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Purpose — The paper explores the nature of complaintfeatisn. It examines how contact
employees should behave and which qualities theyldipossess. The study also aims to explore
the comparability of results obtained from two laddg methods as the alternative techniques
may lead to different sets of attributes.

Design/methodology/appr oach — An exploratory study using the means-end appread two
laddering techniques (personal interviews and quastires) was conducted.

Findings —While the personal interviews produced more deptinderstanding, the results of
the two laddering methods are broadly similar. fdgearch indicates that being taken seriously
in the complaint encounter and the employee’srigstgskills and competence are particularly
important.

Resear ch limitations/implications — Due to the exploratory nature of the study dredsicope
and size of its student sample, the results outlare tentative in nature.

Practical implications — If companies know what customers expect, comagioyees may be
trained to adapt their behavior to their customarglerlying expectations, which should have a
positive impact on customer satisfaction. For fugpose, the paper gives suggestions to
managers to improve active complaint management.

Originality/value — The study was the first to successfully appéy/rreans-end approach and
two laddering techniques to the issue of complsatisfaction. The paper has hopefully opened
up an area of research and methodology that cealn considerable further benefits for
researchers interested in the area of customerlaegrhpatisfaction.

Keywords — Complaint satisfaction, Means-end approach, eedd technique
Paper type — Research paper



Developing a Deeper Understanding of the AttributeBffective Customer Contact Employees

in Personal Complaint Handling Encounters

I ntroduction

Complaining customers effectively give a comparsecond chance; if complaints are dealt
with effectively the company should be able to kez@nd even enhance the relationship. Many
companies, however, still appear to regard cust@m@plaints as an unpleasant waste of time
and money with barriers installed such that sonstocners believe they have no right to
complain. Naylor (2003) estimates that fewer th@mpé&rcent of complainants receive a reply
from the company and those that do often view tigamization’s response as unsatisfactory.
Similarly, Andreassen (2001) reports that only 30 percenbwfptaining customers are happy
with the company’s complaint handling efforts.

Dissatisfaction with complaint handling is an nm@tional phenomenon. Lewis and
McCann’s (2004) study of service failure and recgyue the UK hotel industry reveals that only
just over half of respondents classified themseagesatisfied or very satisfied with the service
recovery process. Holloway and Beatty (2003) reftat the majority of respondents in their two
studies on service failure in online retailing e tUS felt injustice following the company’s
recovery efforts.

In an increasingly service oriented world econoong might be surprised by this apparent
disregard of customer complaints, especially winenseriousness of customer dissatisfaction for
companies in the short and long term is considebBegappointed customers may switch to
competitors (Homburg and First, 2005) and are \likel engage in negative word-of-mouth
(Blodgett et al, 1995). If companies seriously wish to establisiiccessful long-term

relationships with their customers they need tdadattee negative consequences of dissatisfaction



and the high costs of acquiring new customers (elaal, 1990). Importantly Dhar and Glazer
(2003) point out that repeat purchases by estaaigtustomers usually require up to 90% less
marketing expenditure than do purchases by fingt tbuyers.

This paper investigates the nature of complams$fs&tion and in particular what qualities
and behaviors affect customers during the persmraplaint handling encounter. We begin by
reviewing the literature on complaint satisfactaord the role of the contact employee in the
complaint encounter. We then describe a studyubed the means-end approach and two
laddering techniques to develop a deeper undelisigodthe attributes of effective customer
contact employees preferred by complaining custentexddering is a semi-standardized
qualitative technique that allows researchers tmuear constructs that underlie customers’ desire
expectations. The paper concludes with a discugsgitime nature of the constructs and the

implications that these findings have for managedraed further research in this area.

The nature of complaint satisfaction

By voicing their concerns, customers show theyséteinterested in continuing the
relationship. The company has an opportunity teestiie problem such that costs (like negative
word-of-mouth, switching to other service providarsl causing lost turnover), can be prevented
or at least minimized (Stauss, 1999). Indeed, rebdandings reveal that complaint satisfaction
can prevent customers from switching to other mters, inhibit negative word-of-mouth
communication and even encourage customers to enggpsitive communication about the
company (Hennig-Thurau, 1999; Stauss, 19%8¢ndling complaints effectively should turn
dissatisfied customers into satisfied ones withetkgectation that they will then maintain their
relationship with the company (Boshoff and Alle@pR) and buy from the same supplier again

(Stauss 2002).



Complaint satisfaction can be defined as “thes&attion of a complainant with a company’s
response to her/his complaint” (Stauss, 2002, #). Harasuramaet al’s (1985) expectations-
disconfirmation paradigm provides a useful analtmgynderstand the subjective evaluation
process of complaint satisfaction as customersowithpare their expectations concerning the
company’s complaint handling activities with thparceptions. If the complaint handling
experience exceeds expectations, customers shewdtisfied, and if it does not they will be
dissatisfied; the theory also suggests that théybeiindifferent if their perceptions equal their
expectations but one might argue that at the \aagtlthe relationship may be maintained in such

a situation.

