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This section of the Resolution 
2025 project examines the current 

complaining landscape and how 
business, consumers and others 

– including services like the 
Ombudsman – are approaching 
dispute resolution today. This 

crucial stage of the project 
provides the context, evidence 
base and building blocks for all 

further stages of the project.
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The seeds of the future can be found 
in the present. Before we project 

forward into the future we have to scope 
out the existing territory as clearly as 
possible. The first stage of the project 
entailed collating robust evidence 
about the current environment and 
historical trend information to establish 
the components and relationships that 
shape this complex and evolving area of 
consumer-business interaction. Today’s 
arena of service providers dealing with 
dissatisfaction and issue resolution is 
already a complex ecosystem, inhabited 
by a wide range of institutions, products, 
consumers, and services. Understanding 
these components’ interdependencies is 
critical to any organisational or sector 
strategy designed to improve outcomes 
and customer experience in the future. 
Our aim is not to provide an exhaustive 
review of the desk research and analysis 
that took place, but simply to describe 
the key findings that provided the 
building blocks for future stages of our 
investigation. We look at this first from 
the perspective of organisations and then 
from the perspective of consumers. We 
then look at how the ecosystem operates 
in the context of financial services.

Problems defined in the  
eye of the beholder
What do we mean by the words 
“complaining” or “dissatisfaction”? It’s 
hard to establish a common definition 
for what happens when things go wrong 
between a consumer and a business 
and their relationship – at some level – 
breaks down. There are several competing 
narratives to reconcile to get a holistic 
picture of what we’re talking about. 

Current terminology in use varies in 
severity and meaning. Consumers and 

businesses talk about ‘dissatisfaction’, 
‘issues’, ‘complaints’ and ‘disputes’. It is 
clear that we are looking at a continuum 
of conditions experienced by a customer, 
which are in part further defined by the 
response of the business or organisation 
on a case-by-case basis. The attitude 
and behaviour of the business is often 
critical in determining the way in which 
any perceived issue is experienced and 
further shaped as it is either effectively 
dealt with, or conversely escalated over 
time until it becomes a fully-fledged 
and deep-rooted point of contention 
between customer and company.  

The experience of how serious a 
problem might be is therefore variable 
on both sides. It will be affected not 
only by the particular issue at hand.  
Changes in awareness through media 
coverage, or the activities of third 
parties such as Claims Management 
Companies (CMCs) or petition sites can 
bring previously unrecognised issues 
to fore (PPI being a case-in-point). Our 
research highlighted four factors that 
determine the relative importance of a 
specific issue to a consumer and which 
we expect to apply as much in the 
future environment as in the present: 

 The size and scale of the problem itself  �
– in terms of material impact – and 
how severely that affects the consumer. 

 The level of resource, product or  �
service knowledge offered to the 
consumer (either by the business or 
an intermediary) and the accessibility 
of that service/support.  

The level of knowledge and how this  �
interacts with the design and function 
of products and services will be critical 
to the level and nature of issues.
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 The emotional quality of either the  �
substantive issue or of its subsequent 
handling. Issues will assume greater 
importance where a sense of 
unfairness or being wronged in some 
way becomes entrenched. 

Understanding the high degree of 
contingency is fundamental and is 
reflected in the day-to-day experience 
of those dealing with issues and 
complaints.

How the ecosystem of 
dissatisfaction operates:  
the perspectives and  
practices of organisations  
Our analysis showed big variations in 
the ways that organisations conceive of 
and deal with consumer dissatisfaction. 
The long-established, but evolving, 
legal framework designed to protect 
consumers’ rights – including statutory 
alternative dispute resolution bodies in 
some more regulated sectors – means 
that businesses and consumers do not 
operate in a vacuum. There is a wider 
superstructure to take into account. 
Add to this mix an array of third 
parties raising awareness of issues and 
intervening in issues on consumers’ (and 
sometimes businesses’) behalf and we 
see that a complex ecosystem is already 
in existence. The market’s ecosystem 
is fluid and evolving. Nevertheless, 
it currently displays five distinct 
characteristics that need to be taken 
into account.

