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Foreword
Dispute and complaint resolution bodies respond to over 230,000 contacts from Victorians each 
year. By any measure this is an extraordinary level of engagement across a very broad range of civil 
legal matters – from complaints about builders or utilities to conditions for prisoners.

And yet these organisations are not traditionally considered part of the legal landscape, which 
understands itself to include courts, tribunals, legal assistance and private legal firms. In terms 
however of volume, problem prevalence and pathways to resolution, they are a vital part of it, and 
significantly reduce the pressure on other parts of the system.

We know that most people who have legal problems will have civil legal problems. We also know 
that complaints and dispute resolution bodies respond to a significant proportion of these problem 
types. Knowing how many people are assisted, to what extent, with what kinds of problems, and to 
what outcome, is a critical piece in the civil justice puzzle.

These organisations are though unique unto themselves – expressing their own remit, history and 
practice – with many developed in response to regulatory change rather than law reform. Industry 
complaints bodies (e.g. Energy and Water Ombudsman) are an elegant solution to high volume 
customer issues in privatised environments. Public sector bodies (e.g. Victorian Ombudsman) are 
seated in representative democracy: a mechanism for citizens to have their grievances against the 
bureaucracy heard and addressed by an independent authority.

Whatever their origins, as a group they very successfully deliver access to justice. Their services 
are generally free, mostly do-it-yourself (or relatively easily assisted), not seen as intimidating, and 
deliver outcomes for very many complainants. Given the volume of matters they deal with, they also 
play an important role in advocating for and in some instances implementing reform.

Their singularity in remit has however resulted in a great diversity in operations, and consequently 
in the administrative data they generate. Basic definitions of ‘cases’, ‘enquiries’ or ‘complaints’ 
differ from one to the next, making even the aggregation of total complaint numbers difficult. This 
variation is also reflected in other aspects of data classification and collection across the agencies.

All the bodies we engaged with were committed to data as a means of improving their operations, 
and nearly all were focused on strengthening this capability. And yet the type and amount of 
demographic information collected was limited and highly inconsistent – which fundamentally 
hampers insights into service users and how to better serve them. Understanding which Victorians 
are using the service and which are not, is a key dimension of delivering access to justice.
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Dispute and complaint bodies are a florist’s mixed bunch – each distinct and unrelated to the rest, 
making it hard sometimes for Victorians to get to the agency which best suits their need. They have 
however much in common, and a stronger connection between them would be of benefit to those 
seeking help, to the agencies themselves, and to the achievement of greater access to justice.

These bodies are a powerful force in access to justice. Sharing and comparing approaches to 
data would improve consistency and governance, support better referrals so people were heard 
efficiently, and in due course build a more vivid image of the experience of civil legal problems in 
Victoria, and how to better meet community need.

Lynne Haultain 
Executive Director
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Participating organisations
ACCC Australian Competition and Consumer Commission

AFCA Australian Financial Complaints Authority

AHRC Australian Human Rights Commission

ASBFEO Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman

CAV Consumer Affairs Victoria

CO Commonwealth Ombudsman (including Postal Industry Ombudsman)

DBDRV Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria

DSC Disability Services Commissioner

DSCV Dispute Settlement Centre Victoria

EWOV Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria

IBAC Independent Broad-based Anti-corruption Commission

IGTO Inspector-General of Taxation

JCV Judicial Commission of Victoria

MHCC Mental Health Complaints Commissioner

NHPO National Health Practitioner Ombudsman

OVIC Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner

PTO Public Transport Ombudsman

VBA Victorian Building Authority

VDWC Victorian Disability Worker Commission

VHREOC Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission

VLSBC Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner

VO Victorian Ombudsman

VRQA Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority

VSBC Victorian Small Business Commission
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Executive Summary
This report

This report is the third in a series arising from Victoria Law Foundation’s Data Mapping Project 
exploring the use and utility of Victoria’s civil justice administrative data. It examines administrative 
data collected by dispute and complaint resolution bodies in Victoria and follows publication of 
similar reports exploring the administrative data of Victoria’s legal assistance services, and courts 
and tribunals.

The Data Mapping Project explores what civil justice administrative data is available; its accuracy 
and consistency; how it is currently used; and what needs to be done to improve its ability to 
answer access to justice questions.

Dispute and complaint resolution bodies are a vital part of the Victorian justice system, providing 
access to civil justice for thousands of Victorians. Many were established in successive waves 
of reform dating from the 1970s. While they have a vibrant political and policy history, their 
establishment and functions has also been organic, piecemeal. This has resulted in a burgeoning 
landscape that has created community confusion about what different dispute and complaint 
resolution bodies do, and how they may be able to help.

However, surprisingly little is known about the volume and character of the matters they handle, 
and the difference they make. This report is an important first step in exploring how existing 
administrative data might be able to help to fill these critical knowledge gaps and provide a better 
understanding of the difference dispute and complaint resolution bodies make to civil justice 
for Victorians.

What was found

How many disputes and complaints are handled?

Together, the dispute and complaint bodies who participated in this study handled more 
than 230,000 disputes and complaints in 2020–21. However, compiling this figure was not 
straightforward, and revealed substantial differences in how dispute and complaint activity was 
classified, collected, and reported. This reflected differences in terminology, as well as each body’s 
organisational remit and approach to dispute and complaint resolution.

Data systems, collection and practices

Several different administrative and case management systems were used by participating 
organisations. Most had flexible data systems they could customise, some had multiple systems, 
and the majority reported that they were in the process of either replacing or upgrading their data 
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system. While organisations were at different stages of data development and maturity, nearly all 
were striving to improve data function and capability.

Participant organisations fell into one of three groups: those at the forefront of data development 
who had already taken steps to improve data systems, processes and practices; those which had 
started doing so and had plans to do more; and a small minority whose systems, processes and 
practices were more constrained by resources and capacity.

Consistent with their varied organisational history and remit, dispute and complaint bodies varied 
in the data they collected and what they used it for. Important areas of variation included the 
information collected about users and the matters they handled.

User characteristics

The most widely and consistently collected characteristic was postcode. However, even postcode 
was only consistently recorded by less than three-quarters of participants. There was significant 
variation and gaps in collection of other user characteristics, including the extent to which data 
captured: use of interpreters; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status; sex; gender; age; disability 
status; cultural and linguistic diversity; experience or risk of family violence; mental health status; 
chronic illness status; financial disadvantage; homelessness and insecure housing status; sexual 
orientation; marital or relationship status; immigration or visa status; and income.

Three-quarters reported collecting information about the respondent or other side, though this 
was most commonly limited to their name and contact details, beyond which, collection of other 
characteristics was variable and often piecemeal.

Importantly, there was also variation in whether users or parties were assigned unique identifiers, 
and consequently, whether repeat users could be identifies.

Nearly two-thirds of participating organisations recorded information about how users had become 
aware of their service, and nearly all recorded information about onward referral. However, only half 
reported recording information about the source of inbound referrals.

Notwithstanding limits in information collected about users, more than one-third reported that 
some cohorts of users were under-represented. Identified cohorts included Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people; migrants and people from non-English speaking backgrounds; young 
people; and people from regional Victoria. Some reported this was known from additional data 
collection, such as surveys, and stakeholder and anecdotal feedback.

On the whole, dispute and complaint bodies could see where people were, but not who people are.

Matter type and outcomes

Another area of variation was the classification and recording of the types of matters and 
outcomes, again reflecting organisational purpose and remit. Some classified by area of law and 
others using subject matter classification, such as type of industry, provider, product or activity. 
Some also collected aspects of matter complexity, and categorised and recorded outcomes. Again, 
where collected, this varied by organisation, with some using simple matter outcome categories, 
while others included the manner of finalisation or what advice, and recommended action, 
was provided.
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What is the data used for?

Data was being used for a range of activities with a clear aspiration to do more. All participating 
organisations used administrative data for operational and reporting purposes. Nearly all identified 
using data for monitoring and evaluation; performance measurement and benchmarking; 
organisational research; to understand users; and for geographic analysis of the location of 
disputes or complaints.

Most sought to use data to improve access to services; to review programs and workloads; to 
inform planning; for inquires, reviews and law reform; and to develop business cases. Data was 
routinely used for forecasting and demand modelling, and just under half reported that it was used 
for research externally.

Administrative data was also used to inform policy and legislative change and to garner insight 
about factors affecting organisational operations and performance. It was also seen as a means to 
monitor change (e.g. in in the volume or subject of disputes and complaints) informing changes in 
organisational structure and resourcing.

What is the data quality and utility?

Data quality was self-assessed, and all participating organisations rated their data as being at least 
of ‘OK quality’, with more than half considering it ‘high quality’ or ‘very high quality’.

Indicators of high and very high-quality data cited by participants included establishment of data 
governance and quality assurance frameworks and data validation and assurance checks. Even 
organisations with already advanced data standards and practices were frequently seeking to 
further lift data quality, through improved staff and organisational capability and improved data 
governance, alongside broader system upgrades. Only a small minority of organisations had not 
already established data governance frameworks.

Factors affecting data utility included data system function, scope of collected information, and 
accuracy and consistency of data practices. Variable data practices within organisations and 
quality were two important factors limiting data utility, but also motivators for organisational efforts 
to improve organisational data culture and governance.

Importantly, realising uplift in data quality and utility was widely seen as requiring time and 
resources, alongside organisational leadership, prioritisation, and efforts to strengthen whole-of-
organisation data practice.

What do they want to do with data in the future?

There was a widely shared aspiration to improve the quality, consistency and scope of demographic 
and other use information. This was seen by many participants as a key means to yield further 
operational insight and enhance data utility.

Several organisations also aspired to develop more sophisticated analytics to better capture 
performance including how external factors affected the operating environment. There was a 
particular desire to replace manual data collection, processing and reporting with automation as 
a strategy to simultaneously address data utility and quality, while freeing up resources for data 
analysis and use. There was also an interest into enhancing trend analysis and forecasting, through 
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the integration and augmentation of organisational and other datasets, making it easier for staff to 
bring data together in a platform or hub.

A way forward

Improved data and analysis can undoubtedly provide greater insight into what dispute and 
complaint bodies do and achieve, and the difference they make to civil justice.

Dispute and complaint bodies share a vision for the role of administrative data, and there was clear 
ongoing efforts designed to enable it to meet its potential. As data quality matures and capability 
blossoms, use and utility for access to justice will also increase.

However, lack of established standards and shared practices present challenges.

Without agreed data standards for key measures such as user characteristics, matter types, 
referral, and outcomes, scope for aggregation, analysis, and oversight of critical access to justice 
issues is likely to remain obscured.

Collection of standardised user demographic data may increase data collection burden but would 
also be transformative in terms of ability to see different user cohorts, and consequently, for 
understanding of access to justice.

There is currently substantial difficulty not only in seeing different types of users in data, but also in 
aggregating the types of matters handled, and outcomes achieved. At present, administrative data 
is far more informative for understanding individual dispute and complaint bodies, rather than the 
system as a whole.

There are several areas where it would be particularly fruitful to explore more consistent and shared 
approaches to data standards and practices. Shared approaches to terminology and definitions 
alone would facilitate easier and more accurate analysis and aggregation. Shared standards 
can have real-world impact. For example, a shared minimum data standard capturing referral 
could highlight inappropriate and ineffective signposting, improving accessibility and freeing up 
organisational resources.

There is currently little incentive for dispute and complaint bodies to come together to consider 
shared approaches to data, and significant coordination and resource challenges to doing so. 
Without some incentives it appears more likely that dispute and complaint bodies will continue to 
independently build data capability and pursue individual priorities.

Increased public awareness of dispute and complaint bodies, what they do and don’t do, could 
have substantial access to justice benefits. These bodies, often minted to provide improved access 
to justice, are numerous and hard to navigate. Data is key to understanding awareness, addressing 
deficits in understanding and issues in navigation, and better and more co-ordinated data could 
help a critical part of the civil justice system take greater strides in lowering barriers and enabling 
broader and more equitable access to justice.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Victoria Law Foundation Data Mapping Project

In 2019, Victoria Law Foundation (VLF) undertook to investigate the current state of data across 
key parts of the Victorian civil justice system.

The Data Mapping Project aims to provide evidence about the use and utility of Victoria’s civil 
justice administrative data and examines:

• what civil justice data is held by Victorian legal assistance, courts and tribunals, and other 
complaint and dispute resolution institutions

• the form the data is in, including its accuracy and consistency

• what the data is currently used for

• how it might be used in the future

• what might need to be done to enhance its use and utility to improve access to justice, and

• what access to justice research and policy questions it can and can’t answer.

The project aligns with VLF’s statutory objectives and research aims, focused on understanding 
the legal and related needs and experiences of Victorians to provide evidence for better policy 
and practice.

The project consists of three stages, which together map the administrative data landscape of the 
Victorian civil justice sector:

• Stage 1 – the legal assistance sector

• Stage 2 – courts and tribunals

• Stage 3 – other dispute resolution and complaint bodies.

Findings from Stage 1 were published in Apples, oranges and lemons: The use and utility of 
administrative data in the Victorian legal assistance sector.1

Findings from Stage 2 were published in Smarter Data: The use and utility of administrative data in 
Victorian courts and tribunals.2

1 See McDonald et al. (2020).
2 See McDonald et al. (2021).
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This report is the third component of this project, investigating the use and utility of administrative 
data in dispute and complaint resolution bodies.

1.2 Background

Understanding the state of public civil legal administrative data was identified as an important 
first step in revealing gaps, weaknesses and opportunities for improvement, as well as better 
understanding how existing data can be harnessed to answer access to justice questions.

Dispute and complaint resolution bodies are an important part of the infrastructure that support 
the justice system. This has not always been so. Many such bodies were established within the 
last 50 years, often in the interests of providing the community with better access to justice 
through additional and alternative processes tailored to particular types of people, matters, and 
agencies. For example, the first Victorian Ombudsman was appointed in 1973, the Victorian Equal 
Opportunity and Human Rights Commission commenced in 1977, and the Dispute Settlement 
Centre of Victoria was established in 1987. A mix of other ombudsman, commissions and authorities 
were instituted in the 1990s and 2000s (see Appendix 1).3

But what do we know about the Victorians who contact dispute and complaint bodies? For what 
types of matters? And what happens? Are they delivering just results for Victorians? What can 
administrative data tell us? 

The Data Mapping Project in part responds to calls in Victoria and internationally for improved 
evidence to inform civil justice policy – to make civil justice more appropriate, accessible, effective 
and efficient. Farrow and Jacobs recently characterised civil justice around the world as ‘in crisis’ 
and called for a new era of access to civil justice which is better informed by evidence and data.4 
This and similar calls articulate the need for people–centred data to measure and inform access to 
civil justice.5

Empirical research in this area makes it clear that civil justice is strongly patterned by legal matter 
and demographic characteristics. This includes who experiences civil justice matters; what they 
tend to do; which civil justice institutions are likely to be involved; and what happens.6 Does the 
Victorian civil justice administrative data allow for these types of analyses?

Legal needs survey research has consistently demonstrated inequity associated with social and 
economic disadvantage in the experience, handling, and resolution of legal problems.

To build civil justice systems which cater appropriately to diverse community need and capability, 
we need to know more about how different people engage with and experience civil justice. To 
this end, much access to justice research and policy is focused on understanding what happens to 
different people in the civil justice system. There is opportunity to see people and what happens 
in data.

3 Appendix 1 provides an illustrative timeline of the institution of Victorian and Commonwealth courts, tribunals, dispute and complaint 
resolution bodies.

4 Farrow and Jacobs (2020).
5 See McDonald (2021). See also Chapman et al. (2021).
6 See further OECD/Open Society Foundations (2019).
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Administrative data is potentially an important source of information about dispute and complaint 
resolution bodies, the people who use them and those that do not. Administrative data records 
express legal need, that is, what happens when people engage with or seek help from dispute 
and complaint resolution bodies for problems they are experiencing. Other data sources like legal 
need surveys, are needed to measure unexpressed community legal need and barriers to justice, 
including barriers to engaging with dispute and complaint handling bodies.7

To build on the Victorian civil justice evidence base, it is necessary to first examine what data exists, 
how it is used and its potential. The Data Mapping Project focuses specifically on administrative 
data, interrogating its current coverage and quality, and identifying ways to improve its use and 
utility in the future.

What is administrative data?

As the name suggests, administrative data is typically generated and used for administrative and 
operational purposes. Administrative data has a range of recognised benefits and can be used 
on its own, or most effectively, in conjunction with other sources of data, such as surveys and 
observational data. For instance, administrative data can be augmented by periodic collection of 
additional qualitative and quantitative data points, such as point in time or ‘snapshot’ data and can 
often be linked to other datasets.8

Administrative data typically provides a count of activities and a record of events or outputs. It is 
usually recorded or entered in organisational databases through a mix of manual, paper-based, 
electronic and automatic forms of data collection and entry. Data may be for example clicks, 
images, inquiries, geographic location, sales, text, video, voice, as well as user and client feedback, 
log and transaction files.9

Administrative data can also be a form of ‘big data’. In the ‘big data revolution’, business and 
organisations are encouraged to treat such data as a valuable asset, holding insights which can be 
uncovered and used to make intelligent, data-driven decisions.10

Compared to other forms of data, administrative datasets are often large and can provide 
information about entire populations of transactions, such as all those using a particular dispute or 
complaint resolution service. Using administrative data can also be relatively fast and inexpensive 
compared to the cost of amassing new experimental and observational data which would only 
capture a small sample of the entire population of transactions.11

7 VLF has recently conducted a Public Understanding of Law Survey (PULS), which includes a legal needs survey component. PULS provides 
important new data on express and unexpressed legal need in the Victorian community. See https://victorialawfoundation.org.au/research/
puls for relevant publications including the full survey (Balmer, Pleasence, McDondald & Sandefur, 2022).

8 Jones, Heys, Tingay, Jackson and Dibben (2019).
9 Big data also includes open-source data made available by government departments, agencies and public services. For example, transport 

agencies commonly make public bus, ferry, train, tram etc. GPS data available to allow real time tracking.
10 Big data is distinguished by the so-called ‘five V’s’: volume, velocity, variety, veracity, and value. As the name implies, one of the defining 

features of big data is its size. As computer storage got cheaper, business and organisations began collecting and keeping more and more 
data. Big data is also distinguished by its velocity, often being available in real-time, and providing near instantaneous point-in-time and 
change-over time information. Variety is another characteristic of big data in that it can have many different sources and take many different 
forms. Veracity refers to the quality and value of the data. Notably, data quality can vary and affect reliability and value. Big data must have 
sufficient quality and reliability for its analysis to have value. Value is measured by the worth of the information and insights produced by 
processing and analysis, and by comparison with the value of the insights produced by other forms of data. See Monroe (2013) and Hadi, 
Shnain, Hadishaheed and Ahmad (2015).

11 See Wallgren and Wallgren (2007) and Goerge (2018).
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New business intelligence software and data visualisation tools enhance the potential of 
administrative data. Technology has transformed data storage, access, analysis, and visualisation 
within sectors such as health and education.12 Where administrative data might have only been 
reviewed periodically, such as quarterly or for annual reports, modern software and analytical 
techniques can provide near real-time information. The demand for such technology will continue 
to grow in line with increasing reliance on data-driven decision making.13

One common use of administrative data is to monitor change and performance. Where 
administrative data is collected over a period, trends can be monitored. Change seen in 
administrative data can reflect change in both internal and external actions, circumstances, and 
events. While administrative data may shift directly in response to internal reforms, change in the 
external environment may require other sources of data and analysis to determine the cause and 
impact of any observed changes.

Administrative data has several advantages and potential uses for research and evaluation. It can 
facilitate examination of ‘hard to reach’ groups – those which can be challenging to find and engage 
in surveys and interviews. Access to administrative data can also significantly reduce burdens of 
experimental and observational data collection on research subjects, participants and researchers.

