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Working as a Case Handler in the DSAR (Data Subject Access Request) team at Lloyds has taught me that customer experience is more than just branch visits, app usage, or interactions with frontline staff. Much of it is done quietly behind the scenes, in parts of the organisation that customers never see.
People do not usually submit a DSAR unexpectedly. There is always something behind a DSAR — a complaint, a misunderstanding, or simply a feeling that something has not been managed appropriately.
As a result, a DSAR becomes more than simply a legal process. It's the moment when the customer asks themselves, "Can I trust you?"
How we respond makes a difference. A timely update can reassure them; a delay can leave them unsure.
This assignment examines three areas closely linked to DSAR work: how quality processes operate in practice, how customers experience an organisation during instances of uncertainty, and what hinders the building of good customer relationships.
This discussion draws on relevant theory together with observations from day-to-day DSAR practice. DSAR work combines regulation, systems and human judgement, shaping how customers experience the organisation. My aim is to share an honest, grounded picture of DSAR work and its connection to wider theories of service and quality.
 This assignment also argues that service quality in DSAR should be understood as the balance between regulatory compliance, professional judgement and caring communication, rather than compliance alone.
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2. Quality Processes in DSAR Operations
2.1 Defining Quality in Financial Services
Quality is always talked about in numbers – deadlines, accuracy rates, audit scores. They matter a lot, especially in a regulated environment such as banking.
A DSAR response isn’t just a bundle of documents; it’s a moment where a customer forms an opinion about whether the bank is being fair and transparent with them.

While the International Organisation for Standardisation (2015) offers a solid structure for upholding consistent quality and supporting continual improvement, it does not fully address the emotional side of the customer experience — something that matters greatly in DSAR work. International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO, 2015) is built around steady, predictable processes, but DSAR work rarely feels that simple. Cases vary in complexity and emotion, and that means quality cannot always be standardised in the way the model assumes.
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SERVQUAL Gap in DSAR

  Customer Expectations
        ┌───────────────────────────────┐
        │ • Fast access to data                               │
        │ • Clear explanations                                │
        │ • Full openness                                          │
        └───────────────────────────────┘
                                             ▼
        Reality of DSAR Constraints
        ┌───────────────────────────────┐
        │ • GDPR limits what can be shared    │
        │ • Redaction rules                                      │
        │ • Fragmented systems                           │
        │ • Data stored across platforms          │
        └───────────────────────────────┘
                                             ▼
        Resulting Gap
        ┌───────────────────────────────┐
        │ • Delays feel personal                             │
        │ • Confusion or suspicion                       │
        │ • Stress during waiting                            │
        └───────────────────────────────┘
Note. This diagram shows the gap between customer expectations (speed, clarity, openness) and the constraints of DSAR work (GDPR, redaction rules, fragmented systems).


SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988) talks about gaps between customer expectations and perceptions. However, SERVQUAL was developed within traditional service environments where organisations have greater control over service delivery. In DSAR operations, customer outcomes are influenced by legislation, privacy requirements, and system limitations, meaning the organisation cannot always eliminate the gap between expectation and experience.
So, quality in DSAR has several layers:

• Regulatory quality — meeting GDPR requirements
• Process quality — accuracy, consistency, correct redactions
• Communication quality — tone, clarity, fairness

All three are interconnected. Weakness in any one of them can affect how customers experience the organisation.
Quality assurance maintains standards through procedures, audits, and quality checks, while quality improvement relies on feedback and organisational learning to sharpen how things are done over time (Oakland, 2014).
Crosby (1979) defined quality as conformance to requirements rather than excellence, highlighting that preventing mistakes is more effective than correcting them afterwards. In DSAR, the way we handle disclosure and redaction really matters. When something is missed or not done quite right, it can unintentionally shake a customer’s confidence, raise compliance worries, and create rework that takes time away from helping the next person. However, Crosby’s approach assumes that all quality failures can be avoided through stronger processes.  DSAR case handling often involves professional judgement when legislation is unclear, information is incomplete or customer circumstances are complex.

Both quality assurance and continuous quality improvement are essential in DSAR operations because they support regulatory compliance while enabling ongoing organisational learning.
However, these controls assume linearity and predictability, which DSAR rarely offers.
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2.2 DSAR Operational Processes in Practice
Lloyds has a structured framework to support DSAR quality. 
This includes:
• Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)
• workflow systems
• quality assurance checks
• escalation routes
• training and knowledge articles.

