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Abstract 

Manufacturers are transforming their business model from being a product dominant to 

a customer centric organization, in order to maintain competitive advantage, as well as 

deliver customer satisfaction thereby to build a long-term relationship with them. The 

management of complaint handling is regarded as a crucial contributor to its business 

performance. To identify key factors that influence the efficiency of complaint handling 

in manufacturing industry, it is important to start with an investigation of a company's 

internal complaint handling management. 

A multiple case study has been carried out in the form of semi-structured, face-to-face 

interviews with managers from six different manufacturing companies. The study 

reveals that four factors in complaint handling are to be paid attention to, which include 

complaint handling process, qualified complaint handler, complaint handling system 

and complaint handling policy. By comparing the companies' viewpoints as well as 

theoretical perspective on these factors, some differences and similarities are revealed. 

Finally, the study found that the complaint handler who possesses the adequate 

technical knowledge of the product and interpersonal skills is the most essential factor 

that affects complaint-handling efficiency. In the meanwhile, complaint-handling 

system is increasingly important in assisting companies with customer complaints. 
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1 Introduction 

This chapter starts with an introductory discussion of customer relationship 

management, after-sales services, and complaint handling management, follows by 

problem discussion that specified the research gap, and finally leads to the purpose of 

this study. In the end, research questions of this study were presented as well. 

 

In recent years, the importance of service management has grown significantly and has 

been recognized in numerous areas of customer relationship management (Pyon, Woo 

& Park, 2011). Nowadays, Creating and maintaining stable customer relationships is 

considered as an essential factor in most business environments (González, 2015) due to 

the assumption stating that satisfied customers are both loyal and profitable therefore 

service quality and customer satisfaction have become crucial goals for companies 

(Homburg & Koschate, 2007). In order to achieve a long term buyer-seller relationship, 

the role of after-sales service cannot be ignored (Ahn & Sogn, 2009; Gaiardelli, Saccani 

& Songini, 2007; Lovelock and Wirtz, 2014).  

When buying a product, there must be augmented products designed around the core 

benefit and actual products by offering additional customer service and benefits (Kotler 

& Armstrong, 2014). Thus, for example, when a customer buys a wheel loader from 

Volvo CE, it is more than just a wheel loader but a complete connectivity solution. 

Studies have shown that making out-of-product quality is just the minimum standard 

requirement, service programs related to the physical product are gaining importance 

(e.g. financing, delivery, warranty, maintenance and repair) (González, 2015) which 

lead the industrial sector through a process of “servicization” (Ahn & Sogn, 2009, 

p.5371).   

The after-sales business is operated to satisfy customer needs (Kotler & Armstrong, 

2014) and accepted as an important business opportunity and  a competitive advantage, 

a source of revenue and profit, and a supplier information for other functions in most of 

the manufacturing industries (Gaiardelli et al., 2007). In the past decade, the after-sales 

business was often considered more profitable than the original products (ibid) and it 

has three to five times greater potential business than the original purchase (Ahn & 
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Sogn, 2009). What is more, the case studies of European manufacturers and their after-

sales networks conducted by Gaiardelli et al., (2007) have shown that the after-sales 

business in industrial goods companies contributes to about 40%–50% of the total 

revenue, with 20%–25% profitability on average. This shows that the field of after-sales 

service has great profitability potential, however, the management of after-sales service 

is not an easy task. 

Lovelock and Wirtz (2014) claim that doing things right the first time might be the first 

law of service quality and productivity. However, the occurrence of continuous failure 

cannot be ignored, sometimes for reasons outside the organization, and sometimes due 

to real-time performance, customer involvement and product features. Such distinctive 

service characteristics might greatly increase the chance of service failures (ibid). In 

response to a service failure, customers might take some forms of public action such as 

complaining to the firm, spreading negative word-of-mouth to a third party, or take 

some form of private actions which include disconnecting with the firm and defecting to 

competitors (Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014). Homburg and Fürst (2005) agree that 

disappointed customers normally are likely to abandon the supplier and choose to take 

their business elsewhere. For companies who need to change their suppliers due to bad 

management strategies will face very high switching costs (Govindan, Rajendran, 

Sarkis&Murugesan, 2015) and those who do not have a good reputation in the 

competitive economy will suffer from essential damage of brand image (Grönroos, 

2015).   Therefore, the frequency of proper complaint handling and problem solving of 

an organization determines whether it builds long-term buyer-seller relationships with 

its customers, or makes customers leave it behind and choose another business firms 

instead (ibid). 

Customer complaint is “an expression of dissatisfaction with a product or service, either 

orally or in writing, from an internal or external customer” (QFinance Dictionary, 2016). 

If complaints are handled well, it could be a great opportunity for companies to improve 

the quality of their products and customer services, and to provide them with 

information about program weaknesses and service delivery faults (Tronvoll, 2012). 

Complaint handling can be effective in resolving a problem before it becomes worse, 

providing a solution for a client who has suffered disadvantages, and nurturing good 

relations between suppliers and customers (Commonwealth AU, 2009). It has also been 

claimed by Johnston (2001) that complaint management should result in not only 
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customer satisfaction but also operational improvement and better financial 

performance. It is, hence, vital for the service providers to understand how to provide 

customers with complaint handling services effectively (ibid). 

 

1.1 Problem discussion 

Researches have suggested that effective complaint handling has a positive impact on 

customer retention and loyalty (Ang & Buttle, 2006; Homburg & Fürst, 2005). 

Customers are more likely to stay if they receive adequate responses after the complaint 

(Conlon & Murray, 1996). Besides, complaint handling is also a useful tool to gather 

information about the weakness in product or in service quality (Filip, 2013). However, 

not all firms are conscious of this. Some firms put great efforts on implementing and 

sticking to customer-oriented guidelines, other firms pay little attention to cultivating 

systematical customer complaint management (Homburg & Fürst, 2005). 

Some firms put effort on complaint handling, providing customers with different 

activities to resolve their problems, like quick response to the complaints, investigations 

or explanations regarding the complaints and compensations such as refunds, price 

discounts, and product replacements. However, customers still have various responses 

to the activities companies provide. (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2015). Customer complaint 

handling is considered as a complex task, that is, different customers complain for a 

wide variety of reasons. Apart from that, the benefits that customers seek differ from 

what companies plan to provide (Crié, 2003). Even the same strategy applies to 

compensate customers for similar problem can be effective for some customers but 

ineffective for others (Grégoire, Tripp &Legoux, 2009). 

The complexity of complaint handling can also be revealed from the high rate of 

customer dissatisfaction with company's complaint handling. Previous study reported 

that more than half of all complaining customers were dissatisfied with complaint 

handling (Homburg & Fürst, 2005). According to Andreassen (2001), 40 percent of 

customers who suffered from service failures were not happy with the company’s 

complaint handling solutions.  
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Homburg & Rudolph (2001) point out that complaint handling, as one of the crucial 

determinants of industrial satisfaction is particularly important in industrial marketing.  

