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Drinking Water Consumer 
Complaints

PURPOSE
1. Learn the importance to monitor our consumers complaints.
2. Improve consumer complaint handling procedures.
3. Reprioritize tasks to address consumer complaint handling system 

upgrades outlined.
4. Discus how to conduct on-site visits, determining the laboratory 

analysis tests should be conducted, and what appropriate follow-up 
investigation actions need to be taken.

5. Communication approach when speaking with consumers.
6. Educate consumers about aesthetic problems and more.
7. Contaminated drinking water on our system could adversely impact 

the health of our population and widespread illness and fatalities. 
Could also generate a great attention for the media.

8. Drinking water consumer complaints should be an integral part of a 
drinking water monitoring program.



Consumers can complain by:

• Phone.
• Email .
• Writing.
• Or media



What is a Complaint

An expression of 
dissatisfaction 

made to an 
organization, 
related to its 
services or 
products





Priority # 1

• Provide 
clean, safe 
drinking 
water to our 
customers



Handling complaints effectively
• What is the problem.
• You most to handle your emotions.
• Listen. 
• Apology offer help.
• Take ownership.
• Clarify.
• Solve the problem.
• Follow the problem.
• Exceed expectations.



STOP Technique

Know yourself
Take control of yourself

Do the opposite of your filings
Practice

I am sorry to hear about that 
Tell me what happened so I can help you



The Customer is not 
always right but……

The customer is 
always the customer
And this means 
simply that solving 
the problem is often 
more important than 
who is right 



Difficult Customers
• Angry
• Nasty
• Demanding
• Critical 
• Non-stop talker
• Indecisive Sarcastic
• Intoxicated
• Argumentative



How do I Deal with These People

Approach them 
professionally and not 

personally



Drinking water consumers are the
untapped surveillance resource.

• Unfortunately, consumer 
complaints have not been 
effectively handled

• No official standing operating 
procedures response, 
investigation, or documentation.

• Never received systematic 
guidance on handling complaints 
from any drinking water 
organization.



Value of consumer complaints
Consumers of drinking water are the most value resource. 
They can detect changes in water:

Temperature, clarity, color, taste, odor, chlorine residual, 
salinity, hardness, dissolved solid concentration, and
mineral concentration 

consumers have demonstrated that their sense of smell is 
comparable to highly expensive analytical instruments. 
Consumers have detected some chemicals at
nanogram per liter levels (ng/L)



To improve drinking water 
complaints

• Some States, such as California, require records of 
consumer complaints be maintained.

• Designate one responsible for all complaints and improve 
any consumer complaint handling procedures.

• Record and store all complaint information in one electronic 
database (preferable) or one paper log file.

• Display data visually on distribution system maps.
• Use this technical guide when conducting on-site visits, 

when determining what drinking water-related laboratory 
analysis tests should be conducted, and what appropriate 
follow-up investigation actions need to be taken.

• Educate consumers about aesthetic problems.



Most Common Complaints
Consumers frequently judge water quality 

based on their perceptions of taste,
smell, vision, and touch.

Some noticeable water quality problems 
present a health risk to consumers while

others may only affect the aesthetic water 
quality.



Complaint
Response and Tracking

• Supervisory personnel from the water system 
operation and maintenance should oversee the 
complaint handling system.

• A single point-of-contact for the installation 
should be established.

• Consumer Education.
• Established Procedures.
• Complaint Database.



Established Procedures.

• Consistent and effective procedures for handling 
complaints should be used at any water system.

• Procedures should be adopted at the water 
system for receiving a complaint, conducting a 
field investigation, requesting minimum laboratory 
analyses, and coordinating follow-up actions.

• This information will be helpful to investigators 
when responding to future complaints and in 
identifying any chronic water quality problems 
such as locations of low chlorine residual 
concentrations in the distribution system.



Chain of Custody



Laboratory Analyses data Sheet



Minimum for investigation :

• Water sample chain-of-custody form (required).
• Sample bottle cooler (required).
• One notepad (required).
• A waterproof marker and pen (required).
• 1.0-liter bottles with caps and labels (required).
• Two coliform bottle and labels (Total coliform / 

E. coli)
• A disinfectant residual test kit (required).
• Temperature on degrees Celsius (required).
• pH (required).
• Turbidity (required).
• Conductivity meter (preferable).



Events 
that can 
affect 
water 
quality 
include:

• Startup or shutdown of treatment 
processes.

• Changes in treatment processes.
• Water main breaks.
• Fire fighting activities.
• Distribution system flushing 

activities.
• Storage tank activity like painting.
• Construction near waterlines.



Public notification before implementing any work 
with regular updates after implementation.

• Water treatment process 
modification.

• Distribution system flushing.
• Increased chlorine residual 

concentration.
• Replacement of transmission lines.



Water Quality Investigation Form



Consumer Complaints Logbook



0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

COMPLAINTS REPORTED 2019

Monthly Complaints 2019



0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

COMPLAINTS REPORTED 2018

Monthly Complaints 2018



Sum of No. of Complaints 
reported by Customers 2018
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Documentation

All water system complaints, causes, 
investigations, and resolution actions 

should be
documented at the installation.



COMPLAINTS 
REPORTED 

(WRITTEN OR 
VERBAL).      

2018



Ingestion Symptoms and Odor Attributes of Water Containing
Some Pesticides, Herbicides, and Fungicides



Ingestion Symptoms of Water Containing Several 
Microbiological Contaminants





Potable water system 
responsibilities

(1) Reviewing drinking water 
laboratory data.

(2) Overseeing the distribution 
system.

(3) Responding to pipe breaks and 
consumer complaints.



Water Quality Monitoring Program
Causes and Solutions to Common

Consumer Complaints
The human senses.
Without the sense of taste, and smell, consumers would not complain 
about water quality.

Clarity and color.
Changes in clarity or color are highly valuable water quality indicators. 
These changes could indicate the presence or absence of chemicals such as 
iron, particles such as sand, and air.

Textural feeling.
Many people have reported white scale deposits in pipes, water heaters, 
and on cooking utensils. This is primarily caused by high hardness.



COMMON CONSUMER COMPLAINTS



COMMON CONSUMER COMPLAINTS



National Primary Drinking Water Regulations 
Secondary Maximum Contaminant Levels



Possible remedies for reducing 
water quality problems

• Adjusting water corrosivity conditions (that is, 
pH and alkalinity).

• Adjusting treatment process for better 
removal of particles and chemicals.

• Flushing the water main.
• Flushing the customer’s service connection.



Nitrification Issues

Nitrite/Nitrate Formation

Under the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), primary MCLs 
have been established for nitrite-N, nitrate-N, and the sum of 
nitrite-N plus nitrate-N. 
The MCLs is:

1 mg/L for nitrite-N

10 mg/L for nitrate-N

and 

10 mg/L for nitrite + nitrate (as N). 

The current nitrite and nitrate standards are measured at the 
point of entry to the distribution system so any subsequent 
elevated nitrite/nitrate levels resulting from nitrification 
within the distribution system are not identified by 
compliance monitoring.





Questions for the consumer

• What time and date was the anomaly first noticed?
• Can you detect the taste/odor in both hot and cold water?
• Is the problem noticed at multiple faucets?
• If there is a taste, is there an odor? What descriptor can 

you provide for the taste
• and or odor? (Earthy, musty, chlorine, astringent, or others)
• Are there particles present? (large, small or colored)
• Does the water have a color? If so, what color?
• Are water softeners, filters, or other types of treatment 

devices used at or near the tap? In the house?
• Illness-Specific Questions
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