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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to report findings related to university students‟ satisfaction, 

complaint intentions and related behaviours.  This research segments the sample on 

satisfaction towards service quality dimensions using Servqual.   A three cluster solution was 

identified, with a „satisfied‟ segment; a „dissatisfied‟ segment and a „people, not physical‟ 

segment.   Having segmented the participants, the three clusters are then profiled with 

complaint intentions and behaviours.  The „satisfied‟ group has the highest intention to 

complain, yet appears to be willing to forgive and forget after they have complained.  The 

„unsatisfied‟ group is underwhelmed with service offering and is more likely to complain to 

other students and the lecturer.  The third group „people, not physical‟ seems happy with 

people, yet is unhappy with the physical environment and has the highest past complaint 

behaviour, would strongly consider further complaints. 
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Introduction 

One of the key reasons that satisfaction remains central to academic and practitioner thought 

is the possibility of negative outcomes associated with adverse satisfaction reactions.  In 

services research, satisfaction is seen as the value received relative to the acquisition cost 

(Hallowell 1996).  Satisfied customers complain less, while customers who are dissatisfied 

are more likely to complain (Halstead and Page 1992).  Complaint behaviour is defined as 

“all the possible responses to perceived dissatisfaction around a purchase episode” (Crie 

2003, p. 62). This suggests that consumers‟ responses can be behavioural or emotional, but it 

is dependent on feeling dissatisfaction.  Thus, satisfaction and complaints have an interrelated 

importance.    This paper contains a study which examines satisfaction and complaints.  The 

aim of the paper is to provide analysis which uses service quality dimensions as a framework 

to interpret complaint intentions and behaviours.  The paper begins with a literature review of    

satisfaction and complaints.  Following this, the methods used to investigate satisfaction and 

complaints are outlined.  Then the findings are briefly reported and the research concluded.          

Satisfaction with services has long been the focus of marketing scholarship as it has been 

linked with various positive marketing outcomes (Bearden and Teel 1983; Szymanski and 

Henard 2001).  It is argued to be the cornerstone of customer oriented businesses (Szymanski 

and Henard 2001). There is a long history of attempting to develop classification schemes 

based on satisfaction (Olorunniwo and Hsu 2006). However, the defining characteristics of 

satisfaction may not be clear (Giese and Cote 2002).   

Satisfaction is generally believed to be the result of a post purchase evaluation (Anderson and 

Sullivan 1993).  In services research, satisfaction is seen as the value received relative to the 

acquisition cost (Hallowell 1996). For this paper, satisfaction is understood to  have three 
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components:  (1) an affective or cognitive response, (2) to a particular product, (3) at a given 

time (Giese and Cote 2002).  

Satisfaction can also be linked to consumer expectations of fair treatment (Tax et al. 1998). 

Fairness has been defined in terms of meeting consumer‟s expectations of “moral obligations, 

rights and entitlements” (Hertel et al. 2002, p. 327) as well as holding other people to account 

for their actions (Nicklin and Williams 2009). In this way, consumers feel the service is fair if 

the company respects the social rules of engagement and makes responsible decisions.   

Consumers may engage in complaint behaviour for many reasons. For example, Crie‟s (2003) 

model of antecedents of complaints included psychological factors (i.e. frustration and 

attitudes), economic factors (i.e. interactions and cost between buyer seller) and ethical issue 

(i.e. equity and loyalty).  Bearden and Teel (1983) argued that satisfaction influences an 

individual‟s intentions to complain. That is, they need to feel dissatisfaction before they begin 

to complain. In addition, as the level of dissatisfaction intensifies, the likelihood of complaint 

behaviour increases (Maute and Forrester 1993).  Complaints are generally triggered by an 

incident, several incidents, a negative evaluation of a service provision, or a post-purchase 

evaluation viewing the offering as unacceptable (Tronvoll 2012). Another factor affecting the 

likelihood of complaint is social interactions; other people can encourage and give the 

consumer the confidence to complain (Yan and Lotz 2009).  Control and accountability is 