Administrative data is, however, qualitatively different to experimental and observational forms 
of data, designed and collected for research and evaluation. For researchers, it is typically found 
rather than made, with its use and utility depending upon its nature, content, form, and quality.14

Stage 1 findings: the legal assistance sector

The first stage of the Data Mapping Project examined data in the legal assistance sector. Findings 
were published in Apples, Oranges and Lemons: The use and utility of administrative data in the 
Victorian legal assistance sector.15

The report found successive access to justice inquiries and reviews, and legal assistance policy, 
had established the need to develop the civil justice evidence base, including improved legal 
assistance service data.16

Apples, Oranges and Lemons found several examples of Victoria’s legal assistance services working 
to improve data practices and several examples of beneficial and innovative data use. However, 
it also found much that needed to be done to improve the nature, quality, and utility of legal 
assistance service data and to expand what it can reliably be used for. Quality and reliable data 
was, in short, a prerequisite for reliable analysis and evidence.

12 See, for example, Mettler and Vimarlund (2009) and Drake and Walz (2018).
13 Administrative data from different sources can also be adapted, processed and integrated for analytical and statistical purposes, subject to 

consistency, quality and coherence of variables and measurement units. See Wallgren and Wallgren (2007) and Drake and Walz (2018).
14 Connelly, Playford, Gayle and Dibben (2016), McDonald et al. (2020).
15 McDonald et al. (2020).
16 See for example Council of Attorneys-General (2019); Department of Justice and Regulation (2016); National Legal Assistance Partnership 

(2020); Pleasence and Balmer (2014); Productivity Commission (2014); and Urbis (2018).
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The findings highlighted the magnitude of the challenge in building a meaningful and reliable 
evidence base, including that:

• data practice was variable. Data collection and counting methods varied considerably across 
the Victorian legal assistance sector.

• data quality was variable. Notwithstanding efforts to improve legal assistance data practice, 
there was evidence of variation in data quality, accuracy and consistency.

• variation in data quality and practice has implications. Variation in practice undermines 
meaningful and reliable data aggregation and analysis. Sector-level comparative analysis must 
first assess data quality, accuracy, and consistency issues, or risk making inappropriate and 
inaccurate conclusions.

• data capability varied but was universally constrained by resourcing. Data practices and 
capability varied but resourcing issues and lack of funding were the greatest barrier. This was 
something all service providers faced. In addition, polarisation of data capability exacerbates 
variation in data practice and quality, and further undermined meaningful and reliable sector-
level analysis and use.

• innovative data practice was constrained by database limitations. Evidence of innovative 
data use was widespread, but inflexible and other data system limitations constrained what was 
collected and how it was used.

• capturing complex clients and services requires complex data. Available data did not 
adequately reflect the complexity of clients’ circumstances and needs, nor the extent of problems 
faced, and services provided. Other complementary sources and data collection methods are 
needed to capture the need, impact, value, and outcomes of legal assistance more fully.

• capturing outcomes and quantifying impacts presents additional challenges. There 
was widespread interest in moving beyond output and activity counts to measuring service 
outcomes. However, measuring outcomes and impact presented further practice and 
resource challenges.

Apples, Oranges and Lemons also noted a global shift in access to justice research and policy. 
Focus has shifted from a ‘top down’ to ‘bottom-up’ understanding of access to justice informed by 
peoples’ ability and experience trying to access legal assistance and use justice institutions to help 
resolve their civil justice problems.

The key feature of this focus shift is that it examines access to justice from a people or user-centred 
perspective examining whether and how people make effective use of the civil justice system. 
Where justice policy and service priorities shift, data practices and systems also need to shift.

Apples, Oranges and Lemons concluded that legal assistance service data was not currently 
meeting its potential. Consequently, its use for pressing access to civil justice questions remained 
limited. Data accuracy, consistency, and quality issues, together with both the nature and coverage 
of data measures, needed to be improved to enhance the use and utility of legal assistance 
administrative and service data.

131. Introduction



Stage 2 findings: courts and tribunals

The findings for the second stage of the Data Mapping Project were published in Smarter Data: The 
use and utility of administrative data in Victorian courts and tribunals.17 This stage again examined 
issues of data availability, accuracy, and consistency, along with how data was being used and 
what might need to improve to increase utility for access to justice issues.

Smarter Data found that Victoria’s courts and tribunals used administrative data for a range of 
purposes. This variously included operational (reporting, planning, and performance measurement 
etc.), monitoring, research, evaluation, forecasting and business case reasons. It also found strong 
evidence that over the last 15 years, Victorian court and tribunal data use and utility had improved 
substantially. This was attributed to new and improved administrative data systems, performance 
measures and application of the International Framework of Court Excellence.18

While there was evidence of sound data practices, underpinning confidence in data quality, data 
utility was nevertheless found to be limited by the type of data that was routinely collected as well 
as inconsistency in practices across different courts and tribunals.

In particular, lack of data on litigant demographics and other characteristics precluded examination 
of whether and how courts and tribunal use and how matter outcomes vary by population cohorts, 
and how different types of litigants may be affected by innovation and reform.

Unavailability of demographics resulted in substantial gaps in what was known about parties to 
civil matters, and their experiences of courts and tribunals. There was also evidence of inconsistent 
data collection and practices across courts and tribunals concerning data categories such as legal 
matter type, outcomes, and representation status. These gaps also limited the utility of court and 
tribunal data.

It was, however, also found that there was widespread interest in collecting additional data points 
and improving data use and utility – to improve understanding of both court and tribunal operations 
and performance and litigant experience.

Smarter Data discussed several implications of the findings and what was needed to further build 
data use and utility:

• limits of current data and opportunities to go further. While Victorian courts and tribunals 
have been working to improve data quality, use and utility, they are rapidly approaching the limits 
of current data. Progress requires a stepped change in the type and scope of data collected and 
the extent to which it can be linked with other datasets, within and beyond courts and tribunals.

• smarter data for enhanced insight. Better data and analysis can provide significant operational 
insights, improving court and tribunal function and access to justice. Core to this are data and 
data systems providing a better understanding of the demographics of users and the issues 
they face. To answer critical access to justice questions one needs to be able to see people and 
their problems.

17 McDonald et al. (2021).
18 https://www.courtexcellence.com/.
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• people-centred data. The civil justice system works best when it mirrors the needs and 
capabilities of the public. Central to this is understanding the diverse cohorts using courts and 
tribunals. To fully appreciate the complexity of people’s lives means additional data, data linkage 
and an understanding that administrative data provides only pieces of the puzzle.

• how smarter data helps. Improving data quality and scope enhances utility. It allows more 
questions to be answered and can reveal factors affecting operation and performance. It enables 
appropriate response to diverse needs and identifies downstream effects of change. Improved 
data also facilitates the monitoring and evaluating of reforms, ultimately determining what works. 
Together, such improved understanding makes data smarter.

• need for strategic leadership and investment. Shared understanding of the purpose, benefits 
and insights of smarter data can usher in a new era of civil justice. Strategic leadership and 
investment are necessary to foster these goals and maximise the insights offered by improved 
administrative data.

1.3 Dispute and complaint resolution bodies

Throughout this report the term ‘dispute and complaint resolution bodies’ is used to collectively 
describe organisations, other than courts and tribunals and legal practitioners, that help people 
(individuals or their business) resolve civil legal disputes and complaints.

Those involved in the types of matters that dispute and complaint resolution bodies handle are 
known by several terms. This report adopts terminology commonly used within these bodies and 
those who participated in this study: ‘disputants’, ‘complainants’, and ‘parties’. Other commonly 
used terms include ‘applicant’ and ‘respondent’, while the subject of a dispute or complaint may 
also be described as the other side in the matter.19 Often those lodging disputes and complaints are 
people acting in their individual or personal capacity but can also be those acting in a business or 
corporate capacity.

Dispute and complaint resolution bodies are an important part of the civil justice system and are 
also known as alternative or additional dispute resolution bodies.20 Some were explicitly established 
to alleviate workload pressure on court and tribunals, but also to provide a more appropriate and 
bespoke means to resolve frequent civil justice matters. For instance, the purpose of the Dispute 
Settlement Centre of Victoria, a part of the Department of Justice and Community Safety, was 
established in 1987, is to ‘empower and assist the Victorian community to prevent and appropriately 
resolve issues, alleviate pressure on the judicial system and help the community to thrive’.21

There is a vibrant political, policy and social history attached to the development of dispute 
and complaint resolution options for Victorians. For example, Ombudsmen and non-court or 
tribunal options for resolving civil legal problems emerged in Australia in the 1970s and 1980s, 
a period marked by waves of reforms seeking to provide better access to justice by modernising 

19 Note that sometimes the subject of a dispute or complaint may not be aware or respond to a dispute or complaint lodged with a dispute or 
complaint body. Examples include disputes and complaints that do not fall within the scope of the matters handled by particular bodies and 
matters that are withdrawn before the other side becomes involved or responds.

20 Some dispute and complaint bodies have a nexus with the court and tribunal system and are less of an alternative but rather a compliment to 
courts and tribunals.

21 https://www.disputes.vic.gov.au/about-us.
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law, including a suite of administrative law reforms; extend public access to legal assistance; 
institutional design; strategies to avoid litigation; and mechanisms to provide easier, quicker, 
cheaper forms of dispute resolution.22

The development of these bodies has been organic and piecemeal and as a consequence, the 
dispute and complaint resolution landscape in Victoria is complex. Rapid increase in the number 
of new bodies with the name ‘Ombudsman’ was described by the Commonwealth Ombudsman 
as ‘Ombudsmania’ in 1991.23 Since then new dispute and complaint bodies have continued to be 
established, often in response to inquiry and review of justice issues.

Research has pointed to the proliferation of ombudsmen and other dispute and complaint bodies 
as creating some community confusion about what different bodies do, and how they might be able 
to help.24 This raises issues of public understanding and community awareness, referral pathways 
and entry gateways.

Some bodies have broad problem reach and high volumes, others are more highly specialised and 
have low volumes of complaints (see Section 3 below).

Dispute and complaint resolution bodies can be broadly categorised as covering either public 
sector or private sector related disputes and complaints.25 Bodies dealing with public sector 
problems include the Victorian Ombudsman, the Victorian Human Rights Commission and the 
Independent Broad-based Corruption Commission. These bodies deal with complaints directed at 
public services, government departments and other public organisations.

Private-sector focused dispute and complaint resolution bodies deal generally with consumer 
complaints about goods and services. Some of these bodies are also known as industry 
ombudsmen or membership-based ombudsmen, for example the Energy and Water Ombudsman 
Victoria, Australian Financial Complaints Authority and the Public Transport Ombudsman.

Dispute and complaint bodies are frequently approached to respond to common problems which 
can have a legal solution, or justiciable problems.26 For example, the Legal Australia-Wide Survey 
conducted fifteen years ago, found that dispute resolution and complaint-handling bodies27 were 
reported as having been used 11 per cent of all justiciable problems. They were also nominated as 
having finalised four per cent of all problems. Notably, where dispute resolution and complaint-
handing bodies had finalised the problem, respondents rated the outcome as having been 
favourable for 84 per cent of those problems. However, beyond legal needs surveys, relatively little 
is known about the volume of justiciable problems dispute and complaint bodies handle and who 
they help.

The study here provides important new insights on the use and utility of the data collected by 
dispute and complaint resolution bodies, and how it might be used to fill critical gaps in knowledge 
about the civil justice system.

22 See Appendix 1 for a timeline.
23 Meiklejohn (2017).
24 See, for example, Creutzfeldt (2016).
25 Creutzfeldt (2016).
26 See Genn (1999) and OECD/Open Societies Foundation (2019) on the justiciable problem method employed in legal needs surveys.
27 Including Consumer Affairs Victoria.
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1.4 About this report

This report investigates the use and utility of administrative data collected by dispute and complaint 
resolution organisations that have jurisdiction in Victoria.

Section 2 provides details of the research methods used. Section 3 gives an overview of the dispute 
and complaint resolution bodies which participated in this study, and the volume of disputes and 
complaints handled by the participating organisations is summarised. Section 4 describes the 
research findings, and Section 5 presents the implications of these findings.
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2. Methodology
This section outlines the methods used in this project: the participant organisations; how 
information was collected and analysed; and parameters and limitations of the research.

Note that the method of data collected in this stage of the Data Mapping Project was changed 
from in-depth interview to online survey. This was to extend an invitation to participate to all 
identified dispute and complaint resolution bodies operating in Victoria within the scope of the 
study; minimise the burden of data collection and participation; and canvass key themes and 
findings identified in the previous two stages of the Data Mapping Project.

While online surveys do not allow interviewers to further probe and clarify participant answers, 
given the exploratory nature of the research design, the change in methodology is unlikely to 
substantially affect the findings. The survey instrument was based on the interview schedules used 
in the previous stages of the Data Mapping Project, and similarly provided respondents opportunity 
to provide answers to questions using their own words.

2.1 Research questions

The key research questions were: 

• What data systems are being used, how flexible are they, and are there plans for change?

• What types of data do dispute and complaint resolution bodies collect?

• How do they use their administrative data? What benefits have they experienced?

• What governance or data quality measures are in place?

• How do they describe the quality and utility of their data?

• How can they improve the quality and utility of their data to better answer access to 
justice questions?

2.2 Data gathering

Sampling

Many organisations, agencies and institutions deal with and help people and businesses resolve 
disputes and complaints. However, for the purposes of this report, organisations providing free 
third-party dispute and complaint resolution services to Victorians were the primary target.
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Search strategy

A list of organisations was compiled using internet searches with keywords such as ombudsman, 
commission, commissioner, regulator, complaints authority, or dispute/complaint resolution/
settlement service/centre. In reviewing the websites and annual reports of these organisations 
the list was supplemented with organisations that were mentioned on these sites, in ‘other 
organisations that can help you’ type sections.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The study identified and included dispute and complaint resolution bodies which are part of the 
civil justice system in Victoria and have a role in affording access to justice to Victorians. National 
bodies with jurisdiction in Victoria, such as the Commonwealth Ombudsman and the Fair Work 
Commission28 were within scope, but state-based tribunals (e.g. VCAT) were not as they were 
included in the previous Stage 2 report on courts and tribunals, Smarter Data.29

Organisations acting as an independent third-party body were included. This covers organisations 
not directly involved in the dispute or complaint, but which tries to assist either party in resolving it. 
Therefore, any complaints division of a business, company, government department or local council 
that dealt with complaints from their own customers were excluded from this study. Lawyers and 
trade unions (and similar entities) that might represent one of the parties were also not included.

Bodies which provide free services (or nominal means-tested fees) were included. Any private or 
for-profit fee-charging mediation and dispute resolution services were excluded. Organisations 
such as the Australian Disputes Centre, and private lawyers and mediators were therefore excluded.

Organisations were also included if they accepted complaints from individuals (ordinary members 
of the public) and from and between small businesses.

Another criterion for inclusion was whether or not the third-party organisation sought to provide 
a disputant or complainant with an individually tailored outcome or resolution to their dispute or 
complaint. Some organisations receive complaints and investigate them, but do not provide the 
complainant a specific outcome for their matter, and they were excluded. One such example is the 
Australian Communications and Media Authority.30

Bodies that functioned solely as regulators, even though individual people and businesses could 
submit complaints or report breaches, were also excluded. Several organisations that clearly 
stipulated in their public facing materials that they did not receive and resolve individual disputes 
and complaints, and that those doing so would be referred to the relevant dispute or complaint 
handling body, were excluded. Organisations such as the Australian Energy Regulator31, Australian 
Prudential Regulation Authority32 and Australian Securities and Investments Commission33 were 
excluded on this basis.

28 https://www.fwc.gov.au/.
29 McDonald et al. (2021).
30 https://www.acma.gov.au/.
31 https://www.aer.gov.au/about-us.
32 https://www.apra.gov.au/notify-a-breach.
33 https://asic.gov.au/about-asic/contact-us/.
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Organisations primarily functioning as investigative bodies were also excluded. For example, the 
Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission34 and Australian Commission for Law Enforcement 
Integrity35 are investigative and do not take complaints or deal with disputes.

As a result of the application of these inclusion and exclusion criteria, 40 organisations were invited 
to participate in this project.

Online survey

The interview schedules for Stage 1 and Stage 2 of the Data Mapping Project were used to develop 
an online survey using the LimeSurvey web application.36 This survey is reproduced in Appendix 2. 
It is comprised of the following sections:

• Part 1 People accessing your services 

• Part 2 Legal matters and outcomes

• Part 3 Your data system

• Part 4 Data sharing capacity

• Part 5 Data governance and quality

• Part 6 Data use and reporting

• Part 7 Future data needs.

Organisations within the study criteria were invited to participate. They were asked to nominate 
a person who had an overview of the data management systems, knowledge of data collection, 
quality, and use, to respond on behalf of the organisation.

Survey responses were collected on the basis that they would be confidential, and that no 
respondent or participating organisation would be identified in the report without consent. 
Where organisations are identified in this report, it is by reference to the organisation’s publicly 
available material.

Document review

Publicly available documents of participating organisations were reviewed. These included annual 
reports and various other material such as websites. The online survey also invited participating 
organisations to forward any documents they thought would be relevant to the study.

34 https://www.acic.gov.au/.
35 https://www.aclei.gov.au/.
36 See further McDonald et al. (2020) and McDonald et al. (2021).
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Response rate and respondent characteristics

Of the 40 organisations invited to participate, four declined; 26 commenced the survey; and 24 
completed most of the survey questions. Responses of the two organisations that commenced the 
online survey but did not substantially complete it, were subsequently removed from the dataset. 
The response rate was therefore 60 per cent.

Of the 24 organisations that completed the survey, seven organisations (29%) operated nationally 
and 17 (71%) only in Victoria.

Those responding on behalf of their organisation included four organisation leaders (e.g. Assistant 
Commissioners, Ombudsmen, Chief Executive Officers), 11 people in senior management 
(e.g. Director, Senior Manager, Manager) and six in other senior data and analysis roles (e.g. 
Data Analysts, Senior Intelligence Analysts and Strategic Advisor). An overview of each of the 
participating organisations is provided in Section 3.

2.3 Limitations

The report findings are limited to survey data and public materials of participating dispute and 
complaint resolution bodies. Not all dispute and complaint resolution bodies within the scope 
of the study participated, and there may also have been organisations within scope which were 
not identified.

This study collected information from participants via an online survey. This was to minimise the 
participation burden and provide for efficient collection of information on key issues identified in 
Stage 1 and Stage 2 of the Data Mapping Project. One consequence of this data collection method 
is that, compared to the in-depth in-person interviewing employed in the previous stages, online 
surveys do not provide opportunity to clarify and follow-up on respondent answers.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study provides important new information exploring the 
nature of the data collected by dispute and complaint resolution bodies operating in Victoria, 
organisations that make up an important, but understudied part of the civil justice system.

2.4 Analysis process

Basic descriptive statistics were generated using SPSS, a software package used to analyse 
quantitative data. Open-ended survey questions were analysed thematically using MAXQDA, 
a software package used to analyse mixed-methods data. Other documentary materials were 
reviewed and analysed using MAXQDA.

It is important to note that the study did not access, receive, or analyse any administrative datasets. 
Rather, the findings are based on analysis of survey responses, together with annual reports and 
other materials, to reflect on the use and utility of administrative data.
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3. Participating dispute 
and complaint bodies 

This section is an overview of the dispute and complaint resolution bodies which participated in 
this study. It details the 17 Victorian organisations first, then the seven organisations which operate 
in both Victoria and nationally.

There is no single website or source that documents the complete system of dispute and complaint 
resolution bodies.