T H E f U N N E l O f CO M P la I N T S
Size/shape depends on organisational intentions 

The default organisational perspective 
sees complaints as problems that need 
sifting and funnelling 

There are many exceptions to the 
rule, but the default approach from 
businesses is to see the flow of 
complaints and dissatisfaction simply 
as a problem that needs managing. 
The emphasis tends to be on process 
and management rather than really 
questioning the role and potential 
value of complaints. Some enlightened 
academic business thinking has argued 
that customers with issues should 
be seen as good for the business by 
providing better understanding and 
generating greater loyalty if effectively 
dealt with. As far back as the 1990s, 
for example, Bain and Co undertook 
seminal research into this issue. But, 
even today, this stance has not yet been 
adopted by mainstream opinion. 

Most organisations still operate a 
‘funnel’ approach to filtering the issues 
and complaints into a manageable 
number against which resources can 
be allocated and results measured. 
This implies a focus on day-to-day 
concerns, i.e. making the complaint go 
away and militates against investing in 
understanding how and why customer 
dissatisfaction occurs. It may also, 
counter-productively, increase the 
eventual necessity for more serious and 
formal forms of redress, rather than 
minimizing them. This can happen, if, 
for example, the filtering process fails 
or if a customer becomes determined to 
get compensation as a result of feeling 
disregarded in some way. 

 

Issues arising 

 

Perceiving and filtering

 

Prioritising and dealing
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There are signs that things may be 
changing: focussing on the whole 
customer experience makes anticipating, 
recognising and dealing with customer 
dissatisfaction increasingly important

However, it is clear that the response 
to dissatisfaction is very different 
among the most customer-focussed 
and forward-thinking organisations 
in the UK today. In many sectors this 
is a response to decades of greater 
competition, increased customer 
knowledge and demands. Across 
retailers there is sustained emphasis 
on the importance and centrality 
of customer experience in driving 
customer satisfaction and brand 
reputation. These organisations are 
now investing in understanding and 
improving every element of customer 
interactions – particularly post-sale. This 
approach treats issues and complaints 
as integral to the entire customer life 
cycle and invests in their handling with 
a view to ensuring better resolution or 
learning lessons to improve the whole 
experience.

Advocates of the approach argue 
that it allows customer issues and 
complaints to be properly understood. 
The shift is being implemented by the 
customer service and customer service 
professionals within many organisations, 
such as the members of the CCA’s 
Customer Experience Network – whose 
membership cuts across many sectors. 
But it requires Board level commitment 
in order to make a real change.

The answers have to be right  
– but they need to feel right too

As well as the basic analysis of how 
customer issues arise, what they 
mean, and how they should best be 
approached, businesses, alternative 
dispute resolution (“ADR”) bodies and 
consumer groups are increasingly aware 
of how consumers feel they are dealing 
with consumer dissatisfaction.   There 
are strategic choices to be made around 
organisational tone that will continue 
to shape the overall ecosystem. The 
current leading thought in this area is 

C la S S I C CO M P la I N T P RO C E S S
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 It used to be complaint calls were seen 
as less important than sales but now 
they are getting more emphasis and 

better investment as part of the whole 
service upgrade, but change is slower 

than I would like.
CCA Customer Experience Network

the adoption of a soft power approach.  
The Rise of Soft Power is one of the 
Future Foundation’s emerging trends 
and describes a conscious philosophy of 
cultural openness and responsiveness by 
businesses and other organisations. 

By their very constitution, alternative 
dispute resolution bodies will need to 
manifest soft power approaches and 
we have been struck by how central it 
is to the Ombudsmen’s entire operation 
despite the fact that there are, at 
core, some hard and fast rules to the 
arbitration and resolution provided.  They 
are increasingly offering rapid telephone-
based resolution in appropriate areas for 
example.  By relating these soft power 
concepts to complaint handling, it is 
clear that there are some stark choices 
around manner and style to be made by 
businesses at every point of contact. 
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Consumer champions still see a cause 
that needs promoting, but are changing 
their approach 

The wider ecosystem of complaints 
dissatisfaction is influenced by a number 
of strategic consumer intermediaries.  
They will rarely be involved in an 
individual dispute, but will seek to 
change the nature of the customer/
business dynamic.  