Poor quality in financial services is not merely an operational problem. This becomes a conduct risk, particularly where poor communication or inconsistent decisions impact customers who may already be vulnerable. But standardisation can also seem constraining when a case is complex and calls for considered professional judgement rather than simple procedural compliance.
Some data sits in older platforms that need specialist access, and cases can involve thousands of pages. Customers often ask for things GDPR ( General Data Protection Regulation) does not allow us to provide.
As a case handler, I apply judgement, experience, informal knowledge sharing and the ability to explain decisions clearly when managing complex DSAR cases.
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2.3 Emotional Labour and Operational Complexity
Quality processes often assume staff can perform consistently, regardless of emotional load. But DSAR work is emotionally demanding.

We deal with:
• distressed customers
• angry customers
• vulnerable customers
• customers in crisis
• customers who feel the bank has failed them.

This emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983) affects quality. When staff feel supported and valued, they can deliver high-quality responses. When they feel overwhelmed, quality can slip — not because they do not care, but because emotional capacity is limited.
It also relies on giving employees the support they need to make consistent decisions, especially when they are working under emotional pressure.
[bookmark: _Toc235888586]

2.4 Continuous improvement in a real DSAR environment
Deming’s PDCA cycle (1986) is often used to describe continuous improvement. Although PDCA encourages continuous improvement, it assumes that organisational processes are sufficiently stable to allow incremental refinement. DSAR environments, however, are impacted by legislative updates, fluctuating case complexity and ongoing digital developments, making it a non‑linear process.

In DSAR, it appears like this:
• Plan: revise guidance, improve templates
• Do: high-pressure cases
• Check: QA reviews, audits, complaints 
• Act: changing processes, sharing learning. 
Continuous improvement is not always straightforward. New guidance may be confusing. DSAR is not simply about the process; it is also about staff buy-in, open sharing of knowledge, and giving people time to adjust to new ways of working. This reflects Senge’s (1990) idea of the learning organisation, where continuous enhancement relies more on companies learning together than on introducing a set of new procedures.














[bookmark: _Toc235888587]
3. Analysing Customer Experience in DSAR Contexts
3.1 Functional Experience
For some, a DSAR is just a practical step. For others, it is tied to something emotional — a complaint, a dispute, a relationship breakdown, or a moment where they felt unheard. Customers might not describe what is troubling them, yet many requests show underlying uncertainty or frustration. When we keep customers updated in a clear and timely way, it can ease much of the worry that accompanies a DSAR request.

According to Lemon and Verhoef (2016), customer experience is created by every touchpoint. This is especially true in DSAR. Our customers only see the messages we send and the tone we use. Those moments become particularly important because clear explanations and timely reassurance can shape how a customer sees the organisation. Recent research shows that people's emotions change over the course of a service journey rather than being static (Caruelle et al., 2024). That is why communication throughout the DSAR process is important.

3.2 Emotional Experience
Fairness is central to how customers judge the DSAR process. Colquitt et al. (2001) point out that people look at things like the steps taken, the way they are spoken to, the information they are given and the outcome when deciding whether something feels fair. In DSAR, the outcome is mostly shaped by GDPR, but the way we explain things can still make the whole experience feel fairer for the customer.
When we take the time to explain clearly why certain information cannot legally be shared, customers are usually more willing to accept the decision.
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DSAR Emotional Journey
Stage                                  What Happens                                  Customer Emotion

Request Sent                   Acknowledgement received        Anxiety → slight relief

Waiting Period                 Updates or silence                           Calm if updated
                                                                                                                  Rising stress if no update

Review & Redaction      Decisions explained                       Confusion / worry / acceptance
                     
Final Response                 Pack delivered                                  Trust rebuilt or reduced

Note. This diagram shows how a customer’s emotions shift throughout the DSAR journey — from the worry they feel when they first send their request, to the reassurance or frustration that can surface at the end. It shows how much tone, clarity and simple, timely updates can help steady someone who already feels unsure. 
A well-handled DSAR can rebuild trust. A poorly managed one can further damage it. That is why clarity and fairness matter so much. These quality processes directly shape how customers experience DSAR interactions, which is explored in the next section.

