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This communication is designed to provide you with quick snapshots and timely perspectives on recent regulatory developments.  

 

The Upside of Customer Complaints 

Background 

When the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) enhanced rules relating to unfair, deceptive or abusive acts 
or practices (UDAAP), the Bureau also strengthened supervision strategies for Customer Complaint Programs. The 
financial industry has seen the rules weaved into myriad consumer protection regulations, from those governing 
deposit and overdraft products and services to those applicable to lending activities. The alphabet soup of regulations 
falling within the CFPB’s purview all carry with them the additional risk of UDAAP, and as a result the Bureau expects 
financial organizations to have comprehensive Customer Complaint Programs, and to receive, investigate and resolve 
complaints timely and effectively. For the more strategic, forward-thinking organizations, however, customer 
complaints do more than criticize: they provide invaluable insights for product development, organizational change, 
and process enhancements. With information garnered from customer complaints, financial institutions can hone and 
enhance compliance risk management programs and strategies, and use this method of customer feedback to better 
plan and develop products and services. 

Hallmarks of a Great Customer Complaint Program 

According to the CFPB, Customer Complaint Programs must be reasonably designed to gather sufficient information 
to fully understand complaints relating to all of an institution’s products, services, locations, practices and personnel. 
Whether complaints arrive during face to face interactions, mail, phone, electronic mail, social media, or from a 
regulator or other third party, the best complaint programs include a formal intake process to add complaints to a 
centralized database. 

From this repository, complaints are evaluated by type, number of similar or same topics, severity, potential for 
consumer harm, legal or regulatory impact, scope of internal impact, and so on. Clear, concise and standard 
definitions for each of the evaluation categories direct the analysis of complaints received, so that meaningful 
information can be gathered and acted upon. These standards are clear to staff across the organization and regular 
training and communication reinforces expectations for their use. And because complaints can affect any of the 
organization’s business lines, management and staff are designated expressly with responsibilities for investigating, 
resolving and responding to complaints. 

The best way to turn complaint data into strategic action is to make it objective; de-personalizing complaints by viewing 
them as opportunities to improve business practices is a great place to start. Communicating with staff about the types 
of complaints they are likely to receive and what management expects by way of clear and complete information, not 
just for resolving and responding to complaints but also for effectively analyzing them, provides context to these 
customer interactions. Employees must understand that customer complaints are not personal attacks, but rather 
valuable insights into improving the organization’s response to customer expectations. 

Finally, effective Customer Complaint Programs include formal guidelines for carefully managing customer 
communications, both in receiving and in responding to complaints. Communications intended to respond to 
complaints are professional, sincere, clearly and directly responsive to the complaint, and meaningful in their message. 
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Form letters are a good place to start, but the message to a complainant must be specific to the complaint received, 
respectful of the complainant’s circumstances, and consistent with actions the institution has taken or will take as a 
result of the complaint. 

Creating Complaint Data 

The life span of a customer complaint typically looks something like this: 

Intake > Record > Resolve or Escalate > Respond > Analyze > Integrate 

Intake involves categorizing the communication, differentiating inquiries from complaints, and identifying products, 
services, locations, personnel or other characteristics according to established standards. Whether Intake is performed 
by business line personnel or centralized complaint function staff, each complaint becomes a data set that will be used 
in the analysis occurring later in the process. 

Each complaint is also formally recorded, whether in a manual document such as a spreadsheet or an automated data 
gathering system or application, and expectations for resolution dates and other key impacts are assigned based on 
the complaint severity, impact, etc. Complaints are prioritized based on standards as well, so that those presenting the 
greatest risk to the organization receive prompt and adequate attention. From this point, designated personnel who are 
accountable for investigating and resolving complaints determine the appropriate course of action, either resolving the 
complaint according to established principles or escalating the complaint as necessary to effectively reach resolution. 
Actions taken in the Resolve or Escalate step are also recorded in the Complaint Database, where the information is 
used to customize a formal response and to facilitate the analysis. 

Using the organization’s standards for responding to complaints, written communication is prepared based on the 
information gathered and action taken in resolving the complaint. When complaints involve legal or regulatory risk, best 
practices dictate consultation with general counsel or the Compliance Officer. All such communications are also 
reviewed periodically as part of the second line of defense compliance monitoring function to confirm they meet the 
organization’s standards. 

All complaint documentation must be retained for this purpose, and for periodic evaluations of the organization’s 
compliance management program. Pulse-checking the Complaint Program through monitoring or audit is much easier 
when all of the pertinent information and documentation is available. The banking regulatory agencies and the CFPB 
also expect the information will be organized and retained. 

The Analysis of complaint data typically occurs quarterly or monthly, if complaints are numerous. The timing will 
depend largely on program directives, which will include scope, frequency, any ad hoc triggers for review, and 
reporting standards. Institutions that have implemented formal Customer Complaint Programs have developed 
reporting specific to their Boards of Directors, executive management, lines of business, and a channel for integrating 
complaint data into their training programs. Where appropriate, Human Resources functions also should be made 
aware of staff-related complaints to facilitate performance management. This is especially important when complaints 
involve ethics concerns. 

Turning Complaint Data into Action 

Once complaint data are gathered, analyzed, and understood, executive and business line management can use the 
information to evaluate current practices, products and services both to keep promises made to complaining 



 

customers, and to determine when or whether additional action is necessary to minimize risk going forward. For 
example, when a complaint involves accessibility in a certain branch, the institution may make permanent repairs or 
enhancements to the facility to better accommodate customers at that location. But rather than simply taking the action 
described in a response letter, the institution may involve the Marketing team to announce the improvement, or to 
manage customer experience during construction. Or, if a complaint involves a lack of clarity in the institution’s deposit 
account disclosures, the organization may decide to re-evaluate its core deposit system vendor relationship. The short 
term action of correcting a form may be consistent with the response communication, but a better integration of the 
complaint is to establish a change management process governing system upgrades and releases, or to consider 
changing vendors to improve document and disclosure clarity. 

Depending on the magnitude of complaint-based action, Boards of Directors may need to approve a business 
decision, or executive management may need to approach a broader or larger change more strategically than staff or 
business line management. Providing complaint data in support of a recommended change will make the decision 
much easier, and the outcome more likely to meaningfully address the underlying problem. 

In the end, complaints represent opportunities to improve, whether in small scale or across the organization. Consider 
thanking your customers who complain; they have sacrificed their time to help you improve your business. 

How Experis can help 

Experis Finance offers industry experience in all aspects of Financial Services, including: 

 Performing Complaint Management Program and Compliance Risk Management assessments 

 Assessing the adequacy of your organization’s compliance control environment 

 Developing internal compliance monitoring and audit programs to address unique risks 

 Evaluating processes and practices and developing program enhancements to address weaknesses 

Our Risk Advisory Services practice can evaluate your compliance management program, provide comprehensive 
recommendations for improvement and help you address those recommendations. 

Our team of professionals has extensive experience working with clients to address these issues to help them avoid 
costly fines and penalties. If you have any questions about or concerns around your implementation of these steps, 
contact an Experis representative at financialservicesindustry@experis.com or visit our website Experis Finance. 


