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We are … almost ready to treat every death
as chargeable to someone’s account, every
accident as caused by someone’s criminal
negligence, every sickness a threatened
prosecution.  Whose fault?  is the first
question … then what damages?  what
compensation? what restitution.

Mary Douglas 1992, Risk and Blame



Principles

• Organisational response can influence 
whether someone becomes a persistent 
and unreasonable complainant.

• The focus should be on prevention. 
• It is tempting to focus on the complainant, 

whereas effective management requires 
focus on the complaint.



Types of complainant
1) Normal :

– seeking compensation and/or reparation or just an 
apology 

– may be upset, frightened or angry as the result of 
being caught up is some outrageous wrong

– accepting of conciliation and reasonable solutions

2) Difficult:
– seeking compensation and usually retribution
– blaming, angry
– exaggerate damage, but will accept ‘best offer’



Types of complainant
3) Altruistic Reformers:

– seeking change and greater justice for all, sacrifice their 
immediate interests in pursuit of better outcomes for 
others

– “do-gooders”

4) Dishonest:
– attempting to obstruct police/avoid justice
– looking for quick pay-outs
– may be on the edge of class actions

5) Hobbyists
– recreational
– serial complaining
– busybodies



Types of complainant

6) Unreasonably persistent (Querulous):
– seeking retribution & personal vindication, as 

well as compensation/reparation
– pursuing idiosyncratic interests
– on a mission for “justice” and “principles”
– engage in vexatious litigation
– tend to involve multiple agencies
– includes psychotic individuals



Characteristics of querulants

– conflate the public interest with their personal 
aims

– claim general if not universal significance for their 
quest

– repeated failures to work with, or through, others 
(firing lawyers, refusing mediation etc)

– inability to compromise or genuinely negotiate
– seek not a successful resolution of their 

grievance, but a continuation of the struggle 
– usually socially isolated but occasionally will join 

with other like minded individuals









Focus on the complaint, not the 
complainant –

“unreasonable complainant 
conduct”



Categorising unreasonable 
complainant conduct

• Unreasonable persistence
• Unreasonable demands
• Unreasonable lack of co-operation
• Unreasonable arguments
• Unreasonable behaviour



What is unreasonable 
persistence?

• Persisting although the complaint has 
been comprehensively addressed

• Reframing the complaint
• Demanding a review of the complaint
• Making an issue of trivial things, 

repeatedly







What are unreasonable 
demands?

• Insisting on unattainable outcomes
• Wanting revenge or retribution
• Making demands about the way the 

complaint should be handled
• Providing an extraordinary degree of 

irrelevant detail
• Creating complexity where there is none





What is unreasonable lack of 
co-operation?

• Presenting a large quantity of disorganised 
information

• Withholding information
• Refusing to define the issues underlying 

the complaint
• Focusing on principles, rather than issues
• Changing the complaint





What are unreasonable 
arguments?

• Advancing irrational beliefs (e.g. Seeing 
cause-and-effect links where none exist)

• Advancing and sticking to what is clearly a 
conspiracy theory unsupported by 
evidence

• Insisting that a particular solution is the 
correct one

• Insisting on the importance of an issue 
that is clearly trivial



What is unreasonable behaviour

• Rudeness and aggression, making threats 
or harassing others

• Sending rude, confronting or threatening 
letters

• Threats to harm self or others
• Manipulative (overly ingratiating, veiled or 

implied threats)



In written material

CASES CONTROLS

Veiled 32% 0 <000

Direct 17% 0 <0.01

Suicide 5.8% 0 NS

In person

Veiled 52% 0 <000

Suicide 16% 0 <0.05

Threats



Warning signs of 
unreasonable complainant 

conduct



1) Complainant history

• Previous complaints about the same or 
related issue

• Made review requests
• Made contact with other government 

agencies, MPs, ministers, oversight bodies
• Sought legal advice about agency’s handling 

of complaint
• Made FoI requests
• Raised issues about integrity or competence 

of those handling complaints



2) Outcomes sought

• Manifestly illogical or irrational solution
• Manifestly inappropriate compensation
• Unwarranted demands for apology
• What amounts to revenge or retribution



3) Written complaint

• Copied to numerous other agencies
• Excessive and idiosyncratic emphasis 

displayed
• Excessive punctuation, font changes or 

emboldening
• Inappropriate use of legal or medical 

terminology
• Use of excessively dramatic language
• Imitating official reporting style
• Annotations
• Excessive or irrelevant information



4) Interacting with agency

• Excessive written and telephone contact
• Making forceful instructions as to how 

the complaint must be handled
• At end of the process, attempt to have 

case reopened with new material
• Excessive demands on resources
• Rude, confrontational, angry, threatening 

or over-ingratiating



5) Reacting to news that complaint 
will not be taken further

• Refusal to accept case officer’s or agency’s 
decision

• Reframe complaint in an attempt to have it 
taken up again

• Raising a range of minor or technical issues
• Expecting a review of the decision simply 

because they are dissatisfied
• Allegations of bias or corruption on the part of 

the agency, simply because the decision 
went against them



Principles of management

• Focus on the complaint, not the 
complainant
– A case must be conducted and concluded to 

the agency’s satisfaction, not the 
complainant’s

• Ensure ownership and control
– The agency/its staff ‘own’ the compliant. They 

decide whether it will be dealt with, who by, 
how quickly, the outcome etc.

