
The long read: the anatomy of the multi-tier dispute resolution process envisioned by 
Sahamati1 

 

Sahamati seeks to ease the process of resolving issues, concerns, complaints or grievances 
considerably for each and every financial consumer interacting with the Sahamati AA 
Ecosystem with a multi-tier dispute resolution process, harnessed sequentially by a financial 
consumer: 

• An (aspirational) automated dispute resolution process 
• Internal grievance redressal mechanism within each Participant 
• Regulators’ grievance redressal process (including an appeal process if specified) 

When for any reason the regulator administered grievance redressal process is not available, 
accessible or resolution by which is unsatisfactory to the financial consumer, Sahamati 
specifies the following two mechanisms as means of resolution of issues, concerns, 
complaints or grievances: 

• Online mediation anchored by an independent ODR institution, empaneled by 
Sahamati 

• Online arbitration anchored by the independent ODR institution (when mediation is not 
agreed upon or is unsuccessful) 

Moving from one tier to the next as well as in choosing the ODR institution would be by use of 
APIs.  

In keeping with open-architecture principles, any ODR institution that meets the empanelment 
norms, is eligible to be empaneled by Sahamati and to provide the online mediation and online 
arbitration on matters referred. 

A brief outline of the multi-tiered process is as below:  

A. Automated dispute resolution 

Sahamati has stipulated that the Participants in the Sahamati AA Ecosystem, to 
institute automated dispute resolution, as far as practicable and as soon as possible. 

This takes cue and inspiration from the Reserve Bank of India’s directive on online 
dispute resolution for digital payments2 and the BCSBI - Banking Codes and Standards 
Board of India3 - which has been voluntarily embraced by many banks in providing a 
certain minimum and evolving standard of services to their customers. 

Sahamati itself would also identify and notify the types of issues and concerns that 
should be attended to by the automated dispute resolution process.  

Sahamati would also specify the mode and manner of addressing the issue or concern, 
and in appropriate cases, the amount, level or range of compensation to be paid by 
the Participant/s when a claim is determined as being validly raised.  

Sahamati could also consider crowdsourcing the possible issues or concerns that the 
financial consumers or members of public at large apprehend with the AA services, 
and attempt to have such issues or concerns tackled within the automated dispute 
resolution process.  

 
1 Written by and © Pramod Rao, 2021. Pramod is also a member of the Advisory Council of 

Sahamati, contributing to its legal and governance aspects. Views are however personal. 
2 See https://m.rbi.org.in/Scripts/BS_CircularIndexDisplay.aspx?Id=11946 
3 See http://www.bcsbi.org.in/Abt_Background.html 
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To the extent that issues, concerns or complaints can be ascertained and addressed 
in an automated manner, to the satisfaction of the financial consumer, drawing on 
information on systems of the AA, the FIPs or the FIUs, without any human intervention 
or interaction, is thought of as representing the best possible approach for resolution 
of such issues. An automated dispute resolution system would also provide speedy 
response and resolution in keeping with the digital nature of the AA Ecosystem.  

Hence issues involving factual matters capable of being ascertained as fully or partially 
correct (or not) in an automated manner could comprise one such set. Similarly, 
whether consent or authorization was duly provided (or not) by the financial consumer 
could be another. Further, as the ecosystem evolves, Sahamati would look to mining 
the anonymized issues, concerns or complaints as assessed and resolved by other 
tiers of dispute resolution, and embed the same into the automated dispute resolution 
process.  

Once the issue or concern has been established to be fully or partially correct, it would 
be notified to the financial consumer and the relevant Participant/s. In such a situation, 
the Participant/s will undertake due measures to redress the grievance or make 
payment of the specified compensation to the financial consumer.  

Rejection of the claim would also be similarly notified.  

A financial consumer who is not satisfied with the determination (say of rejection or 
partial validity) or with the resolution provided after the determination that the issue is 
valid (or prior to the automated dispute resolution process becoming operational) has 
the right to move to the second tier.  

The Participant/s are however bound by the determination and cannot appeal or 
approach the next tier. This approach is intended to engender the faith of financial 
consumers. 

B. internal grievance redress mechanism of the Participants  

As such, all the Participants in the Sahamati AA Ecosystem are governed by financial 
sector regulators, viz. the Reserve Bank of India, the Securities and Exchange Board 
of India, the Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India, and the 
Pension Funds Regulatory and Development Authority.  

Accordingly, all the Participants are required to follow the norms as laid down by their 
respective regulators, if any and as applicable, to the role, responsibilities and duties, 
including for addressing any issues, concerns, complaints or grievances as raised by 
financial consumers. 

RBI, for instance, mandates an internal grievance redressal process by entities it 
regulates.  

Even if there is no specific regulatory requirement for an internal grievance redress, 
Sahamati nonetheless requires the Participants within its AA Ecosystem to establish 
and make available the internal grievance redressal mechanism to the financial 
consumers. 

In respect of the internal grievance redressal, the officials within the Participants who 
are responsible could have different destinations and titles including: Nodal officers, 
Internal grievance redressal officer or internal ombudsman. 

Such internal grievance redressal process operates keeping customer interest as 
paramount, and conducts independent assessment of the issues, concerns, 
complaints or grievances raised, and also assessment of whether or not the Participant 
is at fault.  



A financial consumer who is not satisfied with the determination by the internal 
grievance redressal process or with the resolution provided has the right to move to 
the third tier.  

Usually, the Participant is however bound by the determination of the internal 
grievance redressal system, and cannot appeal or approach the next tier.  

