
Resolving Business Complaints

Guiding Principles

AFS Interculture South Africa (AFS) is committed to observing high ethical standards in all of its activities,
to ensuring that all transactions and corporate assets are properly accounted for and that all audits are
thorough and complete. AFS also seeks to ensure quality experiences and service for  participants,
volunteers,  educational authorities, regulatory bodies,  corporate partners, international partners,  staff
and  others.  AFS  recognizes  its  responsibility  to  deal  fairly, constructively and consistently with
dissatisfaction or expressions of concern from stakeholders. The organization welcomes and invites
feedback, and seeks to benefit stakeholder satisfaction and organizational development through this
Business Complaints Policy.

These principles ensure:

 Visibility, transparency and accessibility of a complaints process;

 Responsiveness to complainants and prompt action by representatives of AFS;

 Objective, complete and equitable investigation of complaints;

 No financial burden to the complainant;

 Confidentiality of information, shared within AFS only on a need-to-know basis or to regulatory 
bodies if required by legislation;

 An organizational focus which welcomes feedback and complaints;

 Clarity of roles and responsibilities and accountability among representatives of AFS; and

 That AFS is able to learn from and improve stakeholder satisfaction through its business 
complaints process.

What is a Business Complaint?

A complaint is an expression of concern or dissatisfaction with the processes, communications, financial
activities, and programmes of AFS, or any aspect of the services provided by AFS. AFS strives to maintain
a robust,  thorough,  visible, transparent,  and resolution-driven complaints policy, which is essential to
quality practice.

This policy addresses business complaints (“Complaints”) and does not include personnel complaints or
participant-related complaints. Personnel complaints are those concerns that are related to employment
at AFS. Participant complaints are those concerns related to participants on AFS programmes.

Business Complaints Process

AFS is committed to a process that welcomes and invites stakeholder feedback and Complaints, and to a
high  quality  complaints  handling  process.  The  Complaints  Policy should be clearly available to
stakeholders, and embodied in a formal Complaints process.

Recognizing the nature of AFS as a locally-supported and volunteer-driven organization, AFS urges
complainants to first seek advice and assistance from local volunteers where appropriate to resolve
Complaints. Should local volunteers lack the resources or information to sufficiently resolve the matter,
senior volunteers or staff will be responsible for investigating and responding to Complaints. The Board
of Directors of AFS is  responsible  for  establishing  the  procedures  for  addressing  Complaints  and
periodically reviews and audits Complaints processes and outcomes.



This Policy is designed to promote stakeholder satisfaction and to bring Complaints to a satisfactory
resolution for all parties, with adequate human, financial and infrastructure resources available to ensure
its effectiveness. Accordingly,

 Complainants will be provided with an understanding of the process and how resolution will be
sought.

 Records of all Complaints received will be recorded and retained and receipt of each Complaint
will be acknowledged by AFS to the complainant. Investigation and resolution of Complaints will
be tracked and feedback to complainants made available, and resolution of the Complaint will
also be recorded and retained.

 On receipt, Complaints will be assessed initially for severity, urgency and safety to determine time
requirements for resolution of the Complaint.

 Where  possible,  local  volunteers  endeavor  to  resolve  Complaints,  in  conjunction with the
complainant.

 If local resolution is not possible, responsibility for the resolution of a complaint may be given to
senior volunteers or AFS staff.

 Complaints will be investigated with sincerity, objectivity and equity for informed investigation,
decision and resolution.

 To ensure impartiality, volunteers and staff should not have responsibility for resolution of a
Complaint in which they are personally involved.

 Complainants will be offered appropriate response and resolution as soon as practicable. Where
possible, this should be within a period of four weeks. Should additional time be required, the
requirement and reasons will be communicated to the complainant.

 Involved individuals will  be informed of responses,  resolution and required action as soon as
practicable.

 Complainants  should  be  involved  in  declaring  Complaints  closed  and  records  of resolution
maintained. If resolution is not reached, alternatives and escalations should be explained to the
complainant.

