asked Police Scotland to provide details 
of how frontline resolution complaints were  
recorded on Centurion (the complaints handling 
system used by the police). “Screen shots” were  
provided and it was explained that because 
Centurion had not yet been networked across all 
the former police force areas, the relevant data 
might be entered in slightly different ways in 
different areas.  

 
 
During discussions with the PSD, the PIRC was 

advised that not all areas of Police Scotland 

would be able to provide details of complaints 

dealt with by way of frontline resolution. 

However, it became clear that all areas were 

able to extract this information and the PIRC 

was provided with figures from all recording 

areas of Police Scotland.  

 Once the exact number of complaints dealt 

with by Police Scotland under frontline 

resolution was established, the PIRC sought 

guidance from the Scottish Government’s 

Office of the Chief Statistician on the necessary 

sample size. 

 

Table 1: Numbers of complaint cases dealt with via frontline resolution.  
 

Recording area Total number of frontline Resolution 

Complaints 

Dundee 106 

Aberdeen 5 

Inverness 13 

Glenrothes 20 

Grangemouth 10 

Edinburgh 60 

Dumfries 31 

Glasgow 83 

TOTAL 328 

 

The PIRC sought to identify the following during the audit:  

 

(1) the suitability of the complaint for frontline resolution (this was based on the objective view of  

the auditor and took into account the nature of the complaint and the time taken to issue the  

complainer with a response.  

 

(2) whether the complainer was sent the appropriate letter advising them to contact the  

Professional Standards Department if, on reflection, they wished to pursue the complaint further.  
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Prior to undertaking the audit, Police Scotland 

was asked to identify any known issues 

identified since 1 April 2013 in relation to 

complaints dealt with by way of frontline 

resolution.  

 

The PIRC was informed that the model 

currently used by Police Scotland in the 

Edinburgh area for handling frontline 

resolution complaints will in the future be used 

across Scotland. The PIRC was also informed 

that issues had occurred in relation to 

complainers being sent the appropriate letter  

following the resolution of the complaint.  

 

The PIRC was provided with hard copy 

complaint files at each of the locations visited 

during the audit. A total of 116 files were 

examined during the course of the audit (i.e. 

35% of all complaint files dealt with by way of 

frontline resolution in the period up to the end 

of the January 2014). 

 
Table 2: Number of complaint cases sampled during the audit 
  

Recording area Sample Size 

Dundee 24 

Aberdeen 5 

Inverness 11 

Glenrothes 13 

Grangemouth 10 

Edinburgh 16 

Dumfries 17 

Glasgow 20 

TOTAL 116 

 
 

 

 

 

3 findings 
 

 
 

 

The recording of complaints dealt with by 
frontline resolution 
The PIRC was encouraged to note that all areas 

of Police Scotland were able provide specific 

figures establishing that complaints dealt with 

by way of frontline resolution are being 

routinely recorded. 

 

Suitability for Frontline Resolution  
Of the 116 files sampled, two contained 

complaints that were considered unsuitable for 

frontline resolution (2%, with weightings).  

 

In one of these cases, the complainer had 

alleged that she had only been approached by 

the police in relation to an incident due to her 

ethnicity. In the PIRC’s view, this is a serious 

allegation which was not suitable for frontline 

resolution. The police had also done a good deal 

of work in respect of the complaint, which is not 

consistent with the quick, simple process 

envisaged by frontline resolution. It should be 

noted, however, that Police Scotland had 

identified this issue following an internal quality 

assurance check that had been undertaken.  

 

The other complaint assessed as unsuitable for 

frontline resolution was one in which the police 

had attended the complainer’s home in error, 

causing her to panic. The reason why this 
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complaint was considered unsuitable was that 

in terms of the file the officers had been 

responding to a serious incident. Although the 

complaint itself was relatively straightforward, 

it potentially raised issues regarding command 

and control which may have been worthy of 

investigation notwithstanding the otherwise 

minor nature of the complaint.  

 

The files examined indicated regional variations 

in relation to the kinds of complaint that were  

subject to frontline resolution, although as 

noted above the PIRC found only two cases 

which were clearly unsuitable for frontline 

resolution.  

 

In many areas there was a good deal of 

interaction between the local Professional 

Standards Department and command units 

intended to ensure that complaints were being 

handled appropriately. In addition, in all but 

one area internal quality assurance measures 

were being taken to identify any areas for 

improvement.  

 

The letter of response  
As noted above, following the resolution of the 

complaint the police must issue the complainer 

with a brief letter acknowledging the complaint 

and confirming that it has been resolved. The 

letter should advise the complainer that if, on 

reflection, they wish to pursue the complaint 

they should contact the Professional Standards 

Department.  