Furthermore, in business service, customer satisfaction largely depends on speedy 

actions (Durvasula, 2010). Although customers do not expect you to deliver flawless 

products, they do expect the manufactures to fix things quickly when they broke down 

(Cohen, Agrawal & Agrawal, 2006). It is also highlighted by some researchers that 

companies should make the most use of their complaint-handling strategies to allocate 

marketing resources in order to improve operational and financial performance as well 

as customer profitability (Cambra-Fierro, Melero & Sese, 2015; Johnston, 2001).  Thus, 

the importance of improving the efficiency of complaint handling should not be ignored. 

In business operation, specifically, under the context of business service, efficiency can 

be defined as the capability that a firm has to produce a certain level of perceived 

service quality within a given resource structure (Grönroos & Ojasalo, 2004). The more 

efficiently the firm putting resources such as personnel, technology, systems, 

information and time into the service process, the better output they can get (ibid).   

Most researches on customer complaint handling have focused on consumer goods and 

services; however, it has been largely neglected in business-to-business markets (Brock, 

Blut, Evanschitzk & Kenning, 2013). While, it is also important to develop efficient 

customer complaint handling strategy for companies in the B2B sector (González Bosch 

& Tamayo Enríquez, 2005; Homburg & Fürst 2005). Moreover, researches regarding 

customer complaint handling are mainly done with the focus on customer-related 

drivers of perceived fairness concering complaint handling (Homburg, Fürst, & 

Koschate 2010). Only a few researches have studies on company’s activities in relation 

to customer complaints (Homburg & Fürst, 2005; Johnston 2001). Therefore, it is worth 

investigating the crucial factors influencing the efficiency of complaint handling from 

both theoretical and empirical point of view. 

 

1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to identify key factors that influence the efficiency of 

complaint handling in manufacturing industry. 
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1.3 Research question 

� What factors are regarded essential for complaint handling? 

� How does these factors affect complaint handling? 

� What are the most important factors that influence the efficiency of complaint 

handling in manufacturing industry? 
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2 Theoretical framework 

As shown in figure 2.1, this chapter starts from the insight of after-sales service in 

manufacturing industry and complaint handling for the purpose of serving as the basis 

to understand the notion. It followed by describing different critical factors in complaint 

handling, which involves complaint handling process, qualified complaint handler, 

complaint handling system, and complaint handling policy. This theoretical framework 

will be a guideline for the analysis of this research. 

 

Figure 2.1 Theoretical framework overview 
 

2.1 After-sales service in manufacturing industry 

As defined by Kotler & Armstrong (2014, p.248), service is “any activity, benefit, or 

satisfaction offered for sale that is essentially intangible and does not result in the 

ownership of anything”. The production of service may or may not be tied to a physical 

product. Nowadays, customers are no longer satisfied with promised quality goods, they 

are expecting to be provided with specific non-physical services throughout the whole 

life cycle of products (Murali, Pugazhendhi & Muralidharan, 2016).  

After-sales Service in 
Manufacturing Industry 

Complaint Handling 

Critical Factors in 
Complaint Handling 

Complaint Handling 
Process 

Qualified Complaint 
Handler 

Complaint Handling 
systerm 

Complaint 
HandlingPolicy 
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In today’s business context, tangible products are no longer separable from the 

intangibles of customer service for manufacturing firms, and the competition is not only 

in the product itself, but also in creating value for customers (Murali, et al., 2016). 

Industrial manufacturers have increasingly put efforts on adding services to their 

traditional product business in order to enhance competitiveness in the marketplace and 

to ensure long-term growth (Jacob & Ulaga, 2008). Generally, business service in 

manufacturing industry consists of various activities, including technical support, day-

to-day maintenance and repair, spare parts delivery and product upgrading, customer 

care, consulting and training, and arranging finances (Saccani, Songini, & Gaiardelli, 

2006). 

It became evident that after-sales services could largely contribute to revenues and 

profits (Cohen et al., 2006). Some researchers have shown that the after-sales service 

market is up to four or five times larger than the market for new products (Bundschuh & 

Dezvane, 2003). During the product life-cycle, after-sales services and spare parts may 

generate the turnover more than three times that of the original purchase (Wise & 

Baumgartner, 1999). The existing customers are the most profitable ones, which require 

less marketing efforts. After-sales service plays an important role in realizing customer 

satisfaction and retention.  

The aim of the after-sales service department of an organization is to satisfy customer’s 

demands, one of the most important tasks for after-sales service department is to deal 

with customer complaints (Murali, et al., 2016), which will be explained in the next 

section. 

 

2.2 Complaint handling 

According to Hart, Heskett & Sasser (1990), Complaint handling is the strategy being 

used by firms to resolve and learn from service failures in order to regain customers’ 

confidence in its reliability. Álvarez, Casielles & Martín (2010) suggest that complaint 

handling management refers to the way firms deal with customers’ dissatisfaction with 

some aspects of their service. 

Complaint handling is important, especially for managing customer relationships (Tax, 

Brown & Chandrashekaran, 1998). The application of efficient complaint handling 



  
 

8 

management helps companies to achieve complaint satisfaction, which generates 

positive outcomes such as positive word-of-mouth, the readiness of re-purchase, etc. On 

the contrary, the dissatisfaction with complaint handling can make the situation even 

worse, and push the customers to competitors’ side (Stauss, 2002). Complaint handling 

is also a useful tool to gather information and learn the weakness of products or service 

quality (Filip, 2013). Apart from that, acting as a form of quality check, complaints can 

help companies to recognize problems in an early stage before large-scale problems 

occur (Mitchell, 1993).   

Customer's satisfaction with complaint handling largely depends on sound and speedy 

actions (Durvasula, 2010). In other words, customers require efficient complaint 

handling.  Moreover, a high-quality complaint handling design can help firms to 

allocate energy and resources better, so that the operational and financial performance 

of the firm can be improved (Homburg et al., 2010). 

 

2.3 Critical factors in complaint handling 

Customer complaint handling is considered as one of the most essential factors in the 

customer relationship management operations (Álvarez et al., 2010). From the 

perspective of business strategy, a good complaint handling could help companies 

enhance not only their competitive advantages but also operational improvement and 

better financial performance by solving problems, delivering value and satisfying 

customers (Johnston, 2001).  

Various factors are described below for this research in order to learn and understand 

the efficiency of customer complaint handling service from different perspectives. 

 

2.3.1 Complaint handling process 

Handling complaint process involves appropriate actions taken to resolve customer 

dissatisfaction (Razali & Jaafar, 2012). This process usually goes through several stages 

from receipt, assessment, and investing to final decision (Sultan, Abidin & Abdullah, 
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2008). By conducting literature review, a proposed complaint handling procedure has 

been developed below. 

 

Figure 2.2 Proposed complaint handling process 

 

According to figure 2.2, a detailed introduction of each step is presented below: 

� Acknowledgement 

Once complaints are received, the first step is to send an acknowledgement as soon as 

possible to let the clients know that their complaints have been paid attention 

(Ombudsman Western Australia, 2010). Conlon & Murray (1996) found that speedy 

response has a positive effect on satisfaction and intentions to repurchase. In order 

words, complainants are more likely to come back if answered quickly. 