Therole of customer contact employee behavior

Although there are many channels available throuigich to complain, often the complaint
is made in person (Brown, 2000). The underlyingiagdion of this paper is that for such
complaints, the qualities and behaviors of custarnetact employees have an impact on how
customers perceive the encounter and their evaluafithe complaint handling efforts of the
company. As skilled and trained customer contagilepees are critical players in the recovery
from failures (Bell and Luddington, 2006; BoshafideAllen, 2000; Kau and Loh, 2006;
Maxham and Netemeyer, 2003), they should also graiynportant role for creating complaint
satisfaction in face-to-face complaint handlinganters. The services literature supports this
proposition; Hartline and Ferrell (1996) for exampklieve that the behaviors and attitudes of
customer contact employees primarily determinecttstomers’ perceptions of service quality.
Other studies indicate that the human interactiement is essential to determine whether
service delivery will be deemed satisfactory (Chelral Kollias, 2000). Importantly, employees

who are competent, able and willing to solve a [@mbcan increase customers' service encounter



satisfaction (Bitneet al, 1990). Bitneet al (1994) recognize that services satisfaction tisrof
affected by the nature of the interpersonal intevadetween the customer and the contact
employee. Similarly, Van Doleet al. (2004) and Chung-Herreet al (2004) argue that for
retail companies, frontline employees operate leefloring and after a purchase as the primary
point of contact and are key to providing good sV

Companies, therefore, need to know what complgioustomers expect and how customer
contact employees can meet or exceed customertakipes to recover and strengthen the
endangered relationship with dissatisfied custoniecompanies know what customers expect,
contact employees may be trained to adapt them\ehto their customers’ underlying
expectations, which should have a positive impaatustomer satisfaction (Botscheinal,

1999).

The issue of customer expectations and in paatiiauhich qualities employees should
possess (desire expectations) is still a neglexteal (Pieterst al, 1998; Yim,et al, 2003). This
paper redresses this gap by examining desire et from a complaining customer’s point
of view. Customers can use such desire expectai®nsference standards for satisfaction
judgments (Singh and Widing, 1991) and for evahgatecovery performance of service
providers (Yimet al.,2003). In addition, desire expectations are mtakls and less dependent
on the particular service situation than other sypkeexpectations (Zeitharat al, 1993).
Therefore we contend that examining the natureesird expectations is an important
contribution to the area of complaint satisfactiwhjch is, as we discuss below, underesearched.

Despite the publication of a number of studiessiBest and Andreasen published their
pioneering work in 1977, Kirat al. (2003) still believe that current understandifigamplaint
satisfaction is limited. They maintain that thedéture on consumer complaints has

predominantly concentrated on identifying varialitest influence complaining behavior such as



the likelihood of successful redress (Singh, 1988jibution of blame (Folkes, 1984) or the
customer’s attitude toward complaining (Richins82p Mc Alister and Erffmeyer (2003) point
out that the majority of research work has focusethe characteristics of complaining
customers. In a similar vein, authors such as H@&twtl (2006), Holloway and Beatty (2003)
and McCollougret al (2000) argue that little is known about how custos evaluate recovery
efforts and what the potential limits of recovesycbnvert dissatisfied customers into satisfied
ones are. Winsted (2000) maintains that serviceigeos will only be able to deliver service
encounters that will satisfy customers if they ustind the critical contact employee behaviors
from a customer’s point of view.

As outlined above the significance of customertacnemployee performance during
complaint handling encounters should not be untieraged. Wirtz and Mattila (2004) found that
satisfaction is the main variable in service recgyacting as a mediator variable and explaining
the relationship between post-recovery behaviagdtive word-of-mouth communication and
repurchase intention) and service recovery dimassidhey suggest that further work is focused
on satisfaction as the main dependent variablenfhis work and the importance of the contact
employee in mediating for complaint satisfactidns {paper will suggest how customer contact
employees should behave and what qualities they toeereate complaint satisfaction in face-to-
face encounters.

Given the current lack of knowledge concerninganer desire expectations (Pietetsl,
1998) and the dimensional structure of complaitistsection (Stauss, 1999), an exploratory
qualitative research study was conducted. The studegd to identify the qualities and behaviors
of customer contact employees most important fetaruers during personal complaint handling
encountersThe research sought to develop a deeper undenstpofithe attributes (qualities and

behaviors) of effective customer contact employbascomplaining customers desire and to



uncover the constructs that underlie these despecatations. The research study uted
means-end approach and the semi-standardizedajivaitechnique of laddering. With laddering
researchers may reveal what Gengleal (1999, p. 175) refer to as the “reasons behiad th
reasons”. Consumer researchers should be ablsdowdir information and gain insights into the
consumers’ personal values and basic motivatioakvBwe explain how the means-end

approach is appropriate and useful in this resestaty.