 

Of the 116 files examined it was found that 32% 

(calculated with weightings) did not contain the  

paragraph notifying the complainer of the 

correct avenue to follow if they remained 

dissatisfied.  

 

Some areas performed a good deal better than 

others in this connection as the following table  

shows.

  

Table 3: Compliance with guidance by police area  
 

Recording Area  Files examined  Number Incorrect final 

letter/no letter  

Glasgow  20  9  

Dundee  24  1  

Aberdeen  5  2  

Inverness  11  0  

Glenrothes  13  1  

Grangemouth  10  0  

Edinburgh  16  16  

Dumfries  17  0  

TOTAL 116  29  

 

Within the Inverness, Grangemouth and 

Dumfries areas all files contained the 

appropriate letter of response. Within Dundee, 

Aberdeen and Glenrothes there were a small 

number of cases in which the appropriate letter 

was not sent. However, on all but one occasion 

checks by the local Professional Standards 

Departments had identified this issue and 

advice was given to the area concerned.  

 

Within the Glasgow recording area there were 

nine files in which the appropriate letter was 

not issued. Again, however, this had been 

identified through internal quality checks and 

the problem rectified going forward.  

In the Edinburgh recording area, none of the 

files sampled contained the appropriate letter. 

In addition, based on the files examined there 

did not appear to be any awareness that the 

PIRC’s guidance was not being followed or that 

lessons were being learned for the future 

handling of such cases.  This was disappointing, 

particularly given the steps which had been 

taken by Police Scotland in other areas to 

ensure that the appropriate letter of response 

was being issued.   
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Following intimation of the findings of this 

aspect of the audit, the PIRC sought evidence 

from Police Scotland that the proper process 

was now being followed in the Edinburgh area.  

In a letter dated 3 June 2014 Police Scotland 

confirmed that the error had been rectified and 

also provided suitable evidence of this.  The 

PIRC is satisfied with the steps which have been 

taken in this connection. 

 

It was also identified from the Edinburgh files 

that in six cases the complainer had “declined a 

final letter”. The files did not contain any 

explanation as to why the complainer did so. In 

any event, the guidance is clear that following 

the conclusion of a complaint by frontline 

resolution, a letter will be sent to the 

complainer in the terms specified.  

 

The letter is for the complainer’s benefit and 

Police Scotland should ensure that complainers 

are not asked if they wish to “opt out” of a 

written response to their complaints. There may 

be occasions where a complainer specifically 

requests that a written response should not be 

issued.  Where this occurs, the request should 

be noted and, if the complainer has made the 

request in person, they should be asked to sign 

the officer’s notebook confirming their position. 

 

 

 

4  conclusions and 
recommendations  
The audit proved a useful exercise in that it allowed the 
PIRC to identify areas of good and poor practice within 
Police Scotland in respect its adherence to the PIRC’s 
guidance .  

 

 

It is clear that, for the most part, the revised guidance was followed by Police Scotland and that efforts are being 

made by many of the local professional standards departments to identify discrepancies and improve standards. 

The PIRC was concerned about the failure in the Edinburgh area to adhere to an aspect of the revised guidance, 

but is satisfied with the steps subsequently taken by Police Scotland in this connection.   

 

The following recommendations are made. 

 

1 That Police Scotland emphasises to all officers and staff dealing with complaints that frontline  

resolution is intended to be used only where the complaint is straightforward, relatively minor and is  

likely to have a lower impact on the complainer and the police. In deciding whether a complaint is  

suitable for frontline resolution account must also be taken of the seriousness or otherwise of the  

incident which gave rise to the complaint.  

 

2 That Police Scotland ensures complainers are not routinely asked whether they wish to “opt out” of 

receiving written response to their complaints.  In addition, where a complainer specifies that they 

do not wish to receive a written response, this should be noted and, if the request is made by the 

complainer in person, they should be asked to sign the officer’s notebook confirming their position. 

 

The PIRC wishes to thank Police Scotland and, in particular, the staff of the Professional Standards  

Departments for their assistance during the audit. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JULY 2014 
 

 

 

 
    
    

Police Investigations & Review CommissionerPolice Investigations & Review CommissionerPolice Investigations & Review CommissionerPolice Investigations & Review Commissioner    
Hamilton House, Hamilton Business Park, Caird Park, Hamilton, ML3 0QA 
Freephone:Freephone:Freephone:Freephone: 0808 178 5577   f:f:f:f: 01698 542 901   e:e:e:e: enquiries@pirc.gsi.gov.uk 
 
www.pirc.scotland.gov.ukwww.pirc.scotland.gov.ukwww.pirc.scotland.gov.ukwww.pirc.scotland.gov.uk    


