
 

 

 

August 31, 2015 

 

Ms. Monica Jackson 

Office of the Executive Secretary 

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 

1700 G Street, NW 

Washington, D.C. 20006 

 

 

Re: Request for Information Regarding the Consumer Complaint Database: Data  

Normalization 

 Docket No. CFPB-2015-0030 

 

Dear Ms. Jackson,  

 

 The Consumer Bankers Association (“CBA”)1 is pleased to respond to the Request for 

Information (“RFI”) from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (“CFPB” or “Bureau”) 

“requesting feedback on best practices for ‘normalizing’ the raw complaint data it makes 

available via the [Consumer Complaint] Database so they are easier for the public to use and 

understand.”2   

 

CFPB has a Duty to Improve the Accuracy of the Complaint Data 

 

 Our members appreciate hearing from their customers and are committed to delivering 

superior customer service. As service providers, our members heavily rely on this valuable 

feedback to resolve issues and understand how best to meet customer needs.  This customer-

centric focus is why our members devote substantial resources to respond to customer 

complaints and strive to ensure each customer is satisfied with the resolution.  Long before the 

CFPB established the Consumer Complaint Database (“Database”), our members were resolving 

complaints directly with customers and will continue to diligently do so.  

 

 Our concern, however, is the potential misinformation generated by the Database.  Out of 

context, unverified data has the potential to mislead consumers away from financial institutions 

that may offer products and services that would benefit them. While industry has long advocated 

for normalization, we continue to be concerned consumers are being misinformed by unverified 

data; stress the importance of cautiously assessing how to properly normalize data; and urge the 

Bureau to adopt informed disclosures to promote transparency in the marketplace. 

 

                                                           
1 Founded in 1919, the Consumer Bankers Association (CBA) is the trade association for today's leaders in retail 

banking - banking services geared toward consumers and small businesses. The nation's largest financial institutions, 

as well as many regional banks, are CBA corporate members, collectively holding well over half of the industry's 

total assets. CBA’s mission is to preserve and promote the retail banking industry as it strives to fulfill the financial 

needs of the American consumer and small business. 
2 CFPB Request for Information Regarding the Consumer Complaint Database: Data Normalization, Docket No: 

CFPB-2015-0030, pg. 1.  



 

2 
 

I. With Power Comes Responsibility 

 

When creating the Bureau, the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection 

Act of 2010 (“Dodd-Frank Act”) granted six primary functions to the CFPB, including the 

“collecting, investigating, and responding to consumer complaints.”3  Since then, the CFPB has 

invested vast resources in this function and aggressively expanded the capabilities and 

information available on the Database.4  

 

The Dodd-Frank Act tasked the Bureau with the important duties of ensuring “consumers 

are provided with timely and understandable information to make responsible decisions about 

financial transactions,”5 and “markets for consumer financial products and services operate 

transparently and efficiently to facilitate access and innovation.”6  These duties are critical to the 

United States economy and, thus, should not be taken lightly.   

 

Given the weight of their influence, we urge the Bureau to publish accurate information, 

instead of unverified data, to best educate consumers.  Only when the information is accurate 

will normalization prove useful to consumers.  If the present data is normalized, consumers are 

still at risk for drawing inaccurate conclusions from the unverified Database. Since the Bureau 

chose to publish complaint data – an action not mandated by the Dodd-Frank Act – it is 

imperative the Bureau approach the Database responsibly and cautiously.   

 

II. Establish an Appeals Process to Promote Database Efficacy  

 

We urge the Bureau to follow the lead of many other government agencies by verifying 

complaints and establishing an appeals process. In conformance with regulation, the Consumer 

Product Safety Commission (“CPSC”) – the same agency that served as a model for the Bureau7 

– established an appeals process to identify and eliminate materially inaccurate information that 

would “affect a reasonable consumer's decision making about the product.”8  Before publishing 

the complaint, if the CPSC determines the information is materially inaccurate, the CPSC: 1. 

Will not add the information to the database; 2. Correct the materially inaccurate information; or 

3. Add information to correct the inaccuracy.9  After publication, if the CPSC determines the 

information is materially inaccurate, within seven days of the determination, the CPSC will: 1. 