M eans-end chain approach and laddering technique

Grunertet al. (2001, p. 63) describe the means-end approatmasof the most promising
developments in consumer research since the 19B@séarchers are able to examine the
consumer’s individuality in depth while still procing quantifiable results. Early work in this
area helped to resolve product-or brand positiopitodplems and to link the consumer’s product
knowledge to his/her self-knowledge (Gutman, 1988pn and Reynolds, 1983). The means-
end framework has also been applied to the donfaioresumer behavior (e.g. Bagozzi and
Dabholkar, 1994; Pieteeg al, 1995; Pieterst al, 1998), sales management (e.g. Botsa@ten
al., 1999; Deeter-Schme# al, 2002; Reynoldst al, 2001a), strategic marketing (e.g. Norton
and Reynolds, 2001; Reynolds and Rochon, 200Micesrmarketing (Grubeat al, 2006; Voss
et al, 2007), and new product development (Regpel., 2006).
In this research we suggest that the ability adramaining customer to attain his personal goals
and values (ends) depends to a certain degreesajudiiities and behaviors of customer contact
employees (means) during the personal interaction.

The means-end chain approach (Gutman, 1982; Howaw¥; Olson and Reynolds, 1983;

Young and Feigin, 1975) attempts to discover thiersameanings that consumers associate with

products, services and behaviors. The focus issacations in the consumer’s mind between



the attributes of products, services or behavitis (means”), the consequences of these
attributes for the consumer, and the personal gadubeliefs (the “ends”), which are
strengthened or satisfied by the consequencesbétits are the tangible and intangible
characteristics of a product or service. Consecegenare the reasons why a certain attribute is
important to the consumer. They are the psycho&@icphysiological results that consumers
think they can achieve by using the product oriser(Gutman, 1982). Values are the
consumers’ universal life goals and the most pextsand general consequences individuals are
striving for in their lives (Rokeach, 1973). Conseqces (mid level of abstraction) are more
relevant to the self than attributes (low levelbgtraction) and values (high level of abstraction)
are more relevant to the self than personal coresems (Olson and Reynolds, 1983). Effectively
this describes a movement at increasingly highexiseof abstraction to desired ends, reflecting
progress from the product to aspects of consumsetstoncepts (Gutman, 1997). The linkages
between attributes, consequences and values aneeyes-end chains, the mental connections
that link the different levels of knowledge (Reyu®ét al, 1995).

Two different techniques are available to researxko produce means-end chains (Botschen
and Thelen, 1998; Grunest al, 2001): The laddering interviewing technique tageljects up a
ladder of abstraction and consists of an elicitatind laddering stage (Reynolds and Gutman,
1988). Interviewers can use elicitation technigsgsh as triadic sorting, direct elicitation or free
sorting to derive preference based distinctioredat Bech-Larsen and Nielsen (1999) compared
five techniques and found that complex methoddatle time consuming and do not outperform
free sorting techniques such as direct questioantranking. The derived criteria from the
elicitation stage act as the starting point forlugering probes which should uncover the
complete means-end structure. For this, interviswgpeatedly question why an

attribute/consequence/value is important to thpaedent. The answer to this question serves as



the starting point for further questioning. Thedadng process continues until respondents give
either circular answers, are incapable or reludtaanswer further or reach the value level. The
aim of this sequence of probing questions is tatifiecognitive relationships of personal
relevance to the respondent (Gengler and Reynbd®s).

Although the majority of published studies usel@pth laddering interviews (Botschen and
Thelen, 1998)there has been some use of laddering questionr{sifa&er and Olson, 1991).
Here respondents are asked to write down up torievant attributes and then specify with up
to three reasons why a certain attribute is impoitiathem. Laddering questionnaires prevent
interviewer bias (Botschen and Hemetsberger, 18@8)no social pressure being involved and
respondents are able to decide when they wantdéhenladdering process. Botschedral.

(1999) present the major advantage of the papeipandil questionnaire over the traditional in-
depth interviewing technique as being cost-effiteata collection. It is also easier to manage

and takes less time to collect and analyze the data

The Study

The aim of the present study was to use both pthd@ddering interviews and questionnaires
to develop a deeper understanding of the attriboftesfective customer contact employees that
complaining customers desire. We wished to unctiverconstructs behind these expectations,
and to reveal the underlying benefits that compliais look for. The study also aimed to explore
the comparability of results obtained from both Inoels as the alternative techniques may lead to
different sets of attributes, which would resultte measurement of different ‘excerpts’ or parts
of the complainants’ cognitive structur@runertet al,, 2001).

