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Corporate responsiveness to customer complaints triggers an ongoing contro-
versy within the business community.  The ‘automatic response’ from most 
businesses is, "Sure, we attend to all our customers who contact us!". Yet corpo-
rate insiders know and objective probes show this statement to be far from ac-
tuality.  For example, the government's Office of Consumer Affairs investigated 
American corporations’ response to customer complaints in a landmark 1999 
study. The study found information flow mimicked an iceberg; 95% of all cus-
tomer questions and complaints are ‘buried beneath the surface’, never visi-
ble to nor acted upon by corporate management! The study also established a 
profile that has become accepted as the norm for customer complaint handling.   
This suggests that: 
 

Only 5% of all customer complaints actually “see the light of day”, 
reaching the attention of corporate management to be acted upon.  

 

While in 50% of all customer complaints, the customer: 1) simply doesn’t 
typically care enough to pursue the issue; 2) feels the process of writing 
emails, letters or ‘wading through’ call center phone menus is too cum-
bersome to undertake; or 3) assumes they will be ignored even if they 
expend the time and effort to express a complaint.  

 

And in the final 45% of all complaints, customers attempt to communi-
cate their problem, complaint or question. But they only communicate 
their issue to a ‘line employee’ (a clerk, teller, cashier, or service rep, 
etc.). These folk either lack a process to push a complaint upstairs or 
have learned that there are few rewards in their corporate structure for 
being the bearer of new problems and/or negative comments.  

 
 

But, of course, with the growth of social media over the past dozen years a lot 
has changed.  American Express reports a Gartner Group study citing that 80% 
of companies are “planning to use social media for customer service” and 62% 
of customers have “already used social media for customer service issues”.  Fur-
ther, Gartner predicts that one billion users will be on social networks by the 
end of 2012.  So our iceberg analogy must be terribly out of date by now, right? 
 

Not exactly.  We can't be certain about how well corporations  are monitoring 
social media, but according to a study from A.T. Kearney, "of the top 50 brands, 
56% did not respond to a single customer comment on their Facebook Page 
in 2011".  Further, Gartner reports that "brands ignored 71% of customer 
complaints on Twitter".  To make matters worse, 55% of those customers who 
do write an online complaint  expect a response that same day.  Unfortunately 
Gartner’s research shows "only 29% percent receive any response!" 
 

Online (public) word of mouth (when combined with Offline (private) word of 
mouth undoubtedly has increased the overall volume of total word of mouth, 
but we have to believe that the iceberg analogy is perpetuated.  For our ideas on 
how to create and manage customer word of mouth contact us: 

vavra@customerexperiencepartners.com or pruden@customerexperiencepartners.com 
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