3.1 Victorian bodies

Consumer Affairs Victoria

Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) is Victoria’s consumer affairs regulator. CAV provides information 
and advice about rights, responsibilities and changes to relevant laws to consumers, renters, 
businesses and rental providers. It also registers and licenses businesses and some occupations, 
enforces compliance with consumer law and reviews and advises the Victorian Government on the 
consumer protection framework.37 In specific circumstances, CAV will accept and offer assistance 
with complaints through their voluntary dispute services.38

Disability Services Commissioner

The Disability Services Commissioner (DSC) resolves complaints and promotes the right of people 
living with a disability to be free from abuse.39 As well as complaints resolution, they provide 
training, education and information. The DSC has oversight of critical incidents, including death and 
matters of abuse and neglect, and it can conduct Commissioner-initiated investigations and has 
inspection powers.40

Dispute Settlement Centre of Victoria

The Dispute Settlement Centre of Victoria (DSCV) provides free dispute resolution services and 
training across Victoria. DSCV assists with common neighbourhood disputes and has a current 
focus on assisting renters and rental providers to resolve disputes listed for consideration by VCAT.41

37 Consumer Affairs Victoria (2021, p.7).
38 The criteria for assistance with a problem or complaints can be found 

here: https://www.consumer.vic.gov.au/about-us/regulatory-approach-and-compliance-policy/our-compliance-policy#dispute-services.
39 Disability Services Commissioner (2021).
40 Disability Services Commissioner, https://www.odsc.vic.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do/.
41 Dispute Settlement Centre of Victoria, https://www.disputes.vic.gov.au/.
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Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria

Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria (DBDRV) is an independent government agency 
designed to resolve disputes between builders and homeowners. DBDRV can help resolve disputes 
regarding construction, alterations and renovations, extensions, associated building work such as 
garages, driveways, swimming pools and spas, demolition and some types of home repairs.42

Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria

The Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria (EWOV) resolves complaints about electricity, gas 
and water companies for Victorians. EWOV assists with complaints about issues including billing, 
provision, supply, privacy and land.43

Independent Broad-based Anti-Corruption Commission

The Independent Broad-based Anti-Corruption Commission (IBAC) is responsible for preventing 
and exposing public sector corruption and police misconduct in Victoria. IBAC receives and 
assesses complaints and notifications, refers matters to other organisations for action, investigates 
allegations of serious or systemic corruption and police misconduct, and undertakes strategic 
research and other initiatives to inform the public sector, police and the community of the 
detrimental impacts of corruption and how to prevent it.44

Judicial Commission of Victoria

The Judicial Commission of Victoria (JCD) is an independent body that receives and investigates 
complaints about judicial officers and VCAT members in Victoria. JCD investigates complaints in 
relation to the conduct or capacity of judicial officers and VCAT members, and complaints can be 
made by members of the public or the legal profession. It does not investigate complaints about the 
lawfulness of decisions or procedural rulings.45

Mental Health Complaints Commissioner

The Mental Health Complaints Commissioner (MHCC) is an independent body established to 
safeguard rights, resolve complaints and recommend improvements to Victorian public mental 
health services. Complaints raised with MHCC are often complex and involve more than one issue, 
and relate to matters such as treatment, communication, medication, conduct and behaviour and 
diagnosis, among other matters.46

Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner

Established in 2017, the Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner (OVIC) has oversight 
of the collection, use and disclosure of information by the Victorian Government. OVIC promotes 
the settlement of disputes through conciliation, and if they are not resolved, they are ultimately 
determined by the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT).47

42 Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria, https://www.dbdrv.vic.gov.au/.
43 Energy and Water Ombudsman, https://www.ewov.com.au/.
44 Independent Broad-based Anti-Corruption Commission (2021, p.12).
45 Judicial Commission of Victoria (2021).
46 Mental Health Complaints Commissioner (2021).
47 Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner (2021).
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Public Transport Ombudsman

The Public Transport Ombudsman (PTO) handles complaints against transport operators which 
are members of the scheme. If a complaint cannot be resolved, the PTO can make a binding 
determination. Common issues PTO received complaints about in the last financial year include 
public transport staff, service delivery, land and infrastructure, ticketing and COVID-19.48

Victorian Building Authority

The Victorian Building Authority (VBA) regulates building and plumbing practitioners to ensure 
efficient and competitive building and plumbing industries in Victoria. This includes services 
such as registering, licensing and disciplining plumbers, registering and disciplining building 
practitioners, issuing owner-builder certificates of consent and publishing data for building and 
plumbing practitioners.49

Victorian Disability Worker Commission

The Victorian Disability Worker Commission (VDWC) supports the Disability Worker Registration 
Board of Victoria and the Victorian Disability Worker Commissioner to administer the Disability 
Worker Regulation Scheme. This scheme involves the regulation of registered and unregistered 
disability workers in Victoria.50 The VDWC is the most recently formed commission, commencing 
operations on 1 July 2020.51

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (VEOHRC) protects and promotes 
human rights in Victoria. VEOHRC has an enquiry and information service that helps Victorians 
understand their rights. They assist people to make complaints or reports if they have been 
discriminated against, sexually harassed, victimised or vilified. VEOHRC also provides dispute 
resolution services to resolve complaints. VEOHRC delivers education and consultancy services to 
prevent discrimination.52

Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner

Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner (VLSBC+C) regulates the legal profession in 
Victoria. VLSB+C handles complaints about lawyers, investigates poor conduct and oversees 
management of trust accounts.53

48 Public Transport Ombudsman (2021).
49 Victorian Building Authority, https://www.vba.vic.gov.au/about/our-role.
50 Victorian Disability Worker Commission, https://www.vdwc.vic.gov.au/about.
51 Victorian Disability Worker Commission, https://www.vdwc.vic.gov.au/about/our-role.
52 Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (2021, p.7).
53 Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner (2021, p.2).
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Victorian Ombudsman

The Victorian Ombudsman (VO) aims to ensure fairness for Victorians in their dealings with 
the public sector and to improve public administration. The VO resolves or investigates 
complaints about actions or decisions taken in public organisations, investigates systemic 
issues, and investigates matters that are referred to it by IBAC, such as public interest or 
whistle-blower complaints.54

Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority

The Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority (VRQA) assures the quality of education 
and training in Victoria. The VRQA applies standards to education and training providers and 
registers apprentices and trainees. In addition, it investigates complaints against providers 
registered with VRQA.55

Victorian Small Business Commission

The Victorian Small Business Commission provides low-cost dispute resolution services, including 
mediation. It can assist with a range of disputes including business-to-business, business-to-
government, and retail leasing.56

3.2 National bodies

Australian Competition and Consumer Commission

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) enforces the Competition and 
Consumer Act 2010 and other legislation that promotes competition, fair trading and regulating 
national infrastructure.57

Australian Financial Complaints Authority

In 2018, the Australian Financial Complaints Authority (AFCA) replaced the Financial Ombudsman 
Service, the Credit and Investments Ombudsman and the Superannuation Complaints Tribunal to 
become the national dispute resolution scheme for financial services. AFCA considers complaints 
about credit, finance and loans, insurance banking deposits and payments, investments, financial 
advice and superannuation.58

54 Victorian Ombudsman (2021, pp.10–11).
55 Victorian Registration & Qualifications Authority, https://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/aboutus/Pages/default.aspx.
56 Victorian Small Business Commission, https://www.vsbc.vic.gov.au/about-vsbc/about-us-and-what-we-do/.
57 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, https://www.accc.gov.au/about-us.
58 Australian Financial Complaints Authority, https://www.afca.org.au/about-afca.
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Australian Human Rights Commission

The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), established under the Australian Human 
Rights Commission Act 1986, is Australia’s national human rights institution.59 AHRC investigates 
and conciliates discrimination and human rights complaints, as well as working with government, 
industry and community groups at a policy level to advocate for rights and freedoms.60

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman

The Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman (ASBFEO), launched in March 
2016, is a national body which provides advice, advocacy and dispute resolution services for small 
businesses.61 A small business is defined as one with less than 100 employees or has a revenue 
of less than $5m.62 Disputes can arise between small businesses, the business and its customers, 
suppliers, employees and the Australian Tax Office. The ASBFEO is governed by the Australian 
Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman Act 2015 (Cth).63

Commonwealth Ombudsman

The Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman (CO) ensures the actions of Australian Government 
agencies are fair and responsible. It handles complaints, conducts investigations, performs audits 
and inspections, and encourages good administration.64 The CO was established under the 
Ombudsman Act 1976 (Cth).

Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman

The Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman (IGTO) aims to improve taxation administration 
and helps people with complaints in relation to the administrative actions of the Australian Taxation 
Office and the Tax Practitioners Board.65

National Health Practitioner Ombudsman

The National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (NHPO) investigates complaints, facilitates 
resolutions and makes recommendations to improve the regulation of registered health 
practitioners in Australia. NHPO can consider complaints on how matters are handled, not whether 
a decision made by a board or the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA) was 
right or wrong.66

59 Australian Human Rights Commission (2021).
60 Australian Human Rights Commission (2021, p.5).
61 Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman, https://www.asbfeo.gov.au/about-us.
62 Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman Act 2015 (Cth), s.5(1).
63 https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2019C00109.
64 Commonwealth Ombudsman, https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/what-we-do.
65 Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman, https://www.igt.gov.au/about-us/.
66 National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (2021).
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3.3 Dispute and complaint statistics

An overview of the number of disputes or complaints handled by each participating organisation is 
presented in Table 1.

In compiling Table 1, organisations’ annual reports for 2020–2021 were reviewed. Annual reports 
often provide detailed activity numbers by problem type and outcomes. The purpose of reviewing 
annual reports was to gauge the volume of disputes and complaints handled by participant 
organisations. Where organisations had other functions, the activity data for these functions was 
not included. For example, the Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner (OVIC) reviews 
freedom of information decisions but this data is recorded as a ‘review’ and not included in their 
‘complaint’ data.

In some cases, organisations report the number of complaints received, and the number that 
were either in-scope or out-of-scope. Determining whether a complaint is in- or out-of-scope was 
viewed by some organisations as part of complaint handling. Investigations were often recorded as 
a subset of complaints. Investigations are not listed separately in Table 1.

In compiling the data in Table 1, several differences in how dispute and complaint bodies count, and 
report activities were evident. The difference between what is counted as ‘approaches’, ‘enquiries’, 
‘notifications’, ‘contacts’ and ‘applications’ was not always obvious. For example, the Energy and 
Water Ombudsman Victoria (EWOV) reported a total of 19,542 ‘cases’ for 2020–2021, comprised of 
1334 were ‘enquiries’ and 18,208 ‘complaints’.67 Different practices make compiling and comparing 
dispute and complaint data difficult.

Based on the data in Table 1 there were 99,378 complaints to Victorian bodies, and 514,203 
complaints to national bodies.

To estimate the number of disputes and complaints for Victoria handled by national bodies, a per 
capita calculation was used.68 Based on annual report figures, the national bodies that participated 
in this study handle 0.019 complaints per person nationwide each year. This equates to an 
estimated 130,946 complaints from Victorians.

In total, Victorians generated at least 230,000 complaints to the dispute and complaint bodies that 
participated in this study in 2020–2021.69

The total number of disputes and complaints handled by all dispute and complaint bodies operating 
in Victoria, including those that did not participate in the study, will therefore be higher.

67 Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria (2021).
68 The population of Australia was 25,890,773, and for Victoria was 6,593,300, as at March 2022. 

See https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/national-state-and-territory-population/latest-release.
69 It should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic and public health orders are likely to have affected the number of disputes and complaints 

that were lodged, handled, and resolved in the 2020–2021 financial year. It was beyond the scope of this study to determine the extent to 
which dispute and complaint numbers may have been affected. 
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Table 1. Number of disputes and complaints handled by participant organisations

Organisation Number of disputes or complaints

Victorian

Consumer Affairs Victoria 26,757 disputes finalised

Disability Services Commissioner 103 complaints

Dispute Settlement Centre Victoria 12,524 dispute resolution services

Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria 5,175 dispute resolution services

Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria 18,208 complaints

Independent Broad-based Anti-corruption Commission 2,272 complaints

Judicial Commission of Victoria 213 complaints

Mental Health Complaints Commissioner 2,286 complaints

Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner 825 complaints

Public Transport Ombudsman 2,072 approaches

Victorian Building Authority 3,519 complaints

Victorian Disability Worker Commission 83 complaints

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 1,303 complaints

Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner 614 complaints

Victorian Ombudsman 18,058 complaints

Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority 191 complaints

Victorian Small Business Commission 5,175 applications for dispute resolution

National

Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 10,615 small business contacts served

396,190 consumer contacts served

Australian Financial Complaints Authority 70,510 complaints

Australian Human Rights Commission 3,113 complaints

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman 7,131 requests dispute assistance

Commonwealth Ombudsman (Postal Industry Ombudsman) 24,432 complaints

Inspector-General of Taxation (Taxation Ombudsman) 1,632 complaints

National Health Practitioner Ombudsman 580 complaints

Table note. Only data from organisations that responded to the survey are included (N = 24). Table data was extracted 
from 2020–2021 annual reports.
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4. Findings
This section presents the findings from the online survey. As set out in the Methodology section, 24 
organisations provided substantially complete survey responses.

The first section below reports on the data systems used by participant organisations, how flexible 
these systems are, whether they are being changed or there are plans to do so, and reasons for 
these changes.

Section 4.2 reports what data is collected: how disputes and complaints are lodged and recorded, 
what demographic and party characteristics are recorded, whether unique identifiers are assigned, 
and classification and recording of legal, dispute or complaint type; triage; referral; and outcomes. 
The section also reports on recording of open text data fields and the collection of additional data, 
such as user surveys and additional research activity.

Section 4.3 reports what administrative data is used for. It details the range of uses; whether and 
what geographic analysis is conducted; whether and what data is shared externally; and how 
participating organisations understood the benefits of administrative data.

Section 4.4 reports findings on administrative data governance, quality, and utility. This includes 
organisational data; governance practices; perceived data quality and what needs to be done to 
improve it; and the overall utility of organisational data and the data system.

Finally, Section 4.5 reports on the organisation’s future data utility and needs. This includes how 
participating organisations would like to use data in the future.

4.1 What data systems are used

Participants reported using several different administrative and case management data systems 
to manage dispute and complaint resolution activities. The most prevalent system was Resolve 
Enterprise (Resolve), used by 13 (54%) of respondent organisations (see Figure 1).

Resolve is a software system designed for end-to-end dispute and complaint management. It is 
used by every commonwealth, state and territory Ombudsman in Australia, and also by several 
statutory and industry Ombudsman.70 Resolve was described as the ‘market-leader’ for dispute 
and complaint data systems, and some respondents thought that it would be the data and case 
management system that ‘everyone uses’. A few organisations used Resolve in conjunction 

70 Resolve is advertised as helping to “manage a case or complaint through the full life cycle. From logging the case, allocating tasks, managing 
deadlines, sending updates and correspondence, and managing documents, all the way through to resolution, reporting, and analysis”. 
See https://www.resolvesoftwaregroup.com/resolve-enterprise.
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with other platforms, most commonly PowerBI to produce template or dashboard reports and 
visualisation of Resolve data. In addition, a few participants reported that their business and data 
systems had been moved into the cloud using services such as Microsoft Azure.

The next most frequently reported system was Microsoft Dynamics, used by one-quarter of the 
participating organisations. Microsoft Dynamics is part of the Microsoft suite of software products, 
marketed as an enterprise resource planning and customer relationship management application.

Other reported data and case management systems were Condor, Microsoft Access, and Apache 
OpenOffice. One organisation reported using its own internal data system, which it was in the 
process of replacing with Microsoft Dynamics. Another, which was currently using Microsoft 
Access reported that they were moving to the ServiceNow case management system.

Figure 1. Data systems used for administrative data collection
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Data system flexibility

Participants were asked about the capacity to modify their data system, produce reports, 
export data, make data system changes and undertake analyses without having to use 
external consultants.

All were able to produce standard or routine reports from the information in their data system, 
and almost all to create new or customised reports (96%; see Figure 2). Most participating 
organisations reported that they were able to modify the current fields and variables in their data 
system (92%). Most also reported being able to add new data fields and variables (88%). A high 
number were able to export data for analysis and various other use (92%), such as extracting data 
as a Comma Separated Value (CSV)71 or Microsoft Excel file.

71 A CSV file is a plain text file format that uses a comma to separate one or more fields of a data record. CSV files are a common way 
of importing and exporting data between data systems and computer software programs, such as data analysis and visualisation 
computer software.
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While most participating organisations reported that they were able to analyse their data without 
using external consultants (92%), only two-thirds (67%) reported that they were able to make data 
system changes without external consultants.

Figure 2. Reported flexibility of data systems
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Overall, there was evidence that most participating organisations had flexible data systems 
which they could customise, although this was not the case for all. One-third had to use external 
consultants to make system changes. For example, one Resolve user explained that they had to 
diligently plan and undertake periodic upgrades because ‘all upgrades are treated as customised 
versions costing a lot of money’.

Plans for data system changes

To further gauge data system flexibility and utility, survey respondents were asked whether there 
were plans to change, modify or upgrade the organisation’s data system within the next couple of 
years, and, where there were, the reasons for those planned changes.

Nearly all participants reported that data system changes were planned. Only one reported having 
no plans (see Figure 3).

One-quarter indicated that there were plans to replace the data system with a new product or 
platform; just under 30 per cent reported that major upgrades to the current system were planned; 
and one-third (33%) had plans to make minor adjustments and additions to the current system. 
One organisation reported that ‘other’ changes were planned, and only one respondent was not 
aware of any.
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Figure 3. Plans for future system upgrades
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Reasons for the planned system replacement, major upgrade and minor adjustments are set 
out separately.

System replacement 

Reasons for system replacement coalesced around wanting a data system with improved function 
and capability. This variously included a data system which: 

• gave improved organisational insight

• was industry standard

• was well supported by the vendor

• offered improved flexibility

• would simplify operational complexity 

• offered operational efficiency

• would overhaul manual processes

• would unify organisational data and other information

• would streamline organisational workflow

• would meet organisational needs and objectives.

For many of those looking to replace their data system, these reasons also often included improved 
data extraction, sharing, reporting and visualisation capabilities, as well as more sophisticated data 
insights and analytics.
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Another reason to replace the data system was to keep pace with change in the organisation’s 
dispute or complaint handling approach. For example, one organisation reported that:

Expectations of our role … have changed, requiring different data capture 
and reporting.

Several other participants planning to replace their data systems were explicitly doing so in 
response to review of organisational operations, as illustrated by the following:

[The] current system is no longer fit for purpose. [The] new system will be 
more user friendly and create business efficiencies including elimination of 
manual processes.

Major system upgrade

Those planning a major upgrade to their data system provided mixed reasons. For some it was a 
matter of it being time for a system upgrade; or to provide increased usability; or improve system 
features or operation. Desired features included ‘enabling email to be directly imported into the 
system’ as well as to ‘upgrade reporting capacity’. Major system upgrades were also described as 
improving other system functions and requirements, as illustrated by the following participants:

We are looking to take advantage of new functionality that improves user 
experience and the quality of the data we capture.

[For] ongoing security and data needs/requirements.

To ensure the system is fit for purpose … to log data and correspondence can 
be sent and received efficiently.

We are taking on a new function … this will require the creation of a whole 
new case type including associated workflows, data capture, reports 
and templates.

Minor system adjustments and additions

Six organisations reported that they had minor system adjustments planned. These included 
modifications to reflect changes in operational practice, reporting needs, as well as general 
‘tweaks’ required as the organisation ‘learns and grows’. Note that there was also variation in 
how participants characterised the extent of system change. For instance, one organisation 
characterised planned changes to ‘enable enhanced collection of demographic data’ and improve 
organisational insight as a minor system adjustment, whereas such a change was identified as a 
major upgrade by others.
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4.2 What data is collected

Participating organisations were asked a series of questions about the data recorded in their 
system. This included information about the disputes and complaints they handle, those involved in 
those matters, the matter type and outcome, and other information.

Respondents were also asked whether any additional data collection, such as user surveys or other 
research, was conducted.