The study took place at a large European uniyersétdddering questionnaires and detailed

laddering instructions were handed out to 40 sttsdeith complaining experience, aged between
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19 and 39 years (X=24.3) enrolled in a businessagament course. 28 females and 12 males
took part took part on a voluntary basis. The felltg figure presents the laddering questionnaire

that we used in our research study:

“take in Figure 1”

Personal laddering interviews were conducted withstudents with complaining experience
aged between 19 and 45 years (X=24.8) enrollechath&r business management course. Here
21 females and 19 males took part. Reynedal. (2001b) recommend that laddering studies
should include at least 20 respondents so thatvieteers can get a significant understanding of
the main attributes, consequences, and values aafupts, services or people. Coolen and
Hoekstra (2001) suggest that the number of respaader laddering interviews should not
exceed 50-60 as laddering studies should be predoety exploratory in nature with the focus
on discovering relationships and hypotheses rdtieer testing them. Across the two studies all
participants were German students with most of theing in the final year of their university
course; they could broadly be referred to as ‘nadihss’ and all had experience of complaining.
At the beginning of each interview respondentsewasked to talk about one of their
complaining experiences. The idea behind this phoee was to show respondents that the
interviewer was genuinely interested in their elg®es and to accustom them to the
complaining context. We then asked all 40 interéews: Given that a service or product failure
has occurred, what qualities should customer corgaployees possess and what behaviors
should they exhibit to create complaint satisfactiduring personal complaint handling
encounters? If respondents specified more thantdiveght attributes or characteristics, we then

asked them to rank the attributes in order of pegfee and we selected those attributes with the
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highest ratings as suggested by Reynolds and Gu{h®88) and Deeter-Schmetdt al. (2002).
This simple technique of direct questioning wasfisight to elicit salient contact employee
attributes and characteristics. For the elicitatbbrattributes, we decided not to ask respondents
to think of a specific industrial sector as we werterested in the behavior and qualities of
contact employees and Winsted (2000) discoverddltedarge majority of behaviors of service
employees are theameacross different service industries. The derivetkia were the starting
point for the laddering probes to uncover the catgpimeans-end structure.

Although several research findings indicate thetdpct or service failure severity has an
impact on service recovery/complaint handling emteu evaluations (e.g. Levesque and
McDougall, 2000; Mattila, 2001; Smitht al, 1999; Webster and Sundaram, 1998), we still
decided not to distinguish between varying levélsesvice or product failure severity. As stated,
we were particularly interested in the complaimdiang process and Wetet al. (2004, p. 139)
found that “the influence of the process of serveeovery on post-recovery satisfaction is stable
across varying levels of service failure severityfl. particular, they discovered that the
importance of interpersonal attributes such asdllieess and courtesy “is the same across both
major and minor service failures” (Weehal., 2004, p. 141). FurtheMcColloughet al. (2000)
argue that the severity of a (service) failurepecific to the context and the individual. What one
individual considers to be a low-harm failure canahigh-harm failure for another individual.
Similarly, Mattila (2001) believes that every inaiual will perceive the seriousness of a failure

differently based on both individual and situatiofa&tors.

Data analysisand results
Sequences of attributes, consequences and \(#hedadders) were coded to make

comparisons across respondents. Using the deasigpert software program LADDERMAP
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(Gengler and Reynolds, 1993) up to ten chunks @fmimg per ladder were entered with the
categorization of each phrase as an attribute eguesice or value. Then meaningful categories
were identified and grouped. The identificatiorcafegories was through phrases and key words
that respondents mentioned during the intervievasiahe questionnaires and from concepts
derived from the literature review. Following Gesigand Reynolds (1995), we combined all
codes until a manageable number of approximatehebtained.

Codes for individual means-end chains were agt¢eegand expressed in an implications
matrix which details the associations between tmsttucts. The implications matrix acts as a
bridge between the qualitative and quantitativenelats of the technique by showing the number
of times one code leads to another (Deeter-Schetelk, 2002). A graphical representation of
the aggregate chains was presented in a Hieraldlabae Map (HVM). The map consists of
nodes, which stand for the most important attriblaiensequences/values (conceptual meanings)
and lines, which represent the linkages betweegdheepts.

Two resulting HVMs detailing the hard and sottdaring are described below. They only
display associations beyond cutoff level 3, meatiag linkages had to be mentioned by at least
3 respondents to be represented. The higher theenlaut-off level, the fewere linkages and
constructs of meaning will be displayed, which ios the interpretability of the map.

However, if the cut-off level is chosen too higho tmany constructs will have disappeared to
make it worthwhile. The cutoff level of 3 was choses the resulting maps keep the balance
between data reduction and retention (Gengflal, 1995) and between detail and

interpretability (Christensen and Olson, 2002).

“take in Figure 2”

13



The laddering map reveals a complex cognitive sirec Customers mentioned 13 attributes, 8
consequences, and 6 values. The size of the siatels for the frequency respondents brought
up a certain cognitive concept. Thus, the mosicatigttributes are friendliness, competence, and
active listening. Complainants want contact empésyt® give positive nonverbal signals
(“friendliness”), to have sufficient product (sez®) knowledge and the authority to handle their
problems adequately (“competence”), and they wargleyees to listen to what they are saying
and to hear them out (“active listening”). As thelth of the line in the HVM reveals, active
listening and friendliness are strongly associatgld the consequences “take problem seriously”
and “complaint handling”. If employees listen aetiy; customers think that the complaint will be
handled (“complaint handling”) and that the empyakes the complaint seriously (“take
problem seriously”). If customers perceive frorgliemployees to be competent, they also believe
that employees will handle and ultimately solve phablem (“problem solution”).

