
 

If you are the subject of a professional complaint: a step-by-step guide 
 

Introduction 
Being the subject of a professional complaint can be stressful. This note explains, in clear terms, what 
you can expect from the process and what you need to do if a complaint is made against you under the 
Institute of Chartered Foresters (ICF) procedures. 

 

What happens first? 

• If a formal complaint is made about you, the ICF will review it to check if it relates to a possible 
breach of the ICF Code of Conduct and if there is enough information to proceed. 

• If the complaint does not meet the requirements, you will not be informed and no action will be 
taken. 

• If the complaint is accepted (‘compliant’), you will be notified in writing. You will receive a copy 
of the complaint and any supporting documents. 

 

Your rights and responsibilities 

• You have the right to respond: You will be invited to submit an initial written response to the 
complaint. You will be given a deadline (normally 14 days, but this may be extended in some 
cases). 

• You can provide evidence: You may include documents or other evidence to support your 
response. 

• You can bring someone with you: If there is a Determination Meeting, you may be accompanied 
by a friend, colleague, or relative (but not a legal representative). You must give seven days’ 
notice of who will accompany you and any witnesses you wish to bring. 

 

The Process 

• Both you and the complainant will be invited to submit written statements summarising your 
positions. 

• All relevant documents will be shared with both parties. 
• The Professional Complaints Panel (PCP), led by an independent Chair, will review the evidence 

and may hold a Determination Meeting to decide the outcome. 
• The meeting may be held in person or online, depending on the circumstances. 

 

How to prepare for the Determination Meeting 

The Determination Meeting is a key part of the complaints process. It’s your opportunity to present your 
side of the story and respond to the complaint in detail. Here’s how you can prepare: 



 
 

1. Review all documents 

o Carefully read the complaint, supporting documents, and any correspondence from the 
Institute. 

o Make sure you understand the specific issues being raised. 

2. Prepare your written statement 

o Summarise your response to the complaint clearly and concisely. 

o Highlight any facts, context, or evidence that support your position. 

o If you have not already submitted a written statement, prepare one to present at the 
meeting. 

3. Gather evidence 

o Collect any documents, emails, or other materials that support your case. 

o Organise your evidence so it is easy to refer to during the meeting. 

4. Consider witnesses 

o If there are people who can provide relevant information, you may ask them to attend as 
witnesses. 

o You must give at least seven days’ notice of any witnesses you wish to bring. 

5. Decide who will accompany you 

o You may bring a friend, colleague, or relative for support (but not a legal representative). 

o Notify the Institute in advance (at least seven days before the meeting) of who will 
accompany you. 

6. Plan what You want to say 

o Think about the key points you want to make. 

o Be ready to answer questions from the panel. 

7. Practical arrangements 

o Check the date, time, and location of the meeting (or online joining details). 

o Make sure you have all necessary documents with you, either printed or accessible 
electronically. 
 
 



 
 

8. During the meeting 

o Stay calm and respectful, even if the process feels challenging. 

o Listen carefully to what is said and respond honestly. 

o Take notes if you wish but remember that electronic recording is not allowed. 

 
9. After the meeting 

o The panel will make its decision after considering all the evidence. 

o You will receive the outcome in writing, along with reasons for the decision. 

 
Examples of evidence to gather 

When preparing your response, it is important to provide clear, relevant evidence to support your case. 
Examples of evidence you might include are: 

• Correspondence: Emails, letters, or messages that relate to the events in question. 
• Meeting notes or minutes: Records of discussions or decisions relevant to the complaint. 
• Project documents: Reports, plans, or other documents that show your actions or decisions. 
• Photographs or diagrams: Visual evidence that helps explain your position. 
• Relevant policies or procedures: Copies of organisational or professional guidelines you followed. 
• Records of professional development: Evidence of training, CPD, or qualifications relevant to the 

issue. 
• Statements from witnesses: Written statements from colleagues or others who can provide 

factual information. 
• Logs or diaries: Personal records that help establish timelines or context. 
• Any other supporting documents: Anything else that helps clarify your actions or intentions. 

 
Tip: Only include evidence that is directly relevant to the complaint. Organise your evidence clearly and 
refer to it in your written statement or when speaking at the meeting. All evidence you submit will be 
shared with the complainant, the panel, and (if there is an appeal) the appeal board. 

 

Confidentiality 

• The ICF treats all complaints and related information as confidential. 
• Details of the complaint, your response, and any evidence will only be shared with those directly 

involved in the process, such as the complainant, the Professional Complaints Panel, and 
relevant ICF staff. 

• Witnesses and anyone accompanying you will also be expected to respect confidentiality. 
• The outcome of the complaint may be published in line with ICF policy, but personal details will 

only be shared if necessary and appropriate. 



 
 

• All records are kept securely and in accordance with data protection laws (such as the UK GDPR 
and Data Protection Act 2018). 

• If you have concerns about confidentiality, you can discuss them with the ICF Secretariat. 
 

Emotional support 

Facing a professional complaint can be emotionally challenging. It’s normal to feel anxious, upset, or 
uncertain during this process. Here are some ways to look after your well-being: 

• Talk to someone you trust: Sharing your feelings with a friend, family member, or colleague can help 
you process your emotions and feel less isolated. 