another issue involved in complaint behaviour as many consumer perceive fault to lie with 

the company and not their own actions (Brockner et al. 2007; Kim et al. 2003). That is, 

consumers expect that companies are to blame for product failure leading to consumer 

dissatisfaction. However, Varela-Neira, Vazquez-Casielles, & Iglesias (2010) suggested that 

service failures or negative service encounters are often occur because  production and 

consumption is simultaneous. This suggests that in service industries, particular one like 

education, many of the triggers that cause dissatisfaction may be the fault of the consumer 

and not just the company.  Whatever the cause of the incident, if the experience of the 

product is not satisfying to the consumer, this can lead them to complain.  (Warland et al. 

1975).  

There have been several models that attempt to explain complaint behaviour (Day 1977; 

Hirschman 1970; Singh 1988). In particular, is Singh‟s (1988)  hierarchy which  is similar to 

Hirschman‟s exit theory, but brings in a complaint hierarchy; a ladder of complaints.  This 

hierarchical approach is based on Day and Landon‟s (1993) (1) take no action or (2) take 

some action, where taking action can be public (addressing the seller or a mediating body) or 

private (withdraw from further interactions and informing friends).  Singh (1988) found three 

levels in the hierarchy, (1) private response, (2) public response and (3) third party response.  

Here the escalation is from negative word of mouth (private), seeking redress from the seller 

(public) to taking action in a legal or consumer affairs sense (third party). Following on from 

Singh, Crie (2003)  also argued that it is important to consider both action (i.e. complain) and 

inaction (i.e. forgive and forget) as well as the entity that the complaint is directed towards 

(i.e. the organisation, friends/family or a third party). Thus, previous research has indicated 

that there are many ways consumers can act and many different groups to whom they can 

address their complaint behaviour. This suggests that there are potentially different classes of 

complainers. 

Complaints and satisfaction have also been previously linked to fairness.   Lizzio et al, (2007)   

found that interactional fairness and procedural fairness concerns both predicted 

organisational identification, a sense of belonging associated, pro-social and cooperative 

behaviours.  Thus we can assume that fairness may mitigate complaints and perhaps even 
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determine the hierarchical direction and type of complaints.  If there is a fair relationship; 

complaints may be less likely.  Equally, if the relationship has components of procedural 

fairness and interactional fairness we may see more public and seeking of redress within the 

relationship. 

Related to fairness and complaints is the partnership between the parties involved in a 

transaction.  „Respectful partnership‟ relates to the quality of the interpersonal treatment that 

consumers received, including displays of respect and care.  Moreover, opportunities for 

participation and voice in matters that affect the parties in a relationship (Lizzio et al, 2007).  

Thus respectful partnership is also expected to impact on complaints.  As a respectful 

partnership should see attempts to redress issue, rather than voicing to third parties.  The level 

of comfort and care may also reduce the hierarchical effect of complaints.  This may be the 

case as consumers could be able to redress the seller; rather than moving up the hierarchy to a 

point of approaching third parties.   

Research Questions  

Having reviewed satisfaction and complaints briefly, we now move to the research questions.  

The first research question relates to the existence of segments based on service dimensions 

(Servqual); RQ1:  Based on service dimensions what segments are present? While the second 

research question relates to complaint intentions; RQ2:  What are the complaint intentions of 

the identified segments? The third question relates to the hierarchy of complaints; RQ3:  How 

do each of the segments complain with regards to complaints hierarchy?  Sample and 

Methods 

A mixed methods approach was utilised to analyse the above research questions: in-depth 

interviews were used, followed by a survey.  The in-depth interviews were used to develop 

the questionnaire and to aid with the development of measurement.  The quantitative methods 

used were exploratory factor analysis, cluster analysis, while ANOVA (continuous variables) 

and Chi-square (categorical variables) were used to establish validity.  Exploratory factor 

analysis was used to determine the underlying structure of the Servqual dimensions.  Cluster 

analysis utilised Wards method, with a squared Euclidean distance to attain relatively similar 

size and internally homogeneous clusters (Hair et al. 2010).  The top loading variable of each 

factor was used as the clustering variable (Dolnicar and Gruen 2008).  