The main consequences are “take someone seripudiich is influenced by several
attributes in general and by the employee’s cowiteparticular, and “problem solution”.
Customers think that if employees take them selyotiss will lead to a problem solution. They
may also develop trust which is linked with bothk thalues “security” and “justice”. Customers
believe that the problem can be solved (“probletatsm”) if employees are honest and if they
give the impression of being unbiased (“objecti)itComplainants want contact employees to
be motivated and willing to try hard (“motivationt9) solve their problems. They think that the
problem can be solved (“problem solution”) if emy#es not only handle the complaint because
they have to (“complaint handling”) but if they alke it seriously (“take problem seriously”)
because they are motivated (“motivation”). The H¥Mo reveals that a speedy complaint
resolution will help customers save money and tivheeh makes them feel good (“well-being”)

and which allows them to better use their timerjoy life and to have fun (*hedonism”). If
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customers feel good, this frees them from doulstsq(irity”). For customers to be able to feel
secure, employees should ensure transparency amgebdao customer suggestions (“openness”)
as this reduces their customers’ uncertainty. thtemh, complainants feel equitably treated
(“justice”) if employees apologize for the probl@thand (“excuse”). According to the HVM,
customers particularly want to satisfy the follogivalues: “well-being”, which was mentioned
23 times, “justice” (23 times), and “security” (1Thterestingly, customers who feel good (“well-
being”) also feel freed from doubt and have cetyaffsecurity”). These complainants then also
feel respected and confident (“self esteem”).

Similar to the HVM based on the laddering intewsethe questionnaire version of the HVYM

(Figure 3) displays a relatively complex cognitsteucture.

“take in Figure 3”

Customers mentioned 9 attributes, 11 consequeands3 values. The most critical attributes are
competence, friendliness, and motivation. Complasaant contact employees to give positive
nonverbal signals (“friendliness”), to have sufict product (service) knowledge and the
authority to handle their problems adequately (“petence”), and they want employees to be
willing to try hard and to spare no effort (“mottia”). As the width of the line in the HVM
reveals, active listening and competence are diy@sgociated with the consequence “complaint
handling”. If employees listen actively and are patent, customers think that the complaint will
be handled (“complaint handling”). The main consayes are “take someone seriously”, which
is mainly influenced by the employee’s courtesyptgem handling” and “problem solution”.
Customers believe that being taken seriously wdétito a problem solution and thus to feelings

of satisfaction (“satisfaction”). If employees tad@mplainants seriously, customers may
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continue the relationship (“loyalty”). The fronteremployee’s friendliness can help customers to
feel more at ease and give customers the impress$ioging in good hands so that they feel
happy (“well-being”). If contact employees are frily, customers sense a good climate between
the contact employees and themselves (“atmosphanel’they believe employees are treating
them well (“good treatment”). Customers also desineere employees (“honesty”) so that they
can develop trust (“trust”), and employees who tskiicient time to handle the complaint (“take
time”).

The HVM also shows that a speedy complaint reswiwill help customers save time which
makes them feel satisfied (“satisfaction”) and vahadlows them to devote attention to other
iIssues (“concentrate on other issues”). Complamaftén enter the complaint handling
encounter in an angry mood and as a result coataptoyees have difficulty in resolving
complaints as customers are not open to rationdheations and arguments. Customers,
however, think that they can assist employeesliirspthe problem if they are relaxed and have
calmed down (“calm down”). In these situations, fileatline employee’s friendliness can help
customers to feel more at ease. Customers parlicwant to satisfy the following values:
“satisfaction”, which was mentioned 17 times, “weding” (7 times), and “security” (6). For
customers to be able to feel secure (“securityf)pyees should know their subjects and also

have authority to deal with the problem at hanaipetence”).

Comparison of Hierarchical Value M aps

A comparison of the two value maps reveals thaH¥i® based on the interviews displays more
attributes and values but fewer consequences.durecbnsequences that appeared in the
questionnaire HVM but not in the interview HVM, naly “good treatment”, “atmosphere”,

“concentrate on other issues”, and “loyalty”, hoeewvere also mentioned during the interviews

16



but do notappear in the corresponding HVM due to the chosgoficlevel. Similarly, the
consequence “save money” appears in the intervigW Hut not in the questionnaire HVM due

to the cut off level.

“take in Table I”

Table | shows that more attributes and consequemesselicited during laddering interviews
than in the laddering questionnaires. Although Batldering techniques revealed eight different
values, respondents mentioned almost four time® malues during the interviews than in the
laddering questionnaires. This also explains thallsmmber of values displayed in the
guestionnaire HVM (3 values) in comparison to thteiview HVM (6 values). It seems to be
more difficult for respondents to climb the laddémabstraction and to elicit associations on the
highest value of abstraction without the preserigeterviewers. In face-to-face interviews,
interviewers can employ several questioning teasqReynolds and Gutman, 1988) to help
respondents reach the value level which cannotriayed in the paper and pencil version of
laddering.