3.3 Customer vulnerability and engagement
Many DSAR customers are likely to be vulnerable, even if they do not tell us that directly. Others are struggling financially. Some are going through a divorce or bereavement. Some are struggling with mental health or rebuilding confidence after fraud. The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA, 2025) states that vulnerability can be caused by various individual circumstances, and companies should adjust their services and communications to help customers who may need additional support.
This is echoed in their previous advice (FCA, 2021), in which they emphasise the value of clear and considerate communication. In a DSAR context, this means slowing down to provide explanations customers can understand, using considerate language and being aware of moments when someone may need extra reassurance – especially when they are sharing sensitive details or already feeling a bit under pressure. And when we do this right, the process is fairer, more transparent and a little less overwhelming for the customer.


Grandey (2000) describes emotional labour — the effort involved in managing your own emotions while supporting someone else. DSAR work involves a significant amount of this.

3.4 The unspoken emotional contract
Most DSAR customers have an unspoken expectation: “Tell me the truth. Treat me fairly. Do not hide anything.”
When we meet that expectation, trust grows. When we fall short — even unintentionally — trust can break quickly. This emotional contract is one of the reasons DSAR work feels so important, even though it is behind the scenes.
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4. Developing and Maintaining Customer Relationships
4.1 Benefits of Strong Customer Relationships
When we take the time to answer clearly and respectfully, it helps the customer feel that their rights are recognised and taken seriously.
A well-managed DSAR can clarify misunderstandings, resolve complaints and rebuild trust.
Rarely is a DSAR about creating something new; it is usually about repairing trust that has already been broken. DSAR services are often used by customers who are uncertain, worried or disappointed.
Cénophat et al. (2024) argue that customer relationship vulnerability influences how customers perceive and respond to service recovery efforts. DSAR customers are often very unsure, and even small communication gaps can seem bigger than they should. It is a reminder that restoring confidence is not about loyalty or long-term engagement – it is about helping someone feel informed, treated fairly and emotionally stable. Here “good” means something else. It is about being clear, calm and reassuring when someone does not know what is happening. For instance, if a customer is confused about the need to redact third-party information, a simple, straightforward explanation can alleviate their concerns and prevent the problem from escalating.

4.2 Challenges in Maintaining Customer Relationships
At the same time, DSAR work comes with challenges. We often meet customers at a difficult moment. Customers often arrive already feeling upset or suspicious and may expect information or answers that GDPR does not permit us to provide.
We also face very real practical pressures — busy workloads, strict deadlines, systems that do not always integrate, and emotionally heavy cases. All of this makes it harder to build positive relationships with customers, even when we are doing our best. And there’s always that ongoing balance between being empathetic and staying within the legal boundaries we must respect.

CRM theory and the strategic framework of Payne and Frow (2005) assume that organisations can develop stronger relationships through integrating customer information and establishing consistent communication across touchpoints. But DSAR work highlights a limitation of this assumption. DSAR customers are not looking for continued engagement or relationship building; they want clarity, closure, and reassurance in a moment of uncertainty. That is to say, the usual CRM goals – loyalty, retention, long-term value – do not really apply. The relationship is situational, emotionally charged, and defined more by fairness and transparency than by continuity.
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4.3 Emotional labour of staff and staff wellbeing
DSAR work is emotional labour work. When information is unclear, it should be clarified promptly. It can be exhausting over time to support others and manage our own reactions. This kind of emotional labour is associated with burnout, especially in jobs that involve handling distress or conflict (Brotheridge and Grandey, 2002). DSAR does exactly that. That is why wellbeing support is so important. When staff are supported, they are much better placed to support customers too.
DSAR case handlers are not front-line staff in the traditional sense. However, recent research in the banking sector has suggested that real emotional engagement can influence customers’ perception of service quality (Cheng & Zhao, 2025). This demonstrates the need to help case handlers communicate clearly, calmly and compassionately.
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5.1 Strengths of Existing DSAR Processes
Lloyds has strong governance around DSAR. Clear instructions, standard training materials, escalation procedures and quality checks serve to assure consistency and compliance in the work. These controls provide a reduction in variability of decision-making and assist in ensuring legal responsibilities are understood consistently across difficult circumstances. The culture also places a strong emphasis on fairness and transparency, which aligns naturally with the kind of work we do in DSAR.
Another strength is the people doing the work. Case handlers develop strong analytical skills, good judgement, and emotional awareness.
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5.2 Operational Difficulties
Staff are working responsibly and within GDPR parameters, but customers often perceive delays as avoidance or a lack of transparency. It shows how operational complexity can, inadvertently, undermine trust – particularly when someone is already feeling uncertain. Customer data often lives across a mix of systems, and they do not always connect seamlessly. That means it might take a little longer to get information, and there is more risk of missing something.
I know from experience that technical accuracy alone does not make for a positive customer experience – how we communicate is equally important. Earlier in my career, my focus was mainly on compliance. Still, over the years I’ve learned that customers often judge the process as much by candid communication and empathy as by the final disclosure.
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5.3 Theoretical Limitations
Trends suggest that traditional customer experience theories are becoming less effective at explaining DSAR practice because customer expectations continue to evolve faster than organisational systems and regulatory processes. Customers now tend to want quicker, more uncomplicated communication; at the same time, regulators are leaning more heavily toward fairness and support for vulnerable people. Digital transformation increases the volume of personal data organisations hold. Overall, these shifts underline why DSAR processes need to strike a balance between regulatory compliance and these growing customer expectations.

