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6 steps to effective complaint handling

Invest in people, not compensation. 
Encourage your employees to 
embrace customer complaints as 
opportunities to help the customer, 
enhance the client relationship and 
gain valuable insights into issues 
with the products or services you 
provide. You should also consider 
staff incentives and targets – could 
these be aligned more closely with 
customer outcomes?  

Setting up an accessible route 
for complaining will minimise the 
risk of further frustration on the 
part of the customer, whilst giving 
you the opportunity to deliver a 
positive customer experience from 
the beginning of the complaints 
process. It also gives you the 
chance to capture relatively 
minor issues that could otherwise 
escalate into more serious 
problems. 

Use research and outbound 
communication to identify 
unexpressed complaints – these 
may be completely different to the 
ones that come into the company, 
so may not be resolved even if the 
complaints that are received are 
properly dealt with. 

For some organisations, the right 
approach to complaint handling 
may be to hand it over to an 
external provider who will be 
able to provide expert complaint 
management. The right provider 
will offer evidence of accreditations, 
first-class customer references and 
market-leading software that will 
capture, manage and record every 
stage of the complaints process. 
Support with specialist resources 
may also be available, providing 
peace of mind that the process 
will be handled competently, whilst 
allowing you to get on with core 
business activities. 

Last year, new rules were 
introduced by the FSA obliging 
financial services firms to 
investigate the root causes of the 
complaints they receive. But good 
complaint handling – whatever 
sector your business operates in 
– should always involve finding out 
the true cause of the complaint. 
This is the only way of ensuring 
that the problem does not 
reoccur.

All other stages of complaint 
handling are futile if your 
organisation does not learn from its 
mistakes. You should share learnings 
in regular team meetings, discuss 
customer concerns and problems 
and agree on actions to prevent 
these reoccurring in the future. You 
should also address common root 
causes that have been identified. 
This will increase job satisfaction 
in your complaints team and give 
customers added assurance that 
their complaints will be dealt with.

For regulated organisations, 
guidelines exist around how 
communications with complainants 
should be handled. But – regulated 
or not – all organisations must 
take responsibility for making sure 
that this part of the process is 
valuable to both the customer 
and the organisation. You should 
be asking yourself a number of 
questions: are we really listening 
to our customers’ complaints? 
Are we showing them empathy? 
Are we providing assurance that 
their problem will be fixed? Are 
we properly investigating their 
complaint? Are we keeping them 
informed? 
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Effective complaint handling relies on robust 
processes to deliver a fair result for the customer. 
To do this, regulated organisations follow a 
complaint handling process, which includes 
thorough investigation, reporting, resolution and 
regular communication with the complainant.

A formal complaint handling process is also good 
practice for organisations that aren’t regulated. 
In doing this they will learn more about their 
customers’ needs and therefore improve the 
customer service experience all round.

Organisations in all sectors (regulated and unregulated) 
can adopt a number of principles that will allow them to 
benefit from the opportunities that effective complaint 
handling can offer to optimise their service and improve 
customer loyalty. To help you reap these benefits, here 
are our six steps to effective complaint handling.
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