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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Complaint Assessment: Systematically
Inspecting, Classifying and Cost-Effectively
Processing Defects
Complaint assessment is the systematic process by which procurement and quality managers

examine, weigh and decide on further measures regarding incoming objections to deliveries or

services. It combines technical factual analysis, contractual classification and economic evaluation

into a solid basis for decision-making. In practice, it determines whether an objection is accepted as

justified, rejected or resolved jointly – and how high the resulting costs will be. For technical

procurement, it is therefore a central instrument of supplier management and cost protection.

Key facts
• Complaint assessment examines justified objections technically, contractually and economically

before measures are initiated.

• Typical assessment criteria are severity, repeat nature, attribution of root cause and monetary

damage.

• Standardised formats such as the 8D report and initial inspection via the sample approval process

(ISIR) ensure traceability.

• Costs of defective deliveries in practice often include sorting, rework, downtime and replacement

procurement costs.

• Clear warranty and liability provisions in the framework agreement – including suitable Incoterms

rules – are a prerequisite for an effective assessment.

• Complaint KPIs such as complaint rate and lead time are among the established procurement

metrics in supplier management.

Definition: Complaint Assessment
Complaint assessment refers to the structured examination and classification of an objection raised

against a supplier or service provider. The aim is to determine whether a defect exists, who caused it

and what consequences can be derived from it.

Distinction from complaint processing

The assessment is the analysis and decision-making step preceding the actual processing. Only once it

has been established that the objection is justified and has a defined severity level do measures such as

immediate blocking, sorting orders or supplier escalation follow. Without a proper assessment,

unnecessary confrontations threaten or – conversely – unreserved acceptance of third-party defect

costs.

Triggers in procurement

Typical triggers are incoming inspections with objections, defects arising from production at the
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customer, on-time delivery violations or incomplete documentation such as a missing Initial Sample

Inspection Report (ISIR). Complaints from the service and spare parts business, which may only occur

months after delivery, also require a root cause trace-back. The assessment should therefore cover both

immediately recognisable and latent defects.

Process and methods of complaint assessment
A consistent process ensures that every objection is treated equally, documented and completed on

time. The process begins with registration and ends with root cause confirmation and the charging of the

costs incurred.

Examination of validity

First, the technical facts are gathered: sample approval documents, drawing and tolerance revisions,

inspection equipment findings, photos and accompanying documents. These are compared with the

agreed specification – for industry-typical inspection assignments, also with the measurement protocols

from the sample approval process. If a deviation is found, the root cause must be determined: supplier,

own specification, transport or improper handling.

Severity and 8D logic

The assessment is frequently carried out using a graduated severity system, ranging from minor to

safety-relevant, for example. For serious cases, the 8D report method has become established,

structuring root cause analysis, immediate action and permanent correction across eight disciplines.

Smaller objections can be handled using simplified short forms in order to keep the effort proportionate

to the risk.

Contractual classification

In parallel, the contractual position must be examined: warranty periods, notification obligations and

agreed Incoterms clauses such as Incoterms FAS, Incoterms FOB, Incoterms DPU or Incoterms DDP

determine the point at which the risk passes to the supplier. For components involving intellectual

property, it must additionally be clarified whether root cause cost shares apply under an IP transfer or a

Joint Development Manufacturing (JDM) arrangement. Legal questions should always be reviewed

legally on a case-by-case basis.

Cost assessment and procurement KPIs
Every justified complaint generates measurable costs. Its systematic recording makes the assessment

not only decision-ready but also provides solid arguments for the supplier meeting and the strategic

supplier evaluation.

Recording cost types

Typically recorded in practice are: sorting and rework costs, scrap, logistics effort for replacement

deliveries, additional transport costs, production loss or downtime compensation, and internal

processing effort. Cost allocation is often done via procurement cost centre reporting so that

responsibility and impact remain traceable. For international suppliers, consistent unit and currency

master data and well-maintained vendor master data facilitate the subsequent charging.
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KPIs for supplier management

The assessed cases generate KPIs such as complaint rate per supplier, cost per complaint, lead time

from receipt to closure, and the rate of accepted objections. These values feed into a supplier scorecard

and complement the supplier audit score from system and process audits. Those who link complaint

data with results from supplier launch management recognise early whether process weaknesses at a

new supplier are structural in nature.

Risks and controls in complaint assessment
Faulty or incomplete assessments cause follow-up costs and jeopardise the evidentiary position. Proven

controls significantly reduce this risk.

Typical sources of error

Common weaknesses are incomplete documentation, missed notification deadlines, missing root cause

analysis and emotional rather than fact-based communication. Excessive goodwill towards strategically

important suppliers also distorts the KPIs and weakens the negotiating position. Conversely, an

excessive complaint practice can strain cooperation and lead to unjustified price discussions.