While this analysis highlights how emotionally demanding DSAR work can be, it may not fully capture how digital automation is beginning to shape the future of the process — quietly changing what case handlers do, how information is retrieved, and how customers experience the service.
DSAR operations are continually adapting to digital change, which is often introduced in the hope of making things faster and smoother, but can also create new problems. Some tools help us locate information more quickly, but we still must verify carefully because they do not always capture everything we need. System updates take time to settle in, and for people to get used to them. Customers sometimes want instant results just because the process is more “digital” than it was. It shows that technology does not automatically improve quality - it just shifts the balance between speed, judgement and people's expectations.

5.4 Challenging the theories.
SERVQUAL helps explain how customers judge service quality, but DSAR shows where the model struggles. SERVQUAL assumes stable customer expectations and clearly defined boundaries to the service. The “service” is not entirely up to us either, as we are bound by legal restrictions, redaction policies, and system limitations on what we can provide. This creates a gap between what SERVQUAL predicts will happen and what DSAR staff can accomplish in practice. Relationship marketing usually leans on the idea that customers prefer closeness, yet for DSAR, customers typically do not want more “togetherness”; they want more clarity and closure.

Traditional quality models also tend to assume steady, predictable workloads, but DSAR work is anything but predictable. Workloads can shift quickly depending on case complexity, the systems involved, and customers' circumstances. The role can be emotionally demanding, and the theories don't always reflect what it feels like in practice.
The theories remain valuable, but they need to be adjusted to fit the reality of DSAR — a space where legal boundaries, customer emotion and operational pressure all meet at the same time.
While this assessment highlights several weaknesses, it is based on current DSAR practice, which continues to evolve as digital tools mature.
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6. Applying Service Quality Theory to DSAR Practice
6.1 Applying SERVQUAL to DSAR Operations

In practice, these SERVQUAL dimensions are not abstract concepts but appear in everyday DSAR interactions.
Reliability is about meeting deadlines and ensuring the information is accurate, so customers feel they can trust the entire process.
Responsiveness is about quick updates when people are waiting and don’t know what’s happening next.
Assurance is about communicating with a tone that sounds clear and confident.
Empathy is recognising the customer’s emotions and responding with calm respect.
In DSAR, Tangibles appear in the structure and presentation of the response pack, and how accessible it feels to the customer.
And while SERVQUAL helps us understand how customers judge service quality, the Kano Model (Kano et al., 1984) offers a different perspective by distinguishing basic needs from factors that can genuinely elevate satisfaction.
GDPR deadlines and keeping personal data secure are ‘must-be’ requirements in DSAR.  In contrast, performance attributes such as taking initiative, providing updates, offering plain-English explanations, and empathetic communication are beneficial to the customer experience. DSAR is a compliance-driven service with little room to exceed expectations; however, small moments of transparency and reassurance can still shape customers’ feelings about the organisation.
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Figure 3

Fragmented DSAR Systems
     ┌──────────────┐   ┌──────────────┐   ┌──────────────┐
     │ Platform A           │   │ Platform B            │   │ Platform C           │
     │ (modern)             │   │ (legacy)                  │   │ (restricted)          │
     └──────┬  ─────┘   └──────┬──────┘   └──────┬──────┘
                        │                                       │                                        │
                        └──────────┬────────────────┬───┘
                                                   ▼                                                 ▼
                                          Case Handler → Manual cross‑checking
                                                   				 ▼
                                          Risk of delay/errors / missed data

Note. This diagram shows how customer data is spread across several platforms, including older and restricted-access systems. It illustrates how fragmentation can slow work, increase emotional pressure on staff, and lead to delays that customers may perceive as avoidance or a lack of transparency.