– The complainant ‘owns’ their issue and is free 
to raise it elsewhere if they wish



• Manage expectations
– ensure complainant’s expectations are realistic 

from the beginning
– ensure complainant understands what the agency 

can and cannot do, will and will not do
– ensure complainant understands their 

responsibilities towards the agency: co-operation, 
respect etc.

– defining the key issues and keeping the focus on 
them

– adopting a firm, clear and authoritative 
communication style: no uncertainty or ambiguity



Categorising unreasonable 
complainant conduct

• Unreasonable persistence
• Unreasonable demands
• Unreasonable lack of co-operation
• Unreasonable arguments
• Unreasonable behaviour



Strategies for dealing with 
unreasonable persistence

• It’s all about saying ‘no’
• Telling complainants firmly that something is 

‘not going to happen’
• Maintaining a ‘no means no’ stance
• Not allowing complainants to re-enter the 

process by reframing the complaint
• Making it clear that a decision is final – for 

better or for worse
• Adopting a ‘no further correspondence’

stance, which can only be varied at a senior 
level



Strategies for dealing with 
unreasonable demands

• Clarify the limitations of the complaint system
• Avoid being drawn in to unproductive 

argument
• Don’t do more for unreasonably demanding 

complainants than would otherwise be 
normal

• If necessary, inform the complainant that the 
agency finds their interactions unreasonably 
demanding and set defined limits for further 
contact



Strategies for dealing with 
unreasonable lack of co-operation

• Require complainants to shorten, summarise 
and define their complaints before the 
agency will look at them

• Tell complainant that the agency will not look 
at their complaint until they have presented 
all the information

• End involvement, if the complainant is 
shown to be wilfully misleading or untruthful 
in a significant way 



Strategies for dealing with 
unreasonable arguments

• Decline or discontinue the agency’s 
involvement as soon as it becomes clear 
that the complaint is groundless or 
ludicrous (e.g. delusional, conspiracy 
theory etc.)

• If there is a mixture of reasonable and 
unreasonable arguments, refuse to deal 
with the unreasonable portion



Strategies for dealing with 
unreasonable behaviour

• Unreasonable behaviour should not be 
accepted: the response should be to set limits 
and conditions for future interactions.

• Overt anger, aggression or threats are never 
acceptable, whether in person, on the telephone 
or in writing.

• Return letters that are intemperate and request 
they be reframed in more moderate language.

• End telephone calls if the complainant becomes 
abusive or confrontational.



Can one really ‘wash one’s hands’
of unreasonable or persistent 

complainants?



Threats, aggression, worrying 
behaviours, ‘last resort’, mental 

illness

• Specific policies are needed to deal with 
threats and aggression.

• Those committing an offence should be 
prosecuted.

• Worrying or ‘end of tether’ language 
should lead to a case review

• Severe mental illness needs to be brought 
to the attention of the relevant authorities.



““ last resortlast resort””



77thth March 1996March 1996



Lord Cullen’s Report

"It may be noted that throughout the years Thomas Hamilton's stream of 
letters of complaint and self-justification continued unabated. He 
expressed a complete lack of faith in any of the complaints 
procedures and tried on various occasions to enlist the help of his MP. 
He frequently wrote to parents defending himself and attacking the 
police. He tried to involve The Scottish Office, complaining about the 
way that the police were handling his complaints, with the result that 
the police had to keep The Scottish Office regularly up to date on what 
was happening. DCC McMurdo (a policeman involved) became 
obviously exasperated at what he described as his irrational 
outpourings in vindictive correspondence. The police were obliged to 
follow up persistent complaints which were quite absurd. He 
considered Thomas Hamilton to be bitter and petty-minded, perverting 
the healthy relationship between police officers and the Scout 
movement into something sleazy and dishonourable. He found it 
difficult to try to reason with a person whom he described as a zealot."



Nigel Jones

Andrew Pennington

Robert Ashman

United Kingdom:    United Kingdom:    
2828thth January 2001January 2001



Friedrich Leibacher: Zug regional 
parliament: 27th September 2001

14 dead



Wolfgang Schäuble

12th October 1990

•State transmitters were beaming into 
his body a mixture of pain and 
insatiable sexual lust. 

•Twice tried to take the State to court.  

•Complained to his MP and other 
agencies repeatedly for seven years.

• Eventually became convinced that 
self-help was his only chance.

Dieter KaufmannDieter Kaufmann



An agency for handling persistent 
complainants?



NSW Ombudsman (2009) Managing unreasonable 
complainant conduct practice manual. Sydney: Office 
of NSW Ombudsman. 

http://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/publication/PDF/guidelines/Managing%20
Unreasonable%20Complainant%20Conduct%20Practice%20Manual%2
02009.pdf

Google “NSW ombudsman”
Click on ‘Publications’
Then click on ‘Guidelines’

Recommended reading
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