As social media and consumer networks 
grow, the contribution of self-appointed 
consumer representative bodies, such 
as Which? and Money Saving Expert, 
are changing, especially in the wake 
of the abolition of government funded 
advice services such as Consumer Focus,  
and the reduction of investment in 
consumer support through the Citizen 
Advice Bureaux (CAB) and other third 
sector bodies. While their focus on 
consumer advocacy continues, they are 
increasingly taking on an intermediary 
approach. This takes many formats, but 
there is clear evidence that becoming 
trusted brokers of information, advice, 
and data for consumers – often in a 
preventative approach – is an important 
feature of their work.  However, we 
should expect to see increasingly 
blurred boundaries between these 
organisations and the increasing 
numbers of other consumer-facing 
intermediaries (such as price comparison 
websites) who offer information services. 

Consumer affairs journalists, alongside 
radio and TV programmes, also raise 
the profile of issues and disputes. 
This can exert an important influence 
at the most senior level of offending 
organisations, but often it is piecemeal 
and sporadic. This focus purely on what 
has gone wrong can also contribute to 
a popular view that many consumers 
have serious grievances with products 
and services that are not just hard to 
resolve, but whose resolution is actively 
opposed by the relevant provider. In 
this version of events, ‘bad’ businesses 
are at loggerheads with deserving 
complainants who need help to beat the 
unfair Goliaths standing in their way. 
This promotes an adversarial view that 
may contribute to the further erosion 
of trust and the aggressive pursuit of 
monetary redress at all costs (the so-
called ‘compensation culture’). 

Claims Management Companies create 
commercial opportunity from the 
opportunities missed by others  

Claims Management Companies (CMCs) 
have created a new conduit through 
which consumers can gain redress 
from businesses and organisations.  By 
identifying areas in which significant or 
systemic infractions may have occurred 
they market their services actively to 
consumers to gain their business, most 
often with a commission on results. 
The blanket telemarketing and text 

D I M E N S I O N S O f O Rg a N I S aT I O N a l  
CO M P la I N T S S T RaT E g I E S 
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messaging carried out by the less scrupulous in pursuit of potential PPI claims has 
resulted in the perception of an aggressive, tough commercialism in this sector. And 
the sheer volume of nuisance calls and unwanted marketing messages has resulted 
in bodies aiming to impose good practice (such as the Telephone Preference Service). 

But CMCs have certainly shaken up the market. In some sectors they have created 
a new pressure for businesses to think twice before dismissing claims or designing 
products that might have an inbuilt consumer detriment. Whether or not they 
improve the overall health of the ecosystem, they will continue to be an early 
warning system for potential areas of mass consumer detriment as they search for 
new opportunities.

? The question of whether there is going to be a new ‘big’ issue over 
which CMCs will pursue redress for their customers in the financial 
services sector remains hanging. a ‘known unknown’, it will depend 
on whether CMCs can find an issue from recent years with sufficient 
margin to pursue commercially.  long term it depends whether mis-
selling will continue to occur on any scale. The jury is out.

Regulatory and alternative dispute 
resolution systems exist for when 
things go wrong, but the landscape is 
complicated and not enough people 
know about them

Given the potential for market failure 
in continuing mismatches between 
business and consumer interests, a 
functional and transparent system 
of dispute resolution should provide 
increased confidence in the market, 
enhanced trust, improved customer 
relations and better business reputation.  

However, the reality in the UK is that the 
current system of Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR) in place across the 
retail sector is piecemeal, disparate 
and not well-understood by consumers 
who have not yet had recourse to 
use their services. Ombudsmen exist 
to ensure fair redress is available to 
customers who have suffered detriment 
without recourse to the courts and to 
offer impartial endorsement of when a 
business has acted fairly. They range in 
size, scale and their modus operandi. 
The Financial Ombudsman Service is, 
by some way, the largest of these. Many 
small bodies, such as the Waterways 
Ombudsman, deal with very few cases 
each year. Given their varied powers, 
sizes, markets, and customer bases it is 
hard to be definitive about the impact 
ombudsmen in general have on the 
wider ecosystem. 