The acknowledgement should include the complaint process, the contact details of the 

responsible person, and the estimated process time (Ombudsman Western Australia, 

2010). Acknowledgement is not necessarily to be a written acknowledgement. If the 

complaint comes from a phone call, it would be explained orally (ibid). Electronic 

complaints can be responded to automatically, and the response should also include 

contact details and a complaint identification number (ibid). 

Acknowledgement 

Assessment 

Investigation 

Response 

Follow up 

- Complaint received 

- Complaint types 
- Priority 
- Expectation 

- Cases 
- Solution 

- Visit in person 
- Phone call 
- Satisfaction survey 
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� Assessment and assigning priority 

Complaints can be divided into different types: some of the complainants are just 

seeking for an explanation or apology; the others command replacement or financial 

compensation (Ombudsman Western Australia, 2010). It is claimed by Humborg et al., 

(2009) that companies should adopt their complaint handling design according to 

different characteristics of complaining customers, including customers’ perceptions of 

the problem, their business relationship with the company, and their psychographics and 

sociodemographic. The problem-related customer characteristics relate to the extent to 

which the customer believes that the problem is serious and it involves a severe 

financial or non-financial loss. The relationship-related customer characteristic refers to 

the intensity of business relationship between customers and companies, including the 

duration of the relationship and the frequency of customers’ purchase (ibid).   

Early assessment of a complaint attaches great importance to effective complaint 

handling. During the assessment, whether the priority should be given to certain aspects 

of complaint need to be considered (ibid). Another important element is customers’ 

expectation which describes that it is good to ask clients how they expect their 

complaints to be solved and what benefit they are looking for (ibid). There is a gap 

between the clients’ expectation and companies’ offer, namely managers should not 

only pay attention to the recovery effort itself, but also customers’ expectation (Gelbrich 

& Roschk, 2010).  

� Investigation 

The purpose of investing is to resolve complaints with a fair and adjective view and 

come up with appropriate remedies (Ombudsman Western Australia, 2010). More 

specifically, companies should treat each complaint objectively, and complainants 

should be informed about the procedure of complaints. Moreover, opportunities should 

be given to complainant to comment or supplement information (ibid). 

� Response 
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When the investing is closed, companies should inform their clients about the investing, 

including the cause of problems, actions proposed to solve to problem, and measures to 

be taken to avoid similar problems in the future (Filip, 2013).   

Studies have shown that negative feelings such as anger and dissatisfaction can be 

reduced by appropriate explanations (Conlon & Murray, 1996 & Murray, 1996). 

Explanations should be given to clients no matter orally or in a written form 

(Ombudsman Western Australia, 2010). The explanation should be presented in an 

understandable way, and should cover every concern in the complaint. In the meantime, 

a vague explanation could be mistaken that not all aspects of their complaints have been 

paid attention to (ibid). 

� Follow-up 

It is likely to form a secondary damage to the relationship if customers feel they have 

not been treated fairly or receive adequate responses or solutions from the company 

(Grégoire & Fisher, 2008; Schoefer & Diamantopoulos, 2008). It has been reported by 

Andreassen (2001) that only 30 percent of complaining customers are happy with the 

company’s complaint handling efforts. Study of Lewis & McCann (2004) on service 

failure and recovery in the UK reveals that only just over half of respondents classified 

themselves as satisfied or very satisfied with the service recovery process.  

Therefore, follow up activity is essential due to the fact that companies have to develop 

long-term relationships with their customers (Zineldin, 2006). Meanwhile, seeking 

reviews from complainants on how their complaints are handled and resolved is 

considered as one of the critical approaches for companies in evaluating the 

effectiveness of service recovery (Gonzalez, Hoffman, Ingram & LaForge, 2010; 

Commonwealth AU, 2009). It has been mentioned by Commonwealth AU (2009) that 

the follow up activity can be handled through either telephone discussions or in person. 

Wirtz & Tomlin (2000) suggest that follow up information can be captured through 

intranet-based solutions which are a service recovery system that feedback received is 

easily sent directly via e-mail to the staff in charge of service recovery. Whichever 

method is used, it can be put into practice as an indicator of overall customer 

satisfaction and service quality (ibid). 
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Additionally, more than just doing follow up activity, organizations should also share 

the information related to customer knowledge obtained from monitoring failures and 

evaluating recovery processes for the purpose of taking action on items that need to be 

corrected thereby reducing failures and improving recovery efforts (Gonzalez et al., 

2010). Customer knowledge is an important asset (Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). 

Collecting, managing, and sharing customer knowledge can be used as a very valuable 

activity to increase the competitiveness of companies (ibid). Customer knowledge can 

be obtained through a number of channels, and one of the examples could be the 

channel of customer complaints. More specifically, complaints provide a rich source of 

information, such as the information about how well an organization is performing and 

what improvements it might make (Commonwealth AU, 2009). This information can 

indicate problems with an organization’s internal services or program delivery. 

Therefore, companies should capture these broader considerations by ensuring issues 

and trends of complaints are a central element of their business review processes (ibid). 

 

In the complaint handling process, there are two aspects need to pay attention to, one is 

identifying customer complaint types during the assessment of complaint, another is the 

timeliness of complaint handling process. 

� Timeliness 

In business service, speedy action plays a positive role in improving customer 

satisfaction when it comes to complaint handling (Durvasula, 2010). For companies, it 

is important to resolve issues and complaints raised by an unsatisfied person in a timely 

and efficient manner (Mostaghel et al 2015; Davidow, 2003; Durvasula, 2010; Equiniti, 

2016; Ombudsman Western Australia, 2010; Oghazi 2014). Therefore, firms should try 

to make waiting shorter and more palatable for customers. For example, it will be 

helpful to inform people that their complaints are received and guarantee that their 

problems will be solved as soon as possible preferably within a certain fixed time (ibid).  

Furthermore, it is claimed that decision makers generally agree that companies’ 

competitiveness can be enhanced by shortening lead times (De Treville,Bicer, Chavez-

Demoulin, Hagspiel, Schürhoff, Tasserit & Wager, 2014). Implementing complaint 

handling system can make everything faster and user friendly for both staff and 
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customers, which will result in shorter waiting time (Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014; Hultman 

et al., 2008). In addition to that, setting guidelines for complaint management as well as 

Standardized complaint handling process could help deal with the handling of 

complaints more accurate and efficient, thereby reducing overall lead time (ibid). 

� Communication channel  

Studies from Goodman (1999) show that the majority of complaints are received at the 

place where the service is offered. It has been found that in B2B environment, 75 

percent of customers will directly complain to employees of a distributor or retailer with 

the most common communication channel, face-to-face or over the phone (ibid). And 

fewer people will choose to submit their complaints via emails, letters, customer 

feedback cards, or the firm’s website (Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014). However, there is a 

high probability in practice that the problem will never be reported to the manufacturer 

or corporate officer due to the lack of formal customer complaint channel (Mostaghel et 

al., 2012; Goodman, 1999; Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014). 