The measurement items for the questionnaire were drawn from existing research, with 

Parasuraman et al.‟s (1988) Servqual dimensions (tangibility, reliability, responsiveness 

assurances and empathy),  Lizzio et al.‟s (2007) partnership and fairness scales, and for the 

three channels of complaints Crie (2003), Singh (1988) which are largely developed from 

Hirschman (1970).  With regards to questionnaire design the items were mixed (to avoid 

common method bias) and set over a series of pages to help respondents move through the 

questionnaire.  Servqual was measured using a five point scale, respectful partnership and 

systematic fairness were measured using a seven point scale, while the complaints were 

binary (0=no/1=yes).    

The sample was drawn from students enrolled at an Australian University.  The sample 

contained 396 usable questionnaires, of 450 returned, the bulk of the removed were based on 

excessive item non-completion and where the questionnaire had not been completed.  This 

represented a 39.9% response rate. The questionnaire was distributed in both pen/paper and 

online formats to maximise the spread of the sample.    Pen and paper format was used for 

internal students, while online delivery was used to encourage distance students participation. 

To encourage participation gift vouchers were used as incentives.  Of the sample, 299 of 
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them had complained; either formally (to staff) or informally (to friends) in the past.  While 

236 respondents had actually considered making a formal complaint, to University staff 

members. The sample was predominately female  (73.5%), with  70.7% of the students 

enrolled via internal education mode, 62.9% of the sample was less than 23 years of age.  Of 

the sample, 67.9% would consider using the services again (re-enrol).  

Results 

The first area of analysis is the exploratory factor analysis, with the results indicating that the 

Servqual instrument was working as expected. Using Varimax rotation, 62% of the variance 

was explained by five factors, and there were five eigenvalues of above one, indicating a five 

factor structure.  The Bartlett‟s test of Sphericity was significant and the KMO was above the 

desired 0.60 level.  There were a few issues at the item level of the analysis.  One of the 

assurances items did not load and was removed.  One of the items cross-loaded, however the 

item was not excluded as in previous studies similar action has been taken.  One of the 

empathy items loaded onto an incorrect factor, but was low loading.  Two of the responsive 

items may also be considered to have low loadings, however each of these are at acceptable 

levels.  The results of the factor analysis are included in Table A in the appendix.   

The second area of the analysis was the cluster analysis. The results indicated a three cluster 

solution, based on agglomeration schedule, frequencies and significance testing via chi-

square and ANOVA.  The three clusters were then profiled based on the service dimensions, 

satisfaction with the university, the subject lecturers, University wide lecturer‟s competence 

and complaints behaviours.  Also, introduced are the respectful partnership and systematic 

fairness dimensions.  The results of the ANVOA indicated that each of the clusters was 

distinct with regards to the five dimensions of service as well as the respectful partnership, 

systematic fairness and the three satisfaction items.  The profiles are included below in Table 

B. The Chi-square testing indicated that a few of the complaint behaviours were insignificant 

across the three groups. 

Table B:  Cluster Profiles  

Variables 

        

Satisfied Dissatisfied 

People 

not 

physical 

SQ Reliable 3.71 2.25 3.69 

SQ Assurances 4.23 3.68 3.81 

SQ Empathy 3.61 3.13 3.11 

SQ Tangibles 3.95 3.15 3.01 

SQ Responsive 3.82 3.11 3.85 

Satisfaction - The University as a whole 4.18 2.97 3.82 

Satisfaction - The competence of lecturers to do the 

job 

4.25 3.54 3.92 

Satisfaction – The quality of the subject lecturers  4.25 3.46 4.04 

Resources at the University 4.06 3.12 3.64 
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Consider making a complaint? 0.69 0.43 0.67 