Over the next eighteen months, 
EU legislation will come into force 
that will create a more uniform and 
consistent ADR system. Underpinning 
this is an estimate that consumers 
could save €22.5 billion if they were 
able to rely on a well-functioning and 
transparent system of ADR (or 0.19% 
of total EU GDP). Through the Directive 
on Consumer ADR and the Regulation 
on ODR (Online Dispute Resolution), 
the EU Commission and Parliament 
aims to ensure that all EU traders can 
offer their consumers access to an ADR 
provider, although it is not yet clear 
precisely how the Directive will be 
implemented in all markets including 
the UK. 

Part of the proposal is to create an EU 
monitored website that facilitates the 
online settlement of disputes about 
online purchases within strict time 
limits. In addition to such measures, 
the new legislation would require 
that all bodies offering ADR services 
meet certain standards to guarantee 
that they operate in an effective, 
independent and transparent manner.

Such measures, due to come into 
force in 2015, are a clear indication 
of where we can expect the future 
direction of regulatory efforts to go 
–towards creating a more conciliatory 
and co-operative framework of dispute 
resolution. They also enliven the 
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debate amongst existing ombudsmen 
in terms of their future role and 
direction.

ADR bodies can also play a role as 
‘best practice’ leaders in their area of 
operation. Given a tight and regulated 
focus, they have in-depth knowledge 
and can experiment with the efficacy of 
different approaches.  

The consumer perspective:  
piecemeal evidence 
The one constant in every type of 
interaction is the customer. Ideally, 
it would be possible to pin down a 
consistent and coherent account of 
how customers experience the plethora 
of options, services and responses 
available to them when they get 
dissatisfied. But since much research 
is commissioned from a partial and 
sometimes partisan perspective, 
it is difficult to get a satisfactorily 
comprehensive picture. There is 
much anecdotal discussion and there 
is greater coverage and exposure 
through the use of social media, but 
the underlying reality of the scale and 
significance of issues for the consumer 
can be elusive.

Hard to assess the real  
scale of the problem from a  
consumer perspective

A great number of market research 
organisations and consumer specialists 
investigate customer experience on 
behalf of organisations and brands. But 
findings vary widely dependent on the 
design, focus and reason for a particular 
study and are hard to compare. There is 
consensus both that consumers expect 
to experience problems with at least 
some of the products and services they 
buy in an expanding portfolio over time, 
but also that they claim to be intolerant 
of bad service and more likely to take 
their custom elsewhere. 

This reinforces the view that issues are 
unavoidable and that the way they are 
dealt with is the critical factor, and that 
treatment of the symptom can be even 
more important than a preventative 
approach. Research from the Institute of 
Customer Service, for example, identifies 
the levels of people that experience a 
problem but do nothing – calling them 
‘silent sufferers’. Yet the research stops 
short of proposing alternative solutions 
or of deciding whether these levels are 
in themselves good or bad.

T H E S I l E N T 
S U f f E R E R 

S y N D RO M E

Telecommunications

Public Services (national)

Public services (local)

Transport 

Utilities

Finance (banks & building societies)

Leisure 

Retail (food)

Finance (insurance)

Retail (non-food)

Services

Tourism

Automotive

15%

12%

12%

8%

11%

9%

7%

9%

8%

8%

6%

6%

4%

18%

17%

16%

13%

13%

12%

11%

11%

10%

10%

8%

7%

6%

Customers with  
a problem

Customers who  
tell someone

% customers with a problem who  
tell someone by sector | 2012

Base: Institute of Customer Service, UK, 2012 
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Is dissatisfaction a natural  
part of market operation? 

Research commissioned with the widest 
set of questions proves to be the most 
revealing of general principles here. 
The EU’s Consumer Market Scoreboard, 
a big study designed to identify what 
will contribute to more vibrant and 
fairer consumer markets across the 
region, finds that the nature and type of 
complaints does vary considerably and 
is influenced by confidence, trust and 
awareness of third party or alternative 
dispute resolution bodies. 

However, their figures indicate that 
the majority of markets and sectors 
are performing relatively well in this 
regard, and that there aren’t a large 
number of insurmountable problems 
across the region. Consumer satisfaction 
with products and services is generally 
high and has remained so for the past 
three years – a very different picture to 
that coming from other more disparate 
sources and consumer champions.  
And we know that there has been 
widespread detriment in some markets.  
So the evidence is contradictory.  
Interestingly, their research explores the 
part played by third parties in the EU in 
a number of sectors, a factor not dealt 
with in other studies examined.