Fragmented systems touch every part of the work — speed, accuracy, and consistency. When information is spread across different platforms, especially older or harder‑to‑reach ones, the process slows down and the risk of something being overlooked increases. Customers do not see any of this behind the scenes, so delays can be unsettling, even when they are caused by system constraints. 
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6.3 CRM and joined-up customer experience.
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) thinking also closely matches with DSAR work. Payne and Frow (2005) describe CRM as a way of bringing together customer information so organisations can communicate more clearly and consistently.
When the systems work together, things feel more seamless for customers. And while CRM theory focuses on building long‑term relationships, DSAR customers are usually looking for something different — clarity, closure and reassurance rather than ongoing engagement. Therefore, CRM principles remain relevant but require adaptation to reflect the legal constraints and emotional context of DSAR work (Payne & Frow, 2005).
Therefore, even if it can’t deliver the long-term relationship goals of traditional CRM, better system integration could improve the customer experience.


6.4 DSAR as a “moment of truth”
Grönroos (2007) describes a "moment of truth" as an interaction that shapes how a customer sees an organisation. That fits DSAR well. By the time most customers come to us, something has usually gone wrong, or they are looking for answers. That means the way we manage the request can have a much bigger impact than a routine customer service interaction. A single update, delay, or explanation can change how fair and transparent the bank seems to a customer. This makes DSAR a high-stakes touchpoint where the organisation’s values are evaluated in real time. Unlike routine service interactions, DSAR moments of truth are not about delighting the customer but about restoring stability, trust, and clarity. When properly supported, they can rebuild relationships. When they are not, this can reinforce the frustration or suspicion that was already there.
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7. Ethics and DSAR Communication
All DSARs require careful judgement. Ethical decision-making is not about following the law – it’s about making judgements transparently, so customers feel they are being treated fairly and with respect. The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO, 2025) also reminds organisations to clearly keep people informed throughout the entire data subject access process. But the ethical clarity is not only about legal accuracy but also about how the choices are communicated. Their advice is that transparency is not just a legal obligation but a communication obligation - one of clarity, openness, and language readily understandable to customers. Customers are entitled to receive their own information but also need communication that makes them feel part of the process.
However, this must be balanced against the privacy of any other individuals whose data may be in the records.
If someone's already upset, then even small things like redactions or delays can seem a lot bigger than they are. 
Our ethics also tell us how we should speak to customers. When customers are upset or overwhelmed, they really need someone who will listen, break things down clearly, and treat them with respect. The actual response we send can be as important as the way we communicate it.
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8. Organisational Learning and Improvement
Complaints indicate where processes need work. There are genuine opportunities to improve system integration, simplify templates and strengthen training around vulnerability and communication.
Senge (1990) says that learning organisations continually reflect on what happens and then draw on shared learning to improve future performance.
Organisational learning also depends on capturing lessons from quality assurance reviews, complaints, and customer feedback, rather than viewing them as isolated events. Common themes in DSAR work generally indicate where instruction may be clearer, processes improved, and consistency strengthened.
When teams share what they have learned, it reduces repeated errors, strengthens professional judgement, and helps everyone keep improving the service and the customer experience.
A learning culture develops when people feel safe asking questions and discussing concerns. When that is in place, both the quality of the service and people’s well-being are strengthened.
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In this assignment, I have examined the relationship among quality, customer experience, and customer relationships in DSAR work. What is most interesting is that a human-centred approach really helps everyone involved. When processes are clear and consistent, trust begins to happen naturally. And staff who feel supported are better able to cope with the emotional demands of the role.

When organisations learn from complaints, feedback and lived experience, the DSAR process becomes stronger over time.  This analysis shows that DSAR quality goes far beyond basic compliance, such as accuracy or meeting statutory deadlines. Real quality also lies in clear communication, appropriate support, and helping customers feel genuinely understood as the process unfolds. A customer’s experience is shaped by how regulatory requirements, professional judgement, and empathetic communication come together in those real moments of interaction. It highlights that even in tightly regulated environments, customer trust is influenced just as much by how organisations communicate as by the decisions they make.
This assignment has shown how quality processes, customer experience during uncertainty, and the challenges of building fair and transparent relationships all intersect within DSAR work.
Overall, the analysis suggests that DSAR quality feels strongest when the formal processes guide the work, but human judgement shapes how that work is experienced.
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