How Emotional Customer Complaints Impact Profitability
A BrainTrust Insights Case Study

Executive Summary
Why pay attention to customer complaints? Do complaints matter in the long run?
Business stakeholders must pay attention to customer complaints because complaints
affect three key revenue drivers. Additionally, not only must businesses pay attention to
complaints, but they must pay attention to the emotional strength of those complaints.
First, unaddressed, strong-emotion complaints damage reputation. With reputational
decline comes lower engagement with a company, from repeat purchases to word of
mouth.
Second, unaddressed, strong-emotion complaints lead to adverse financial
resolutions. In this paper, we will see how unaddressed, strong-emotion complaints are
more likely to require financial compensation to resolve a complaint than weak-emotion
complaints.
Third, unaddressed, strong-emotion complaints mean that businesses must spend more
heavily in new customer acquisition to backfill lost customers. In a recent earnings
call by Booking Holdings, Inc.1, customer acquisition costs are rising, especially on digital
channels like Facebook.
In this paper, we’ll examine the identification of unaddressed, strong-emotion complaints,
including how to classify them and score them, and how to match the emotions to
business outcomes.
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Situation Analysis
Identifying and addressing the emotions of customers in the complaints process is
essential to satisfying customers, retaining customers, and preventing more serious
actions such as lawsuits. Historically, the credit reporting industry has done a poor job of
identifying and classifying customer issues and their emotional impacts.
Additionally, financial issues are among the top reasons of stress in adults2 and few
industries face more scrutiny than the financial services industry. Within that industry,
few companies deal with more complaints than credit reporting services. Consumers
won’t stick around if they feel that customer service is lacking3.
These two factors - high-value/high-importance services and highly-emotional,
high-stress processes for customers - create the potential for severe crises with
customer complaints in the credit reporting industry.
BrainTrust Insights examined 51,260 customer complaints from a credit reporting
customer database over a 6-year period to draw out insights about what made
consumers unhappy, which situations provoked significant emotional responses, what
actions companies took, and what impact the resolutions had on the company’s bottom
line.
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Methodology
BrainTrust Insights polled a credit reporting customer database of 51,260 complaints
about credit reporting products, services, and issues by customers, classifying the
complaints in one of five major categories:
- Credit card and related issues
- Mortgages and related issues
- Fraud and fraudulent transactions
- Data breaches and compromised identities
- Bankruptcy and adverse financial events
The database was anonymized and stripped of any potential personally identifiable
information (PII) including mailing addresses, contact information, account numbers,
and other identifiers.
BrainTrust Insights then used two machine learning libraries to classify every complain
against eight emotions using the NRC machine learning library based on EmoLex and
Plutchik’s wheel of emotions:
- Negative
- Anger
- Disgust
- Fear
- Sadness
- Positive
- Anticipation
- Joy
- Surprise
- Trust
- Overall average sentiment

Analysis
Before we assess consumer behavior, let’s examine the overall landscape. What topics
(broad consumer financial concerns) and issues (specific kinds of complaints) are most
common among the 51,260 complaints?

Figure 1. Topics and issues categorized. The darker the box, the stronger the relationship.
Overall, we see mortgage-related issues, excessive fees, and problems with credit
freezes as the most significant, common events in the complaints.
Digging deeper, we see five topics (columns) and fifteen issues (rows) quantified. The
darker a box is, the more that topic is related to that issue. For example, complaints
where the primary topic was mortgages correlate perfectly with issues about closing in
on a mortgage. Excessive fees in credit reporting also bears a strong relationship to the
topic of mortgages in consumer complaints.
In the topic of fraud and fraudulent transactions, we see the top complaint issue is
problems with fraud alerts and credit freezes, followed by issues with customer service.

In the topic of credit cards, confusing or missing credit reporting disclosures are the
most cited issues, followed by excessive fees.
In the topic of data breaches and identity theft, improper use of credit report data,
problems with fraud alerts and freezes, and identity theft reporting services (a lucrative
product line for credit reporting companies) all vie for top issues.
In the topic of bankruptcy and adverse financial events, problems with a credit reporting
company’s investigation takes the top slot; however, note that it is significantly weaker
than the other topics.
All these topics are high-stress topics from a customer perspective. A customer whose
identity has been compromised is expecting rapid, aggressive action; if they’re unable to
perform straightforward actions such as freezing their credit records, they will react
negatively.
Now that we know the landscape, let’s look at the emotions involved.