Lodging disputes and complaints

Figure 4 sets out the ways disputes and complaints can be lodged. All organisations offered online 
lodgement, and the majority provided for lodgement by post, telephone, and email. More than one-
third (38%) provided for in-person lodgement. Smaller percentages reported capacity to lodge via 
social media, webchat and fax.

Two communication services, the National Relay Service and TeleTYpe, facilitate communication 
with the deaf community. Half of the participating organisations used the National Relay Service72 
and a smaller percent of organisations offered TeleTYpe.73

Figure 4. How disputes or complaints are lodged
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Figure 4 demonstrates that participating organisations frequently provided multiple modes 
for lodging disputes and complaints, with online forms a universal option. Figure 5 presents 
one example of how data on lodgement mode is used and reported by dispute and complaint 
resolution bodies.

72 https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/media-communications-arts/phone/services-people-disability/accesshub/national-relay-service.
73 The National Relay Service was launched in 1995 and is part of a suite of communication tools for the deaf community to be able 

to communicate with other people. The analogue TeleTYpe system is being phased out. https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/media-
communications-arts/phone/services-people-disability/accesshub/national-relay-service/service-features#tty-options.  
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Figure 5. An example of reporting on how people lodge complaints
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Figure note. Image from Australian Financial Complaints Authority (2021, p.20).

Such data is potentially important and useful with regard to accessibility, and also in quantifying the 
volume of matters handled by dispute and complaint bodies.

Individual and business characteristics

Participating organisations were asked whether they collected certain types of demographic and 
other information about individuals and businesses lodging disputes and complaints.

Table 2 sets out the type of demographic information recorded about individuals lodging disputes 
and complaints. Note that these are characteristics that are widely associated with demographic 
and geographic analysis in access to justice, and that no single characteristic was always collected 
all participating organisations.

The most widely and consistently collected characteristic was postcode, with 71 per cent of 
organisations reporting that this was always collected, 21 per cent that it was sometimes collected, 
and the remainder that it was never collected, they didn’t know, or they provided no answer.74

The next most widely and consistently recorded demographic characteristics were use of 
interpreter (always collected by 50% of organisations), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status 
(29%), sex (21%) and gender (21%). Apart from postcode and use of an interpreter, this means that 
basic and important demographic information about those making use of dispute and complaint 
bodies is consistently recorded by less than one-third of the participating organisations.

In particular, the findings indicate that other basic demographic characteristics – a person’s age, 
sex, gender, disability status, and cultural and linguistic diversity – are not widely or consistently 
collected. Other demographic characteristics widely shown to be associated with experience 
of barriers in accessing justice, such as personal income level, financial disadvantage, mental 
health, chronic illness, and marital and relationship status, were most frequently never or only 
sometimes collected.

74 How organisations use postcode data is discussed below.
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Table 2. Do you collect any of the following demographic information about people lodging 
disputes or complaints with your organisation?

Characteristic Always Sometimes Never Don’t know, No answer

Postcode 71% 21% 4% 4%

Use of interpreter 50% 33% 13% 4%

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status 29% 42% 25% 4%

Sex 21% 17% 50% 13%

Gender 21% 42% 33% 4%

Age 13% 29% 54% 4%

Disability status 13% 38% 46% 4%

Cultural and linguistic diversity 8% 50% 33% 8%

Experience or risk of family violence 4% 21% 67% 8%

Mental health 0% 46% 50% 4%

Chronic illness 0% 33% 63% 4%

Financial disadvantage 0% 29% 63% 8%

Homelessness or insecure housing 0% 21% 75% 4%

Sexual orientation 0% 13% 83% 4%

Marital or relationship status 0% 13% 79% 8%

Immigration or visa status 0% 13% 83% 4%

Income level 0% 4% 88% 8%

Table note. N = 24. Some rows may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

Participating organisations were asked if there were any other characteristics that they 
routinely collected. Half reported that there were. Additional characteristics tended to reflect 
the organisation’s remit, operations and the type of disputes and complaints they handled,75 for 
example communication requirements; concession card status and type; consumer vulnerability; 
health care card status; housing status (owned, renting); legal representation status76; remoteness; 
and special needs and adjustments.

Several reported collecting business characteristics, which was examined in a specific survey 
question. Not all participating organisations handled disputes and complaints lodged by 
businesses, but of the 19 that did, ten (53%) reported recording information about businesses 
lodging disputes or complaints (see Appendix 3.)

75 Several reported collecting business characteristics, which were further examined in a specific survey question reported below.
76 Two organisations reported recording legal representation status.
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The type of information about businesses variously collected included:

• ABN or ACN numbers

• Annual revenue

• Business age

• Business name

• Business or industry type

• Business size

• Names of legal representatives

• Personal details about business owner

• Other business details relevant to the complaint.77

Australian Business Numbers (ABN) or Australian Company Numbers (ACN) were the most 
frequently collected characteristics from businesses.

Demographic and other information recorded about the people and businesses lodging disputes 
and complaints, critically affect what is known about who uses dispute and complaint bodies, 
and consequently what analysis, monitoring and evaluation can be undertaken to gauge access 
to justice.

Respondent characteristics

Information about the respondent or other side that is the subject of the dispute or complaint is 
important in understanding the nature of disputes and complaints handled by different parts of the 
civil justice system.

Participants were asked what type of information they collected about the respondent or other 
side in a dispute or complaint.78 The person lodging a dispute or complaint is often asked to 
provide such information, but depending on how the matter progresses, information may also be 
collected from the respondent or other side. This often includes contact information necessary 
for correspondence, resolution and/or investigation, with three-quarters of the participating 
organisations reporting doing so. Sometimes this might be a legal representative where the 
responding party nominated one.

The most widely and consistently collection information about the respondent or other side was 
name and contact details. Just over half (54%) reported collecting other business details, such as 
name, ABN or ACN, industry type and size, registration or licence details.

More than one-third (38%) also reported collecting other details related to the matter at hand, such 
as how many times an incident had happened (33%), and any response received (33%).

77 An open-ended question was asked, and the categories represent the coded responses. Only 10 organisations answered this question.
78 See question P1Q5, Appendix 2.
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Two organisations reported that they did not conceptualise parties in terms of ‘applicant’ and 
‘respondent’, one explaining that, ‘We are a dispute resolution organisation. We do not differentiate 
between applicants and respondents’.

Repeat parties

Assigning unique identifiers to disputants, complainants, respondents and others allows for data 
matching and analysis of unique and repeat parties.

Participating organisations were asked if they were able to identify repeat disputants, complainants 
and respondents in their data. Unique identifiers were always assigned for disputants or complaints 
by just over half (54%) of the participants, and for respondents by just under two-thirds (63%; see 
Figure 6).

Figure 6. Can you identify repeat disputants, complainants or respondents through 
unique identifiers?
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Figure note. DM3 Survey datafile, question P1Q6, N = 24.

Those assigning unique identifiers use them in analysis and reporting of their work. For example, 
as noted by the Australian Human Rights Commission in their annual statistical report, a 
single complaint may entail multiple grounds, and involve multiple parties, such that the way 
in which complaints are counted and reported depends on the data recorded, as illustrated by 
the following:79 

In 2020–21, the Commission received 3,113 complaints. One complaint may 
raise a number of grounds and areas of discrimination and be against one or 
more respondents. If the Commission counted complaints by respondents, 
the number of complaints received in 2020–21 would increase to 4,120. If 
the Commission counted complaints received by grounds and areas of 
discrimination, the number of complaints received would increase to 6,212 and 
3,773 respectively.

79 Australian Human Rights Commission (2021, p.2).
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Triaging disputes and complaints

Participants were asked if they had a system for triaging disputes or complaints, and if so, what 
factors were used.80 Almost all (96%) reported having a triage system. Analysis of the information 
provided indicated four overlapping factors: 

• Legal matter and issue characteristics (jurisdiction, urgency, severity, type, complexity, age)

• Party vulnerability

• Operational factors

• Public interest and systemic impact.

The overlapping nature of these factors is exemplified by the following explanation:

Triage is undertaken on receipt of a complaint as to whether the complaint 
is within jurisdiction and if it is, whether the subject matter or needs of 
the complainant require urgent allocation and commencement of dispute 
resolution – these matters being ongoing work relationships, imminent loss 
of job or housing, for health reasons or a person is Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander. Complaints are also assessed as suitable for early dispute resolution 
if there are limited allegations, is of a simple nature and the outcome being 
sought may be achieved by a quick shuttle negotiation between parties.

Each of these factors is outlined in turn.

Legal matter and issue characteristics

Legal matter and issue characteristics were factors identified by most participating organisations. 
Jurisdiction, urgency and severity were widely reported as characteristics affecting triage, although 
matter type, complexity, and age were also reported by some.

Several participants described prioritising urgent and severe matters, such as where the disputant 
or complainant was or would be suffering adverse consequences or negative impact on wellbeing. 
Some reported triaging more complex matters to ’specialist teams’, staff, and processes.

A few organisations, however, reported that they sought to ‘fast track’ simple and straightforward 
matters that were more easily dealt with, such as those that were well documented or evidenced. 
A few also reported that time from lodgement, or matter age, was another characteristic, where the 
older the matter, the higher the priority.

Party vulnerability

Party vulnerability overlapped somewhat with matter urgency and severity, but was reported 
by a few organisations as a factor. Vulnerability appeared to be used as a generalised term to 
describe ‘customers experiencing vulnerability or disadvantage’, such as ‘where there is a particular 
vulnerable party that needs assistance’ rather than a separate demographic characteristic. 

80 Question P2Q2 and Question P2Q2A, Appendix 2.
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Specific examples of party vulnerability included matters involving a power imbalance between 
the parties; some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people; and people from a non-English 
speaking background.

Operational factors

Operational factors also affected triage. For example, some participants reported how caseload and 
staff expertise affected how disputants and complaints were handled.

Public interest and systemic impact

Another triage factor identified by survey respondents was public interest and the potential 
for systemic impact. By their nature some dispute and complaint bodies, such as some 
commissions and ombudsmen and those with regulatory oversight, have greater ability to effect 
systemic change.

Awareness, inbound and outbound referral

Recording referral information – inbound and outbound – can provide important access to justice 
insights about service awareness, community understanding and navigation, and the type and 
number of ‘right’ and ‘wrong door’ referrals received.

Participants were asked whether they recorded information about how disputants or complainants 
had become aware of their services,81 and whether they recorded information about the source of 
any referral that might have been provided.82

The majority (63%) reported that they did record information about how awareness, such as how 
complainants became aware of their service, and just over half (54%) reported recording the source 
of referral.

Nearly all (96%) also reported that they recorded outbound referral destinations, that is where they 
refer those who contact their organisation and may have lodged a dispute or complaint, and which 
sometimes are not within the scope of the matters that they handle.83

This means that nearly two-thirds of bodies inquire and record how the disputant or complainant 
knew about them, slightly over one-half the source of inbound referral, and nearly all record 
information about outbound referral.

Overall, this suggests that dispute and complaint bodies hold important information relevant to how 
people navigate to, and potentially between, dispute and complaint bodies and other parts of the 
justice system, but that there are also critical gaps.

81 Question P2Q3, Appendix 2.
82 Question P2Q4, Appendix 2.
83 Question P2Q5, Appendix 2.

40 Mixed Bunch | The use and utility of administrative data in dispute and complaint resolution bodies in Victoria



Under-represented cohorts

Administrative data, when collected systematically, can provide insights about who uses and does 
not use, justice institutions. Participating organisations were asked whether there were cohorts of 
people that were under-represented amongst service users.84

Among the responding organisations, just over one-third (38%) indicated that they knew there 
were specific groups of people who were under-represented among their users. When asked how 
they knew this,85 participants provided a mix of explanations. Some reported that they knew from 
the organisation’s data, others that they knew from stakeholder feedback and user surveys.

Multiple organisations identified Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, migrants, people from 
non-English speaking backgrounds, young people, and people from regional Victoria or specific 
postcodes as under-represented.86 Other cohorts identified by at least one participant were people 
in prison; people with a disability; family violence victim-survivors; specific professional groups; and 
those who are university educated.

One-quarter (25%) reported using some form of data analysis, such as analysis of their own data, 
user survey data, Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data, and analysis of postcode data to 
identify under-represented cohorts. Two organisations said that they knew anecdotally.

For example, one participant reported how they compared ABS disability data for Victoria with 
the percentage of people with a disability lodging matters with them. Another explained that ’we 
compare our complaint data with other publicly available data to identify under-representation’, 
including using postcode and ABS Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) indicators 
of disadvantage.

Analysis of the five organisations which identified Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as an 
under-represented cohort is informative. Two were the organisations that reported that they always 
collected Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status at lodgement. One explained that they knew 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were under-represented ‘from our regular analysis 
and reporting’ of data, and further explained that this had informed the organisation’s Aboriginal 
engagement strategy. The second explained that they reviewed their data to see ‘who we are 
missing on providing services to’ take steps to ‘tailor our services to different needs’.

One organisation, which reported that it recorded Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status only 
sometimes at lodgement, explained that it was only recorded when voluntarily disclosed, but that 
their historical records show ’low usage from this group’. Another organisation which sometimes 
recorded Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status at lodgement, explained that they knew 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were under-represented ‘anecdotally and through a 
recent survey’. Another said that they knew this cohort was under-represented from feedback from 
‘community legal centres and Legal Aid’.

84 Question P1Q7, Appendix 2.
85 Question P1Q7a, Appendix 2.
86 Eight organisations who knew which groups were under-represented nominated the following groups: First Nations people (n = 4), migrants 

(n = 3), younger people (n = 3), people from regional or remote areas (n = 3), and people from specific postcodes (n = 2). People in prison, 
disability status, victim-survivors, specific professional groups and university educated customers were also among cohorts nominated.
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Legal matter type

Participants were asked if they categorised the types of disputes and complaints they handled, 
and the categories used.87 There was wide variation across participant organisations. For example, 
some bodies had remit over particular types of matters, whereas others handled similar types 
of matters, but have remit over particular types of parties. For example, industry ombudsmen 
handle matters involving consumer disputes and complaints about services from certain types 
of providers.

Analysis indicates that the classification system used typically reflected organisational remit, with 
classification by area of law or legal matter type, or other description of matter type.88 Nearly all 
(96%) reported categorising disputes or complaints, and most classification systems appeared to 
be unique, and reflect the organisation’s role. For instance, for those where the matters they deal 
with were stipulated in legislation, such as those exercising regulatory functions, classification 
sometimes reflected their governing legislation.

A summary of legal problem types handled by participating bodies is in Appendix 3.

Many organisations used a variation of a cascading classification system for legal matter type, as 
was evident in their survey responses and in the way they reported their activity in annual reports. 
Cascading systems are an approach to classification which supports analysis and reporting from 
broader to more specific areas. Sometimes this was by area of law, or even legislative provision, but 
often it was by industry, provider, product, activity or other form of subject matter classification.

For example, the Energy and Water Ombudsman code and report complaints by energy industry 
type (electricity, water, gas, dual fuel) and within each energy type have 10 complaint categories 
(or issues): billing, credit, customer service, land, marketing, privacy, provision, supply, transfer and 
general enquiry.89

The Australian Financial Complaints Authority categorise complaints based on five broad financial 
product types: banking and finance; investment and advice; superannuation; life insurance; and 
general insurance.90 Within each of these categories there are sub-categories. For example, life 
insurance is further divided into specific products such as income protection, funeral plans, term 
life, total and permanent disability etcetera.91

Review of online lodgement forms, which were reported as being used by all participants (see 
Figure 4 above), provided further examples of the way in which some organisations classified 
matter types at lodgement. For example, disputants completing Domestic Building Dispute 
Resolution Victoria’s (Dispute Services Victoria) online form are asked to categorise their dispute 
into one of six categories: Defective building work; Incomplete building work; Delayed works; 
Builder’s failure to pay; Access to building site; and Other.92

87 Questions P2Q1 and P2Q1a, Appendix 2.
88 Question P2Q1, 23 out of 24 organisations (96%) stated that they categorised disputes and complaints.
89 Energy and Water Ombudsman (2021, p.28).
90 The Australian Financial Complaints Authority have a publicly available data dashboard (https://data.afca.org.au/at-a-glance). Complaints 

can be searched by resolution process, location, firm and product.
91 See https://data.afca.org.au/life-insurance.
92 See https://www.dbdrv.vic.gov.au/is-our-service-right-for-you. The second page of the application form asks for dispute details. Applicants 

can select more than one option.
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The National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (NHPO) similarly categorises complaints into six 
categories: notification-related; registration-related; customer experience; accreditation-related; 
offence-related; and Freedom of Information-related.93

In addition, some organisations also categorised matters by ‘complexity’. For example, as 
reported by the Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman (IGTO), complaints are coded 
from ‘0’ to ‘5’ indicating relevance and complexity.94 A complaint coded as ‘0’ is deemed to have 
insufficient information for the IGTO to assist. The codes 3, 4, and 5 indicate complaints that 
require investigation and code 5 indicates ‘High complex cases’ which are managed by senior 
team members. Complexity is then used to analyse how long it takes to resolve complaints.95 
High complex cases (category 5) took 173 days to resolve, whereas category 3 complaints took 13 
days.96 This is powerful data whose utility could be increased by combining complexity data with 
complainant characteristic data.

Matter outcomes

All participating organisations reported recording and categorising data on matter outcome.97 
Review of the categories used showed, that like matter type, there was substantial variation across 
organisations. Once again, this reflected organisation remit and activity. Outcome categorisation 
was found to vary from very basic outcome categories to highly sophisticated multilevel, 
multifactorial categories.

Variations in matter outcome is indicated by the variation across the following categories reported –

• Closed (not within jurisdiction).

• Referred to an external party; Referred to another/external entity.

• Resolved; Not resolved; Resolution not applicable.

• Withdrawn.

• Settled; Partially settled; Not settled.

• Resolved; Partially resolved; Unresolved.

• Discontinued; Withdrawn; Does not wish to pursue; Terminated.

• Substantiated.

• Dismissed.

• Duplicate complaint.

93 National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (2021, p.26).
94 Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman (2021, p.112).
95 Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman (2021, p.24).
96 Inspector-General and Taxation Ombudsman (2021, p.28).
97 Questions P2Q6 and P2Q6a, Appendix 2.
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Some organisations reported using categories that reflected the manner of finalisation, and 
sometimes outcome favourability, such as the following categories –

• Resolved by agreement; Resolved in favour of complainant; Resolved in favour of respondent; 
Assessed; Out of jurisdiction.

• No action required; Referred to another entity; Transferred to another entity; Complaint 
withdrawn or lapsed.

• Investigated – no further action required; Investigated – remedy provided; Investigated – apology 
or acknowledgement provided.

• Mediation successful; Mediation failed.

• Assisted settlement; Mediated settlement; Conciliated.

• Settled by parties prior to mediation; Settled prior to dispute resolution; Settled prior to 
officer involvement.

• Party declined to participate; Party did not respond.

• Settlement recorded in matter file.

A few reported that they also recorded any advice or recommended action provided to the 
disputant or complainant, examples included –

• Advised to contact [name]

• Advised to seek legal advice

• Advised to make written application for dispute resolution

• Provided general information and advice only

• Advised that no action would be taken.

Some participants reported having multiple data fields to records matter outcomes, such as 
recording one of more of the following separately: matter outcome; manner of finalisation; advice or 
recommended action.

The way in which matter outcomes are classified and recorded, in turn affected the way outcomes 
are analysed, monitored and reported.

The National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (NHPO) reports outcomes at two levels, based on 
how complaints were resolved. Review of their annual report showed that most complaints are 
resolved without investigation.98 NHPO reported 16 investigation outcomes.99

98 National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (2021, p.28).
99 National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (2021, p.31).
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The Energy and Water Ombudsman similarly reports outcomes by complaint investigation level.100 
At each of the four levels (Stage 1, 2, 3 and Final stage levels of investigation) the outcomes 
reported are –

• Conciliated

• Procedural closure – customer disengaged from our process

• Withdrawn by customer

• Found to be out of jurisdiction

• Fair and reasonable assessment – fair offer made to the customer

• Found to be better dealt with by another body.