Brock et al. (2013) indicate that procedural justice is more important for industrial 

customers rather than it is for individual customers. Thus, it is crucial for firms to make 

available opportunities for customers to complain. Choosing a proper channel to resolve 

a complaint is important for customers. It is essential to provide complaint facilitation to 

customer in order to improve customer satisfaction (Robertson, 2012). Organizations 

should develop multiple complaint channels because it could limit customers’ accession 

and it is convenient to provide feedbacks to organizations (ibid). The most common 

channels used to receive customer complaints are face-to-face, telephone, email, 

company website and so forth (Bateson & Hoffman, 1999). 

 

2.3.2 Qualified complaint handler 

Nowadays, skilled and trained employees responsible for customer contact play a 

critical role in the recovery from failures (Bell & Luddington, 2006; Boshoff & Allen, 

2000; Maxham & Netemeyer, 2003) due to the fact that qualities and behaviors will 

affect customer satisfaction during the complaint handling (Gruber, Szmigin & Voss, 

2009). For the purpose of providing high quality customer service and boosting 
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customer loyalty, one of the comprehensive and integrated methods is to hire the right 

people, and continue to rely on efficient and effective training practices to help 

employees strengthen or increase their skills (Noe, 2010). Kotler & Armstrong (2014) 

suggest that companies’ competitive advantages can be gained through people 

differentiation, by hiring and training people better than its competitors do. In other 

words, the service employee, who directly contact and take care of customers need to be 

carefully selected and well trained (Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014).  

Generally, for companies, people who handle customer complaints are expected to be 

competent and flexible, capable and willing to solve problems properly, so that 

customer expectations can be met and the endangered relationship can be recovered and 

strengthened (Gruber et al., 2009). In the meantime, complaint-handling staff is required 

to be good communicators, warm and empathetic, non-defensive, astute, creative, 

decisive, firm and resilient (Commonwealth AU, 2009; Lovelock & Wirtz, 2014; 

Hultman et al., 2015). When it comes to the practical work, complaint handling staff 

should be skilled and professional. They are required to have a positive attitude when 

dealing with complainants. They also need to be fully trained in the work and in 

exemplary complaint handling practices. A part from that, it is important to understand 

and comply company’s policy on complaint handling (ibid). Moreover, staff dealing 

with complaints should maintain and update accurate customer data and complaints files 

whenever necessary in the light of the principles of good record keeping (NHS, 2013). 

According to Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) (2015), 

FSP Group (2011), Lovelock & Wirtz (2014), Ombudsman Western Australia (2010) 

and some of other online available job descriptions, whether a person is eligible to play 

the role of a complaint handler and what needs to be considered and judged should be 

focused on the angles of education, skills and work experience which are stated as 

follows: 

� Education 

ú Although this area of work is open to all graduates, it prefers those with degree 

in business, business administration or business management 

� Skills 

ú Interpersonal skills: a good listener, to understand exactly what customers want 

with respects; a good communicator, able to inform, help and advice customers 
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clearly and to liaise effectively with other professionals; as well as questioning 

skills and conflict management 

ú Problem solving: To be able to deal with unreasonable demands, unreasonable 

lack of cooperation and unreasonable behaviors with confidence, patience, 

politeness, tact and diplomacy 

ú Creative thinking: To be able to advise on different aspects of the 

organization’s internal complaint procedures, and to be able to come up with 

new ideas to improve customer service standards 

ú Professional ethics: Respect for customers and business confidentiality 

ú Computer skills 

� Work experience 

ú Pre-experience of working with customer service will have potential advantage. 

Such as working in a shop, a call center or an office 

Noe (2010) and Commonwealth AU (2009) referred that employees should always 

update their knowledge in order to stay competitive. As for companies, they should 

provide a comprehensive educational opportunity to their complaint handling staff. 

There are three important elements need to be considered when it comes to staff training 

which is training methods, training context and training evaluation, respectively (ibid). 

� Training methods 

ú Ongoing processes rather than one-time training events 

ú Traditional: Lecture  

ú E-learning: Web-based training programs 

� Training context 

ú Policy: Company's complaint handling policies and procedures 

ú Skills: writing, record keeping, computer, telephone manner 

ú Expand theoretical knowledge base 

ú Educate and update company’s business knowledge 
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� Training evaluation 

ú Formative evaluation: Ensure that training program is well organized and runs 

smoothly and trainees learn and are satisfied with the program 

ú Result evaluation: Assess learning acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

and  behaviors through exams and tests 

 

2.3.3 Complaint handling system 

In today’s dynamic business environment, technology plays a major role and has been 

associated with significant effect on business efficiency improvements (Lee & 

Billington, 1992; White & Pearson, 2001). Many companies have a tendency to provide 

accurate information and effectively manage their business by relying on computers and 

software (Bae & Ashcroft, 2004). Complaint management system is a system that 

enables customers to convey their issues to the company for immediate action (Sultan et 

al., 2008). González Bosch & Tamayo Enríquez (2005) define complaint management 

systems (CCMS) as systems designed, built, operated and constantly upgrade for the 

use of transforming complaints into customer knowledge. Some researchers argue that 

computerized complaint-handling system could provide companies with timely, 

accurate and integrated information to better resolve problems (Mitchell, 1993; Brown, 

1997). 

Company’s complaint handling process can benefit from implementing complaint-

handling system in many ways, no matter it is used to handle industrial customer 

complaints or consumer complaints: 

According to Mitchell (1993, p.26), “The fact that the complaint-handling department is 

often perceived as the ‘bearer of bad tidings’ facilitates neither the job of the bearer nor 

the receptiveness of the recipient.” By entering customer complaint data into IT system, 

to which other departments can also access, the resistance can be reduced and the 

criticism among people can be eliminated (Mitchell, 1993). When a customer’s 

complaint comes, once the information is put into the system, it will be accessed to all 

related internal unit (ibid). The likelihood of systematic errors such as the loss of details 

decreases when information is passed through departments (ibid). In addition, using a 
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computerized system enables more information to be managed in a timely manner with 

increased accuracy (Brown, 1997). Furthermore, complaint-handling system can help 

companies to record, aggregate and analyze complaint information for further 

development. Last but not the least, it can also empower customers because it will also 

enable customers to track the whole process of recovery (ibid). 

 

2.3.4 Complaint handling policy 

It is vital for people working with complaint handling to know how to act in situations 

of customer complaint. Therefore, companies should also put emphasis on setting the 

guidelines for complaint management (Hultén, 2012). Homburg & Fürst (2005) claim 

that policies that regulate what should be done and who can facilitate companies to 

manage activities, which restore dissatisfied customer trust. An agreement on policies is 

the prerequisite for a complaint handling manager to act swiftly when making decisions 

(Lindblom, 1959). 

Hultén (2012) suggests that policy is a crucial factor for complaint handling. Customer 

complaint handling is usually under time pressure. A well-established policy, which 

reflects what happens in practice, can reduce time spent in discussing what should be 

done and by whom.  

Policies regarding to complaint handling can be divided into formal policies and 

informal policies. Formal policies are guidelines for common procedures to assist 

customers; Informal policies are applicable when encountering with situations where 

complaints are difficult to handle by using formal guidelines, thus, it may considered as 

a compensation for the lack of formal policies (Hultén, 2012). 
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3 Methodology 

This section shows how the study was proceeded and it has been summarized as figure 

3.1. 