Respondents mentioned more attributes duringehsopal interviews than in the
questionnaires. This can be explained by the Fattthe questionnaire design only allows
respondents to write down four attributes whileythee not so limited during personal
interviews. The design of the paper and penciligarsf laddering also explains why
respondents mentioned a large number of consegsidRespondents can give up to three
reasons why a certain attribute is important tortlaed with the lack of elicited values the
respondents mentioned a large number of consegsiérstead as they were not able to

completely climb the ladder of abstraction.
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“take in Table II”

Table 1l shows that a total of 224 ladders werdectéd from the laddering interviews and the 40
respondents provided between 3 and 11 ladders wébhan average of 5.6 ladders per
respondent. The longest ladder consisted of 9 gascd meaning (attributes, consequences, and
values) and the shortest 2, with an average of8/@omparison, a total of 135 ladders were
collected from the laddering questionnaires anddtheespondents provided between 1 and 5
ladders each, with an average of 3.4 ladders peorglent. The longest ladder consisted of 5
concepts of meaning (attributes, consequencesyands) and the shortest 2, with an average of
3.1. These results demonstrate that researchextaat more ladders (in total and per person)
and concepts of meaning during personal laddentegviews than with the paper and pencil
version of laddering. Interestingly, the ladderBemted from the questionnaires are on average
slightly longer than the ladders from the in-deiptierviews. Although some ladders collected
from the interviews comprised up to nine concepim@anings, several ladders consisted of only

two or three elements.

Discussion and managerial implications

The analysis of the hierarchical value maps sh@awvcustomers have specific desire
expectations: Customer contact employees needtémlactively to what the complaining
customer is saying. “Active listening” is an attrib that respondents mentioned frequently,
which supports findings from the personal selling aales management literature which suggest
that the contact employee’s listening behavior play important role for personal interactions
(e.g. Cloptonet al, 2001; De Ruyter and Wetzels, 2000; Ramsey ahd $897). Contact

employees who listen actively receive, process,ragpond to messages in such a way that
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further communication is encouraged. Such indivslpay attention to both the speaker’s verbal
and nonverbal cues and they are also capable widgng both verbal and nonverbal feedback by
using all their senses (Comer and Drollinger, 1999)

Complaining customers also desire contact empkwd® are genuinely friendly, courteous,
honest, and who give the impression of being mtgtyand willing to help. These attributes
were mentioned frequently by respondents and iltessthe importance of contact employees
having a complaint handling orientation, which tendefined as the willingness and inclination
of customer contact employees to continuously im@tbeir complaint handling performance, to
make efforts for their customers, and to try to ttkeir needs throughout the customer to
customer contact employee relationship. This d&dimis based on a review of existing
constructs that are used in both theory and pestich as customer orientation (e.g. Williams
and Attaway, 1996), service orientation (e.g. Hogiaal,, 1984), customer service orientation
(e.g. Algeet al, 2002), and commitment to service (Peccei aneRbal, 1997). Contact
employees should genuinely be helpful and friemdlyespondents believed they would notice a
feigned friendliness. Contact employees with complaandling responsibilities should perform
their task because they are genuinely willing tip lsestomers and to solve their problems.
Complaint handling orientation is neither aboutalceual performance of the customer contact
employee nor about the evaluation of his or hefoperance. It is a precondition of customer-
oriented behavior and the contact employee’s vgiiess to handle complaints and to help
complaining customers should have a positive impadtis or her complaint handling activities.
Complaint handling orientation, however, is onlyexessary but not sufficient condition for
customer-oriented behavior. Contact employees dhalab possess sufficient skills to handle

complaints effectively.
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In this connection, complaining customers desimgact employees who are competent,
which means that they should possess sufficiefis skihandle complaints effectively. They
should have knowledge about the product or seasickthey should know what needs doing to
solve the problem at hand. According to Van Daéal. (2004), competence is an attribute of
customer contact employees whereby they can infliéme outcome of the interaction through
their skills. Complaint handling competence is sotece that contact employees bring to the
complaint handling encounter and that does notrt&pe the complaining customer's input
during the encounter (Jaccatal, 1989; Van Dolert al, 2004).Complaint handling
competence consists of social, professional, artiadelogical competence (Blidenbender and
Strutz, 1996). In particular, respondents want elyges to have sufficient product or service
knowledge and prior experience to interact sucodigstith them. This reflects the work of
Becker and Wellins (1990) who found that customeaat employees to have both an
understanding of the company’s products and ses\asevell as those policies and procedures
that relate to customer service.