Open text data fields

Data systems usually comprise a mix of closed and open-text data fields.101 All participating 
organisations reported that their data system had open text data fields.

When asked how open-text data fields were analysed, participants reported using several different 
methods. Two-thirds of participant organisations reported that open-text data was manually coded 
or summarised, and two-thirds that open-text information of individual cases was extracted and 
analysed (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Methods used to analyse open-text data fields
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Figure note. Respondents could select more than one option.

100 Energy and Water Ombudsman (2021, p.24).
101 Closed data fields have defined response categories, such as a date field providing only for a date in a defined format, or a field comprising 

only ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ values. Open-text fields allow any alphanumeric text to be records, such as a field to record case notes or observations. 
While open-text fields allow greater freedom in what and how information is recorded, such fields have to be analysed qualitatively 
interpreted, unless they are classified and transformed for use in quantitative analyses.
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A minority of organisations (17%) reported using more sophisticated analytical techniques in the 
form of natural language processing or artificial intelligence to summarise and analyse open-text 
data fields, and nearly one-third (29%) that they used another method.

Explanations of the other methods used to analyse open-text data fields included ‘fuzzy 
matching’102 to categorise information recorded in open text fields into defined categories. Several 
participants reported that open text fields were used to record file note or additional information 
about disputes or complaints, and explained they were often used in making assessments and 
operational decisions about handling a matter.

A few participants reported that open-text fields were mainly analysed using keyword or defined 
term searches. This was used to either identify or flag certain issues or case study examples, or 
systematically code and analyse certain issues.

A few participants reported that they analysed open-text data in conjunction with closed data fields 
such as matter type and outcome or other closed data fields.

One participant reported that they did nothing at all to analyse open-text data fields.

Additional data collection

Most participating dispute and complaint resolution bodies reported also separately collecting 
additional or periodic data. The most frequent additional data collection was user surveys and 
specific research projects. Nearly four-fifths (79%) of participants reported using surveys or other 
research to collect information from users.

User research typically focused on client feedback, experience and satisfaction with the dispute 
and complaint process and outcome. Where this was done systematically, it was often used to 
monitor dispute and complaint handling performance. Of the 15 organisations which reported 
conducting client satisfaction surveys, nine (60%) did so when disputes or complaints had been 
resolved or closed. Others conducting surveys did so periodically, inviting users to participant either 
monthly, quarterly, or annually. One organisation explained how their client management system 
integrated and facilitated collection of information from users: 

We use Customer Voice as it integrates with our Microsoft suite of 
products. All clients are surveyed once a case has been closed. We use the 
survey responses for continuous improvement purposes and to measure 
client satisfaction.

Several organisations reported that they had conducted various one-off surveys to examine 
specific issues or stakeholder views; used focus groups or interviews to gather further insights; 
and conducted website and other user testing. For example, one organisation reported conducting 
additional surveys to explore specific issues, for example technology and accessibility: 

102 Also known as fuzzy logic algorithms and approximate string matching.
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We supplement [our monthly surveys] with other surveys where there are 
particular issues that we want to explore – for example use of technology to 
help us understand how we could be more accessible.

On the whole, dispute and complaint resolution bodies were invested in user surveys to garner 
insights and improve their own processes and services.

4.3 What administrative data is used for

Data use and reporting

Administrative data was used by all participants for operational purposes and reporting (Figure 
8). Nearly all (96%) also used it to monitor and evaluate operations; for performance monitoring 
and benchmarking; to conduct their own research; to understand users or clients; and to improve 
access to their services. Data is also widely used to improve access to services (91%); to review 
programs or employee workloads (91%); and for planning (91%). Most participants also reported 
sophisticated use of data, such as for inquiries, reviews and law reform (87%); developing business 
cases (87%); forecasting (74%); and demand modelling (61%).

Less than half of the participating organisations indicated that they provided their data to other 
researchers or research bodies for analysis (48%). This is addressed in more detail under Sharing 
data with external organisations below.

Figure 8. How administrative data is used
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Figure note. Respondents could select more than one option.
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Geographic data analysis

Participating organisations were asked if they did any geographic analysis using their data. Analysis 
of respondent answers further demonstrated variation in data availability and data capability.

Just under two-thirds (65%) reported conducting geographic data analysis. The remaining 
participants (35%) reported that: they didn’t currently conduct any geographic analysis for a range 
of reasons including, that they had done geographic analysis in the past but found it unreliable and 
of limited utility due to poor quality, incomplete data, or where such information was only collected 
on a voluntary basis; that they didn’t do any geographic analysis but were either going to start or 
they would like to; or that they didn’t do any geographic analysis.

How geographic analysis was done

Those who conducted geographic analysis reported using various data and geographic analysis 
software. This included geocoding, analysis using mapping software to produce reports and maps. 
Two common approaches were populating Power Bi or Tableau with organisational postcode and 
other data and building maps to interrogate and depict that data geographically. Others extracted 
organisation data into Microsoft Excel and used the mapping chart feature; or had a data analytics 
team that used R software for geographic analysis and mapping.

Most participants reported using postcode as the geo-reference. Some explained that this came 
with challenges in mapping postcodes to different geographic areas, such as suburb, local 
government area, and ABS statistical areas. Concordance tables and other tools were, however, 
available to help examine postcode-based data at other geographic areas.

A few participating organisations reported geocoding organisational offices and outreach activities 
to facilitate additional geographic analysis. Geocoding allows additional variables to be calculated, 
such as the distance from a service user’s address to office location.

What geographic analysis was used for

Participants provided several examples of what geographic analysis was used for. For those using 
Power Bi and Tableau it was common to build reports or dashboards so organisational data could 
be examined by postcode and other geographic areas.

Geospatial mapping was widely used to provide hotspot or heatmap visualisations of disputes 
and complaints.

One use of geographic analysis was examining where those lodging disputes or complaints were 
located. Several participants reported using geographic data in this way, and that it was used to 
monitor accessibility and inform public education and engagement. For example, participants 
reported that:

We use postcode information to understand who accesses our services.

We do analyse our data by postcode of complainant to inform our stakeholder 
engagement [and] community outreach activities.

[We analyse] postcodes to see where complainants are not coming from so 
that we can target those regions more.
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One participant explained that they had been using demographic and geographic measures to 
examine whether or not they were being used by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people: 

We have [Power Bi] reports that allow postcode analysis to be applied to any 
other type of analysis and can couple this with Indigenous status.

Another explained conducting geographic analysis to examine how disputes were distributed 
geographically, to identify clusters across different regional areas, and to inform allocation of 
dispute resolution resources. One participant reported that they incorporated ABS data in their 
geographic analysis to identify if certain geographic areas were over- or under-represented. 
Geospatial analysis was also used to inform organisational planning and policies, and to build 
business cases for operational change.

Sharing data with external organisations

As reported above, just under half (48%) of the surveyed organisations indicated that they shared 
their data with external researchers and other research organisations. Respondents were also 
asked if data or data findings were shared with other organisations, and if so, how it was used.103 
They were also asked about data linkage, a more sophisticated form of data sharing, typically 
involving unique identifiers or linkage keys. For example, Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme data is 
linked with Medicare data to provide insights into the management of chronic health conditions.104

Based on the review of open-ended answers, responses to the data sharing and data linking 
questions have been merged to report finding about data sharing.105

Overall, 71 per cent of responding organisations share their data or data findings with other 
organisations. Organisations shared de-identified and summary data either regularly or on an ad 
hoc basis. Several participants reported that they did not share unprocessed data from their data 
system but did share some manually extracted and/or processed data.

Some participants also explained that their governing legislation, as well as confidentiality and 
privacy requirements prevented them from linking, sharing and reporting certain data. They 
nevertheless shared some de-identified organisational data about the disputes and complaints that 
they handle.

Participants variously reported sharing data with –

• bodies with which they had data sharing agreements in place

• courts and tribunals

• data from bodies over which the organisation had regulatory oversight

• the Australian Bureau of Statistics

103 Questions P4Q1 and P4Q1a, Appendix 2.
104 Emery and Boyle (2017).
105 While 10 (42%) organisations reported that they linked their data with datasets from other organisations (42%), analysis of open-ended 

responses suggested that organisations were ‘sharing’ data, rather than linking data with others by way of data linkage keys. Open-ended 
responses to question P4Q1b (What prevents you from linking your data to other datasets?) were also consistent with the interpretation that 
most organisations were sharing rather than linking data. Question P6Q3 addressed data sharing, and 13 organisations stated that they 
shared data or data findings. The responses to question P4Q1 and P6Q3 were combined to create one variable about data sharing.
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• the Australian Securities and Investment Commission (ASIC) or other similar regulatory bodies

• similar dispute and complaint bodies in other states and territories.

Some organisations also noted that they shared some data publicly, making it available on their 
website. For instance, the Australian Financial Complaints Authority make data available through 
online data cube and interactive dashboards.106

How shared data is used by other organisations

Participants reported that data shared with others was mainly used to garner systemic and 
individual stakeholder insights.

In terms of systemic insights, shared data was used to support regulatory actions; to assist with 
parliamentary inquiries and committees; and to provide data for monitoring, evaluation, compliance 
and policy review.

Participants also reported that various other organisations used shared data to compare, monitor 
and analyse their own data. For example, a few participants reported that their data was shared 
to assist courts and tribunals anticipate future caseloads, or to inform the work of others involved 
in preventative, harm reduction, educative, and assistive services. For example, one industry body 
explained how it shared data with members to improve understanding of the consumer experience, 
disputes, and resolution.

Barriers to sharing data

Organisations reported various limitations and reasons for being unable to share data.107 The most 
widely reported barriers were confidentiality and privacy, and lack of suitable data and technology 
systems to facilitate data sharing. For example:

Our Office operates under legislative restraints … Also our dataset uniqueness 
makes it difficult to link with data from other agencies.

Other reasons included prohibitive cost as well as views that because of the organisation’s unique 
data taxonomy it ‘would service no purpose’, ‘concerns about how our data will be used’, and 
because it was ‘not something we have considered’.

Benefits of administrative data

Most organisations provided wide ranging explanations articulating the benefits of their 
administrative data.108 The benefits broadly fell into four broad categories: providing information 
for inquiries and reviews; to inform operational, policy and legislative change; to better understand 
the disputes and complaints received, and the people they serve; and to garner insights about 
operations, processes and performance.

106 https://data.afca.org.au/at-a-glance.
107 Question P4Q1b, Appendix 2.
108 Question P6Q4, Appendix 2.
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Three organisations identified that their administrative data had been helpful for submissions to 
Royal Commissions and to inform recommendations for reform, as evidence for legislative and 
policy change.

Monitoring of administrative data was also identified as a helpful ‘early warning system’ that could 
identify new dispute and complaint trends about matters and other parties, and information that 
helps to inform the organisation’s response and planning. The following quote provides an example 
of how monitoring data can inform early intervention:

Early detection of emerging problem traders as complaints against them 
trend upwards. Awareness of new and emerging issues as complaints are 
flagged for the intelligence team to review. Monitoring of call volume trends for 
operational planning purposes.

Several organisations indicated that the analysis of their administrative data was integral to inform 
operational business decisions. For example, several participants reported that their data had 
helped to inform a submission for increased funding to better respond to the matters they handle, 
as illustrated by the following: 

We have also used data to demonstrate where there is a need for additional 
funding or a new function.

Several organisations reported that their data had been helpful in diverse ways. As the following 
participant explained:

[Administrative data] helps us identify the needs of complainants or potential 
complainants (i.e. analysing delays, early intervention and expectation 
management). Identifies under-represented complainant groups, to assist with 
planning education/stakeholder engagement and themes in complaints.

Several participants explained that analysis of administrative data had been helpful for the 
organisation’s outreach and community engagement; to monitor and anticipate staff workloads; 
assessing organisational and staff performance; and to inform strategic planning.

4.4 Data governance, quality and utility

Data quality and data utility generally go hand in hand. Establishing and maintaining data quality 
is usually dynamic, requires ongoing monitoring, and is improved by sound governance and quality 
data practices.

Participants were asked a series of questions about their organisation’s data governance practices, 
data quality, and data utility.
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Data governance practices

There was variation in the data governance tools and practices reported by participating 
organisations, indicative of a divergence in development and maturity of quality data practices. 
Figure 9 sets out findings for several forms of data governance that build and support quality 
data practice.109

Around two-thirds of participant organisations had either developed or were in the process of 
developing one or more of the following: a data practice or entry manual; data governance policy 
or rules; data governance framework; data governance strategy; data training. Just over half (54%) 
reported having or developing a data governance team or committee, but only five per cent had a 
developed data standards manual, although a further 41 per cent had one in development.

Further analyses indicated that only two organisations had not developed or started developing any 
of the seven actions presented in Figure 9, with more than one-third (36%) reporting that they had 
developed or were progressing on all seven measures.

Figure 9. Percentage of organisations with data governance frameworks, strategies, and 
practices already developed or in development
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109 Question P5Q1, Appendix 2.
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Data quality

Participant organisations were asked to self-assess the quality of their data and explain the 
reasons.110 Only 13 per cent of participants rated the quality of their data as ‘very high quality’. Less 
than two-fifths (39%) described their data as ‘high quality’, and the remainder (48%) rated their 
data as only having ‘OK quality’.111 No participant rated their data quality as either ‘low’ or ‘very low’.

The reasons provided for the data quality rating indicated several factors. Analysis indicated 
that the reasons provided for the ‘very high quality’ and ‘high quality’ rating tended to overlap. 
Participants also frequently pointed to strategies and efforts to improve data quality, irrespective 
of the data quality rating provided. The main reasons for data quality rating are grouped and 
reported below.

‘Very high quality’ and ‘high quality’

Among those rating the organisation’s data as ‘very high quality’, the main reasons were –

• established data governance and quality assurance frameworks

• data validation, completeness, assurance systems and checks

• focus on data entry user experience to reduce errors

• staff training, induction, and review of data system use

• use of data in ongoing analytics work

• systematic tagging of qualitative data to facilitate analyses

• staff with experience of quality data practice at other organisations.

One participant explained why their data had very high quality as follows:

[Our] data is very high quality. We know this through the lived experience of 
IT staff that have worked in multiple government organisations. We have also 
been able to compare our data to that of other government agencies. Our staff 
are also required to verify data fields completed by applicants during initial 
client contact and at other stages of case management.

Another indicated that the size of the organisation and the volume of the data made it easier to 
manage data quality issues:

We are small enough that I am able to do a range of qualitative assurance 
activities every month, and I am able to address data gaps and errors to make 
our reporting high quality.

110 Questions P5Q2 and P5Q2a, Appendix 2.
111 One participant did not provide an answer for question P5Q2 on the quality of the organisation’s data.
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‘OK quality’

Participants who rated their data as ‘OK quality’ primarily pointed to organisational data 
governance, and practices and skills and training of staff responsible for data entry as the main 
reasons for not rating it more highly. Some reported that data quality issues had been identified, 
and there was continuous improvement, but it was taking time. These reasons, together with other 
factors, are summarised as follows –

• data governance and practices slowly improving 

• inconsistent data entry, staff need further training and guidance

• poor quality data from third parties

• staff need further training and guidance

• mostly manual data entry

• unnecessary fields making data entry difficult.

As illustrated by the following participant, while the overall data quality may have been rated as 
being of ‘OK quality’, sometimes variation across the organisation’s data was identified:

It can be described as OK quality with pockets of high data quality. Maturing 
data capability (data quality management) across the agency will create the 
opportunity for more holistic quality uplift of our data.

Improving data quality

As noted above, while about half of the participating organisations rated their data as high or very 
high quality, when asked to describe what would improve the quality of data, two-thirds pointed to 
areas for improvement.112 Responses also tended to reflect where organisations were in their data 
governance and data quality development. Analysis suggested three main overlapping areas for 
improvement: data systems; staff capability and capacity; and data governance.

Improving data systems and practices

Several organisations highlighted the need to improve features of data management systems. 
Reflecting the plans for data system changes reported in Section 4.1, this broadly fell into replacing 
the data system, major and minor changes. Participants frequently linked ways to improve 
data quality to data system function and capability. For example, participants widely identified 
improvements to rectify identified data system deficiencies, such as data entry validation to 
improve data accuracy; closed data fields to improve data consistency; automated data population 
of some fields to reduce scope for data entry error; and expanded data system fields to provide 
more meaningful, useful and quality data. One participant summarised the link between the 
organisation’s data system, data practices and data quality as follows:

112 Question P5Q3, Appendix 2.
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A system which has greater validation rules on collection, as well as a shift 
from free text to “coded” data, and better guidance on the form controls for 
complainants, financial firms and staff would make a significant improvement 
to our data.

Improving staff and organisational capability

The need to improve staff and organisational capability through expenditure on governance, data 
practices and culture, and additional staff and training was a common theme. Some noted that this 
went hand in hand with improved data systems, particularly as they affected ease, accuracy and 
consistency of data entry. For example, one participant identified plans to streamline and better 
specify data collection to make it easier for staff.

Some participants pointed to various ways to improve staff capability, such as training and 
education, guidance materials, and implementing ‘business rules’. For example, data entry 
accuracy, such as consistently selecting the most appropriate category in a data field throughout 
the organisation, was identified as an area of practice where ‘more regular feedback and coaching 
could assist to improve accuracy of data capture’.

Ongoing ‘education to those that enter data about its value and use’, and the importance of data 
quality for utility, were other strategies to improve data quality reported by a few participants.

Improved data governance

For many, improved staff capability and capacity are aligned closely with data governance to 
establish and maintain quality data practices. This was illustrated by the following participants:

Implementation of a data governance model with proper tools across the 
organisation would improve the quality of data.

The development of a data quality policy (planned for 2023) will require our 
people to achieve a set standard of practice and will improve the quality of 
our data.

For those lacking data governance and quality frameworks, they were sometimes identified as a 
means to improve data quality. However, for many with such frameworks in place, the need for 
roll-out across the whole organisation to realise data quality improvement was often noted, as 
illustrated by the following quote: 

The continued roll-out of the data governance program with … an integrated 
data platform for all data, together with data management and governance 
tools, would also enable quality improvements.

554. Findings



Utility of organisational data and data systems

Survey respondents were asked to describe the utility of their data system in their own words. 
They were asked to think about what they currently use their data for and what the limitations are. 
Consistent with the above findings, analysis showed that data system utility was multifaceted. 
Factors affecting data utility included how organisations used their data, the level of sophistication 
of the data analysis, and operational insights generated. Data utility and quality was found to be 
variously limited by the nature of the information collected, the functionality and useability of the 
system, and how difficult it was to make system changes.

Data utility

Mixed views about data system utility were reported. In many cases this reflected how recently 
data systems had been updated in response to operational needs. Older systems typically requiring 
extensive manual data entry and higher risk of data entry error, generally appeared to have been 
replaced, or were in the process of being updated with more modern systems.

For example, one dispute resolution body that had recently upgraded its system reported that they 
now had a ‘robust, reliable data system that is capable of delivering a vast range of reports’ and that 
they had ‘future proofed the organisation’ by moving to cloud-based computing.

Several participants explained how their organisation’s data system now provided important 
information and records to manage day-to-day operations. This included discussion of ‘real-time 
data’, such as the volume of new matters, older matters, matter types and change over time.

Another organisation, however, characterised the utility of their data system as ‘basic’ and requiring 
multiple separate dashboards and reporting. They further lamented the lack of artificial intelligence 
and other automated features to help analyse data, and acknowledged that this was also the case 
with many other case management and data systems. Another respondent characterised their 
system as ‘working well’, but reported that there was limited reporting capacity, and that they 
needed to engage external specialists to develop new reports.

Function and insight

For some, operational and reporting requirements was the main criteria used to characterise data 
system utility: if the system met those requirements, it had sufficient utility. For others, their data 
system was characterised as a:

Capable system with room for improvement in the areas of data management, 
user experience, accessibility and integration.