C. Regulators’ redressal process  

 
Usually, when an internal grievance redressal process has been mandated for a 
regulated entity, the regulator could. also specify its own redressal mechanism if the 
financial consumer is unsatisfied with the determination made by such internal 
process. For instance, RBI operates an Ombudsman mechanism for consumers of 
banks, and of NBFCs of a certain size. 

 
The process is consumer focused and simple to approach. Such a framework is usually 
staffed by experienced professionals who understand the nature of business activities 
and likely operational or other issues that can arise. They perform an independent 
assessment of the issue, concern, complaint or grievances, after considering the 
submissions of the financial consumer and of the entity.  

 
The determination at times reflects the regulatory objectives. As with, other tiers 
described earlier, the regulated entity cannot prefer an appeal, or can do so in very 
limited circumstances. 

 
The financial consumer can however appeal if is unsatisfied with the determination 
made by the regulator’s redressal process. For instance, under the RBI Ombudsman 
scheme, the appeal can be preferred to the Deputy Governor.  

 
Briefly, the four financial sector regulators have the following mechanisms4: 

o RBI Ombudsman  
o SEBI SCORES 
o IRDAI Grievance Redressal Cell 
o PFRDA Grievance Redressal Cell 

 

 
D. Online dispute resolution system  

 
Recognizing that there can be situations or circumstances when: 

• a regulatory administered grievance redressal process (and accordingly, 
appeal process) is not available to a financial consumer, or the financial 
consumer chooses not to utilize such grievance redressal process, or  

• a regulators5 redressal process may only deal with issues or grievances arising 
from entities within the ambit of such a regulator, and may demur or be 

 
4 For RBI instituted complaints management portal, see here: 

https://cms.rbi.org.in/cms/IndexPage.aspx?aspxerrorpath=/cms/cms/indexpage.aspx;  
For SEBI, see here https://www.amfiindia.com/investor-corner/online-center/SEBI-Score.html;  
For IRDAI, see 
here:  https://www.irdai.gov.in/ADMINCMS/cms/NormalData_Layout.aspx?page=PageNo225&mid=1
4.2 and for PFRDA, see here: https://www.pfrda.org.in/index1.cshtml?lsid=177 
5 See https://disputeresolution.online and the draft report of Niti Aayog Expert Committee on ODR: 

https://www.thehinducentre.com/publications/policy-watch/article34777275.ece/binary/Draft-ODR-
Report-NITI-Aayog-Committee.pdf 
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debarred from entertaining issues against entities regulated by other regulators 
or even face contest by the entities outside such ambit. 

Sahamati has envisaged harnessing the power of ODR - online dispute resolution - 
process, in such situations and circumstances.  

ODR represents a techno-legal framework which harnesses the power of alternative 
dispute resolution (mediation, conciliation, and/or arbitration) combined with 
technology which enables voice or video communication among the disputing parties 
and neutrals (mediators, conciliators or arbitrators), administered by independent ODR 
institutions.  

ODR processes are completely within the current legal framework, and have also 
received recognition from policy makers and higher judiciary6. In many states, even 
the Legal Services Authorities have conducted Online Lok Adalat harnessing such 
platforms. 

Accordingly, one tier of ODR is Online Mediation: 

Online Mediation (or conciliation) has been stipulated, which brings together 
the financial consumer and the relevant Participant/s. There is however a 
choice (in keeping with the law) for the parties not to undertake mediation or 
conciliation.  

If the parties agree to undertake mediation or conciliation, in terms of 
Sahamati’s approach, the financial consumer would select an ODR institution 
from the various ODR institutions empaneled by Sahamati, harnessing APIs to 
do so. This choice is binding on the Participant/s.  

The ODR institution in turn identifies the neutral - mediator or conciliator - who 
would help the disputing parties arrive at a mutually acceptable resolution. The 
discussions among the parties would occur via voice and/or video platform 
provided by the ODR institution.  

In the event that mediation or conciliation is unsuccessful, or was not agreed 
to by any one of the parties, then it leads to the fourth and final tier. 

Accordingly, the second tier of ODR is Online Arbitration: 

Online arbitration has been stipulated, which governs the financial consumer 
and the Participants. This tier also serves to provide finality for dispute 
resolution. 

Accordingly, when mediation or conciliation is unsuccessful, or was not agreed 
to by any of the parties, the financial consumer chooses an ODR institution 
from the various ODR institutions empaneled by Sahamati, as already chosen 
for mediation via APIs. The choice is binding on the Participants. The ODR 
institution in turn identifies the neutral - arbitrator - who would decide the matter. 
Such a decision is arrived at after online hearing (via voice and/or video) of the 
disputing parties or after evaluation of their written submissions. The 
arbitrator’s decision is binding upon all the parties viz., the financial consumer 
and the Participant/s.  

In terms of the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996, there are very limited 
grounds for appeal of the decision of an arbitrator - this would serve to provide 

 
6 See https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1710646, 

https://www.barandbench.com/news/odr-has-the-potential-to-disentangle-the-justice-delivery-
mechanism-justice-dy-chandrachud and https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1630080 
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finality for the parties as well, and stem the flow of cases to an already 
overburdened judiciary plagued with inordinate delays. 

In keeping with its ambition to nurture the AA ecosystem, and provide comfort and 
confidence to the financial consumers, Sahamati has (at present) chosen to bear the 
costs of ODR. It also, vide its empanelment norms, requires that the ODR institutions 
undertake the online mediation or conciliation and online arbitration process in time 
bound manner.  

For more on Sahamati’s own description of the dispute resolution process, see here. 

 

https://sahamati.org.in/odr/

