
www.bexley.gov.uk

Procedure for unreasonable customer 
behaviour and vexatious requests

http://www.bexley.gov.uk


We pride ourselves on delivering high quality, value for money services in Bexley and are 
committed to providing what you need, in the way you want and to the standard you expect.  
We believe that dealing effectively with complaints and customer requests for information is 
essential to providing good services.

We will process complaints either in line with the Bexley Complaints Procedure or the appropriate 
statutory policy and procedure, and information requests as detailed in the statutory guidance.  

We will make every effort to achieve a satisfactory outcome for each customer. 

Unfortunately, in a minority of cases people pursue 
their complaints or requests for information in 
a way that is unreasonable. In some instances 
this can have a negative impact on the handling 
of their complaint  or request. It can also have a 
significant impact on our resources and on our 
ability to provide services to our other customers. 

This procedure covers complaints and 
Freedom of Information requests. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this document is to: 

 X Define unreasonable customer behaviour
 X Explain what we consider to be 
unreasonable customer  behaviour

 X Define vexatious requests
 X Explain what we consider to be vexatious requests
 X Explain the process we will follow when dealing 
with customers who behave in an unreasonable 
way so that everyone knows what they can expect

 X Explain the process we will follow when 
dealing with vexatious requests so that 
everyone knows what they can expect

What is unreasonable customer 
behaviour? 
We define unreasonable behaviour as:

“Unreasonable complainants are those 
who, because of the nature or frequency of 
their contacts with the Council, negatively 
impact our ability to deal effectively with 
their, or other people’s complaints”

Unreasonable behaviour may include one or two 
isolated incidents; as well as unreasonably persistent 
behaviour, which is usually an accumulation of 
incidents or behaviour over a longer period.

We differentiate between “persistent” customers 
and “unreasonably persistent” customers.  

Customers making a complaint can be “persistent” 
where they feel that we have not dealt with 
their complaint properly, and are not prepared 
to leave the matter there.  For example, it is 
not unreasonable for a customer to criticise 
how their complaint is being handled when 
our published procedures are not followed.

However, some customers may have justified 
complaints or requests but may pursue them in 
inappropriate ways e.g. lengthy phone calls, emails 
expecting immediate responses, detailed letters 
or emails every few days. Others may pursue 
complaints or requests which have no substance, 
or which have already been considered and dealt 
with.  Their contacts with us may be amicable, 
but still place very heavy demands on staff.

Situations can escalate, and in a few 
cases customers can become abusive, 
offensive, threatening or behave in a way 
that we consider to be unacceptable.

In these circumstances, we may have to 
restrict access to our premises or staff, to 
protect staff from harassment and/or harm.



Examples of unreasonable 
behaviour
Examples of what we might consider to be 
unreasonable behaviour are shown below. 
The list is not exhaustive, nor does one 
single feature necessarily imply that the 
person will be considered unreasonable:

 X Refusing to specify the grounds of a 
complaint, despite offers of assistance.

 X Changing the basis of the complaint/
request as the matter proceeds.

 X Denying or changing statements 
made at an earlier stage.

 X Covertly recording meetings and conversations.
 X Submitting falsified documents 
from themselves or others.

 X Making excessive demands on the time and 
resources of staff with lengthy phone calls, emails 
to numerous council staff, or detailed letters every 
few days, and expecting immediate responses.

 X Refusing to accept the decision; repeatedly 
arguing points with no new evidence.

 X Persistently approaching the Council through 
different routes about the same issue.

 X Causing distress to staff.  This could include  
use of hostile, abusive or offensive language,  
or an unreasonable fixation on an 
individual member of staff. 

 X Making unjustified complaints about staff 
who are trying to deal with the issues, 
and seeking to have them replaced.

What is a vexatious request? 
We define a vexatious request as:

“A request that is likely to cause 
distress, disruption or irritation, without 
any proper or justified cause”

A vexatious request may include one or two 
individual requests for information, or may form 
part of a wider pattern of vexatious behaviour.  
For example, if there is a wider dispute, or it is the 
latest in a lengthy serious of overlapping requests.

However, we will not automatically refuse a request 
simply because it is made in the context of a 
dispute, or if it forms part of a series of requests.  

We will consider each request for information 
on its own merits, and we will not automatically 
refuse a request because the individual may 
have caused problems in the past.  We will 
ensure that we consider whether the request 
(and not the requester) is vexatious, with 
our focus being on the request itself.