One participant organisation described the utility of their data system as being ‘average’ because 
it was ‘hard to do deep-dive analysis easily’. Overall, one recurrent theme in responses was 
how the utility of the data system was functionally adequate but was limited in the analytical 
insights afforded. This may be reflective of experiences some respondents had working in other 
organisations and sectors, where new technology-based tools providing data-driven, customer-
focused, business intelligence are more common.
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Several participants described how the current data system had been primarily designed to 
manage operational needs rather than produce insight and intelligence. Several respondents 
characterised the utility of their current data system as being ‘limited’ and not meeting: 

the organisation’s long-term needs. We are currently undergoing a transition to 
Microsoft Dynamics.

Although they tended to outline why they needed greater functionality and insight, those frustrated 
by the utility of their data system, typically pointed to cost and system upgrade barriers to doing so.

Several respondents specifically referred to difficulties with the Resolve case management and 
data system, as they wanted increased flexibility, functionality and insights. Some reported wanting 
greater flexibility to implement changes to Resolve, and new features that were available in other 
systems. Others reported looking to improve system capability through new software to augment 
Resolve. Another explained that Resolve was a better complaints management system as opposed 
to a data analytics system, and that they had recently implemented Microsoft Power BI to provide 
increased reporting and data analytics capability.

One organisation reported that Resolve no longer had the functionality and flexibility that they 
needed, and that they had recently moved to also using Salesforce. However, another organisation 
reported that they had recently replaced their previous case management and data system with 
Resolve, which offered them significant improvement in their ability to “capture and report on cases 
we process and the people we help”.

Where Resolve had been customised to operational needs, its utility tended to be seen in more 
positive terms. For example, one participant noted that setting up key performance measures had 
been useful for tracking team performance and organisational goals.

Resolve was the system used by more than half of the participating organisations, so focus on 
it, its use and utility, is to be expected. The range of views and experiences reported also point 
to variation across Resolve users, and of different users having different operational needs 
and requirements.

Demographic and other user information

One area in which several respondents said their organisation’s data system utility was limited was 
through insufficient collection of demographic information about people involved in disputes or 
making complaints.

As reported above, there were several dispute and complaint resolution bodies that recorded only 
limited demographic information, and this affected data system utility:

Lack of demographic data prevents analyses of issues facing certain 
demographic groups.
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By contrast, those collecting more demographic information reported doing more analysis about 
users. It was also common for those who did not collect as much demographic information to 
report performing geographic analysis using the postcode information that they did have available, 
and to indicate wanting to know more about users.

Data accuracy, consistency and quality

Consistent with other findings, participant organisations varied in how they characterised their 
data system utility in terms of quality. It was common for respondents to identify data system limits 
stemming from data practices, staff data capability and capacity, and how this in turn affected both 
data quality and utility. For example, one participant organisation explained that their data system 
provided them all the functional capability they needed to discharge their operational requirements 
but that ‘data quality is the main issue’.

There were also several respondents who went to various data quality concerns as limiting the 
utility of data in their organisation’s data system. For these respondents, data system utility was 
only as good as the quality of the data recorded. Others separated the issue of data system utility 
from poor data practices, explaining that:

The data system has high utility, but data quality is a consistent issue.

Particular data system changes to improve data quality were outlined by several respondents, 
including new data practice guidelines, business rules, overhauling data systems to remove 
obsolete fields and duplicate records, and data field validation to reduce data entry keystroke errors.

Data system improvement

Several respondents described the utility of their data systems with reference to how it had been 
improved over time, or what plans were in place to improve data system capabilities. For example, 
one respondent explained how they had implemented Microsoft Azure to meet organisational 
needs for improved data analytics capabilities. This included implementation of ‘data warehouse, 
data lake113 and advanced analytics services’.

Variation within organisations

For some, the data system was said to work better and be more useful for some parts of the 
organisation than others, pointing out how data utility could vary within organisations. This was 
also related to observations about variation in data expertise, with one participant reporting that 
their system was sophisticated, but that the organisation lack the data analysis skills to use it to its 
full potential.

One participant also explained that while their system was ‘sufficient in handling’ operational 
processes, with an ‘adequate degree of reporting’, the system was not intuitive for ‘many day-to-
day users’ and many could not use it to its full capability. Making changes to enhance staff usability 
was, however, challenging and required specialist external system developers. For another, the 
combination of an inflexible system with insufficient user experience and expertise exacerbated 
data collection and extraction difficulties.

113 A ‘data lake’ is a centralised repository for storing raw unstructured data. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_lake.
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4.5 Future data utility and needs

Participant organisations were asked what they would like to do with their data in the future, and 
what they thought they would need to successfully achieve that.

What they would like to be able to use data for in the future

What respondents said their organisation aspired to do with data in the future, and how they 
described their future data needs, tended to reflect how they currently used data, and the maturity 
and capability of their data system and practices. Analysis indicated several overlapping themes, 
depending on the organisation’s wider data circumstances.

Respondents cited many ways in which they wanted to use and variously improve data in the 
future. From improved data collection and measures, and improved user and party demographics, 
through improved organisational data practices, culture, governance, and leadership, and improved 
data infrastructure and tools, there was a widely shared aspiration of building organisational data 
use and utility.

Several respondents identified a ‘shopping list’ of activities and things the organisation wanted to 
use data for, as illustrated by the following respondent:

Use for case studies, public reports, tailor to stakeholder requests, 
submissions, policy reform, law reform submissions, operational management, 
performance management.

And in keeping with the above findings, several respondents again reported that the organisation 
wanted to improve the use and utility of data through improving the type and quality of data 
collected, and the data practices and systems in place. For many, wanting to do more with data 
went hand in hand with issues around the type of data collected, data analysis capability, and 
organisational appetite for resources to improve data insights.

Analysis indicated several overlapping and recurrent themes where respondents described 
improving future data use by improving data utility.

Improved data collection and demographics

Several participants indicated data collection and coverage as something that needed to be 
improved for enhanced data utility. Collecting additional data was identified by several respondents 
as the main way the organisation wanted to improve data utility, analysis and insights, and improve 
operational and strategic planning and performance.

The most prevalent way in which the participating dispute and complaint resolution 
bodies reported wanting to improve their future data use and utility was collection of 
demographic information.

Demographic information about different types of users (and non-users) was recognised as key to 
underpinning more sophisticated analysis and insights, and enabling more sophisticated analysis of 
different types of users.
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Improved demographic measures would allow for ‘more compelling geographical analysis’, 
facilitate ‘predictive modelling to better inform customers’, and help identify those at greater risk 
of having ‘multiple complaints’ and those who struggle to complete organisational processes 
and requirements.

The following observations are illustrative of organisations aspiring to enhance 
demographic measures:

Enhanced collection of demographic data to facilitate analyses of complaints 
raised by specific groups or to identify groups who may need outreach about 
our [complaints] service.

To inform engagement strategy in a targeted and effective way.

It would be helpful to collect more data in order to reveal further trends about 
who contacts the organisation, and why, including further detail about the 
respondents (in the matter).

Changes to broaden the demographic collection of our complaint data is 
underway. This will enable further analysis of trends and provide valuable 
information to enhance our services and identify systemic trends.

Demographic data to contextualise our data more.

Several respondents outlined how better understanding of those using the organisation’s dispute 
or complaint resolution processes, what barriers they experienced, and how user satisfaction 
varied, would be beneficial. Some explained that they were particularly interested in examining how 
demographic factors affected duration and resolution of disputes or complaints.

Improved data analytics and insights

Another dominant theme in the analysis was the widespread desire for improved data analytics 
and insight. This included more on internal operation and performance, as well as external factors 
affecting the operating environment.

What it was that participants were seeking to improve however, reflected the organisation’s 
sophistication in data systems, practices, and analysis.

For example, some were aspiring simply to do more with their existing data and systems, and to 
explore what data insights might be helpful to staff. Others however were seeking more widespread 
organisational transformation – to become ‘an organisation that is intel led’, such as ‘developing 
Power BI capability to improve use of data and streamline analysis’.

Organisations wanted to use data analytics to become ‘more predictive in our workloads’; capable 
of ‘detailed forecasting based on years of data capture’; to ‘model future workflows and allocation’; 
undertake ‘emerging issues analysis’; inform ‘education strategy and prevention’; and to ‘report on 
complaint satisfaction’.
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Several participants outlined efforts to improve monitoring and trend analysis and identify drivers 
of change to better inform organisational reform and government policy. For a few, the COVID-19 
pandemic highlighted a need to improve the organisation’s ability to monitor and respond better to 
change. One participant explained how they had started a project using existing data resources to 
‘identify emerging trends in close to real-time’.

A few participating bodies reported seeking to enhance their data analytics or insights to provide 
information to other parts of the civil justice system. This included providing information and data 
to legal aid and community legal centres ‘with data to improve practices and best direct resources 
where the highest needs lies’.

Improved organisational data practices, culture, governance, and leadership

Several participants indicated that their organisation wanted to improve organisational data 
practice, culture, governance, and leadership to improve data use and insights.

One participant explained that what they were seeking to do was enhance data practice and 
governance across the whole organisation’s data cycle. This included developing a data framework 
setting out how data would be used to drive organisational insight and value. Such an uplift of “data 
literacy across the agency” would, in turn, “foster an insights-driven culture”.

Respondents widely pointed to aspects of improved data practices, organisational data culture, 
data governance arrangements, and leadership as critical for improved data capability.

Improved data infrastructure and tools

For several respondents, however, what they would like to do with data in the future was 
specifically linked to organisational data infrastructure, and what improved infrastructure could help 
achieve for data practices.

For some, data infrastructure improvement was aimed at better supporting internal data use, 
while for others it was for improved internal and external use. For example, several organisations 
reported looking to publish data cubes to better support both internal and external analysis.114 This 
would also improve public accessibility and data transparency of data. One participant organisation 
explained they were producing ‘a data cube to make real time data publicly available’.

Several organisations reported they wanted to integrate and augment the organisation’s data with 
other data and provide data platforms or hubs to make it easier for staff to use data. For example, 
one participant explained that they were seeking to ‘introduce data and analytics self-service 
tools to empower all staff to better utilise data’ and develop an enterprise data hub providing an 
integrated data platform that ‘enables all data to be analysed together across the agency’. Another 
explained that they were working to extend the data that was included in their data cube to 
increase its utility.

114 A data cube is a multi-dimensional array of data, where each dimension, or axes, can be manipulated to provide an alternative presentation 
of the data. They are commonly used to store, process, analyse and publish large collections of data.. See, for example,  
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/national-state-and-territory-population/latest-release#data-downloads-data-cubes.  
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Some dispute and complaint resolution bodies falling under the purview of whole of government 
Open Data sharing directives of the Victorian or Commonwealth Governments, also noted that they 
were required to increase public access to agency data.

Some reported benefits in coming together to share expertise and challenges with similar dispute 
and complaint resolution bodies in other jurisdictions.

Another aspiration to improve data use and utility was automation. In particular, there was a desire 
to replace manual data collection, cleaning, analysis and reporting with automated processes. This 
was a strategy to improve data capture and capability and free up resources. Examples included 
auto capture of data from telephone calls, electronic correspondence, and electronic forms linked 
to organisational data systems. Other examples included developing autogenerated template data 
reports and other data visualisation, through Power BI and other dashboards.

Use of data for performance, monitoring and planning 

Organisational performance, monitoring and planning were also important considerations in 
improved data use and utility. Again, this spanned a wide range of activities, from looking to 
develop ‘KPI’s for staff and the organisation’, to going ‘beyond the basics’ in the insights provided 
to the agency’s management and board, through to wanting to demonstrate that the agency was 
successfully delivering better outcomes.

It was also common for participants to mention wanting to improve the use and utility of data for 
operational and strategic planning.

Several participants reported that the organisation wanted to sharpen its data insights for key 
organisational aims such as quicker, more effective resolution of disputes and complaints, its 
preventative or harm reduction work, and follow-up on risk-based approaches to any compliance 
and regulatory functions. Again, different dispute and complaint resolution bodies appeared to be at 
different stages of development in how they used data for performance, monitoring and planning.

What was needed to improve data use and utility

Consistent with the findings above, respondents highlighted overlapping issues of data systems, 
data practices and governance as needing to be improved to realise improved data quality 
and utility.

Some reported that the organisation had or was in the processes of developing a data project plan, 
recalling the findings reported in section 4.4 on those which had developed or were in the process 
of developing data governance plans. Others similarly mentioned establishing a data improvement 
team, amongst other reforms.

For some, the path to improved data use and utility required organisational leadership to drive 
culture and resolve internal disputes about the value of data collection and data analysis. One 
participant set this out in detail, explaining that what was needed was an ‘ecosystem of data 
and analytics … to assist the capability uplift’, an ‘associated technology uplift’, and provision of 
additional resources, such as data specialists, to deliver improved data function and capability.
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Overall, the most frequently reported need, however, was time and resources to improve 
organisational data. The following comments are illustrative:

[D]ata analysis and collation is very time intensive so we need 
additional resources.

More funding and ongoing access to development expertise.

Additional resources to improve our data visualisation and analysis capability.

Adequate funding to continue to protect data integrity and develop 
ongoing data.

Increased funding and resources (i.e. staff to analyse and evaluate data).

[F]unding for additional programs and platforms for analysing and 
presenting data.

Once again, these comments describe overlapping issues of organisational leadership and 
prioritisation of data use and utility.
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5. Summary and discussion
This report, the third in VLF’s Data Mapping Project, provides new information about the use and 
utility of administrative data held by dispute and complaint resolution bodies operating in Victoria. 
It sheds new light about what is known and not known about who the users are, where they are 
located, and what type of disputes and complaints they lodge – all of which is critical to better 
understanding community access and use of this important part of the civil justice system.

While dispute and complaint bodies are often established in the interests of extending access to 
justice through better, quicker, cheaper forms of resolution, and as an alternative or addition to 
courts and tribunals, surprisingly little is known about the difference they make.

The participating organisations in this study handled around 230,000 disputes and complaints 
from Victorians in 2020–2021 – a substantial contribution to access 
to justice. Disparate organisational activities and approaches 
to recording activities, however, means that calculating even a 
ballpark figure for the volume of matters handled by dispute and 
complaint bodies operating in Victoria is not easy, and obscures 
their contribution.

And how is this contribution patterned across the community? Do 
some bodies work better for some types of people than others? If 
so, why? Are there certain people missing out? If so, who are they 

and what are the barriers? How can we better understand the impact of these bodies, as well as 
achieve better oversight of dispute and complaint bodies more generally?

The findings in this report indicate that there is significant scope to harness administrative data 
to fill gaps in knowledge about dispute and complaint bodies and how our community responds 
to common civil problems. But there are also barriers to obtaining more nuanced understanding, 
particularly how access, use, and outcomes differ, and what might make for more demographic 
bottom-up access to dispute and complaint handling bodies.115

In this section we briefly summarise the main findings, address the project questions and set out 
several important implications.

115 See further Balmer et al. (2019), McDonald (2021), and Pleasence and Balmer (2019).

Disparate counting 
and reporting 
make it hard to see 
how many disputes 
and complaints 
are handled
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5.1 Summary of findings

Systems, processes and practices

Dispute and complaint bodies varied in the data systems they use, their ability to make changes 
to those systems, their plans to replace or make system upgrades, and what they would like to do 
to enhance data quality and utility. Strong intent to improve data systems was evidenced by more 
than half of the participant organisations reporting that they either planned to replace or make 
major upgrades to their current data system.

Consistent with their varied history and remit, dispute and complaint bodies varied in the data 
recorded in their data systems and in their data practices. There was strong evidence however that 
they shared an intent to apply administrative data to improve operational insight and performance, 
and that despite their diverse purposes, participants faced similar data system, collection, quality, 
and utility challenges.

Organisations demonstrated similar aspiration for modern, integrated, sophisticated and 
flexible data systems that not only facilitated operational functions but also provided improved 
organisational insights.

The findings showed that different organisations were at different stages of data development 
and maturity, but nearly every participant was striving to improve data capability. Participating 
organisations fell into three groups: those at the forefront which had already taken steps to improve 
systems, processes, and practices; those which had started doing so and had plans to do more; 
and those whose systems, processes and practices were more limited with resource and capacity 
constraints in improving data capability.

It was clear that dispute and complaint bodies, on the whole, 
were building organisational data capability and insights, but 
nearly all of them wanted to do more to inform current and 
future operations.

Use, utility and quality

There was strong evidence of data being used for a range of activities and as noted above, 
aspirations to do more with it.

All participants used administrative data for operational and reporting purposes, and nearly all for 
a range of other purposes including monitoring and evaluation, performance measurement and 
benchmarking, organisational research, to understand users, and for geographic analysis. The 
overwhelming majority also reported using data to improve access to services; to review programs 
and workloads; to inform planning; for inquires, reviews and law reform; and to develop business 
cases. Most used it for forecasting and other sophisticated demand modelling, and just under a half 
for use by external researchers.

Key factors affecting data utility included data system function and insights; demographic and 
other user information; accuracy, consistency, and quality of data practices; and variation of data 
practices and skill within organisations.

Participants were widely 
seeking data capability 

improvements but faced 
similar challenges
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There was variation reported in both data practices and quality. While data collection and quality 
were widely identified as the key factors limiting utility, they were also motivation for establishment 
of strategies to improve data practices and culture, and commitment to better data governance. 
The survey invited participants to identify which markers of data governance they had in place.

A small minority had not established or started developing any of the data quality and governance 
frameworks, strategies and practices canvassed, with more than one-third working across all 
elements asked about.

Data quality was self-assessed by participants, and all rated their data as being at least of ‘OK 
quality’, with more than half considering it to be of either ‘high quality’ or ‘very high quality’. 
Indicators of high and very high-quality data cited by participants included having established 
data governance and quality assurance frameworks; data validation, completeness, and 
assurance checks; a focus on data entry user experience to reduce error; staff training, induction, 
and review of data system use; use of data in ongoing analytics work; systematic tagging of 
qualitative data fields to facilitate analyses; and staff with experience of quality data practices at 
other organisations.

There was strong indication that participant organisations, even those with already good standards, 
were working to lift data quality. The three main means identified were improved data systems; staff 
and organisational capability; and data governance and culture.

Realising an uplift in data quality and utility was predominantly 
seen as requiring time and resources. Reflecting other findings, it 
also required organisational leadership, prioritisation, and whole-of-
organisation data culture and practice, to strengthen organisational 
data capability.

People, places, problems and access to justice

As with all administrative data, the data systems of the participating organisations were primarily 
designed to support administrative and operational function. While the findings indicated that the 
data systems held serval important insights for access to justice, there were also limitations.

Access to justice is about people, places and problems. With respect to key access to justice 
questions this consequently means that utility depends on being able to see different people, 
places and problems in data.

Volume of matters and express need

All participants provided multiple modes to lodge disputes or complaints, and all recorded 
information about the disputes and complaints they handled. While there was variation in how 
they were recorded, counted and reported, (such as whether or not enquiry and assessment were 
counted separately to lodgement), the administrative data of dispute and complaint bodies provides 
some indication of the volume of matters handled.

Such data provides vital insight into the quantum of expressed legal need, that is, the number of 
people who seek help and/or make use of different parts of the civil justice system such as legal 
assistance services, courts and tribunals, and dispute and complaint bodies.

If data use and utility 
are not a priority it 
won’t be achieved
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Triage and referral

Nearly all participants reported having a system to triage disputes and complaints and did so on 
factors such as matter and issue characteristics, party vulnerability, operational factors, public 
interest and systemic impact. Triage practices often result in matters being handled in different 
ways and can result in referral to another body or assistance service.