Trust is important:  
but hard to pin down  

The role of trust has been raised 
regularly throughout the project. Many 
believe that high levels of trust are 
fundamental to brand success and 
the effective operation of markets 
with the nature of disputes that arise 
and how they are resolved playing an 
important part in building or destroying 
trust. However, the concept of trust is 
a slippery one and academic work has 
shown over many years that creating 
trust has many components, each 
of which will play a different role 
in shaping the customer’s view of a 
company or brand. 

Studies show that consumer confidence 
is increased where there is sufficient 
knowledge and interest in a product/
service category, previous experience of 
a company doing what it says it will do 
and positive word of mouth from others.  
Our view is that trust provides an 
umbrella term for describing a desired 
outcome in the relationship between 
business and consumers, markets and 
their customers with two separate but 
potentially overlapping building blocks. 

CO M P la I N T S: f I N a N C I a l S E Rv I C E S
“Have you complained about this problem/to one of these.” 
among those who have  experienced a problem | 2012

Third party Manufacturer friends/familyRetailer/provider

Vehicle insurance

Home insurance

Bank accounts

Loans, credit and credit cards

Mortgages

13% 59% 31%

62% 33%

51% 42%

60% 32%2%

61% 32%

10%

10%

9%

5%

Source: Market Monitoring Survey,  among respondents who experienced a problem, EU, 2012
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But it is not an essential component of market operation – many markets can 
continue to operate without high levels of consumer trust, including financial 
services. Future Foundation’s own research shows how declining trust in businesses 
and institutions has been a long term feature in the UK at the same time as rapid 
growth and diversification across many consumer markets. Historical trend data on 
the proportion of the UK public who agree that companies are fair to consumers and 
a forecast of how we expect this to develop is shown below:

B E l I E f T H aT CO M Pa N I E S a R E f a I R:
T R E N D a N D f O R E Ca S T
“Most companies in this country are fair to consumers” 
% who agree or agree strongly | february 2014 nvision forecast

f2fforecast Online100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

So the concept of trust is a very complex 
one, with a number of dynamics. By 
looking at these components discretely 
we can help identify what are the most 
fertile areas for intervention by different 
organisations.  

What sector comparisons tell 
us about financial services 
Patterns in the nature and causes of 
complaints and dissatisfaction

The nature and gravity of customer 
dissatisfaction and complaints clearly 
varies across the many areas in 
which modern consumers participate. 

But patterns do emerge. And as the 
interfaces for different products and 
services merge (through, for example, 
the development of mobile cashless 
payments), and as the products and 
services themselves become more 
integrated, looking at behaviour by 
sector will become less meaningful.  
That integration is itself likely to give 
rise to dissatisfaction, and suggests that 
the overall mood of consumers towards 
providers may not rapidly improve.  

It helps to dissect what underpins 
the variation over time. Three factors 
emerge from an analysis of the cross-
sector research available:

Source: nVision Research | Base: 1,000 face-to-face and online respondents aged 16+, GB
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N O R M a l I S E D M a R k E T P E R f O R M a N C E I N D I CaTO R
EU27 level with sub-groups | 2013

 Consistent differences exist between 1. 
product and service sectors: few studies 
really compare the full range of sectors 
on multiple criteria, but those that do, 
identify that, by and large, products 
are less likely to generate problems 
and complaints than more complex, 
multifaceted service offers. However 
the general trend is towards a greater 
blurring of these distinct areas in the 
future – with more products, such as 
Nespresso,  providing added value 
service wraparounds and services, like 
Amazon, moving from remote to real.

 The impact of market evolution and 2. 
maturity: recent Ofcom research 
indicates that even new generations 
of technology such as smartphones 
are likely to be met with a degree of 
customer confusion and generate many 
minor issues and complaints in the 
early stages of product distribution 

which will die down when familiarity 
is achieved. This is a pattern we would 
expect to see repeated. 

The degree of asymmetry between 3. 
customer and company: the greater the 
power imbalance between the provider 
and purchaser the more significant 
issues and problems are likely. 
Generally such markets are regulated 
in ways that redress this imbalance 
which seems also to apply broadly to 
government funded and controlled 
services such as the National Health 
Service or Local Government. 