The analysis also reveals why employees shouldidredfy and listen actively: complaining
customers require that both they and their compkai treated seriously. Customers also want
contact employees to handle the complaint and shk@roblem, which is the main reason for
customers to get in contact with the company infitlsé place. Respondents mentioned several
values that they regard as relevant and desirableesteem, well-being, justice, satisfaction, and
security. Above all, customers want fair treatm@joistice”). They mentioned that they would
have spent money on the product/service that didneet their expectations and that they would
also invest time and effort in bringing the problethe attention of the company. For these
costs, complaining customers expect employees ke mquivalent investments. Contact

employees need therefore to show effort, to sdtegroblem and to compensate customers for
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all costs incurred. Respondents also believedhgtioyees should treat them in a friendly
manner and with courtesy and respect when the mestis being friendly, courteous and
respectful to them. Thus, employees should trest tustomers as they would like to be treated.
This requires organizations to recruit only indivads who are genuinely willing to help and to
act on the behalf of their complaining custometse Tound importance of justice also supports
findings by authors such as Takal. (1998) who believe that customers expect compatigra

in general and justice in particular after havimgced their complaints. Companies should
therefore pay attention to the role of justice dgrall stages of the encounter (Voorhees and
Brady, 2005). Finally, complaining customers wantetel they are in good hands (“well-being”).
They want to feel safe and to develop trust withtaot employees and have certainty
(“security”). As a consequence, companies shouddgeize the role of customer emotions and
recruit employees who are capable of detecting taimipg customers’ emotional states and

dealing appropriately with them (Schoefer and Enriz0805).

Limitationsand directions for further research

The research study has several limitations. Birall, as the study involved only two groups
of students from one university, the results cam@ogieneralized beyond these groups even
though a student sample is likely to represengtreeral buying public (Bodey and Grace, 2006)
and even though our respondents had both suffisierkting and complaining experience .

Due to the explorative nature of the study andsttape and size of the sample, the results are
tentative in nature. Future research studies shasg probability samples that represent the
broader (complaining) consumer population. The pa@e@m was to give a first valuable in-
depth insight into what matters for complainingtonsers by revealing several important

constructs. Further research studies should imppavé&nowledge of complaint satisfaction.

21



The study investigated the desired qualities atdhbiors of customer contact employees
during face-to-face complaint handling encountertha majority of customers make their
complaints in person (Brown, 2000). Moreover, bgusing on face-to-face interactiotise
study considered the complete spectrum of quaktiesbehaviors of contact employees, which
other complaint channels do not offer. For exanmellephone complaint handling encounters do
not allow researchers to examine issues such agermal communication. Further research
might investigate the desire expectations of disatl customers who decide to complain in
writing, over the phone or by email. In this contat, face-to-face complaint handling is only
onepart of dealing with product and/or service falsiand enhancing customer (complaint)
satisfaction.

At the beginning of each laddering interview, @sgents talked a little about one of their
complaining experiences. While the purpose wasitovgespondents that the researcher was
genuinely interested in their experiences and toistom them to the complaining context, we
cannot be sure whether this description of an égpeed complaint handling encounter had an
impact on the elicited attributes, consequencesyafues. Similarly, Grunedt al. (2001) have
suggested that further research could investigatedifferent framing in terms of situations
might lead to different results. Thus, furthere@sh should address the issue of situational
specificity and investigate the impact of differématming on the results of laddering studies.

While it is expected that interviewers will reconflormation in an unbiased manner, there is,
however, a possibility of interviewer bias when docting personal interviews. Consequently,
interviewers have to be skilful at using the tegueis of prompting and probing as they could
otherwise influence respondents to give a hopeaufiswer (Leonard, 2003). We have therefore
tried to minimise personal leanings and not to pespondents up the ladder of abstraction but

to accompany them on their way up the ladder. & ingortant for us to find a balance between
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helping respondents to climb up the ladder anddargiinfluencing their answers. We are,
however, aware of the fact that our personal his$pbiography, social class, gender, and
ethnicity and those of the respondents may haveahachpact on our research results.

The analysis of the laddering questionnaires atdis that only a few respondents were able
to reach the highest level of abstraction, exphgrhe lack in codes at the value level. However,
in comparable paper-and-pencil laddering studiedd@en and Hemetsberger, 1998; Botschen
et al. 1999; Pietergt al, 1998) respondents were also only able to comaitipfew values like
“feeling good”, “harmony with yourself’, and “saastion”. The reason for the lack of elicited
values could be that the means-end approach anddtiering technique are based on Kelly's
Personal Construct Psychology (1991/1955). As aequence, these methods are subject to the
limitations of the theory (Genglet al, 1995). All personal construct approaches depenth®
ability and willingness of respondents to reveairtindividuality, reflect on their knowledge,
and verbalize their experiences. Banigteal. (1994), however, point out that many people may
find it difficult to verbalize their experiencesdto reflect on their behaviors and attitudes. This
may explain why only few respondents who filledhe laddering questionnaires mentioned
values. Without the guidance of interviewers mespondents were not able climb the ladder of
abstraction.

Research could investigate whether customer despectations differ greatly from what
contact employees believe customers want. In tmeection, Bitneet al (2000) suggest that
service providers may not always know their cust@rservice quality expectations. Similarly,
Mattila and Enz (2002) found a large gap betweetorner and employee perceptions regarding
service quality expectations. An interesting arefuher research would be to interview both
contact employees and their customers. The reguiigrarchical value maps could highlight

different views and compare customers’ and empkgyerception of the complaint process.

