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Complaint Resolution Program /Ethics Discussion

OVERVIEW

SUMMARY
The Ethics Program Task Force (EPTF) needs the input from Delegates and others (Including the National Standards Commission, National Ethics Commission, and staff) in order to develop a recommendation to the Board regarding the future of the Complaints Resolution Program and the ACA Code of Ethics.  The EPTF has separated the issues into two distinct dialogues and will present:

1. Five potential scenarios for how ACA would handle complaints from the public.

2. Three potential scenarios related to the current ACA Code of Ethics.

Once the Delegates provide input, the Task Force will then develop recommendations and will resend to the Delegates and others for dialogue and debate.  Electronic discussion will be used including online open hearings and the Bulletin Board.  Final recommendations are anticipated to be send to the Board of Directors in the Fall of 2007.  Any recommendation that involves action under the authority of the Delegates will be sent to the Delegates following initial Board discussion.  If a vote of the Delegates is required, the vote shall be conducted electronically, or if necessary, at the February 2008 Delegates meeting.

BACKGROUND

In April of 2005, the National Board reviewed a report that noted challenges in the current Complaint Resolution Program:
· There is in reality “nothing substantive” we can do if a complaint is not resolved between camps and complainants – ACA really has no authority except in egregious situations where accreditation or individual membership may be removed.
· Many camps do not understand the process and are infuriated that ACA would get involved in their business.  They do not understand that by joining and signing that they understand and agree to abide by the Code of Ethics – ACA does indeed have the authority to enforce the Code of Ethics.
· There is disagreement among those involved in the current process about the philosophy and purpose of the program.  Some believe ACA is not doing enough to fulfill its 501(c)3 Mission, others believe ACA should be doing nothing at all to resolve complaints between camps and camp families.

· There is a perception by many parents who have used the program that ACA has a conflict of interest and that this is a self-serving system – because ACA is the accrediting body.

In February 2006, the National President posed a series of questions to the Delegates to attempt to get information about the current program.  Response to that online questionnaire was minimal.  Those questions were:
1. As a 501(c) 3 organization, what is our responsibility to the public who have complaints?

2. What would we hope to accomplish with a formal process to handle complaints from parents?  What about complaints from others such as employees, other camps?

3. Just what are we trying to accomplish philosophically with a Code of Ethics?

4. How should we be enforcing the Code of Ethics? How do you enforce words like “fair” and “reasonable”? Should we enforce it at all?  Or, is it a “recommendation” not meant to be enforced?

TASK FORCE

In mid 2006, a Task Force was created to look at the issues related to the Complaints Resolution Program and the Code of Ethics.  That Task Force included National Ethics Commission members, National Standards Commission Members, a Complaint Resolution Chair, and Section and National Staff (Jeff Beltz, Wes, Bird, Nancy Frankel, Phil Frazier, Kelly Privitt, Dave Peterson, Adam Weinstein, Stan White, and Susan Yoder).  The Task Force was charged with considering the following questions:
Critical Questions for Exploration:

1. Does our system provide a real service – that is, is it contemporary?

2. Is our ethics program (decision making process) transparent?

3. What should the philosophy be for the code of ethics?

4. What is our job in enforcing a code of ethics with members and camps?  Are they enforceable?

5. Who do we represent?  The public or the camps?  How is that best articulated?

6. What is our responsibility/accountability to public goodwill?

7. What are the pros and cons of peer regulation and the implications of such?

8. Is our system designed to support a C-3 or C-6?

a. Should we handle every complaint?

b. Should we mediate?

c. Should we make decisions (scope and scale)?

d. Are we/should we be investigators?

9. How do we manage ethical dilemmas/moral temptation?

10. How do we manage the public complexity?  Standards?  Ethics?  Legal?

11. How do/should we respond to a standard complaint?

FACTS ABOUT THE CURRENT PROGRAM
· Almost 90% of the time, the section complaint resolution chair is able to help resolve the complaint.  (However there is debate about what “handle” means.  In reality, if the parent simply gives up  without resolution then the case is closed.) 
· 72% of the complaints are from independent camps.  (The belief is that nonprofit/agency camps usually have an avenue within their own organization to handle complaints.  For independents, there is no “parent entity” that camp families can go to with complaints.)