 

Figure 3.1 Methodology framework summary 
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3.1 Research approach 

“Research is the systematic approach of collecting and analyzing information in order 

to increase our understanding of the phenomenon about which we are concerned or 

interested” (Sachdeva, 2009, p.14). 

For the purpose of conducting a good research, a scientific method has been followed. 

In this section, the types of research approach are introduced which involves the choice 

of deductive research, and also why the approach of qualitative research is applied. 

3.1.1 Inductive vs. deductive research 

In logic, researches often refer to the two broad methods of reasoning, namely the 

deductive and inductive approaches. Inductive approach is a theory building process 

which begins with a specific empirical observation and followed by inferring broader 

generalizations and theories (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Deductive approach normally 

begins with thinking up a theory on the topic of interest and making prediction about 

new empirical observations (ibid). In order to be straightforward, they are demonstrated 

as follows: 

Deductive research:  

Theory � observations/findings, 

Inductive research:  

Observations/findings � theory 

According to Bryman & Bell (2015), deductive theory is considered as the most 

common view of the nature of the relationship between research and theory. Generally, 

researchers will deduce a hypothesis which is subjected to empirical scrutinizes once 

their research domain is decided. In order to make up the hypothesis, how data can be 

collected in relation to the concept will be specified. After that, the collected data will 

be managed and analyzed. Figure 3.2 displays six main steps of deduction. 
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Figure 3.2 Process of deduction  
Source: Bryman & Bell (2015, p.23) 

 

In this study, the deductive research approach was applied due to the fact that none of 

new theories based on the observation were created, instead, related existing theories 

were applied to a specific case, that is, complaint handling. Furthermore, the empirical 

findings were created by a test of pre-existing theories of key factors in term of 

complaint handling. Finally, previously presented theories were revised after collected 

data was managed and analyzed. 

 

3.1.2 Quantitative vs. qualitative research 

Quantitative research aims at quantifying problems by way of generating numerical data 

or data that can be converted into usable statistics from a larger sample population. It 

puts more emphasis on numbers in order to quantify attitudes, opinions, behaviors, and 

other defined variables (Bryman & Bell, 2015). It normally involves experimental 

designs and non-experimental designs, such as surveys (Creswell, 2014). On the other 

hand, compared with quantitative research, qualitative research can be seen as the 

primary exploratory research which puts more emphasis on words and is concerned 

1. Theory 

2. Hypothesis 

3. Data collection 

4. Findings 

5. Hypothesis confirmed 
or rejected 

6. Revision of theory 
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with the analysis of visual data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). In this case, variably 

unstructured approach is applied for the purpose of gaining an enhanced understanding 

of underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations from the samples (ibid). Researchers 

have explored the differences between qualitative and quantitative research shown in 

the table below. 

 

Table 3.1 Quantitative vs. qualitative research 
Source: Bryman & Bell (2015, p.416) 

Quantitative Qualitative 

Numbers Words 

Point of view of researcher Points of view of participants 

Theory testing Theory emergent 

Static Process 

Structured Unstructured 

Generalization Contextual understanding 

Hard, reliable data Rich, deep data 

Macro Micro 

Behavior Meaning 

To carry out this research, it is necessary to obtain information from the organization in 

order to identify key factors that influence complaint handling in those manufacturing 

industries. Based on the description above, qualitative research approaches are finally 

applied which means that, a rich and in-depth data in a natural setting that were 

collected and analyzed. 

 

3.2 Research design 

When conducting a research project, it is indispensable to make a research design 

(Krishnaswamy & Satyaprasad, 2010). Sometimes the two terms: research design and 

research method can be confusing. A research design is considered as an overall plan 

for the research; whereas a research method refers to a technique used for data 

collection (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Research design provides blueprint for data collection, measurement and analysis, 

serving as a guidance to keep the research going in the right direction (Krishnaswamy & 
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Satyaprasad, 2010). There are a number of research designs classified by different 

authors, based on the perspectives from which the study can be viewed, such as the 

degree of formulation of the problem, the topical scope, breadth and depth (a case or a 

statistical study), the time dimensions, which consists of cross-sectional or longitudinal 

design and the mode of data collection: observational or survey (Krishnaswamy & 

Satyaprasad, 2010; Parida et al., 2016). 

There are five different types of research designs classified by Bryman & Bell (2011), 

namely experimental design, cross-sectional design, longitudinal design, case study 

design, and comparative design.  

Case study design has been widely used in business research, which allows detailed and 

intensive data analyses of a single case (Bryman & Bell, 2011). A case can be in form 

of an organization, location, person or event (ibid). However, case study is not 

constrained to the form of one single case. It could also be a multiple-case study, which 

is considered as a ‘comparative design’, because it usually involves the comparison of 

cases. It enables researchers to find out what is unique and what is common among 

cases by comparing and contrasting the findings derived from different cases (ibid).  

A comparative design is usually applied when conducting study to identify two or more 

contrasting cases, which enables researchers to better understand social phenomena 

when comparing different contrasting cases or situations (Bryman & Bell, 2011). One 

of the most common forms of such research is in cross-culture or cross-national 

research, when examining certain issues or phenomena in two or more countries with 

the intention to gain a deeper understanding of the social reality of different countries 

(ibid). As mentioned before, the comparative design can also be applied in the form of a 

multiple-case study (ibid).  

In this study, a comparative design has been chosen because it would enable different 

questions to be asked on a certain phenomenon thereby making a comparison. 

Furthermore, it also allows the researchers to contrast the theories and practices built. 

Furthermore, to choose an appropriate research design, the most important aspect is to 

consider the purpose of the study. To fulfill the purpose of the study, in this case, 

companies have to identify the key factors that influence the efficiency of complaint 

handling in manufacturing industry, the most suitable design is to conduct a 

comparative multiple-case study, because it helps to gather information from the 
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perspective of different participants, by comparing and contrasting the cases as well as 

theoretical perspective. Besides, it would be able to see if there is any common ground 

among the cases. 

 

3.3 Data source 

Data could be classified into two sections of (1) primary data and (2) secondary data 

when deciding about different methods for data collection.  

Primary data is the first hand source collected with different methods like interviews 

and observations. The information collection is mainly applied for a specific purpose of 

a study (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010). It is defined as an original source, which 

gives the researchers a better control of, insight into and understanding of the topic 

(ibid). However, it is very costly, time consuming and requires planning (Yin, 2013). 

Table 3.3 shows the advantages and disadvantages of primary data. 

 

Table 3.2 Primary data advantages and disadvantages 
Source: Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad (2010, p.90) 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Specific to needs Costly 

Up to date Time consuming 

Tailor made Possible lack of respondents 
 

Secondary data is the use of data collected by someone else. It can be obtained from 

organizations' regular reports, government publications, marketing boards, research 

institutes, websites and so forth (Anokhin et al., 2016; Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 

2010). Table 3.4, which is explained by Bryman & Bell (2015), shows the advantages 

and disadvantages of using secondary data. 
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Table 3.3 Secondary data advantages and disadvantages 
Source: Adapted from Bryman & Bell (2015, p.320) 

Advantages Disadvantages 
Cost and time Lack of familiarity with data 
High-quality data Complexity of the data 
Opportunity for longitudinal analysis No control over data quality 
Subgroup or subset analysis Absence of key variables 
Opportunity for cross-cultural analysis   
More time for data analysis   
Reanalysis may offer new interpretations   
The wider obligations of the business researcher   

 

The study was depending on the up to date and specific information that was directly 

related to the research topic concerning the essential factors of after-sales service. 

