Handling Critical Customer Complaints with Food Poisoning/Allergic reaction or Serious Injury implications.
Process for handling Customer Complaints is defined in the companies SOP including critical complaints. “Critical complaints are defined as an unsafe product that may result in injury or illness to the customer.  This includes metal or glass in the product, contamination with dangerous chemicals, undeclared allergen and food poisoning bacteria.”
Food companies must handle Critical Customer Complaints claims professionally.  A framework for investigating customer complaints & Critical Customer Complaints must be in place. 
When a customer/consumer claims to have become ill after eating your product, it may be a case of foodborne illness. The majority of foodborne illnesses and outbreaks are caused by pathogens such as Escherichia coli, Listeria monocytogenes, Salmonella, Staphylococcus aureus, and Cronobacter as well as viruses such as norovirus and astrovirus. Additional claims maybe due to an allergic reaction or serious injury due to a foreign material embedded in the product
Addressing Foodborne Illness/Allergic reactions or serious injury Allegations 
Customers/consumers may report food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury claims by calling the food processor directly, but some may also report on the company’s website or social media pages. The company shall have a lead person and a back-up to handle customer complaints.  Any allegations require immediate attention.  The designated person shall document every complaint (See Customer Complaint SOP).  Every company shall have a customer complaint form and SOP.
The next step is to gather information from the customer (or persons making the allegations). The following information shall be collected (stick to the facts):
· Customer’s name and contact details.
· Product information: Label description, code date, when & where purchased.
· When & where was the product consumed (in a dish, by itself, _____________).
· Ask if the customer consumed alone or in a group. If they consumed in a group, did any of the other members experience similar symptoms?
· Is any of the food item remaining?
· What symptoms is the customer experiencing?
· When did the customer begin experiencing symptoms?
· If symptoms have already abated, how long did the symptoms last?
· What foods did they consume before and after consuming your company’s product?
· Did the customer seek medical advice? Request a copy of the medical report, if they have seen a doctor. If they have not sought medical advice for their symptoms, then encourage them to do so.
· Ask if they have notified the local health department or any other regulatory agency.
Developing a plan to investigate a Critical Customer Complaint.
A plan for dealing with foodborne illness/allergic reaction or injury concerns may include contacting:
· The local public health department, 
· The companies legal council
· The companies insurance companies. 
· Federal agencies - FDA 
· Food Safety consultant (if needed)
· GFSI certification body due to recall (if applicable)
Procedure to effectively handle allegations of food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury:
· Remember to be empathetic and caring 
· Refrain from accepting responsibility for the food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury incident
· This recommendation is made for two reasons: 
· Accepting responsibility can be evidence if a lawsuit is filed
· The company has not yet investigated the incident 
· Assure them that the complaint is being taken seriously.
· When dealing with the allegations refrain from passing judgment on the incident. 
· Never assume or tell a customer that they acquired food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury was from somewhere else, rather than from your company’s product. 
· Furthermore, never give medical advice or agree to pay for the customer’s medical treatment. 
· Customers/Consumers may threaten to report the incident to the Health Department or file a personal injury lawsuit; in these instances, avoid becoming aggressive with the guest or engaging in an argument.     
Note: Documenting a food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury allegation is the first step in the investigation.  Fill out a Customer Complaint form with all of the relevant details. Public health/ FDA officers may seek a copy of the complaint form during an investigation. It can also be used as evidence in documentation in a lawsuit. 
Reporting food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury allegations to regulatory, health agencies and GFSI certification body in event of a recall:
· Food companies are to notify the local health authorities of the food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury incident and inform them that the accusation has been documented and an investigation is underway.  The incident, according to authorities, must be reported by the company, even if the customer has or is planning to report the incident.
· It is also necessary to notify the companies insurance company of the incident. 
· When a lawsuit is filed, an attorney can step in and handle the claim. Remember not to contact the customer after a lawsuit is filed, as this may be interpreted as witness tampering.
Note: Food poisoning/allergic reaction or injury complaints require prompt and thorough investigation.

Reference: Recall Program; Customer Complaint Program
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