All of these factors perhaps help to 
contribute to the fact that financial 
services are rated less well than most 
other sectors – both in terms of basic 
fairness and in terms of responsiveness 
to consumer needs and demands. This is 
not just in the UK, but also across Europe.

M a R k E T P E R f O R M a N C E I N D I CaTO R (M P I) 
EU27, all markets | 2012

goods marketsall markets Services markets

2010 2011 2012

76% 77% 78%78% 79% 80%75% 75% 76%

Culture and entertainment
Airline services

Packaged holidays & tours
Vehicle insurance
Home insurance

Water supply
Loans, credit and credit cards

Mobile telephone services
Bank accounts

Electricity services
Train services

Mortgages
Investment products, private pensions and securities

106.6
104.2
103.6
102.1
101.2
99.0
98.4
97.1
96.8
96.3
95.7
94.6
93.6

Source: Market Monitoring Survey, EU, 2012

Source: Market Monitoring Survey, EU, 2012
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Financial service providers are currently 
constrained by a cost-control legacy 
that values a measurable, process 
management approach to the resolution 
of customer issues, rather than an 
approach that is designed around 
consumer needs themselves.  In contrast, 
top brands in highly competitive 
consumer-focussed sectors are putting 
positive customer experience at the heart 
of a virtuous circle of service provision 
and reputation building, thus creating a 
more positive environment for consumer 
redress (if not prevention) in many sectors.

factors contributing to poor perceptions 
of financial services

These cross-sector comparisons 
highlight that the financial services 
sector is often more problematic than 
many others. It is vital to attempt 
to separate the effects of political 
intervention and media coverage of 
a perceived problem from the real 
picture. Future Foundation research 
clearly shows that there is a problem 
with financial services and, increasingly, 
utilities in this regard.

In some ways the financial services 
sector is a perfect case study of the 
unintended side effects that so often 
attend big policy changes and raises the 
question of how different things could 
be in the future, if there were sufficient 
political will to legislate.

Financial service markets were propelled 
dramatically into a new modus 
operandi with the big bang of market 
liberalisation in the 1980s. Arguably, the 
consequences of this are still playing 
through the system as regulation and 
protection now attempt to catch up 
with the effects of embedding strong 
profit motives within the cultures of 
these huge, powerful institutions on 
whose services most consumers now 
rely for access to housing, credit and 
income from investments. This generates 
both consumer reliance and intense 
asymmetry at the same time. 

The financial crisis of 2008 and its 
impact on UK financial institutions 
further accentuated this imbalance not 
least the over-dependence of consumers 
and businesses on banks to keep the 
economy working. The attendant and 
prolonged media spotlight and political 
responses since then have only served to 
exacerbate and worsen such perceptions. 

On top of this, as discussed earlier, CMCs 
operating on the back of acknowledged 
mis-selling of Payment Protection 
Insurance have had a significant 
impact. Their blanket phone and text 
campaigns to drum up business have 
dramatically increased the level of PPI 
complaints to financial institutions 
and thus caused the explosion of PPI 
cases for the Ombudsman to deal with, 
further muddying the waters as to the 
underlying reality in the sector. 

T R U S T I N va R I O U S  
CO M Pa N I E S TO D O  
B U S I N E S S f a I R ly

“How much, in general, do you trust  
the following to do business fairly?” 

% who say very much or quite a lot | 2012

Online bookstores
Restaurants

Supermarkets
Retailers

Newspapers
Public transport providers

Hotels
Pay TV

Airlines
Car rental companies

Mobile phone companies
Utility companies

Banks
Insurance companies

53%
40%

39%
37%

33%
29%

28%
23%

21%
21%
21%

16%
16%

14% Source: nVision Research | Base: 5,000 online respondents aged 16+, GB, 2012
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Beyond PPI, three factors are correlated 
with complaints in financial services 

In order to understand the actual level 
of problems experienced by customers 
in the sector, the Future Foundation 
has conducted an historical analysis of 
sector data against concurrent trends 
in the economy, technology adoption 
and levels of product holdings across 
the population as a whole. This has 
been based on publicly available FCA 
(Financial Conduct Authority) data on 
complaints and TGI’s annual research 
into the UK population’s financial 
product holdings going back to 2006. 
The analysis was conducted at both 
a product category specific level and 
across all categories combined. 