Effective referral is critical to civil justice access.116 Research demonstrates that those with legal 
needs often go on a help-seeking journey to solve legal problems.117 This can involve contact 
with a wide range of advisors and justice institutions, increasing the complexity in getting to the 
right place for the matter at hand. Empirical research demonstrates that referral fatigue increases 
with each successive onward referral and consequently increases the likelihood that people will 
give up.118

The findings demonstrated variation in whether and how participating organisations recorded 
inbound and outbound referrals.

Nearly two-thirds recorded how disputants and complainants became aware of their service, and 
nearly all recorded outbound referral destination, however only one-half recorded the source of 
inbound referral. This indicates that there is some critical information, but also, gaps, in data that 
would provide important information about how people navigate to and between dispute and 
complaint bodies.

These findings indicate opportunity to explore how administrative 
data can be used to see how people navigate dispute and 
complaint bodies, and potentially the wider civil justice system, 
but that a more complete picture is likely to require wider and 
systematic collection of information about both the source of user 
awareness, and particularly inbound referral.

User characteristics

There was substantial variation in which user characteristics were recorded by participating 
organisations. The most widely and consistently collected characteristic was postcode, where 
it was used to undertake geographic analysis of where those lodging disputes and complaints 
were located. However, even postcode was consistently recorded by less than three-quarters of 
participating dispute and complaint bodies.

The findings demonstrate substantial gaps concerning key demographic and other user 
characteristics, such as: use of interpreter; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status; sex; gender; 
age; disability status; cultural and linguistic diversity; experience or risk of family violence; mental 
health status; chronic illness status; financial disadvantage; homelessness and insecure housing 
status; sexual orientation; marital or relationship status; immigration or visa status; income.

116 Referral data is especially important for understanding which bodies the public most frequently approach, how often the bodies they 
approach are ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, and how outbound referral varies in accuracy (i.e. provision of a referral to an appropriate referral 
destination) and effectiveness (i.e. user successfully acts on the referral).

117 See Coumarelos et al. (2012), Pleasence et al. (2004), Pleasence et al. (2014), Sandefur (2016).
118 Pleasence et al. (2004).

There is opportunity 
to explore how referral 
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Those handling matters lodged by businesses also varied in the business characteristics that they 
collected. While three-quarters reported collecting information about the respondent or other side 
in the matter, beyond contact details, there was wide variation in what characteristics about the 
responding party and other side were collected.

There was also substantial variation in whether participating organisations assigned unique 
identifiers to disputants or complainants, and respondents. Consequently, there was variation in 
whether participants were easily able to identify repeat parties.

Notwithstanding these data limits, more than one-third of participants reported that they knew 
specific groups were under-represented among their users, although the way in which they knew 
varied. Some conducted data analysis, using their own data, or ABS data where they could, and 
some collected additional user information through surveys or other forms of follow-up. Others 
knew from feedback from stakeholders or anecdotally.

One area that several participants identified as a limit on data utility, and something that they had 
plans to improve in the future, was collection of demographic and other user information. This was 
seen as something restricting operational insights.

While there was wider evidence of the effective use of 
geographic analysis of data, and some sophisticated analysis 
of hotspots and gaps, lack of user demographic and other 
data limits its utility for key operational and access to 
justice questions.

On the whole, dispute and complaint bodies could see where 
people were, but not who people are.

Problems

Another area of variation was the classification and recording of the types of matters handled. 
This primarily reflected organisational purpose and remit, with nearly all participants reporting that 
they have a classification system, with some reporting a cascading structure where matters were 
grouped at broader or narrower levels of abstraction.

There was also variation in approach to classification with some using area of law classifications, 
and others different approaches to subject matter classification, such as type of industry, provider, 
product or activity. Beyond legal or subject matter classification, there was also evidence of 
variation in collection of other matter characteristics, such as matter complexity, and recording of 
matter outcomes. Once again, this reflected organisational remit and practices.

While all participating organisations recorded matter outcomes, again there was wide variation in 
the approaches taken and categories reported. Some had simple matter outcome categories, while 
others also recorded information about the manner of finalisation and categories of any advice and 
recommended action.

Consequently, in addition to these challenges in counting organisational activities, there is difficulty 
in aggregating the types of matters handled across organisations, as well as the outcomes 
achieved. This has a limiting effect on how accurate a picture can be drawn of the sector as a 

On the whole, dispute 
and complaint bodies 
could see where the 
people were but not who 
the people are

68 Mixed Bunch | The use and utility of administrative data in dispute and complaint resolution bodies in Victoria



whole. Administrative data is therefore likely to be far more informative for understanding individual 
dispute and complaint bodies than the whole system of such bodies.

The next section discusses the implications of these findings in 
more depth and identifies strategies for enhanced consistency, 
quality, use and utility of data, which can provide for improved 
insight, oversight, and ultimately access to justice.

5.2 Implications and next steps

Improving data utility for access to justice

Variation in remit and activities, and in data collection, classification, counting and reporting helps 
to explain gaps in understanding of what dispute and complaint bodies generally do and achieve. 
This is further exacerbated by lack of established standards and shared practices, as well as 
disparate organisational histories, data maturity, quality and capability.

Like courts and tribunals, dispute and complaint bodies share a strong priority for data to meet 
operational need, although the spectrum of their approaches, activities and remit tended to be both 
broader overall, and more particular for each body.

It was clear, however, that dispute and complaint bodies hold important information about what 
they do, some information about who they help and some about what users achieve. As data 
maturity and capability blossoms, the use and utility of this data for access to justice insight is likely 
to increase. However, without establishing some agreed classification and counting standards – for 
key measures such as user characteristics, matter types, and outcomes – scope for aggregation, 
analysis and oversight of access to justice is unlikely to improve.

There appear to be at least three ways in which the utility of administrative data for access 
to justice oversight could be improved: data on users; shared approaches to counting and 
classification; and a consistent approach to referral.

Data on users

As outlined elsewhere, there has been a global shift to people-centred approaches to justice to 
further access to justice for all.119 This is based on empirical research demonstrating inequity in 
experience of legal needs, inequity in what people do in response, and consequently, inequity 
in consequences and outcomes. This in turn points to the need to design justice processes and 
institutions which are informed by and serve the needs of users, rather than serving the needs or 
preferences of justice institutions.120

With better understanding of how legal capability varies across the community, including how 
awareness and knowledge of civil justice institutions vary, there is recognition that current 
approaches fail some, and create barriers for others.121

119 See Chapman et al. (2021), Farrow and Jacobs (2020), McDonald (2020), McDonald et al. (2021).
120 See Genn (1999), Pleasence et al. 2004), Pleasence and Balmer (2014, 2019).
121 See OECD/Open Society Foundations (2019), Pleasence and Balmer (2019), Pleasence et al. (2014).
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There is also growing understanding that people-centred justice requires a shift to people-centred 
justice data.122 Better data would underpin a step-change in the evidence base, revealing a great 
deal more about access to justice broadly, and civil justice in particular.123 It can also unlock new 
analysis of organisational activity, performance, and outcomes.

Ideally, characteristics of users, clients, consumers or parties are collected through consistent, 
accurate and quality data practices. Collection and analysis of people-centred data, however, 
imposes new burdens, and in many parts of the justice system which have not traditionally 
collected demographic and other information, there are no agreed data standards and definitions. 
One exception is the National Legal Assistance Data Standards Manual which established 
what user and client information public legal assistance services collect, and the National Legal 
Assistance Partnership 2020–2025, providing what service data to report.124

The findings here found several dispute and complaint bodies working to improve collection 
and analysis of user demographic information to drive organisational insight and inform public 
engagement and program planning.

Further information about users, who they are and are not, the journey they take, and what they 
use dispute and complaint bodies for, are all critical to understanding community access and the 
difference these bodies make to civil justice.

Counting and classification

Dispute and complaint resolution bodies differ in how they were established and their remit. As a 
result, the network comprises independent statutory bodies, a range of industry bodies, and some 
government agencies. They also variously operate in state and federal jurisdictions and have a mix 
of functions – dispute and complaint handling as well as regulatory.

As such, establishing the number of disputes and complaints such bodies handle is hard to 
determine from reported data. These bodies were established to help Victorians access justice 
outside courts and tribunals but there is no easy way to gauge their success in doing so. Not only 
is basic dispute and complaint body volume and throughput obscured, but also there is little global 
understanding of the range of users, matters and outcomes.

Despite this patchwork of dispute and complaint resolutions bodies, there may be opportunities 
to develop common approaches to certain aspects of counting and classification, or at the 
least approaches that would more easily cascade and aggregate. The potential benefits of data 
standardisation are self-evident, but there are also barriers.

Dispute and complaint bodies have all developed particular ways of working. For many this is tied 
to their administrative data systems, practices, and established ways of working over a long period 
of time.

122 See Chapman et al. (2021), Farrow and Jacobs (2020), McDonald et al. (2021).
123 For example, Farrow and Jacobs (2020) have argued that the ‘limits of access to justice 1.0’ have been reached, and that the evidence-base 

must be animated to move understanding forward and address the crisis in civil justice access being experienced in many parts of the world.
124 Under the National Legal Assistance Partnership, data for legal assistance services is collected by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Collection of consistent and comparable legal assistance service data can build a national evidence base and enable new insight on legal 
assistance service provision.
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There may be greater scope for shared approaches between certain types of bodies, such as state 
and Commonwealth ombudsmen,125 many of which use the Resolve data and case management 
system. The findings make it clear however that there is substantial variation as remit and 
jurisdiction narrows.

Although dispute and complaint bodies often share origin stories based in similar commitment 
to improving access to justice, they are creatures of disparate remit, jurisdiction, and governance. 
Consequently, any move towards standardisation would require collaboration between a significant 
number of dispute and complaint resolution bodies and stakeholders.

Shared terminology and approaches to counting and classification would be key. The findings 
here showed inconsistency in how different participating organisations used key terms, and how 
activities were recorded and reported. These differences form substantial barriers to understanding 
of disputes and complaint bodies and the difference made to access to justice.

Conversely, developing shared approaches afford opportunity to fill critical gaps in understanding 
of such bodies and the difference made to access to justice, particularly accessibility for many 
types of common, everyday matters widely experienced in the community that may be harder, more 
expensive and more difficult to resolve through civil justice avenues.

Navigation and referral 

There are more than 40 dispute and complaint handling bodies operating in Victoria. One 
consequence of this high and, over time, growing number is that the architecture of the civil 
dispute resolution system becomes more complex – more bodies, each with their own remit and 
requirements. Figuring out which ombudsman or dispute resolution service is the right one for the 
matter at hand can be challenging.

A clear downside of minting more and more dispute and complaint handling bodies, providing 
increasingly tailored responses to legal problems, is that the civil justice system becomes 
increasingly complex and harder to navigate. This raises an important question: how many people 
who may benefit from accessing dispute and complaint bodies miss out? How many people try 
but fail to access the right body? Who gets caught up in referral run-around, and gives up? This 
complexity has real consequences for access to justice.

Recognising shared issues of public awareness faced by dispute and complaint bodies, there may 
be similar shared interests in public education, engagement and referral. Better information about 
referrals could reveal patterns and pathways which would help reduce the navigational challenges 
for users. Such information can potentially provide invaluable insight about public understanding 
of the dispute and complaint bodies, and what makes a difference in how people navigate way to 
them. It can also potentially be used to design and monitor pathways to and between dispute and 
complaint bodies and other parts of the justice system.

125 For example, the Australian and New Zealand Ombudsman Association (ANZOA) is an association and the peak body for 
Ombudsmen in Australia and New Zealand. Members of ANZOA with jurisdiction in Victoria include Commonwealth Ombudsman, 
Taxation Ombudsman, Australian Financial Complaints Authority, Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria, Telecommunications 
Industry Ombudsman, Victorian Ombudsman, and the Public Transport Ombudsman Victoria. For a list of members by jurisdiction 
see https://www.anzoa.com.au/for-complaints/.
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Effective referral is an issue common to all parts of the justice system. Benefits of collaboration and 
co-ordination have been recognised in national legal assistance policy, in the interests of providing 
more accessible legal services, and of using resources more efficiently. Given a complex civil justice 
system that is not well understood by many in the community, research has shown that people 
often go on extensive help-seeking journeys.126 This is where concepts such as ‘no wrong door’, 
that is, where people are helped to access the right legal assistance or dispute resolution service 
for them, irrespective of where they express their legal need can make the difference in access 
to justice. Of course, this also raises associated questions about access portholes and gateways, 
effective pathways, and what should be done to help people to navigate their justice system.

Collaboration and coordination on referral data, and consideration of standardised approaches 
could benefit dispute and complaint bodies and the people they serve.

Enhancing data use, utility and quality

As detailed above, data is used predominantly by the complaint and dispute resolution bodies 
for operational activities reflecting organisational remit. Generally though, dispute and complaint 
bodies have been building data capability, through data system, data governance and data 
quality improvements.

There was also evidence that many are seeking to extend their application of data, in some 
cases through demand modelling, forecasting, and to support business cases and organisational 
planning. Several were seeking further and better data about their users, and operational and 
organisational performance.

There are, however, challenges in seeing people and problems in data, particularly who different 
users are, what type of matters different cohorts have, and what outcomes are achieved.

To the extent that dispute and complaint bodies operate independently and pursue their own 
organisational remits, they are constrained in collaborating in ways which could build evidence 
to better demonstrate their impact and contribution to making justice more accessible. Lack of 
consistency in recording and reporting across dispute and complaint bodies makes aggregation 
and comparison risky and inaccurate.

The lack of demographic and other data also constrains their capacity to improve services – both 
as separate agencies but also to gain a systemic understanding of what different types of users do 
and achieve when they engage with different dispute and complaint bodies.127

Such information is vital to building effective access to justice pathways for all Victorians.

126 See Balmer et al. (2019), Pleasence and Balmer (2014), Pleasence, Balmer and Denvir (2015), and Pleasence et al. (2014).
127 See also McDonald et al. (2020) and McDonald et al. (2021).
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Future steps

The findings clearly indicate there is further exploratory work to do to identify shared approaches to 
data capture that would increase the utility of the data of dispute and complaint bodies.

The findings here suggest four useful areas, where exploration of prospects to develop data 
standards would significantly increase date utility.

Develop shared approaches and terminology

Shared approaches and consistent definitions, or at least a way to more easily translate terminology 
for dispute and complaint resolution activity, would facilitate easier and more accurate analysis 
and aggregation. Consistency of definitions, counting rules and reporting would be beneficial, but 
short of that, having organisations explain how their practices align or not with standard definitions 
would be a start.

The development of a common approach to classification (and/or concordance) of matter types 
and outcomes would also substantially improve prospects for comparative analysis. Given disparate 
organisational remit, this may present substantial practical and organisational impediments, though 
there may also be ways to automate records across classifications structures. Again, development 
of voluntary classification standards would be a key step forward.

There appear to be greater prospects for developing minimum data standards with respect to 
referral. More effective referral practices may well have operational and resource benefits for 
dispute and complaint bodies, as well as Victorian community. For example, any reduction in 
inappropriate and ineffective referral has potential to not only free up organisational resources for 
other activities, but also improve accessibility. Standardised referral data capture would help to 
inform and build evidence to design, monitor, evaluate, and learn what works in effective referral for 
different types of people and matters.

Collect additional user demographic data

There is growing interest in collection of additional user demographic and other information. 
Ability to see different user cohorts in the data of different bodies would be transformative for 
understanding of access to justice. Developing a minimum set of user data would afford more 
sophisticated organisational insight, as well as improved understanding of systemic access to 
justice. Agreed development of voluntary minimum user data collection, with specification of user 
demographic and other criteria, would help to usher in improved consistency in data collection and 
improved understanding of the experiences and needs of diverse user cohorts.

Promote the benefits of collaboration

There is little incentive for dispute and complaint bodies to come together to consider agreed 
minimum data standards, which could have profound effects on the work of individual bodies and 
the network as a whole. There are, however, significant coordination and resource challenges to 
doing so and it appears more likely, in the short term at least, that dispute and complaint bodies will 
continue to independently build data capability and pursue separate organisational priorities.
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Increase public awareness

Improved public awareness of dispute and complaint bodies, what they do and don’t do, could have 
substantial impact on access to this form of civil justice. As noted in the implications, dispute and 
complaint bodies are numerous and sometimes hard to navigate. Online information, triage and 
referral tools are an increasing feature of justice agencies, and with them come opportunities for 
automated data capture at intake and in making referral.

Research suggests that online tools may work well for many people, but there is an ongoing 
requirement for multifaceted strategies and modes of communication to build awareness and 
support navigation, such as telephone enquiry and warm or assisted referral, to cater to diverse 
community needs.

The consequence of increased public awareness, however, may be increased public use. While 
increased awareness may help to improve access and use by Victorians, doing so will almost 
certainly have resource implications for the bodies involved.

All these dispute and complaint bodies were born of an intent to provide more accessible, 
affordable resolution to civil justice problems. Better and more co-ordinated data collection 
however could help these important organisations take greater strides in reducing barriers and 
ensuring broader access to justice.
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Appendix 1: Timeline
Partial timeline of dispute and complaint resolution bodies

List is not comprehensive of all dispute and complaint resolution bodies.