Owing to these requirements, both primary data and secondary data are considered as 

appropriate. On the one hand, primary sources were gathered by purposefully selected 

participants working in after-sales service department in the manufacturing industry, 

who had been interviewed in order to have an in depth understanding of complaint 

handling operation in those selected organization as well as to identify the most 

important ones. Even though it was challenging to have numbers of ideal respondents at 

first and it was also time consuming to conducting different interviews. But the use of 

primary data gives the researchers a better control of insights and a deeper 

understanding of the topic. On the other hand, secondary data was also used. In this case, 

valuable knowledge and a comprehensive understanding of the organizations, products 

and services provided by those organizations were obtained efficiently. 

 

3.4 Research strategy 

The strategies used in conducting researches in economic studies are mainly 

experiments, surveys, archival analysis, history and case studies (Yin, 2013). These 

different strategies are described below. 

Experiment – the purpose of the experiment approach is to test different hypothesis by 

trial and error under conditions constructed and controlled by the researchers. It requires 

an extensive control of the independent variables in the hypothesis. It is very strong in 
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terms of internal validity and it creates confidence in the toughness and trustworthiness 

of fundamental findings. During the experiment, it needs to have at least (1) an 

experimental group, which is exposed to a treatment, and a control group, which is not 

exposed to a treatment; and (2) random assignment to the two groups (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). 

Survey – it is a detailed study of a market or geographical area to gather data on 

attitudes, impressions, opinions, satisfaction level and so forth. It is considered as a 

cross-sectional design in which data is collected by self-completion questionnaire or by 

structured interviews on more than one cases and at one point in time (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). 

Archival analysis – it refers to an observational method whereby the researchers 

examine the accumulated documents or archives such as diaries, magazines, and 

newspapers (Psychology-lexicon, 2016). 

History – it concerns with the entangled situations between phenomena and contexts but 

normally deals with non-contemporary events. The purpose is to collect, inspect and 

carry out an analysis of historical documents (Yin, 2013). 

Case study – it is a documented study of a specific real-life situation or imagined 

scenario. It entails the detailed and intensive analysis of a single case or the study of 

multiple cases for a comparative purpose. Furthermore, the study of multiple cases can 

be used to achieve more robust results than single case because it allows the researchers 

to compare and analyze the results obtained from each of the unique cases. (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). 

Each strategy has peculiar advantages and disadvantages. In order to determine the most 

appropriate strategy, the following conditions can be taken into consideration: (1) the 

type of posted research questions, (2) the extent of control an investigator has over the 

actual behavior events and (3) the focus on either contemporary or historical phenomena 

(Yin, 2013; Oghazi, 2009).  

For the purpose of finding out the research strategy used in this study, four research 

strategies presented above need to be eliminated. In this study, neither behavioral events 

observation "experiment" nor the collection, inspection and analysis of historical 
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documents were required. Thus, strategies of experiment and history were dismissed. In 

the meantime, archival analysis was not suitable due to the reason that this study was 

aiming for accurate and current data. Furthermore, although the strategy of survey could 

help gathering data on attitudes, impressions, opinions, and satisfaction level, deeper 

insight of the research area was required. Therefore, the strategy of survey was also 

rejected. This leads to the final research strategy, which is “case study”. In this study, 

the strategy of multiple case study was conducted in which rich and detailed 

information was gained, different cases were compared with each other, similarities and 

differences between the cases were detected and finally the research purpose was 

fulfilled. 

 

3.5 Data collection method 

Research method is a way of gathering data (Krishnaswamy & Satyaprasad 2010). The 

most important methods are observations, interviews, mail surveys, experimentations, 

simulations and projective techniques (ibid). The choice of methods depends on various 

factors, such as the nature of the study, the type and depth of information to be gathered, 

the size and spread of the sample and so forth (ibid). In a qualitative research, there are 

four basic types of data collection methods, namely qualitative observations, qualitative 

interviews, qualitative documents, and qualitative audio and visual materials (Creswell, 

2013).  

One of the most popular and widely used methods is qualitative interviews (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011; Yin, 2013). A qualitative interview can be further divided into different 

types. Creswell (2013) identified four types of interviews in qualitative interviews: in-

person interviews, telephone interviews, focus groups, and e-mail internet interviews. 

Based on the extent to which the interview is structured, Bryman and Bell (2011) 

classify qualitative interviews into two types: unstructured interviews and semi-

structured interviews.  

An unstructured interview tends to be a conversation between interviewers and 

participants (Bryman and Bell, 2011). A semi-structured interview allows interviewers 

to prepare for a set of questions regarding specific topics, while the interviewees are 

given enough leeway to respond freely (ibid). Questions may not follow the sequence of 
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the interview schedule, and some questions which are not included in the guide may 

prompt up in the interview based on what interviewees said (ibid). 

Both of the two types of interview process are flexible, and the emphasis is on the 

interviewees’ understanding of certain issues (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, when 

the situation varies, it may be more appropriate to choose one rather than the other (ibid). 

When it is desired to gain a genuine understanding of the view of people who share 

common properties or a social setting, an unstructured interview is more suitable (ibid). 

On the contrary, if the researcher has determined a relatively clear focus of the research, 

it is more likely to be a semi-structured interview. Additionally, when doing a multiple-

case study, a semi-structured interview is more appropriate because it provides a 

structure to ensure the comparison among cases (ibid).  

The following table summarizes the advantages and limits of each type of the method: 

 

Table 3.4 Advantages and limits of research methods 
Source: Creswell (2013, p.191) 
 

Data collection types Advantages Limits 

Observations 

· Firsthand experience with 
participant 

· Information can be record 

· Unusual aspects can be 
noticed during observation 

· Useful in exploring topics 
that may be uncomfortable for 
participants to discuss 

· Researcher may be seen as 
intrusive 

· Private information may be 
observed cut cannot be report 

· Researcher may not have good 
attending and observing skill 

· Certain participants may present 
special problem in gaining rapport 

Interviews 

· Useful when participants 
cannot be directly observed 

· Participants can provide 
historical information 

· Allows researcher control 
over the line of questioning 

· Provides indirect information 
filtered through the views of 
interviewees 

· Provides information in a 
designated place rather than the 
nature setting 
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Data collection types Advantages Limits 

Documents 

· Obtains the language and 
words of participants 

· Can be accessed at a time 
convenient 

· Represent data to which 
participants have given 
attention 

· Saves time and expense of 
transcribing 

· May be protected 
information unavailable to 
public or private access 

· Requires search out the 
information in hard-to-find 
places 

· The documents may not be 
authentic or accurate 

Audio-visual 
materials 

· May be an unobtrusive 
method of collecting data 

· It is creative in that it 
captures attention visually 

· May be difficult to interpret 

· May not be accessible 
publicly or privately 

· The presence of an observer 
may be disruptive and affect 
responses 

In this study, the semi-structured interview was considered as the most suitable data 

collecting method. As mentioned above, qualitative interviews as one of the most 

popular data collecting methods, have its advantages over other methods. It allowed 

participants to share their understanding in respect of certain issues, so that the 

researchers were able to gather rich and detailed data by conducting in-depth interviews 

with multiple cases. Additionally, document was used as supplementary data collecting 

method. For instance, data regarding companies’ profile were gathered from their 

websites. Those data was collected in order to supplement the data retrieved from the 

interview. 