 The Board of Directors will appoint  an ombudsman who shall be responsible for overseeing all
reported Complaints and reporting at least annually to the Board of Directors on all Complaints
received.

 The Board of Directors undertakes periodic review and audit of Complaints handling and
outcomes and that records of all Complaints are retained for 10 years.

Policy Maintenance and Improvement Framework

AFS is  committed to ensuring that  the  Complaints  Policy remains robust  and evolves for continuous
quality maintenance and improvement. The Board of Directors conducts periodic reviews and audits of
Complaints handling. The audit reviews the Complaints Policy and the Complaints handling based on the
operational framework. In addition, the Complaints Policy will be reviewed regularly to ensure vigilance
of performance and adequacy of the Policy and to link the Policy to continual improvement.



Resolving Complaints

Guidelines for AFS Staff, Volunteers and Board members

The following complaints procedure relates to all business complaints (“Complaints”) received by
AFS Interculture South Africa (AFS) and does not address participant-related, or personnel-  related
complaints.

Local volunteers

1. Where possible, complainants should be urged to seek the assistance of local volunteers to 
resolve business complaints (“Complaints”). Local volunteers will assess Complaints for 
severity, urgency and safety, and where possible endeavor to resolve complaints, in 
conjunction with the complainant.

2. Where the severity, urgency and safety of participants or others is involved, local volunteers 
should promptly seek the advice and assistance of AFS staff at the earliest time.

3. Local volunteers are encouraged to seek the advice and support of volunteer leaders or 
staff as they act to resolve Complaints.

4. To ensure impartiality, volunteers whose actions are the subject of the Complaint will not be 
involved in the investigation of that Complaint.

5. The responsible local volunteers will acknowledge receipt of Complaints to the complainant, 
within seven days. A timeframe for resolution of the Complaint should be mutually agreed, 
but should not exceed four weeks, when possible.

6. Resolution of a Complaint should be mutually agreed between the complainant and the 
responsible local volunteer.

7. If a Complaint cannot be reasonably resolved locally, the assistance of volunteer leaders or AFS
staff or the AFS Ombudsman must immediately be sought.

8. Volunteer leaders or AFS staff (or the Ombudsman) will provide complainants with the 
opportunity and means to request review of their Complaint.

9. Communication with the complainant, partner countries, or others during the course of the 
investigation, including telephone contact, face to face contact, letters, email and other forms
of communication, must be recorded and kept confidential by the responsible volunteer, 
staff person or Ombudsman.

10. The confidentiality of the complainant and those involved in the situation with AFS will be 
maintained. If wider communication about the Complaint is required, permission of the involved 
parties will be sought. Nevertheless it is understood that the Complaint information may be 
shared with the AFS International General Counsel to seek advice when the complaint is not 
resolved locally.

11. AFS’s Complaints Policy must be consistently applied.

12. Investigation, communication about and resolution of complaints must meet AFS’s obligation to 
regulatory authorities within South Africa.

In the spirit of learning and continuous improvement, feedback to volunteer leaders and AFS staff about 
Complaints or suggested actions is welcomed.

Volunteer Leaders

1. From time to time, the assistance, advice and involvement of volunteer leaders in a Complaint 
may be sought. This may be required when the severity and urgency of a Complaint requires 
involvement beyond local group volunteer resources, or to ensure impartiality.

2. Volunteer leaders are encouraged to seek the advice and support of staff as they act to resolve 
Complaints.



3. To ensure impartiality, volunteer leaders whose actions are the subject of the Complaint 
will not be involved in the investigation of that complaint.

4. The volunteer leader will acknowledge receipt of Complaint to the complainant, within seven 
days. A timeframe for resolution of the Complaint should be mutually agreed but must not exceed
four weeks, when possible.

5. Resolution of a Complaint should be mutually agreed between the complainant and the 
volunteer leader.

6. If a Complaint cannot be reasonably resolved, the assistance of AFS staff will be sought.

7. AFS staff will provide complainants with the opportunity and means to request review of 
their Complaint.

8. Communication with the complainant, including telephone contact, face-to-face contact, letters, 
email and other forms of communication, will be recorded by the volunteer leader.