· 90% of the complaints that reach the affidavit stage at the ACA National level are from independent camps. (There were 5 affidavits filed in 2005.)
· The total number of “formal” complaints for 2005 was 33.  (This number has decreased from 58 as a high in 2002.)
· 55% of the complaints are filed in just two Sections, ACA, NY and ACA,NE.  (Note that there are significantly more camps in these sections, and notably – more independent camps.)

· 16 of the 24 Sections reported no “formal” complaints at all in 2005.

REALITIES ABOUT THE CURRENT PROGRAM
· Some Sections are veering from the current process and doing things like mediating directly.  Evidence is that sometimes this has been more effective in getting resolution – but it may put the program at risk as well.
· One Section has taken an active role in refund brokering.  It has resolved complaints – but is there a risk is it?

· Members sign a Code of Ethics – but only receive information about enforcement procedures when a complaint occurs.
· In the scheme of things, the number of complaints that ACA deals with is very minimal.
· The media impact of even one complaint has potentially large impact on the camp community as a whole.   However, some do wonder if the impact of a negative complaint really hurts ACA and the industry as a whole?
· Is this really a benefit to the membership? – Sometimes we do help deescalate situations

· When a complaint is about employment issues – we refer to the proper authorities and the complainant seems to accept that referral.  Could we do that with other issues as well?  Are we afraid that people will be mad that we are not doing enough?

· Just having a Code of Ethics and making people sign it does not inherently make people “better”.
· ACA gets the complaint much after the fact – what is the real impact of what we do?

· Volunteers are doing the work – lots of person hours in some situations.  Consistency falters among Sections.
· Sections with a larger percentage of independent for profit camps have a much larger job than other Sections.

CURRENT ENVIRONMENT - EXTERNAL
· The effect of “helicopter parents” continues to grow.  Parents “hover” around their children.   This has led to an increase in complaints – some not always fair to the camp.
· However, we’ve also seen an increase in the number of parents “abdicating” their parental responsibilities.  That is – some parents are not “reachable” while their children are at camp – even in emergency situations.

· Many parents believe all camps are “licensed”.

· For parents who are aware of ACA, many believe that ACA is the body that “licenses” camps.  And thus, need to “do something” about their complaint.
· Some parents believe ACA should maintain a list of “complained about” camps that is available to the public.

CURRENT ENVIRONMENT – INTERNAL
· Members are unclear about ACA’s current complaint resolution program.  Those who are aware are sometimes “resentful” of ACA’s “imposition into my business.”

· Growing discomfort by those volunteers administering the complaints resolution program – discomfort that the program “does not really resolve the tough issues”, that “it is frustrating because we cannot really do anything.”

· Growing discomfort with what to do with complaints that are of a “standards” nature.  There has been no real direction given to Sections on how to handle standards-related complaints.
OBSERVATIONS FROM THE TASK FORCE
· Growing acknowledgement that “this” issue is more than just “ethics”.  In fact, it has many facets from – “what is our philosophy about how we stand behind the accreditation of camps” to “what is our philosophy about ACA’s role in resolving issues between camps and the public” to “just what do we want to accomplish here?”

· Growing acknowledgement that there are many people who have interest in this “big picture.”

· Growing acknowledgement that this is not an “issue” that can simply be “fixed” over the course of a few teleconferences.  Discussion and input from Sections, members, Delegates, etc. is imperative.

· Growing belief that we want to include the leadership of the organization in the thorough investigation, discussion and decisions related to this big picture issue.

· Growing belief that the Council of Delegates can play an important role in the meaningful “revealing” and “philosophy developing” of this big picture issue.

· Inconsistency of interpretations – of the items in the Code and also of the process

· We’ve set up the program such that parents believe “something” will happen

· Parent frustration level is high because we have led them to believe the above

· Organizational disconnect between the CR chairs and Standards Chairs – no communication/training – one thinks the other is doing something

· The paperwork received by the National Ethics Commission often only contains one side of the story – since the sections have been dealing with the complaint – should it be a requirement to have something in writing from the camp as well?

· Most of the standards are not mandatory – so how would we pursue a standards-related complaint?  (Using the example of passing a driving test without getting 100% has worked in NY as an explanation for some.)

· Public perception that accreditation means the same as licensing – thus “camps ought to be shut down for what they did”

· Public perception of the current CR program is that we are simply running them around

· Are resources being spent to solve mostly private camp issues? (They don’t have a “parent” company so families come to ACA.)
· Consider the workload of the volunteer and the reasons we built the timeline we did into the current process – especially since more complaints come in during the summer when volunteers are busy with their own camps.
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