 

3.6 Data collection instrument 

As mentioned in the previous section, the chosen method of data collection is semi-

structured interview, in which a list of topics and questions was prepared in advance. 

The qualitative interviews, including both semi-structured and unstructured interview, 
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provide researchers an opportunity to probe answers, where the researchers want the 

interviewees to explain (Saunders et al., 2009). This gives an opportunity to collect rich 

and detailed data. Furthermore, Bryman & Bell indicate that a semi-structured interview 

is more appropriate when the focus of the research is determined and clear. In this study, 

the information to be collected is about factors in organizations’ complaint handling 

management, which has a relatively clear focus. Apart from that, to be able to make 

comparison of multiple cases, the questions asked in the interview needed to be 

structured to a certain extend. 

 

3.6.1 Operationalization and measurement of variables 

Operationalization is a complex process in which different steps are included. For 

example, selecting and deciding on the major concepts from the purpose or the problem 

discussion (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010). An operational definition is about 

quantifying a nominal definition,.More specifically, it is about testing or measuring the 

criteria or operations. It has been described as “...the operations which observe, measure 

and record the phenomenon symbolized by the concept” (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 

2010, p.43). It puts more emphasis on how discourses are operationalized, transformed 

into new forms of acting and interacting, inculcated into new ways of being, or 

materialized, within organizations (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

As mentioned in the theoretical framework, service failure is inevitable therefore actions 

have to be taken in order to resolve problems before everything becomes worse. In the 

complaint handling situation, process, people, system and policy should be implied in 

order to increase the efficiency of complaint handling, and enhance the overall business 

operation. This study aimed at finding out the critical factors in complaint handling. 

Therefore, those critical factors were separated into measurable terms. In addition to 

that, the measurements for the concepts were conducted through in-depth interviews. In 

this study, the operationally defined concepts chosen were demonstrated as follows. 
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Table 3.5 Operationalization 

Concept Question Reasoning Adapted from 

Complaint 
handling 
process 

What process model do 
you follow to resolve 
complaint? 

With these questions, the 
measurements for complaint handling 
process helps to identify if companies 
complaint handling process affect its 
efficiency. In the process, complaint 
type identification, communication 
channel, response time were referred.. 

Ombudsman 
Western Australia, 
2010 

Communicati
on channel 

How does a complaint 
come to you? 

Lovelock & Wirtz, 
2014; Robertson, 
2012 

Timelines How long does it take to 
response a complaint case? 

Durvasula, 2010; 
Davidow, 2003 

Follow up 
activity 

How does your follow up 
activities look like for both 
internally and externally? 

Zineldin, 2006; 
Gonzalez et al., 
2010; Wirtz & 
Tomlin, 2000 

Qualification 
of complaint 
handler 

Who is considered as a 
qualified complaint 
handler? 

Skilled and trained employee plays a 
critical role in the service quality 
enhancement. This can be considered 
from the perspectives of both 
technique skills and interpersonal 
skills. These questions are the 
measurements that helps to identify 
how important the companies think of 
complaint handler which is reflected 
from the selection and training of 
complaint handler. 

Noe, 2010; 
Lovelock & Wirtz, 
2014; Gruber et 
al., 2009; FSP 
Group, 2011 

Qualification 
of complaint 
handler 

What are the selection 
criterias for those people? 

Lovelock & Wirtz, 
2014; AGCAS, 
2015; Ombudsman 
Western Australia 
2010 

Qualification 
of complaint 
handler 

How do you keep your 
staff up to date? 

Noe, 2010; 
Lovelock & Wirtz, 
2014; 
Commonwealth 
AU, 2009 

Complaint 
handling 
system 

How do you use system to 
assist you with complaint 
handling? 

Along with the development of 
technology, the use of system to 
conducting business operation 
becomes common. These questions 
help the researchers to gain an 
understanding on how important 
companies consider the use of system 
is when handling complaints. 

Sultan et al., 2008; 
Mitchell, 1993 Complaint 

handling 
system 

If not, how do you manage 
your complaint? 

Complaint 
management 
policy 

What kind of policy do 
you follow to regulate 
complaint handling 
procedure?  

Thses questions measures the 
guidances that set a certain standard 
within a given context to regulates 
actions of complaint handling.  

Hultén, 2012; 
Homburg et al., 
2010 Complaint 

management 
policy 

What aspects are included 
in the policy?  

Complaint 
handling 

What is the most important 
element in terms of 
complaint handling? Why? 

With questions above the information 
of how important the companies see 
different potential critical factors in 
complaint handling were obtained. 
Through the last two questions, the 
researchers are able to know what 
factors that companies are considered 
as the most important thereby 
fulfilling the overall purpose. 

Homburg et al., 
2010; Tax et al., 
1998 

Complaint 
handling What can be improved? 
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3.6.2 Interview guide 

An interview guide in qualitative researches is different from the notion of a structured 

interview schedule (Bryman and Bell, 2011). It is a brief list of memory prompts of 

fields to be covered in unstructured interviews or a more or less structured list of 

questions to be asked in a semi-structure interview (ibid). Figure 3.2 demonstrates the 

process of formulating questions for an interview guide. 

 

Figure 3.3 Formulating questions for an interview guide 
Source: Bryman & Bell (2011, P 477) 

 

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), several basic elements need to be considered 

when preparing an interview guide: 

� Create a good order of the topic areas, make sure they flow logically, but be 

prepared to change the order during the actual interview; 

� Formulate interview questions that will allow you to answer your research 

questions 

� Try to use language that can be easily understood by the interviewees 

� Do not ask leading questions 

� Remember to let ‘face sheet’ information help contextualize interviewees’ answers. 

General research 
area 

Specific research 
questions Interview topics 

Formulate 
interview 
questions 

Review/revise 
interview 
questions 

Pilot guide 

Identify novel 
issues 

Revise interview 
questions Finalize guide 
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Based on the considerations above, a list of interview questions was created in order to 

retrieve data regarding complaint handling, and to identify the most important factors 

that influence complaint handling. Firstly, a list of topic areas was brought up based on 

the literature review conducted before. Secondly, interview questions were formulated 

with the aim of answering the research questions of this study. Next, the questions were 

revised to avoid mistakes such as confusing words and leading questions. Followed by a 

pilot of the interview guide, feedback was collected and the interview questions were 

revised again and finalized. The interview guide is demonstrated in Appendix A. 