Figure 2: Issues and related emotions. The darker the box, the stronger the emotional
response in customer complaints.
Fear, anger and sadness are the strongest sentiments among the complaints.

Digging into the issues, we see anger at its strongest around problems with credit
reporting investigations, followed by anger at unexpected fees and trouble with fraud
alerts.
We see disgust highest around issues closing on a mortgage, excessive fees, and
investigation into existing issues.
We see fear strongest around mortgage issues - no surprise, as losing an opportunity at
buying a home due to credit issues is scary - followed by investigation results and fraud
alerts.
We see sadness around investigation results and incorrect data.
Combined, we see contextually-relevant emotions and their issues. When people
experience life-changing events - such as buying a home or having their identity
compromised - they do not expect or want complications from credit bureaus and credit
services. They expect resolution of their problems, and emotions such as anger,
sadness, and fear become prominent in their language.
Why does such language matter? In an era when corporate reputation and brand
reputation matter - and when bad news travels at the speed of the Internet - managing
reputation through exceptional service is mandatory.
The actionable insight here for the credit reporting company is to address the issues
around the strongest negative emotions first.
In the CRM data, issues are decomposed into sub-issues, tactical steps the company
took that caused strong emotional responses. To bring the actionable insights to life,
let’s dig into these sub-issues to help the company know what to do better or what to
stop doing.

Figure 3: Sub-issues and related emotions. The darker the box, the stronger the emotion.
When we dig into the emotions about specific sub-issues, specific actions the credit
reporting company took or details about the issues, we see some dominant trends.
The sub-issue that causes the most anger and fear? When a credit reporting company
provides a report to an employer without written authorization. Stopping or changing
that practice would fix a significant issue across multiple negative emotions.
Inaccurate/incorrect information also dominates multiple negative emotions, as will an
investigation that does not lead to a correction of an error.
Using these insights is straightforward; many are practices that a company could
discontinue or alter immediately. For example, receiving unwanted marketing or
advertising, a source of anger, is straightforward to fix. Ensuring customers are notified
of investigation status and results is straightforward to fix. Fixing inaccurate information
is straightforward to fix.
Many of these issues are operational, process-based issues. Fixing them would likely
yield other benefits throughout the organization.

Finally, let’s look at outcomes. When we examine the broad topics versus the outcomes
the company delivered, we see:

Figure 4: Topics and their outcomes. The first row represents no outcome, the customer
issue is unresolved. Darker squares indicate higher frequencies of each topic and
outcome.
What we see above is alarming; credit card-related issues remain among the highest
unresolved issues. In terms of an actionable focus for the company, fixing what’s wrong
in this part of the company is essential.
The second row is important: i ssues that required the company to compensate
customers. Credit card-related issues again dominate this resolution, which means that
the operational problems here have clear financial impacts on the company.
In the topic of mortgage-related issues, this is also the highest frequency outcome,
which means that mortgage-related credit reporting/reporting issues cost the company
money. Obviously, no company wants to lose additional money
Finally, let’s examine how emotional valence - specific emotions - relate to the outcomes
companies needed to produce.

Figure 5: Emotions and their outcomes. The first row represents no outcome, the
customer issue is unresolved. Darker squares indicate higher frequencies of each emotion
and outcome.
In examining the negative emotions of the complaints that were filed, and the outcomes
those complaints yielded, we look to row three above. In each of the negative emotions
for closed, resolved complaints, t he most frequent outcome from a complaint with
strong emotion is closed with monetary relief. This is a clear warning sign to the
company, and to companies in general: pay attention to the emotional state of
customers at the time of complaint. The stronger the emotion - especially sadness and
anger - the more likely it is you’ll end up paying money to the customer as part of the
resolution.

Next Steps
What have we learned from the exhaustive analysis? A few key takeaways:
1. Emotions in customer complaints have a strong relationship with business
outcomes. If companies neglect to address emotional complaints early and
thoroughly, they may end up paying more, having an adverse effect on the
bottom line.
2. Emotions in customer complaints can be classified and quantified. No longer do
complaints need to languish in an obscure data prison. With modern machine
learning software, businesses can make far more data actionable.
3. Next steps in addressing customer complaints may be obvious; emotional
strength and business outcomes help to prioritize what needs to be fixed first.
Many business are anecdotally aware of what’s wrong within the organization,
but having clear prioritization of what will alleviate the strongest customer
concerns could help move projects along.
What is your company doing to analyze customer complaints? Are you burying them in a
CRM, never to be analyzed, or are you identifying key issues that could be costing you
time and money?
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