Control and escalation mechanisms

Effective controls include defined responsibilities with the four-eyes principle, deadline monitoring for

supplier responses and a clearly regulated supplier escalation with graduated levels, from written

demand to evidence audit or sample stop. A supplier meeting at managing director level is as proven an

instrument for repeat defects as linking the complaint history to the notice period of the framework

agreement. Before fixed deadlines, it should be verified that all evidence has been secured.

Current developments and digitalisation
Complaint assessment is increasingly supported digitally and integrated into larger data and

sustainability contexts.

Digital complaint portals

Many industrial customers operate supplier portals via which objections are opened digitally, documents

are shared and 8D statuses can be accessed in real time. This shortens lead times and creates

transparency for both sides. Artificial intelligence is being trialled to classify failure patterns and identify

recurring patterns across product families; however, the final technical assessment remains the

responsibility of experienced engineers.

Sustainability and compliance relevance

Complaints can also point to serious process or compliance deficiencies at the supplier. Violations

indicating missing processes should be interlinked with sustainability monitoring – for example

alongside the child labour risk assessment or an EcoVadis rating. In addition, a defined procurement

guideline can stipulate how consistently quality and compliance violations are pursued, thereby

harmonising expectations internally and externally.

Typical metrics
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Complaint rate per supplier: often < 1–2 % of delivery items
Industry-dependent; monitor the trend over 12 months

Objection acceptance rate: typically > 90 %
Low values indicate weaknesses in wording or documentation

Complaint lead time: typically 10–30 working days to closure
Critical cases with an 8D report tend to take longer

Repeat defect rate: < 5 %
Measures the effectiveness of corrective actions at the supplier

Practical example
A medium-sized mechanical engineering company receives a series of housing parts from a supplier,

some of which show a bore outside tolerance at incoming inspection. The complaint assessment shows:

the deviation is reproducible, the root cause lies with the supplier, and the restriction is safety-relevant

because the component is used in a pressure application.

• Immediate blocking of the affected stock, including a dock-to-stock block in the ERP, so that no part

enters production unnoticed.

• Opening of an 8D report via the supplier portal with a deadline for the immediate action and root

cause analysis.

• Cost recording of sorting and downtime costs in procurement cost centre reporting and, as a second

step, initiation of a supplier escalation.

• Linking of the case to the supplier scorecard and the next supplier meeting, including a review of the

supplier audit score and the notice period in the framework agreement.

Conclusion
Complaint assessment is far more than a formality in the complaint process: it determines the validity,

root cause and economic weight of an objection and thereby lays the foundation for all follow-up actions.

With clear criteria, standardised formats such as the 8D report and proper documentation, it secures the

legal and economic position of procurement. Those who systematically feed the results into

procurement KPIs and supplier evaluations turn individual cases into sustainable supplier management.

Well-maintained master data, clear contract terms and trained staff are just as important as digitalisation

initiatives. This turns complaint assessment from a loss event into a control instrument for procurement

quality.

Frequently asked questions

What belongs in a complaint assessment?

A complete complaint assessment includes the technical inspection of the objection against the

specification and inspection findings, the root cause analysis, the classification of the severity level, and

the recording of the costs incurred. This is supplemented by the contractual classification of warranty,

notice periods (Mängelrüge deadlines) and delivery terms, as well as the determination of further

measures. Everything should be documented in writing and in an audit-proof manner.

How quickly must a goods defect be notified to the supplier?

The deadlines are governed by the respective contract and the applicable law; in the B2B sector, very
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short deadlines are common, sometimes just days from knowledge of the defect. In practice, it has

proven effective to give written notice of obvious defects immediately after detection and of hidden

defects immediately after discovery. Concrete deadlines should be fixed contractually and reviewed

legally on a case-by-case basis.

Which costs can the buyer assert against the supplier?

Typically these include sorting, rework and scrap costs, additional effort for replacement procurement

and increased transport costs, and in limited cases downtime or production loss costs. The prerequisite

is clean evidence management covering hours, material and logistics records. The scope of

reimbursable costs depends on the contractual agreement and should be reviewed legally on a

case-by-case basis.

What is an 8D report in complaint management?

The 8D report is a standardised eight-step format for systematic problem solving: from the problem

description through immediate containment actions, root cause and failure sequence analysis to

corrective actions and verification of their effectiveness. It originated in the automotive industry and is

now widespread across industries. For buyers, it provides traceability and a solid basis for escalations.

When is a complaint assessment complete?

The assessment is complete when validity, root cause, severity and costs have been established and

the decision on measures has been documented. The overall process only ends with the effectiveness

confirmation of the corrective actions and the charging of the costs. Only then should the case be

systematically closed and included in the supplier evaluation.

How does complaint assessment differ for services?

With services, the technical goods inspection does not apply; instead, agreed performance

characteristics, milestones and quality standards are used as the benchmark. The root cause analysis

relies on project documentation, acceptances and communication records. The same principles apply

here as well: documentation, meeting deadlines and the economic assessment of additional or reduced

effort.