Complained about a subject in the past*   0.73 0.73 0.82 

Complained to Class mates 0.24 0.27 0.15 

Complained to Lecturer 0.11 0.19 0.06 

Complained to University administration* 0.07 0.05 0.04 

Complained to University advocate* 0.02 0.04 0.01 

Respectful partnership+  3.16 3.45 3.16 

Systematic fairness+ 5.35 4.12 4.87 

(*insignificant)  

The three segments displayed in Table B are quite different in terms of satisfaction attitudes 

based on the service provided.  Group one (satisfied) displayed the highest scores for 

assurances, tangibles, empathy and respectful partnership.  Group two (dissatisfied) displayed 

negative scores for all but systematic fairness. Group two had the highest score for systematic 

fairness.  Group three (people, not physical) had indifferent results, with both positive and 

negative scores.  The third group scored the highest on reliable and responsiveness.  For 

assurances, tangibles and empathy Group two had the lowest scores.        

For complaints intentions and behaviours using a Chi-square test, the results indicated that 

„past complaints‟ was not a significant variable.  However, „consideration of complaints‟ was 

significantly different for each of the groups.  Group one and Group three had similar results.  

While Group two was much lower than Group one and three.  As for the complaint 

behaviour, only complaints to lecturers and complaints to classmates were significant.  The 

scores for all three groups were much higher for complaining to classmates than complaining 

to lecturers.  The third group was considerable lower on both complaint behaviours than the 

other two groups.  The middle group was higher on both class mate and lecturers.            

Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to develop segments based on Servqual and analyse complaint 

intentions and responses.  The research used cluster analysis to identify three distinct groups.  

The three segments were then analysed with regards to complaint intentions and behaviours.  

The research revealed that the three segments, which were different satisfaction wise, also 

had different complaint intentions and behaviours.   With regards to RQ1, three distinct 

clusters were identified. The three clusters all had homogenous attitudes towards service 

dimensions. RQ2 was investigated through the cluster and ANOVA analysis. The three 

groups had different complaint intentions.  Group two had the lowest intentions to complain.  

With regards to the third research question the second group also had the highest complaints 

to classmates and lecturers, and also with a mediator.  Yet the second group had the highest 

scores for a complaint to the authority.   For RQ3, the data suggests support for the 

hierarchical approach to complaint behaviour presented by Singh (1988) as the groups show 

more intentions to complain to friends before complaining to authority such a lecturer. There 

is also support for Crie (2003) who argued there is a “forgive and forget” mentality related to 

complaint behaviour which explains the results for, Group one who appeared the most 

satisfied and yet had the highest level of complaints intentions. Thus, for Group one, even 
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though there were problems that prompted them to complain, overall they were satisfied with 

their experiences.   
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Appendix     

Table A:  EFA Results for Servqual  

  1 2 3 4 5 

The University provides its services at the time it 

promises to do so 

.806         

The University is dependable .799         

When the University promises to do something by a 

certain time it does so 

.769         

When you have problems, the University is 

sympathetic 

.658         

The University keeps its records accurately .497         

The University does not tell its students exactly 

when its services will be performed 

.487         

You can feel safe in your transaction with the 

University lecturers 

  .834       

You can trust lecturers of the University   .825       

Lecturers of the University are polite   .772       

The University does not give individual attention     .809     

Lecturers of the University do not give personal 

attention 

    .776     

Lecturers of the University do not know what your 

needs are 

    .572     

The University does not have your best interests at 

heart 

-.437   .445     

The University does not have operating hours 

convenient to all their students 

    .401     
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The appearance of the physical facilities is in line 

with the type of service provided 

      .836   

The University‟s physical facilities are visually 

appealing 

      .791   

The University has up-to-date equipment       .609   

You do not receive prompt service from the 

University lecturers 

        .791 

Lecturers of the University are not always willing to 

help students 

        .739 

Lecturers of the University are too busy to respond to 

student requests promptly 

        .620 

   (Key: 1 reliable, 2 assurances, 3 empathy, 4 tangibles, 5 responsive)   