Remove the information; 2. Correct the materially inaccurate information; or 3. Add information 

                                                           
3 12 U.S.C. 5511(c)(2). 
4 Disclosure of Certain Credit Card Complaint Data, 77 FR 37558 (June 22, 2012) (“2012 Notice of Final Policy 

Statement”); Disclosure of Consumer Complaint Data, 78 FR 21218 (Apr. 10, 2013) (“2013 Notice of Final Policy 

Statement”); Disclosure of Consumer Complaint Narrative Data, 80 FR 15572 (March 24, 2015) (“Final Policy 

Statement”).  
5 12 U.S.C. 5511(b)(1). 
6 12 U.S.C. 5511(b)(5). 
7 Warren, Elizabeth Democracy: a Journal of Ideas “Unsafe at Any Rate” Issue #5, Summer 2007 (arguing “Just as 

the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) protects buyers of goods and supports a competitive market, we 

need the same for consumers of financial products–a new regulatory regime, and even a new regulatory body, to 

protect consumers who use credit cards, home mortgages, car loans, and a host of other products”). 
8 16 CFR 1102.26(a)(1).  
9 16 CFR 1102.26(g).  
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to correct any inaccuracies.10  We appreciate the CPSC’s efforts to mitigate the risk of 

misinformation and resulting impacts on consumers’ decision making process. 

 

In the same vein, we ask the Bureau to uphold their responsibility as a federal regulator 

and establish an appeals process similar to that of the CPSC. Not only is this an inherent 

responsibility, but the Dodd-Frank Act explicitly charged the Bureau to provide consumers with 

timely and understandable information and promote market transparency.11  Unverified data 

fulfills neither of these duties.  We urge the CFPB to authenticate the substance of the Database 

by establishing a mechanism in the private company Portal for companies to flag 

communications that do not amount to complaints, and thus should be eliminated from the 

Database. Specifically, we ask the Bureau to allow companies to appeal communications that 

have the potential to mislead consumers, including the following four categories.   

 

1. Materially Inaccurate Communications 

 

As noted above, the CPSC established an appeals process to eliminate materially 

inaccurate information that would “affect a reasonable consumer's decision making about the 

product.”12  We hope the Bureau would follow this constructive example of a governmental 

agency enhancing the reliability of market data and diminishing the potential for misinformed 

decision making.  As with tangible consumer products, it is crucial consumers receive accurate 

information about financial products.   

 

2. Bad Faith Complaints 

Some of our members have unfortunately received bad faith complaints from 

organizations targeting the financial institution.  We ask the Bureau to make the appeal process 

available for these communications, as well.  Our members value the communications of their 

customers, but bad faith entries in the Database are merely distractions that misinform the public. 

 

3. Inquiries  

 

In the July 2015 inaugural CFPB Monthly Complaint Report, the Bureau defined 

consumer complaints as “submissions that express dissatisfaction with, or communicate 

suspicion of wrongful conduct by, an identifiable entity related to a consumer’s personal 

experience with a financial product or service.”13  Based on this definition, inquiries should not 

be included in the Database because they are merely questions, not expressions of dissatisfaction 

or allegations of wrongful conduct.  The following narrative, which is currently posted on the 

Database, was received by the Bureau on July 18, 2015 and is a prime example of the type of 

inquiries that do not amount to a complaint and should be eliminated.  

 

““To whom it may concern : I am writing to correct/update my address. My current address 

is:XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX , XXXX XXXX, XXXX , CA XXXX also needed to 

                                                           
10 16 CFR 1102.26(h). 
11 12 U.S.C. 5511(b)(1). 
12 16 CFR 1102.26(a)(1). 
13 CFPB Monthly Complaint Report, vol. 1, pg. 2, fn. 2 (July 2015).  
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correct/update my place of employment : XXXX XXXX with the XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX 

XXXX , in XXXX , CA.” 

 

Does any portion of the narrative “express dissatisfaction with, or communicate suspicion 

of wrongful conduct by” the financial institution?  Certainly not.  Instead, it serves to notify the 

institution about address and employment changes.  Using the CFPB definition, these 

communications would not be deemed “complaints” and should be removed from the Database. 

 

Lending further support, the CFPB previously asserted it would remove such inquiries 

from the Database.  In a 2012 Final Policy Statement, the Bureau expressly indicated “if a 

consumer contacts the Bureau solely with an inquiry, it will not be recorded as a complaint and 

therefore not published in the database.”14  Based on the example, it appears the CFPB is not 

entirely fulfilling this assertion. We urge the Bureau to do so and to create an appeal process to 

ensure inquiries are in fact eliminated.   

 

4. Duplicates  

 

To further promote the accuracy of the complaint figures, we urge the Bureau to revise 

the current “verbatim copy of the complaint” standard for a complaint to be considered a 

duplicate, to a standard which allows other types of duplicate complaints to be closed using the 

“Duplicate CFPB Case Reported” category. Under the current standard, these other types of 

duplicate complaints still enter the Database from other governmental offices who received the 

complaint and consumers who alter the wording of their original complaint.  According to the 

2012 Final Policy Statement, “to be included in the public database, complaints must (a) not be 

duplicative of another complaint at the Bureau from the same consumer.”15 Including duplicates 

from the sources above directly conflicts with this statement.  We ask the Bureau to remove such 

duplicates and establish an appeals process so companies can assist the Bureau in locating 

duplicates to be removed from the Database.  