• Seek professional support: If you are struggling, consider speaking to a counsellor or mental health 
professional. Many workplaces offer Employee Assistance Programmes (EAPs) that provide 
confidential support. 

• Use support networks: If you are a member of a union or professional association, they may offer 
advice and emotional support. 

• Take care of yourself: Try to maintain healthy routines, including regular meals, exercise, and rest. 
• Ask for adjustments: If you need extra time or support during the process due to stress or health 

reasons, let the ICF Secretariat know as soon as possible – they will treat your request sensitively. 
 

Remember: You are not alone, and it is okay to ask for help. The ICF aims to ensure the process is fair 
and respectful for everyone involved. 

 

Common mistakes to avoid 

To help your case and ensure the process runs smoothly, try to avoid these common mistakes: 

• Missing deadlines: Respond to requests and submit documents on time. If you need more time, let 
the ICF Secretariat know as soon as possible. 

• Ignoring correspondence: Read all communications from the ICF carefully and respond promptly. 
• Providing incomplete information: Make sure your written statement and evidence are thorough and 

address all points raised in the complaint. 
• Being disrespectful or defensive: Stay professional and courteous in all your communications, even if 

you feel upset or disagree with the complaint. 
• Relying on memory alone: Where possible, back up your account with documents, emails, or other 

records. 
• Discussing the case widely: Respect confidentiality – avoid discussing details of the complaint with 

people not directly involved. 
• Failing to seek support: Don’t hesitate to ask for help, whether it’s practical, emotional, or 

procedural. 
• Not preparing for the meeting: Take time to organise your thoughts, evidence, and any questions 

you may have for the panel. 
 



 
 

Avoiding these pitfalls will help you present your case clearly and professionally and support a fair 
outcome. 

 

During the Determination Meeting 

• You and the complainant will have the opportunity to present your cases. 

• Panel members may ask questions to clarify the facts. 

• No electronic recording is allowed; panel members may take notes, which will be destroyed after the 
meeting. 

 

Possible Outcomes 

• The panel may decide to:  

o Dismiss the complaint. 

o Issue a reprimand or advice. 

o Ask you to take certain actions (such as training). 

o Remove you from ICF membership. 

• You will be notified in writing of the decision and the reasons for it. 

 

Appeals 

If the complaint is upheld, you have the right to appeal the Panel’s decision within 28 days. An appeal is 
not a review of the original outcome – the case is heard afresh by a new panel with no prior 
involvement. 

If your appeal meets the required criteria, both parties will be notified in writing that a hearing will go 
ahead, and you will receive details of the new panel and the hearing date. At the hearing, all evidence 
and submissions may be reconsidered. You may present your case as if for the first time, including new 
evidence or witnesses, subject to reasonable limits set by the panel. 

The new panel will make its own independent decision. This decision will be communicated to both 
parties in writing as soon as possible after the hearing. 

 

 



 
 

Support and further information 

• If you have questions or need support, contact the ICF Secretariat. 

• Guidance documents and further information are available on the ICF website. 

 

Remember 
The complaints process is there to uphold professional standards and ensure fairness for everyone 
involved. If you are the subject of a complaint, you will have the opportunity to respond and to be heard. 

 
Timeline: What to Expect and When 

Below is a typical timeline for the complaints process. Please note that some steps may take longer if 
more information is needed or if the case is complex. 

Step What Happens Typical Timeframe 

1. Complaint submitted 
The complainant submits a completed 
Complaint Form to the ICF. 

Day 0 

2. Acknowledgement 
You (the subject of the complaint) are not 
informed at this stage. The ICF acknowledges 
receipt to the complainant. 

Within 10 working days 

3. Initial assessment 
The Complaints Assessor reviews the 
complaint for relevance and completeness. 

Within 28 days of receiving the 
finalised Complaint Form 

4. Notification 
If the complaint is accepted (‘compliant’), you 
are notified in writing and receive the 
complaint documents. 

As soon as possible after 
assessment (typically within 28 
days of submission) 

5. Your response 
You are invited to submit an initial written 
response. 

Normally within 14 days of 
notification (extensions may be 
granted) 

6. Evidence gathering 
Both parties may be asked to provide further 
written statements or evidence. 

Ongoing, with deadlines set by 
the Case Receiver or Panel 
Chair 

7. Determination 
Meeting scheduled 

The date, time, and location (or online 
details) are set and shared with both parties. 

At least 14 days’ notice before 
the meeting 



 
Step What Happens Typical Timeframe 

8. Determination 
Meeting held 

The Panel hears from both parties and 
reviews all evidence. 

On the scheduled date 

9. Decision 
communicated 

The outcome and reasons are sent to both 
parties in writing. 

As soon as possible after the 
meeting 

10. Appeal (if 
applicable) 

If you wish to appeal, you must do so in 
writing. 

Within 28 days of being 
informed of the Panel’s 
decision 

11. Appeal hearing (if 
applicable) 

A new panel reviews the case afresh. 
Date set by ICF; you will be 
notified in advance 

 

Note 

• If you need more time at any stage (for example, to gather evidence or due to health reasons), 
contact the ICF Secretariat as soon as possible. 

• The ICF aims to keep the process moving promptly, but some steps may take longer if the case is 
complex or if additional information is required. 
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