9. The confidentiality of the complainant and those involved in the situation must be maintained. If 
wider communication about the Complaint is required, permission of involved parties will be 
sought.

10. AFS’s Complaints Policy will be consistently applied.

11. Investigation, communication about and resolution of complaints must meet AFS’s obligation to 
regulatory authorities and applicable laws.

12. In the spirit of learning and continuous improvement, feedback to AFS staff about Complaints or
suggested actions is welcomed.

AFS Staff

From time to time, when addressing a Complaint, the assistance, advice and involvement of AFS staff or
the AFS Ombudsman may be sought. This may be required when the severity  and urgency of a Complaint
requires involvement beyond local group volunteer resources, where information from a partner country
is required to resolve a Complaint, or to ensure impartiality.

1. Complaints may be made directly to AFS staff or Ombudsman, verbally or in writing.

2. If a Complaint is made verbally, a written record of the verbal Complaint will be made and an 
acknowledgment of the Complaint will be provided to the complainant.

3. Staff or the Ombudsman will initially assess the Complaint for severity, urgency and safety 
and respond accordingly.

4. The Complaint must be acknowledged in writing within seven days of receipt, and a copy of the 
Complaints Process Summary forwarded to the complainant.

5. Every reasonable means will be employed to investigate all relevant circumstances and 
information surrounding the Complaint.

6. The seniority of the staff member assigned to conduct the investigation will be commensurate 
with the severity, urgency and safety implications of the Complaint and the matter may be 
referred directly to the AFS Ombudsman if appropriate.

7. Mutual resolution of the Complaint will be attempted in conjunction with the complainant, 
including where relevant and reasonable the complainant’s options for remedy.

8. Complainants may request review of their complaint by more senior AFS staff, or the AFS 
Ombudsman.

9. Communication with complainants must be logged and tracked from initial receipt of an informal
or formal Complaint, and status of the investigation made available to the complainant on 
request. Communication may include telephone contact, face-to-face contact, letters, email and 
other forms of communication.



10. Complainants must be offered appropriate response and resolution as soon as 
practicable. Where possible, this will be within a period of four weeks. Should 
additional time be required, the requirement and reasons will be communicated 
to and if possible mutually agreed with the complainant.

11. Resolution of the Complaint will be communicated to the complainant and closed
by mutual agreement.

12. Involved parties will be informed of responses, resolution and required actions as
soon as practicable.

13. Resolution of verbal, informal Complaints may be communicated through a variety
of means, including telephone contact, face-to-face contact, letters, email and other
forms of communication.

14. The details of resolution of formal, written Complaints must be confirmed in
writing.

15. The confidentiality of the complainant and those involved in the situation must 
be maintained. If wider communication about the Complaint is required, 
permission of involved parties will be sought.

16. AFS’s Complaints Policy will be consistently applied.

17. Investigation, communication about and resolution of complaints must meet AFS’s
obligation to regulatory authorities.

Board of Directors

1. The AFS Board of Directors will review and audit Complaints handling and 
outcomes on a regular basis based on reports from the AFS Ombudsman if one has
been appointed.

2. From time to time, the assistance, advice and involvement of the Board of 
Directors in a Complaint may be sought. If an Ombudsman has not been appointed 
or the Ombudsman is in some way involved in the matter, the Board may appoint a
Board member, the Audit Committee Chair, a senior volunteer or external advisor 
to assist in resolving the Complaint.

3. The Board of Directors will provide complainants with the opportunity and means
to request review of their Complaint.

4. Volunteers and staff will also be provided with the opportunity to make 
Complaints to the Ombudsman, or if one has not been appointed, directly to the
Board of Directors or the person appointed for this purpose.

5. The review and audit by the Board of Directors will ensure the Complaint Policy
and Complaint Procedures are suitable, adequate, effective and efficient.

6. The review and audit will ensure local volunteers; volunteer leaders, and AFS staff
have adequate human, financial and infrastructure resources available to ensure 
the effectiveness of the policy and procedures.