Where a request is considered to be 
vexatious we may make the decision not 
to provide the information requested.

Examples of vexatious requests
The Freedom of Information Act 2000 gives 
rights of public access to information held by 
public authorities. However, Section 14(1) of the 
Act protects public authorities from those who 
might abuse the right to request information. 

If a request is vexatious or repeated, we 
do not have to provide any information, 
or confirm or deny whether we hold it 
(however we will issue a refusal notice).

Examples of what we might consider to be 
vexatious requests are shown below. The 
list is not exhaustive, and for a request to be 
considered as vexatious it is likely that more 
than one of the examples are relevant:

 X Submission of obsessive requests with very high 
volume and frequency of correspondence

 X Requests for information the requester has 
already seen, or clear intention to reopen 
issues that have already been considered

 X Where complying with the request would 
impose significant burden on the Council in 
terms of expense, and negatively impact our 
ability to provide service to others. In this 
situation we will also consider section 12 
(exemption where cost exceeds the appropriate 
limit) of the Freedom of Information Act. 

 X Where the requester states that the request 
is actually meant to cause maximum 
inconvenience, disruption or annoyance.



 X Where the request lacks any serious 
purpose or value.  An apparent lack of value 
would not usually be enough on its own 
to make a request vexatious, but may do 
when considered with other examples. 

 X Harassing the Council.  This could include very 
high volume and frequency of correspondence, or 
mingling requests with accusations and complaints

Considerations before action
We recognise that the decision to classify 
someone’s behaviour as unreasonable, or to classify 
a request for information as vexatious, could 
have serious consequences for the individual, 
including restricting their access to services.

Before deciding to apply any 
restrictions, we will ensure that:

 X The complaint or request for information has 
been dealt with properly and in line with the 
relevant procedures and statutory guidelines 
and

 X We have made every effort to satisfy 
the request or resolve the complaint

However, where our efforts to resolve matters 
with the customer have not been successful we 
may close the case or request. Where appropriate 
we will advise the customer to contact the Local 
Government and Social Care Ombudsman or 
the Information Commissioner’s Office.  We will 
advise the customer that we will no longer enter 
into any correspondence about such cases, unless 
material new information becomes available.

Each case will be considered on an individual basis.  
The decision to classify a customer unreasonable 
or to classify the request as vexatious, will be made 
by Deputy Director of the relevant service area.

Options for action
Restrictions will be tailored to deal with the 
individual circumstances and may include one or 
more of the following (the list is not exhaustive): 

 X Placing limits on the number and duration 
of contacts with staff per week or month

 X Offering a restricted time slot for necessary calls
 X Limiting the customer to one method of 
contact (telephone, letter, email, etc.)

 X Requiring the customer to communicate 
only with one named member of staff

 X Requiring any personal contacts to take place in 
the presence of a witness and in a suitable location

 X Refusing to register and process further 
complaints/requests about the same matter

 X Requiring the customer to make contact by 
telephone only through a third party e.g. solicitor/ 
councillor/ friend acting on their behalf 

 X Limiting or regulating  the  customer’s  use of  the 
council’s services e.g. libraries or leisure centres 

 X Refusing the customer access to any 
council building except by appointment 

 X Informing  the customer that further contact 
on the matter of the complaint/request 
will not be acknowledged or replied to. 

When the decision has been taken to classify 
a customer’s behaviour as unreasonable or 
to classify a request as vexatious, the Deputy 
Director will write to the customer to: 

 X Detail what action we have taken and why
 X Explain what it means for the customer’s 
contacts with the organisation

 X Advise how long the restrictions will last 
and when the decision will be reviewed

 X Enclose a copy of this procedure for 
the customers information

Review 
When any restrictions are put in place, a 
review date will be set.  This will be based 
on the circumstances of the case and could 
be for a period of three months or longer, 
depending on the severity of the situation.  

The status of a customer will be reviewed by 
the relevant Deputy Director on or before the 
review date, and will write to the customer 
to inform them of the outcome of the 
review.  Where the Deputy Director feels the 
restrictions should continue, we will explain our 
reasons and give another date for review. 



New complaints or requests for 
information
We will not ignore service requests or complaints 
from customers who are classified as unreasonable 
or requests for information from customers who 
have previously submitted a vexatious request.  
New complaints or requests for information 
from people who have been classified under 
this policy will be treated on their merits. The 
Deputy Director of the relevant service area will 
decide whether any restrictions which have been 
applied before are still appropriate and necessary 
in relation to the new complaint or request. 

