
1 
 

QMU Working Paper Series – 2020/1 

 

 1 

 

 

 

School of Arts, Social Sciences and Management  

QMU Working Paper Series – 2020/1 

 

Complaint handling and fair decision making in 
the financial industry1 
Jane Williams2, Chris Gill3 and Gavin McBurnie4 

 

Introduction  

This exploratory research, based on a small case study with complaint handlers (CHs) 

employed within a major UK financial institution investigates how complaint handlers in the 

financial industry interpret the requirement to resolve complaints. This research highlights the 

role individual CHs play in terms of deciding the outcomes of complaints, and how their fair 

decision making is facilitated and constrained by the institutional framework and a team 

environment which encourages dialogue and empowers CHs to act with the moral decisions on how to treat customers fairly.  

Since 2001, the financial industry in the UK has been under a duty to “pay due regard to the 

interests of its customers and treat them fairly” (Principle 6 of the Financial Conduct Authority’s 

(FCA) Handbook (FCA, 2001)).  The requirement to treat customers fairly is pivotal at the point 

of complaint and a firm’s approach to complaints is seen by the regulator as a good indicator 
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unhappy with the outcome of their complaint also have free access to the Financial 

Ombudsman Service (FOS) who apply a “fair and reasonable test” to resolve complaints. 

Internal CHs in the finance industry, therefore, are under an obligation to resolve complaints 

fairly.   While the concept of fairness has received much attention in the academic literature 

across a range of disciplines relatively little literature has looked at this from the perspective 

of individual complaint handlers.  Existing literature tends to look at fairness from the 

perspective of how those on the the receiving end of decisions such as employees or 

customers experience fairness (Letwin et al., 2016; Barclay et al., 2017) or from the 

perspective of the broader corporate actors (e.g. Burdon and Surour, 2018, Gilad, 2011; 

Parker and Gilad, 2011).  Th1 (pl)4.4 (i011; )]TJ
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• The research on justice climates complements scholarly work on moral agency which 

is also relevant to the context of complaint handling 
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Despite the fact that they had more autonomy to override policy a number of CHs commented 

that the executive complaint teams were now seen as part of the complaints structure and this 

had led to some changes not all of which were seen as positive, “now, we’re part of the 

complaints world, there’s definitely a change in that where we’re starting to see that sameness, 

same rules, same approach and things like that.” (CH2). The impact of QA and reporting 

mechanisms were commented on negatively in terms of an increasing emphasis on numbers.   

In relation to being impartial, CHs recognised that as employees they could not be 100% 

impartial but saw themselves as having the ability to act impartially. In order to help them act 

impartially they adopted a number of strategies.  CHs tried to think about the banks as a 

“separate entity”’ and to “almost distance” themselves (CH7) from the bank.    The fact their 

teams sat outside any particular department helped as did not having direct knowledge of the 

subject matter.    They regularly accessed the FOS helpline for business if they needed an 

external perspective.  The CHs did not feel they needed to defend the bank, “we don’t ever 

feel like we’re …….
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They did not reference formal approaches such as analysing evidence but started from an 

awareness of procedural and interactional justice.  Cases that caused particular difficulties 

with fairness were scams particularly if they included the elderly or the vulnerable. 

Philosophers were more likely to refer to these as, “morally complex” (CH11).  Other cases 

mentioned as causing fairness issues were those that ignited biases – a number mentioned 

bias training they had received – and those where the evidence was finely balanced.  Ensuring 

that customers are treated consistently was also flagged by two CHs.  CHs commented on 

the need to be mindful 
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decision on fairness highlighting the importance of being empathetic and using interpersonal 

skills to build a relationship with the complainant consistent with justice theory (Gelbrich and 

Roschk, 2011; Orsinger, et al. 2010).  The empathetic approach taken by CHs is also 

consistent with Gilad’s (2008) work at the Financial Ombudsman Service.  

Limitations 

In reaching these conclusions we are mindful that there are several limitations to our current 

exploratory research which include:  (1) its case study methodology and its focus on a select 

group; (2)  the fact it has only explored fairness from the perspective of CHs and we did this 

retrospectively without reference to specific cases; and (3) the inherent difficulties researching 

issues relating to ethics and fairness since simply asking about ethics or fairness introduces 

a moral dimension that may not have been perceived otherwise (O’Fallon and Butterfield, 

2005) and is likely to influence the answers received, as interviewees will be motivated by a 

desire to be seen as fair (Greenberg, 1990).  
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