7. The review and audit will inform continual improvement of AFS’s services, policies
and procedures.

8. The Board of Directors will ensure that all formal, written Complaints are recorded
and that records of all such Complaints are retained for a period of 10 years.

* NOTE: Partners should appoint  an Ombudsman or compliance officer to oversee the
Complaints Policy, who would be responsible for reporting to the Board of Directors. If no
such person is  appointed,  the  General  Counsel  of  AFS Intercultural  Programs,  Inc.  will
function as such, by default. If any Complaints are received by the General Counsel, the
Board of Directors will be advised and kept informed as appropriate under the
circumstances.



The following summary is designed to be made available 

to the public (e.g. on Partner Websites)

AFS Business Complaints

AFS Interculture South Africa (AFS) is committed to ensuring high-quality experiences for
all of its participants. This  requires  all  stakeholders  to  work  together  in  a  process  of
continuous improvement of our programmes and services. With this in mind, we welcome
and invite feedback of a positive or critical nature about all AFS activities.

You may lodge a complaint about any matter that has occurred in your dealings with AFS,
whether this is with a local volunteer, AFS staff member, or a member of the AFS Board of
Directors.

1. Personnel matters should be addressed as follows:

Personnel-related complaints should be addressed according to established personnel
policies. AFS will address complaints against staff members in a manner consistent 
with their terms and conditions of employment.

2. Participant-related complaints should be addressed as follows:

Participant-related complaints should be addressed according to the policies 
established for such complaints. Investigation, communication about, and resolution 
of participant-related complaints must meet AFS’s participant support obligations to 
partner countries. Where the severity, urgency and safety of participants or others is 
involved, volunteers and volunteer leaders will seek the advice and assistance of AFS 
staff at the earliest time.

3. All business complaints should be directed to:

businesscomplaints@afs.org

With respect to any business complaint (“Complaint”), AFS is committed to the following 
principles:

1. Prompt action: Your Complaint will be acknowledged within seven days. A detailed
response will  generally be provided to you within four weeks. If we are unable to
respond within four weeks we will advise you of the reasons for delay and expected
date on which our response will be provided;

2. Objectivity: Your Complaint will be investigated by a volunteer or staff member, who
was not involved in the situation about which you are complaining and is reporting to
the Ombudsman, or by the AFS Ombudsman directly;

3. Confidentiality: The privacy of all involved in the situation that is the subject of your
Complaint, and confidentiality will be respected wherever possible;

4. Responsiveness: AFS’s  response  to  you  will  address  the  specific  matters  of  your
Complaint and provide details of how we intend to investigate and address the issues
raised in your Complaint;

5. Low cost: We will strive to minimize any expense involved in your submission of a
Complaint to AFS;

6. Opportunity for Review: If  you are dissatisfied with  the initial  response  to  your
Complaint, you may request escalation for further review, to a more senior staff
member, or the AFS Ombudsman. If there is no AFS Ombudsman, or you are
dissatisfied with  the  response  provided by the  Ombudsman,  you  may contact  the
General Counsel of AFS Intercultural Programs, Inc. at businesscomplaints@afs.org
or by letter to 5 Hanover Sq, Suite 200, New York, NY 10004 USA.

7. Convenience: You may make your Complaint verbally or in writing,  in person,  by
telephone, or email. If you make a verbal Complaint, we will create a written record
of your Complaint and provide you with an acknowledgement for your records.



How can I make a Complaint?

Choose one of the following options:

1. Raise your Complaint with a local AFS volunteer;

2. Write or email the AFS Partner Director at: dennis.lane@afs.org  

or the ombudsman at businesscomplaints@afs.org

3. Telephone AFS National Office at +27(0)11 431 0113 

NOTE: if no Ombudsman has been appointed by AFS, Complaints may be referred to the
General Counsel of AFS International at 71 West 23d St., Sixth floor, New York, NY 10010
USA, by emailing to businesscomplaints@afs.org. The AFS International Business
Complaint Policy is available here:  https://afs.org/terms-and-policies/#afs-nav-business-
complaints-policy 
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