1809 First Ombudsman established in Sweden.128

1852 Supreme Court of Victoria established.129

1888 Veterinary Board of Victoria (created under the Veterinary Surgeons Act 1887)130

1962 New Zealand (first country outside Sweden) appoints an Ombudsman.131

1966 Consumer Affairs Victoria (previously Consumer Protection Council)132

1971 Western Australia appoints an Ombudsman.133

1972 First community legal centre opened in Victoria (Fitzroy).134

1972 South Australia appoints an Ombudsman.135

1973 Victoria appoints an Ombudsman136

1975 Judicial Commission of Victoria137

1977 Commonwealth Ombudsman appointed (includes Postal Industry Ombudsman).138

1977 Equal Opportunity Act enacted in Victoria139

1977 Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission140

1982 Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner141

128 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
129 https://www.supremecourt.vic.gov.au/about-the-court/our-history.
130 https://www.vetboard.vic.gov.au/VPRBV/About/What_we_do/VPRBV/What_we_do.aspx?hkey=114ab81b-a6c5-4739-9eba-3f3c02166d17.
131 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
132 https://www.consumer.vic.gov.au/annual-report/previous-annual-reports.
133 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
134 Fitzroy Legal Service was the first community legal centre in Victoria, https://fls.org.au/who-we-are/.
135 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
136 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
137 https://www.judicialcommission.vic.gov.au/about-the-judicial-commission.
138 See Chapter 2a History and establishment, https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/publications/reports/annual/all-reports/docs/2006-07/

chapter_2a. 
139 https://www.humanrights.vic.gov.au/about-us/our-history/.
140 https://www.humanrights.vic.gov.au/about-us/our-history/.
141 https://ovic.vic.gov.au/about-us/purpose-functions-and-activities/.
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1985 Accident Compensation Conciliation Service142

1986 Australian Human Rights Commission143

1987 Dispute Settlement Centre of Victoria (DSCV) established.144

1993 Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman145

1993 Victorian Building Authority146

1995 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission147

1995 Domestic Building Dispute Resolution Victoria (now part of Dispute Services Victoria)148

1995 National Alternative Dispute Resolution Advisory Council (NADRAC) established (then later 
dismantled in 2013) with the task of developing and promoting the use of ADR.149

1996 Electricity Industry Ombudsman (Victoria) (became the Energy and Water Ombudsman 
Victoria in 2018)

1997 Australian Government, The Treasury, published the Benchmarks for Industry-based 
Customer Dispute Resolution.150

1997 Veterinary Practitioners Registration Board of Victoria (Vet Board)151

2001 Inspector-General of Taxation and Taxation Ombudsman152

2003 Victorian Small Business Commission153

2004 Public Transport Ombudsman (Victoria)154

2004 Tolling Customer Ombudsman (Victoria)155

2005 Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner156

2006 Disability Services Commissioner (Victoria)157

2006 Victoria introduces Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 2006 (Vic)158

142 https://www.conciliation.vic.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do.
143 https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/commission-general/history-commission.
144 https://www.disputes.vic.gov.au/about-us.
145 https://www.tio.com.au/about-tio.
146 https://www.vba.vic.gov.au/about/our-role.
147 https://www.accc.gov.au/about-us/australian-competition-consumer-commission/about-the-accc.
148 https://www.dbdrv.vic.gov.au/about-us.
149 https://www.ag.gov.au/legal-system/alternative-dispute-resolution.
150 https://treasury.gov.au/publication/benchmarks-for-industry-based-customer-dispute-resolution.
151 https://www.vetboard.vic.gov.au/VPRBV/About/What_we_do/VPRBV/What_we_do.aspx?hkey=114ab81b-a6c5-4739-9eba-3f3c02166d17.
152 https://www.igt.gov.au/about-us/history/.
153 https://www.vsbc.vic.gov.au/about-vsbc/corporate-publications/, specifically https://www.vsbc.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/

vsbc-Annual-Report-2013-14.pdf. 
154 https://www.ptovic.com.au/about-us/who-we-are.
155 https://www.tollingombudsman.com.au/.
156 https://lsbc.vic.gov.au/about-us/board-and-commissioner/about-board-and-commissioner.
157 https://www.odsc.vic.gov.au/about-us/about-the-commissioner/.
158 https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/about-us/victorian-ombudsman/our-history/.
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2006 Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority159

2009 Fair Work Commission (Tribunal)160

2009 Fair Work Ombudsman161

2009 National Health Practitioner Ombudsman (oversees the Australian Health Practitioner 
Regulation Agency)162

2009 Local Government Inspectorate163

2012 Independent Broad-based Anti-corruption Commission (IBAC) established in Victoria164

2012 Airline Customer Advocate165

2013 NADRAC dismantled

2014 Mental Health Complaints Commissioner166

2015 eSafety Commissioner167

2016 Health Complaints Commissioner168

2017 Commercial Passenger Vehicles Victoria169

2018 Australian Financial Complaints Authority (incorporated the roles of Financial 
Ombudsman Service, Credit and Investments Ombudsman and the Superannuation 
Complaints Tribunal)170

2018 Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria (since 2018, previously Electricity Industry 
Ombudsman Victoria)171

2018 Victorian Disability Worker Commission172

2018 Aged Care Quality and Safety Commission173

2019 NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission174

 

159 https://www.vrqa.vic.gov.au/aboutus/Pages/our-history.aspx.
160 https://www.fwc.gov.au/about-us.
161 https://www.fairwork.gov.au/about-us/our-role-and-purpose.
162 https://www.nhpo.gov.au/legislation.
163 https://www.lgi.vic.gov.au/about-local-government-inspectorate 

and https://www.ibac.vic.gov.au/publications-and-resources/ibac-insights/issue-12/building-integrity-in-the-local-government-sector.
164 https://www.ibac.vic.gov.au/.
165 https://www.airlinecustomeradvocate.com.au/General/AnnualReports.aspx specifically https://www.airlinecustomeradvocate.com.au/_lib/

Docs/AnnualReport/Annual_Report_2012_14_Feb.pdf. 
166 https://www.mhcc.vic.gov.au/our-history.
167 https://www.esafety.gov.au/about-us/who-we-are.
168 https://hcc.vic.gov.au/regulatory-practice-principles.
169 https://cpv.vic.gov.au/about-us.
170 https://www.afca.org.au/about-afca/rules-and-guidelines/enabling-legislation.
171 https://www.ewov.com.au/reports/annual-reports-from-1996-2017.
172 https://www.vdwc.vic.gov.au/about.
173 https://www.agedcarequality.gov.au/about-us/legislation-and-policies.
174 https://www.ndiscommission.gov.au/.
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Appendix 2: Online Survey

Questions

Survey consent

Consent. I acknowledge and consent to the Victorian Law Foundation collecting and using my 
responses for the purpose of conducting, analysing and reporting on this survey. I understand that 
if my organisation is to be quoted, my approval will be sought for the quotes used.

[Mandatory question] 
[Consent = 2 = No = terminate survey]

1 Yes, I consent (this will start the survey)

2 No (this will exit the survey)

Role. What is your position in your organisation?

[Short free text]

Part 1: People accessing your services

The next questions relate to who may or may not be contacting or accessing your services.

We are particularly interested in data that has the potential to describe the people that use your 
services, the legal issues they have, who they are in dispute with or making a complaint about, 
and outcomes.

P1Q1. How do people lodge disputes or complaints with your organisation?

(Select all that apply)

A Face-to-face

B Telephone call

C Online complaint form

D Email

E Social media

F By post

G National Relay Service

H TTY (TeleTYpe – Text Telephone)

I Other (please specify)
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Response codes

1 Selected

0 Not selected

P1Q2. Do you collect any of the following demographic information about people 
lodging disputes or complaints with your organisation? 

(Select all that apply)

A Age

B Sex

C Gender

D Sexual orientation

E Marital or relationship status

F Family violence/risk of family violence

G Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

H Cultural and linguistic diversity

I Immigration/visa status

J Use of interpreter

K Disability status 

L Mental health

M Chronic illness

N Homelessness/risk of homelessness/insecure housing

O Postcode

P Financial disadvantage

Q Income level

Response options

1 Always

2 Sometimes

3 Never

4 Don’t know

P1Q3. Do you routinely collect any other characteristics about people lodging 
disputes and complaints? If so, what?

[Long free text]
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P1Q4. Do you collect information about businesses that lodge disputes 
or complaints?

Help tip: Such as size of business, ABN, type of business, turnover, industry type etc.

1 Yes

2 No

3 We don’t assist businesses

4 Don’t know

[If P1Q4 = 1 = Yes] 
P1Q4a. What type of information do you collect about businesses?

Help tip: Please list the actual categories you use.

[Long free text]

P1Q5. What information do you collect about the other side in disputes 
or complaints?

Help tip: For example the characteristics of people, business, agency, or service they are in dispute 
with or complaining about?

[Long free text]

P1Q6. Can you identify repeat disputants, complainants or respondents through 
unique identifiers?

Help tip: A unique identifier is a code or number that is associated with one person or party. For 
example, would you be able to determine how many complaints were made by Theresa Jones from 
Werribee, or complaints against Big Telco Company X?

A Disputants or complainants

B Respondents

Response options

1 Always

2 Sometimes

3 Never

4 Don’t know

P1Q7. Are there specific groups of people that are under-represented among your 
service users?

Help tip: For example, are there particular groups of people that are not accessing your services?

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know
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[If P1Q7 = 1 = Yes] 
P1Q7a. How do you know this and which groups are under-represented?

[Long free text]

P1Q8. Do you conduct any user surveys or research?

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

[If P1Q8 =1 = Yes] 
P1Q8a. Can you tell us about the user research you do and why?

Help tip: For example aims of the research or survey, frequency, cohorts targeted. You can upload 
research reports at the end of the survey.

[Long free text]

Part 2: Legal matters and outcomes

P2Q1. Are the types of disputes or complaints that you deal with categorised in 
any way?

Help tip: By ‘type’ we mean area of law or problem matter type.

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

[If P2Q1 = 1 = Yes] 
P2Q1a. If yes, can you list the categories that you use?

Help tip: You can copy and paste your categories if this is easier. At the end of the survey you will 
have an opportunity to upload relevant files to support your answers.

[Long free text]

P2Q2. Do you have a system for triaging disputes or complaints? For example to 
prioritise matters or allocate a certain process or service?

1 Yes

2 No 

3 Don’t know

[If P2Q2 = 1 = Yes] 
P2Q2a. What factors are used to triage?

[Long free text]
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P2Q3. Do you record how disputants or complainants found out about 
your organisation?

1 Yes

2 No 

3 Don’t know

4 Other (please specify)

P2Q4. Do you record the details of those who referred disputants or complainants to 
you? (That is, inbound referrals)

1 Yes

2 No 

3 Don’t know

4 Other (please specify)

P2Q5. Do you record details of where you refer disputants or complainants to? (That 
is, outbound referrals)

1 Yes

2 No 

3 Don’t know

4 Other (please specify)

P2Q6. Are matter outcomes (i.e. the way in which matters concluded) categorised in 
your data?

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

4 Other (please specify)

[If P2Q6 = 1 = Yes] 
P2Q6a. Please list the main categories that you use for matter outcomes:

Help tip: For example you might code outcomes as ‘resolved’, ‘withdrawn’, or ‘settled’. You can 
copy and paste your categories if they are available. You can upload a relevant file at the end of 
the survey.

[Long free text]
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Part 3: Your data system

Please answer the following questions based on your primary administrative data collection system.

P3Q1. Which dispute and complaints data management system does your 
organisation use?

(Select all that apply)

A Complaints Pro

B Microsoft Dynamics

C Resolve

D Salesforce

E Zendesk

F Other (please specify)

P3Q2. Does your data system allow you to do any of the following?

A Alter existing fields, variables or questions

B Add new fields, variables or questions

C Produce fixed or routine reports

D Create new or customised reports

E Make system changes without using external consultants

F Conduct analyses without using external consultants

G Export raw data for others to use (e.g. Excel, csv files)

Response options

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

P3Q3. Does your data contain any open-text fields?

Help tip: For example descriptions of matters or what happened in the disputant’s or complainant’s 
own words.

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know
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[If P3Q3 = 1 = Yes] 
P3Q3a. How do you analyse the open text?

(Select all that apply)

A We manually code or summarise responses

B We use natural language processing or AI tools to automatically code or 
summarise content

C We extract individual case studies

D We do something else (please specify)

Response codes

1 Selected

0 Not selected

P3Q4. How would you describe the utility of your administrative data system?

Help tip: Think about what you currently use your data for and what the limitations are.

[Long free text]

P3Q5. Are you planning (say in the next two years) any of the following changes, 
modifications or upgrades to your data management system?

A Replace with a new product or platform

B Major upgrades to the current system

C Minor adjustments and additions to the current system

D Other changes

E No plans [exclusive option]

F Don’t know

Response codes

1 Selected

0 Not selected

[If P3Q5 = A, B, or C] 
P3Q5a. Why are you planning these changes?

Help tip: You may wish to also expand on the changes you are planning to make.

[Long free text]
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Part 4: Data sharing capacity 

These questions are about the flexibility of the data you collect and whether the data connects to 
other any systems.

P4Q1. Do you link your data with any data from other dispute or complaint resolution 
bodies, government bodies, or other organisations?

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

[If P4Q1 = 1 = Yes] 
P4Q1a. Which other organisation’s data does your data link to?

[Long free text]

[If P4Q1 = 2 = No] 
P4Q1b. What prevents you from linking your data to other datasets?

[Long free text]

Part 5: Data governance and quality

These questions are about the accuracy and quality of data collected, and any known 
consequences or impacts of inaccurate or missing data.

P5Q1. Does your organisation have any of the following data governance frameworks, 
strategies or protocols?

A Data governance framework

B Data governance strategy

C Data governance policy or rules

D Data governance team or committee

E Data standards manual

F Data practice/entry manual

G Mandatory or required data training

Response options

1 Yes

2 In development

3 No

4 Not applicable

5 Don’t know
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P5Q2. Overall, how would you describe the quality of your data?

Help tip: Data quality refers to, for example, data accuracy and consistency.

1 Very high quality

2 High quality

3 OK quality

4 Low quality

5 Very low quality

[If P5Q2 = 1 thru 5] 
P5Q2a. You described your data as ‘[show answer to P5Q2]’. Why is that?

[Long free text]

P5Q3. Can you describe what, if anything, would improve the quality of your data?

[Long free text]

Part 6: Data use and reporting

These questions are about how your administrative data is used.

P6Q1. Do you use your data for any of the following purposes?

(Select all that apply)

A Planning

B Reporting

C Performance measurement

D Operational purposes

E Develop business cases

F Forecasting

G Demand modelling

H To review programs or employee workloads

I Monitoring and evaluation of operations

J To conduct your own research

K Understanding your clients/users

L To improve access to your services

M For use by external researchers or bodies for research

N For any inquiries, reviews, law reform and the like

O Other purposes
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Response options

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

[If P6Q1_O = 1 = Yes] 
P6Q1a. You said you used your data for other purposes, what are they?

[Long free text]

P6Q2. Do you conduct any geographic analysis with your data using postcode or 
other geocoding? If so, how?

[Long free text]

P6Q3. Do you routinely provide data or data findings to any external organisations 
or agencies?

1 Yes

2 No

3 Don’t know

[If P6Q3 = 1 = Yes] 
P6Q3a. What do external organisations or agencies use the data for?

[Long free text]

P6Q4. Can you provide any examples that demonstrate how administrative data has 
been beneficial to your organisation?

Help tip: For example, to identify needs, monitoring and evaluation, or to design new operations. 
We might be able to showcase or use your example as an illustrative case study in our report. You 
can upload relevant files that highlight your case study at the end of the survey.

[Long free text]

Part 7: Future data needs

Final questions!

P7Q1. Looking ahead, what things would you like to be able to do with your data in 
the future?

[Long free text]

[If P7Q1 has an answer] 
P7Q1a. What would your organisation need to successfully to achieve that?

[Long free text]
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P7Q2. Is there anything else you would like to add regarding the topics and issues 
canvassed in this survey?

[Long free text]

P7Q3. Please upload here any documents that expand or illustrate your answers.

Help tip: For example Annual Reports, user survey research reports, outcome matter field lists, data 
dictionaries, or case studies.

[File upload option – at most 6 files]

Survey end
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Appendix 3: Summary of dispute  
and complaint data
Appendix Table 1. Types and numbers of disputes and complaints handled by 
participant organisations

Organisation
Assists 
businesses Type of problems

Number of enquiries, 
disputes or complaints

Victorian 

Consumer Affairs 
Victoria

Yes Business compliance with 
consumer laws; consumers 
exercising their consumer 
rights; problems between 
renters and rental providers 

93,153 investigations of business 
compliance with consumer laws 

214,819 consumer phone enquiries

91,029 consumer written enquiries

26,757 consumer disputes finalised

93,153 residential tenancies enquiries 

Disability Services 
Commissioner

No Complaints about in-kind 
group homes, Forensic 
Disability Programs and TAC 
funded disability services.

Disability Act 2006

553 enquiries (72 in-scope)

112 complaints (60 in-scope) 

7 investigations

474 incidence reviews

51 Community Visitors Board 
referrals

213 death investigations 

Dispute Settlement 
Centre Victoria

Yes Residential tenancy 
disputes, disputes between 
neighbours, disputes 
between club members, 
workplace disagreements, 
noise disputes

11,903 dispute resolution services 
provided 

Domestic Building 
Dispute Resolution 
Victoria

Yes Disputes between owners 
of residential buildings and 
builders, architects, sub-
contractors, surveyors, 
engineers and draftpersons

5,175 dispute resolution services 
provided 

Energy and Water 
Ombudsman Victoria

Yes Complaints about electricity, 
gas or water companies.

1,334 enquiries

18,208 complaints

Independent Broad-
based Anti-corruption 
Commission

Yes Complaints and 
investigations about public 
sector corruption and police 
misconduct

2,832 complaints

67 investigations (19 finalised)
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Organisation
Assists 
businesses Type of problems

Number of enquiries, 
disputes or complaints

Judicial Commission 
of Victoria

Yes Complaints about judicial 
officers and VCAT members

213 complaints and one referral from 
177 complainants

Mental Health 
Complaints 
Commissioner

No Complaints about public 
mental health services

244 enquiries

2,286 complaints (1,749 in-scope)

Office of the 
Victorian Information 
Commissioner

Yes Complaints about freedom 
of information, privacy and 
information security

All incoming enquiries/
correspondence: 3,000 by phone, 
15,000 by email

739 FOI complaints

607 applications seeking review 
of decision to refuse access 
to documents

86 privacy complaints 

373 information security 
incident notifications 

Public Transport 
Ombudsman

No Public transport 1052 complaints

240 investigations

Victorian Building 
Authority

Yes Complaints about problems 
with building or plumbing 
works

Building Act 1993 and 
Building Regulations 

1,798 Building complaints

1,721 Plumbing complaints 

562 FOI requests received 
(486 valid)

Victorian Disability 
Worker Commission

Yes Complaints about Victorian 
disability workers (registered 
and unregistered)

142 enquiries 

83 complaints

119 notifications from employers 
or colleagues about unacceptable 
professional standards of a 
disability worker

Victorian Equal 
Opportunity and Human 
Rights Commission

Yes Complaints under the Equal 
Opportunity Act and Racial 
and Religious Tolerance Act

8,578 enquiries

1,303 complaints

Victorian Legal 
Services Board and 
Commissioner

Yes Complaints about lawyers, 
investigating poor conduct, 
overseeing management of 
trust accounts

4,022 enquiries 

614 complaints 

44 disciplinary investigations 

222 trust account investigations 

Victorian Ombudsman Yes Complaints about 
administrative actions 
of State Government 
departments, bodies 
established by legislation, 
and local councils (and 
private bodies acting on 
behalf of those bodies) 

5,199 enquiries

18,058 jurisdictional complaints

44 investigations 

10 reports tabled in Parliament
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Organisation
Assists 
businesses Type of problems

Number of enquiries, 
disputes or complaints

Victorian Registration 
and Qualifications 
Authority

Yes Complaints against 
registered training 
organisations, student 
exchange organisations 
and schools (independent, 
government and Catholic)

191 complaints

Victorian Small Business 
Commission

Yes Supports and dispute 
resolution for small 
businesses 

19,421 phone and email enquiries

5,175 applications for help to resolve 
a dispute 

National

Australian Competition 
and Consumer 
Commission

Yes Compliance with 
competition, consumer 
protection, fair trading and 
product safety. (AR p.26)

Scams

18 competition investigations

424 merger matters considered

50 consumer law investigations

15 product safety indepth 
investigations

5,584 reports from the public about 
unsafe products

2,891 mandatory injury reports 
received

259,656 scams reported to 
Scamwatch website

396,190 contacts by telephone and 
writing

377,862 contacts recorded in the 
database

Australian Financial 
Complaints Authority

Yes Financial services sector 70,510 complaints received

5,184 complaints about financial 
difficulty

3,562 small business complaints

8,303 COVID-19 complaints 
received

Australian Human Rights 
Commission

No Disability Discrimination Act

Racial Discrimination Act

Sex Discrimination Act

Age Discrimination Act

Australian Human Rights 
Commission Act

3,113 complaints

Australian Small 
Business and Family 
Enterprise Ombudsman

Yes Small business disputes, 
including franchising, dairy, 
horticulture and oil codes 
of conduct.

2021 3rd quarter

1445 requests for assistance
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Organisation
Assists 
businesses Type of problems

Number of enquiries, 
disputes or complaints

Commonwealth 
Ombudsman Including 
the Postal Industry 
Ombudsman

No Complaints about Australian 
Government entities and 
prescribed private sector 
organisations;

Review of administrative 
actions;

Statutory compliance 
inspections and reporting

36,731 complaints

343 complaints about Defence 
agencies 155 complaints about the 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs

953 reports of abuse in Defence

3,656 postal industry complaints

72 postal industry investigations 

1,079 complaints from overseas 
students

253 investigations relating to 
overseas students

3,496 complaints about private 
health insurance 

4,186 complaints from students 
disputing a VET FEE-HELP debt

222 complaints relating to the VET 
Student Loans program 

Inspector-General 
of Taxation (Taxation 
Ombudsman)

Yes Complaints about tax 
affairs from individuals and 
businesses 

2,775 complaints

3 reviews 

National Health 
Practitioner 
Ombudsman

Yes Notification and registration 
process of health 
practitioners

Use of personal information

Applications to the 
Australian Health 
Practitioner Regulation 
Agency’s freedom of 
information decisions

965 approaches received

580 complaints to the Ombudsman 
received

Table note. Only data from organisations that responded to the survey are included (N = 24). Data extracted from 
2020–2021 annual reports.
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