23



Insights gained could make contact employees anghbanoy managers aware of differing
perceptions and identify areas for staff trainifilgey could also use value maps to segment
complaining customers and to tailor behavioraltsgi@s to different complaining customer

groups.

Conclusion
This paper has described a study using the meahskain approach and the laddering

technique to investigate complaint satisfaction. M#gan by outlining the seriousness of
disregarding customer complaints and the poteimtiphct on relations between customers and
organizations. Companies, we suggest, need to kvitav complaining customers expect and
how customer contact employees can meet or exeestdnoer expectations to strengthen the
endangered relationship with their dissatisfiedammers and to avoid negative consequences
such as customer switching behavior and negativewbmouth communication. The laddering
interviews have shown that complaining customeggaople first and customers second. The
fact that interpersonal factors such as friendBreesd listening skills are important, indicate that
customers want to satisfy their basic needs firdttheir expectations and consumption or
complaint handling needs second (Oliver, 1997; 8har and Bowen, 1995). Thus, companies
should not only focus on dealing with complaintcegntly, but also offer, what Chebat al
(2005, p. 340) term “psychological compensation’tégressing complaining customers’
emotions as well. A comparison of the two laddetehniques showed that although the results
of the two methods are broadly similar, the perstatlering interviews produced more depth in
understanding and significantly more respondentg\able to reach the value level.

Customer complaint satisfaction is a crucial doeananagers and academics alike to focus

upon and better understand, especially in the gbofdong term profitability for the company,
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the success of the company’s relationships withorosrs and the management of employees.
Importantly, the voicing of concern indicates cuséns’ willingness to maintain the relationship
(Hirschman, 1970) and companies should take adgardithis second chance as most
dissatisfied customers do not complain and existgice instead (Bodey and Grace, 2006).
Some dissatisfied customers may even warn theinds and family (Lerman, 2006). Thus,
companies ultimately need to turnaround their timglsuch that they no longer regard customer
complaints as annoying but rather as a valuableceaf information for them to improve their
services or products (McCole, 2004).

This paper has duly focused on this critical sciogad by combining two methods new to
this context, the paper has hopefully opened ugraa of research and methodology that could
reap considerable further benefits for researdnéesested in the area of customer complaint

satisfaction.
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Figure 1. Paper-and-Pencil Version of Laddering (adapted from Pieters et al. (1998, p. 760)
and Botschen and Hemetsberger (1998, p. 154))

| would like the contact  ..thatis important  ..and that is important ..and that is important
employee to be...or to act.. to me because.. to me because.. to me because..
1.Important
+—— characteristic - . —
or behaviour
2.Important
+—» characteristic — — —
or behaviour
3.Important
—characteristic — — —
or behaviour
4.Important
— characteristic — — —
or behaviour
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Figure 2. Hierarchical Value Map of all Respondents (Laddering Interviews)
(The following two abbreviations were used: TAKE PROB SERIOUSLY = Take problem
seriously; PERSON=Personalization; MOTIV=M octivation.

White circles represent attributes, grey circles consequences, and black circles values.

Numbers (N) refer to concepts revealed in the ladders and not to the number of
respondents.)

HEDO- SE(N:EJJ}-Q;TY JUSTICE
NISM = N=23
N=4

SATIS-
FACTION

N=13

WELL_BEING
N=23

PROBLEM
SOLUTION
N=33

TAKE SOMEONE
SERIOUSLY
N=33

TAKE PROB
SERIOUSLY
N=16

COMPLAINT
HANDLING COURTESY
N=19 N=14
COMPETENCE
N=28

FRIENDLINESS
N=28

41



Figure 3. Hierarchical Value Map of all Respondents (Laddering Questionnaires)
The following two abbreviations were used: TAKE PROB SERIOUSLY = Take problem

seriously; OTHER I SSUES = Concentrate on other issues.

White circles represent attributes, grey circles consequences, and black circles values.

Numbers (N) refer to concepts revealed in the ladders and not to the number of

respondents.)
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Tablel. Comparison of Attributes, Consequences, and Values

Attributes Consequenc Values Sum of
Concepts
of
Meaning
Number | Number Numbe Number | Number| Number
of of times of of times of of times
attributes| mentioned| consequencesmentioned, Values | mentioned
in ladders in ladders in ladders
Laddering | 21 21¢ 23 277 8 161 657
Interviews
Laddering | 15 13¢€ 15 24k 8 41 424
Question-
naires
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Tablell. Comparison of Number and Length of Ladders

Number Number of ladders pe Number Number of concepts «
of respondent of meaning per ladder
ladders concepts (=Length of ladder)
of
meaning
(AICIV)
Min Max Average Min Max Average
Laddering 224 3 11 5.€ 657 2 9 2.¢
Interviews
Laddering 13t 1 5 3.4 424 2 5 3.1
Questionnaires
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