 

III. Disclose Database Deficiencies to Create Context 

 

We are concerned about a variety of issues currently diminishing the Database’s utility 

and, worse, potentially misinforming consumers.  As the CFPB addresses these critical issues, 

we ask the Bureau to prominently disclose the factors affecting the reliability of the data on the 

Database website.16  First, we ask the Bureau to follow the example of the CPSC, which states on 

its complaint website “CPSC does not guarantee the accuracy, completeness, or adequacy of the 

contents of the Publicly Available Consumer Product Safety Information Database on 

SaferProducts.gov, particularly with respect to information submitted by people outside of 

CPSC.”17  While we support the CPSC’s disclosure, we believe the Bureau could go even further 

and expressly provide clarity on other the issues, such as the lack of verification noted above.  

                                                           
14 CFPB Disclosure of Consumer Complaint Data, Notice of Final Policy Statement [Docket No. CFPB-2012-0023] 

pg. 16. 
15 Id at 26. 
16 http://www.consumerfinance.gov/complaintdatabase/  
17 https://www.saferproducts.gov/CPSRMSPublic/Incidents/ReportIncident.aspx  

http://www.consumerfinance.gov/complaintdatabase/
https://www.saferproducts.gov/CPSRMSPublic/Incidents/ReportIncident.aspx
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Our members go to great lengths – often under legal obligation – to publish appropriate, 

informed disclosures.  It is only responsible for a government agency to do the same.  

 

In addition to recognizing deficiencies, we ask the Bureau to promote a collaborative – 

not adversarial – relationship between customers and their institutions. Our members take pride 

in serving their customers and want to know as soon as an issue arises.  This way, our members 

have an opportunity to work with their customer to resolve any miscommunication or 

dissatisfaction as early as possible.  The Federal Communications Commission (“FCC”) 

understands the importance of collaborating with industry, which is highlighted by the statement 

on their complaint website that advises: “You should always try to resolve the problem first with 

the company whose products, services or billing are at issue.  However, if that does not succeed, 

you may file a complaint with the FCC.”18  We ask the Bureau to follow the constructive 

examples of these sister agencies to better inform consumers and promote a swift resolution.  

 

CFPB Should Normalize Cautiously and Disclose Conspicuously 

 

I. Normalization Overview 

 

According to the RFI, normalization is the process of transforming “’raw’ data so that 

they may be compared in meaningful ways”19 with the goal of increasing the usability of the data 

so “different users can share and make use of the data because they have a common 

understanding of its meaning.”20  As we continue to stress the importance of verification and 

disclosure, we appreciate the opportunity to comment on normalization.  Specifically, we address 

the challenges surrounding normalization, ask the CFPB to conduct a thorough study analyzing 

how best to normalize, offer suggestions for final normalization procedures, and stress the 

importance of informed disclosure. 

 

II. The CFPB Must Conduct a Detailed Study on How to Best Normalize 

The CFPB Research and Markets division has previously produced detailed studies on a 

wide range of topics, including arbitration and debt collection. We suggest this division 

collaborate with industry research groups who are already engaging in normalization to establish 

a formal, quantifiable process.  Currently, market research groups are normalizing data with 

public metrics – not proprietary information from the institutions.  We ask to Bureau to follow 

that practice and not demand institutions produce additional information, some of which is 

proprietary.  By using proprietary information for a basis for normalization, the previously 

private information would be inadvertently thrust into the public sphere and resulting in 

unexpected additional costs.   

 

III. Guidelines for Normalization Process  

After the CFPB conducts a comprehensive and informed normalization analysis, we 

recommend the final process divides complaints by product (not sub-product) and subsequently 

compares institutions by the most demonstrative metric as determined by the experts including, 

                                                           
18 https://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/complaints  
19 RFI at 1. 
20 RFI at 1.  

https://www.fcc.gov/encyclopedia/complaints
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but not limited to, number of accounts, transactions, or customer interactions. We note we do not 

recommend comparing by number of customers or market share.  Given the current composition 

of the Database – single product complaint – using number of customers distorts the outcome, 

casting institutions whose customers have multiple products in potentially a worse light than 

those with a single product or lower share of wallet.   By extension, this same limitation is 

applicable to market share and geography where institutions have significant presence in a 

market or in a geographic region and consumers have more than one product from the institution. 

We discourage adopting normalization techniques that do not establish controls for the numerous 

challenges outlined below. There are important hurdles that must be addressed before the CFPB 

engages in normalization.  Otherwise, consumers would likely draw inappropriate conclusions 

about the Database and inaccurately believe that a difference in normalized complaint rates 

indicates a difference between banks’ quality of product design and level of customer service.   