Referring cases to the Local 
Government and Social Care 
Ombudsman and Information 
Commissioner’s Office
There may be exceptional circumstances, where 
the relationship between us and a customer 
has broken down to a point where a resolution 
is not possible. In these cases we may seek to 
close the case without completing all stages of 
our complaints policy, or we may expedite the 
case to a final stage. If this becomes necessary, 
we will advise the customer of the reasons 
for this and the options open to them.

Similarly, we may also liaise with the 
Ombudsman or Information Commissioner’s 
Office and ask them to consider a case before 
it has exhausted our complaints/FOI process. 
It will be entirely at the discretion of the 
Ombudsman or Information Commissioner 
whether or not they accept the referral.

Record keeping 
Records of any decisions will be retained 
by the Head of Strategy, Performance 
and Complaints which includes:

 X The name and address of each customer 
who is classified as unreasonable

 X Details of each information request 
classified as vexatious, including the 
name and address of the requester 

 X What restrictions have been put in place 
 X When any restrictions were put in place, 
and the end date of restrictions.

Appendix A: -  
Local Government and Social 
Care Ombudsman definition
Local Government and Social Care 
Ombudsman definition of unreasonable 
behaviour:
We have simplified the Local Government 
and Social Care Ombudsman’s definition 
of ‘Unreasonable complainant behaviour’ 
as the basis for our definition.  

Ombudsman Definition: 
‘Unreasonable and unreasonably persistent 
complainants are those complainants 
who, because of the nature or frequency 
of their contacts with an organisation, 
hinder the organisation’s consideration 
of their, or other people’s, complaints.’



Appendix B – Process flow for Unreasonable Customers

Complaint being dealt with in Service area

Service area believes customer is demonstrating 
unreasonable behaviour, and that the case 
meets the criteria set out in the “Procedure for 
Unreasonable Customers and Vexatious Requests”

Service area documents case for review 
by Deputy Director including:

 X Actions taken so far
 X Summary of the complaint
 X Examples of customer behaviour
 X Rationale to support request
 X Recommended restrictions and 
proposed review date

Deputy Director reviews case with focus on:

 X Has the complaint been dealt with properly and 
in line with the relevant complaints procedures?

 X Have we made every effort to 
resolve the complaint?

 X Does the customer demonstrate sufficient 
behaviours as defined in the procedures?

 X Are the recommended restrictions appropriate?

Customer is not 
to be classified as 
unreasonable – 
case returned to 

service area to deal 
with complaint

Decision 
made

Customer  
is to be classified 
as unreasonable

1.  Deputy Director approves 
or amends recommended 
restrictions and sets review date

2. Deputy Director writes to:

 X Detail action taken and why
 X Explain what it means for 
customer’s contact with us

 X Advise how long the restriction 
will apply, and the review date

 X Enclose a copy of the Procedure 
for Unreasonable Customers 
and Vexatious Requests

3. Copy letter sent to Head 
of Strategy, Performance 
and Complaints for record 
keeping purposes



Appendix C – Process flow for Vexatious Requests

Request for information being dealt with in Service area

Service area believes request is vexatious that the 
case meets the criteria set out in the “Procedure for 
Unreasonable Customers and Vexatious Requests”

Service area documents case for review 
by Deputy Director including:

 X Actions taken so far
 X Summary of the request
 X Examples of why they believe the request to  
be vexatious

 X Rationale to support request
 X Recommended restrictions and proposed  
review date

Deputy Director reviews case with focus on:

 X Has the request been dealt with properly and in 
line with the relevant guidance and procedures?

 X have we made every effort to resolve the issue?
 X Does the request sufficiently meet the 
criteria as defined in the procedures?

 X are the recommended restrictions appropriate? 

Request is not to 
be classified as 

vexatious – case 
returned to service 

area to respond 
to the request

Decision 
made

Customer  
is to be classified 

as vexatious

1.  Deputy Director approves 
or amends recommended 
restrictions and sets review date

2.  Deputy Director writes to:

 X Detail action taken and why
 X Explain what it means for 
customer’s contact with us

 X Advise how long the restriction 
will apply, and the review date

 X Enclose a copy of the Procedure 
for Unreasonable Customers 
and Vexatious Requests

3.  Copy letter sent to Head 
of Strategy, Performance 
and Complaints for record 
keeping purposes
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