The combined picture of complaints 
reported in this period, excluding PPI, 
shows that a dramatic upward spike 
occurred across all complaints between 
2008/9.

Econometric analysis designed to 
identify correlations with other changes 
in the environment has found three 
factors that exert an influence on 
complaints in the sector (assuming all 
other things remain equal). These are, in 
order of significance: 

Uk Economic fortunes: 1. The rate 
of change in GDP is negatively 
correlated with the number of 
complaints, so as the rate of 
GDP growth falls, the number of 
complaints increases. Thus, in a 
period when the economy contracts, 
as in 2008/9, we saw the most 
dramatic increase in the number of 
complaints. A return to slow growth 
since then is now correlated with a 
steady decrease in complaints. 

access and use of interactive, 2. 
personal technologies: The growth 
in internet use and all other related 
technologies is positively correlated 

april 2008 September 2013

R E S O lv E D Ca S E S, B y S E CTO R
a P R I l 2008–S E PT E M B E R 2013
In thousands | 2013
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Source: Financial Ombudsman Service/nVision

Source: Financial Conduct Authority/nVision
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with the number of complaints. This clearly also includes the many types of 
behaviour that are associated with greater use of these technologies, not just 
the technology itself. In terms of Future Foundation trends, this would include 
Networked Society, Culture of Immediacy, Peer Power, Self Service Redefined, and 
Complexity and Managing Choice.

Number of financial products held:3.  This showed, albeit less strongly than the other 
two factors, that growth in the number of product holdings is positively correlated 
with the number of complaints. Such growth in product holdings comes from 
three sources – more people buying a particular product, proliferation within a 
product category (such as new insurance types) and an increase in each individual’s 
portfolio of financial products. This analysis supports the theory that issues and 
complaints may be an inevitable by-product of increased levels of consumption 
over time, although here it is not the strongest factor. 

I N T E R N E T U S E, a N D a S S O C I aT E D T R E N D S (%)
Internet users
Bought online within last 3 months
Networked society

? are consumer issues and problems with products and services an 
inevitable consequence of consumerism? If so, what is the optimum 
level in any market? and how can they best be used to contribute to 
organisational success?
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Disaggregating the data further to a 
product category level did not produce 
any clear and robust correlations when 
looking at the market overall. However, it 
is instructive to consider the relationship 
between the distribution of different 
product types and the relative number 
of complaints generated by these 

different categories. Generally speaking 
the most numerous products generate 
the greatest number of complaints, 
although complaints in some areas, such 
as credit cards and current accounts are 
proportionately higher.

Source: nVision Research
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Overall this analysis points to some 
interesting observations and questions.

Whilst financial services have a bad 
reputation and poor trust levels, the 
number of actual complaints in the 
sector (excluding special case of PPI) 
is actually decreasing. The model has 
identified three macro factors that can 
be correlated to this, but it would be 
interesting to identify any ways in which 
financial service providers can further 
accelerate this decline.

The fact that issues in this sector are 
correlated with changing economic 
conditions – and that rapidly rising or 
falling GDP results in more individual 
complaints – demonstrates how sensitive 
the sector’s performance will remain to 
the wider economy confirming that many 
factors will remain beyond its control. 

Comparisons with the wider cross sector 
research from the Institute of Customer 
Service and the EU Consumer Market 
monitor, which only goes back three 
years, would suggest a similar pattern 
of slow decline and thus suggests that 
the improving economic picture and 
a return to GDP growth may similarly 
affect other sectors too. 

Nevertheless, technology access and use 
(and the offer of increasingly complex 
and integrated services) is generally 
correlated with a greater likelihood of 
raising issues and complaints, then this 
will continue to exert a steady upward 
pressure over the coming decade – 
something that all suppliers need to 
be planning for, particularly in terms 
of how to make it easier to express 
concerns and get redress via the many 
new platforms that are emerging.
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? What is the contribution that social media is making? Despite much anecdotal 
discussion around this topic there is little hard evidence. The general view is 
that it has become a means for expressing and sharing dissatisfaction, but  
it has not yet been transformed into a resolution channel.

Source: nVision Research
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