 

IV. Challenges of Normalization  

Each CFPB study, rulemaking, or guidance potentially influences consumer behavior and 

the overall economy.  Given this regulatory power, the CFPB has the responsibility to take 

measures to ensure the information is as accurate as possible and publish thorough, informed 

disclosures to inform the public of any deficiencies.  The Bureau would expect such conduct 

from our members and the public should expect the same from their government.  

As described below, there are many challenges with normalization that must be 

considered when establishing a formal procedure.  Even with thoughtful analysis from industry 

and market experts, we assert there is no perfect way to normalize data.  For this reason, we 

advocate the Bureau publish a prominent disclosure informing the public about the inherent 

limitations in the normalization methodology.  In this age of information overload, consumers 

put their trust in regulators to provide the accurate, contextualized information to utilize when 

making decisions.  If normalization goes into effect, we ask the Bureau to honor this trust and 

disclose any issues with the methodology.  CBA and our members welcome the opportunity to 

be a resource for how to most effectively disclose.  

a. Different Business Models Impact Complaint Numbers 

Companies choose different business models based on a variety of reasons.  These 

variations enhance consumer choice and enrich the competitive marketplace.  In the 

normalization context, however, differing business models can lead to distortions and erroneous 

conclusions.  Below are specific examples where differing business models can influence the 

amount of complaints received.  

 

i. Lending strategy 
 

Some banks use business models that offer more loans to subprime borrowers. While 

subprime borrowers need these valuable services, historical data shows consumers with lower 

credits scores become delinquent with a higher frequency than those with higher credit scores. 

This may logically increase their interactions with debt collectors and, in turn, generate more 

debt collection complaints than a bank with fewer subprime borrowers.   
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ii. Debt Strategy 
 

While some banks decide to keep the debt on their books, others choose to charge off 

loans earlier.  This is purely a business decision, but it may increase complaint volume for 

institutions that have longer charge off policies because they are still trying to collect the debt. 

 

iii. Bank Products 
 

The product categories in the Database do not adequately differentiate between the 

multitude of products and services offered by different banks.  Product design elements tailored 

to different customer needs may be associated with different levels of complaints.  For instance, 

customers who file a complaint about their checking account cannot distinguish in the sub-

product categories between different types of checking accounts.  Each bank designs several 

unique types of checking accounts based on the specific needs of its own customers.  The 

differences between fee structures, transaction limits, minimum required balances, remote 

deposit policies and other product features can be the basis for significantly different complaint 

volumes.   

 

iv. Growth, Contraction, or Stability 

 

Where an institution is in its growth path may greatly impact the overall business strategy 

and complaints received.  Financial institutions make different decisions depending on whether 

an institution is trying to break into different markets, increase its presence, scale back, or remain 

constant.  These factors can have an impact on complaint volume.  

 

b. Customer Demographics Effect Complaint Volume 

 

The unique demographic makeup of a bank’s customer base within its geographic 

footprint is likely to directly impact complaint volumes at the particular bank.  Depending on 

various characteristics, customers may be more likely to utilize the Database.  For instance, 

people with regular access to broadband may be more likely to see CFPB internet 

advertisements, and thus, be more familiar with the Bureau.  This may increase the likelihood of 

them filing a complaint in the Database.  On the other hand, people who use the internet less 

frequently may be more likely to resolve the issue directly with their financial institution. 

 

Beyond geography, the different demographic makeup of a bank’s customer base is likely 

to influence complaint volume.  Naturally, customers choose and use financial products in 

different ways based on their distinctive needs.  In the context of a particular product, how a 

bank’s customers select and utilize a specific prepaid card depends on the needs of the particular 

customer.  As an example, lower income customers who use general purpose cards may tend to 

refill their cards more frequently than higher income customers, which is notable because refill 

rates may impact complaint volume.  Therefore, banks with varied customer income mixes in the 

general purpose card space may experience different complaint rates regardless of whether there 

is any difference in product design, bank policy, or customer service quality.   
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Conclusion 

 

Thomas Jefferson said it best: “An educated citizenry is a vital requisite for our survival 

as a free people.”  We firmly agree.  This is why we ask the CFPB to publish not simply data, but 

verified data to better educate consumers. Only then will the CFPB fulfill their responsibility and 

the offer a Database that helps consumers making “responsible decisions about financial 

transactions.”21   

 

We value our continued dialogue with the CFPB and look forward to being a resource as 

the Bureau makes improvements to the Database.  Please do not hesitate to contact me with any 

questions or comments at 202-552-6366 or klarson@consumerbankers.com.  

 

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

  

Kate Larson 

Regulatory Counsel 

Consumer Bankers Association 

 

 

                                                           
21 12 U.S.C. 5511(b)(1). 

mailto:klarson@consumerbankers.com