 

3.7 Sampling 

Sampling techniques can be generally classified into two types: Probability and Non 

probability sampling (Oghazi et al., 2012; Bryman & Bell, 2011; Krishnaswamy & 

Satyaprasad, 2010). Each type of sampling technique can be further divided into 

different forms. According to Bryman & Bell (2011), Probability sampling consists of 

simple random sampling, systematic sampling, stratified random sampling, and 

multistage cluster sampling. Probability sampling, also called random sampling, refers 

to the method used when a sample has been selected randomly (ibid).  Each unit in the 

population has an equal opportunity to be selected, so that the sampling error is more 

likely to be kept at a relatively low level (ibid). Non-probability sampling, however, is 

employed when sample has not been selected randomly, in other words, some units 

have more chance to be selected than others in the population (ibid). The basic forms of 

non-probability sampling are convenience sampling, purposive sampling, snowball 

sampling, and quota sampling (Saunders et al., 2009). 

In this study, a purposive sampling method was applied which enables the researchers 

to use their judgments to select cases that can better fulfill the purpose of the research. 

With the regard to the purpose of this study, namely identify key factors of complaint 

handling, six manufacturing companies that are operating business in B2B sector have 

been chosen, even though the size of companies are various, and they are selling 

different product categories ranging from heating system, lift trucks, plastics, furniture, 

professional food services and laundry system. The criterion for selecting those 

companies is to have a relatively well-founded after-sales service department. 
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Furthermore, the interviewees are selected based on the requirement of working in the 

field of after-sales services and dealing with complaint handling. Additionally, it is 

preferable to have over five years working experiences, for they could possess the 

knowledge and experience of complaint handling. The following table demonstrates the 

sample list of companies and the interviewees: 

 

Table 3.6 Sample lists 

Company 
Name 

Interviewee 
Name Position Working 

Years 
Interview 
Duration 

NIBE Berry 
Christensson 

After-sales 
service manager 15 years 1.5 hours 

Konercranes 
Lift Trucks 

Anna-lena 
Håkansson 

Warranty and 
admin manager 10 years 1.5 hours 

Ljungby 
Maskin 

Stefan 
Svensson 

Service 
manager 

Over 10 
years 1.5 hours 

IKEA 
Components 

Kevin 
Tang 

 Complaint area 
administrator 10 years 1.5 hours 

Emballator 
Lagan Plast 

Frida 
Nilsson 

Sustainability 
manager 2 years 1.5 hours 

Electrolux Stefan 
Linnér 

Customer care 
manager  20 years 2 hours 

 

3.8 Data analysis method - qualitative approach 

Once data has been collected, they will be analyzed by an appropriate data analysis 

method for either qualitative research or quantitative research. The following 

explanation focuses on qualitative data analysis exclusively, since qualitative research is 

applied in this study. 

Data analysis in qualitative study is to understand and interpret the collected data 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). For a start, the raw data has to be managed, which means the 

data has to be checked by the researchers to establish whether there are any obvious 

flaws. Next, researchers have to make sense of the data through coding and linking the 

process with the research question and the theoretical concepts. Finally, the conclusion 

can be drawn (ibid). According to Miles & Huberman (1994) the purpose of the analysis 
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of data is to discover useful information and suggest conclusions by the way of 

inspecting, cleaning, transforming and modeling data collected. It has been pointed out 

that three components are composed of the data analysis process, namely data reduction, 

data display and conclusion drawing and verification, which are demonstrated below 

(ibid). 

 

Table 3.7 Data analysis components 
Source: Adapted from Miles & Huberman (1994, p.10-11) 

Data � reduction �  Data � display � 
Conclusion � drawing/ � 

verification � 

·∙ � Selecting � 

 � 

·∙ � Focusing � 

 � 

·∙ � Simplifying � 

 � 

·∙ � Abstracting � 

 � 

·∙ � Transforming � 

·∙ � Organizing � 

 � 

·∙ � Compressing � 

 � 

·∙ � Assembling � 

·∙ � Deciding � what � things � mean � 

 � 

·∙ � Making � good � sense � 

 

Firstly, it has to be followed by the reduction stage after data collection – that is, 

reducing the large corpus of collected information in order to make sense of it (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Bryman & Bell, 2015). This is because not all the gathered 

information can be used in a qualitative study owing to the density and richness of the 

text and image data, thereby the information has to be well selected and reduced in 

order to link to the research topic (Guest, McQueen & Namey, 2012). Continuously, as 

table 3.9 shows, data display is about organizing, compressing and assembling. It is 

considered as helpful to understand the situation and take actions based on that 

understanding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The final part are the conclusion drawing 

and verification which start after the collection, reduction and displaying of data. In this 

part, the conclusion should be drawn based on the conditions of (1) being able to reflect 

the variation between the interviewed companies and (2) being capable of answering the 

research question. 
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In this study, collected data was consolidated, reduced, interpreted and finally analyzed 

in order to communicate understanding that linked to the facts which have been derived 

from interviews. Then, a conclusion has been drawn which displayed a reflection of the 

variation between the interviewed companies, and answered the research question (See 

5 Analysis & 6 Conclusion). 

 

3.9 Quality criteria 

In this study, four evaluation criteria have been used to evaluate the quality of the 

research. To be more specific, they are face validity, construct validity, external validity 

and reliability. Validity is concerned with whether the researcher measures what he/she 

intended to measure (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In a qualitative research, validity usually 

refers to whether researchers are observing, identifying or measuring what they wanted 

to measure (ibid). Each form of validity will be discussed in detail later. Reliability is 

defined as over time consistency of results and an accurate representation of the total 

population under study, and if the results can be determined through statistical methods 

after repeated trials, it is considered to be reliable (ibid). 

 

3.9.1 Face validity 

Face validity is described as whether the measure seems to reflect the content of the 

concept. It can be built by asking people in related fields to judge if the content reflects 

the concept that is concerned (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

In this study, the face validity of qualitative approach was established by pretesting the 

interview questions prior to the actual interviews. The questions have gone through by 

the scholar at university who is knowledgeable and has an extensive academic 

experience, to see whether they are interpreted appropriately to reflect the concepts that 

are concerned. In order to ensure the questions can be understood correctly, the 

questions were also tested with another two managers who have been working in the 

Swedish industry for years with longtime working experience. 
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3.9.2 Construct validity 

Construct validity is concerned with identifying the correct operational measures for the 

concepts (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Yin (2013) suggests that three tactics can be used to 

increase construct validity when doing case studies. The first one is to use multiple 

sources of evidence. The second tactic is to establish a chain of evidence. The third one 

is to let the key informants review the draft case study report. 

In this study, the construct validity was increased by using multiple source of evidence, 

excepting for the interview as the main source of data collection, supplementary 

documentations were also provided by the companies. Furthermore, the interview was 

recorded in order to minimize the risk of misinterpretations and to avoid the loss of key 

information.  

 

3.9.3 External validity 

External validity refers to the extent a study and the result of the study can be 

generalized across social settings (Bryman & Bell, 2011). To ensure external validity, 

quantitative researchers are keen to find out representative samples (ibid). However, it 

has been seen as a problem for qualitative researchers to present external validity 

especially when conducting case studies and small samples. Yin (2013) also points out 

that the external validity problem has been a major barrier in doing case studies, 

whereas this problem can be solved by analytic generalization. In analytical 

generalization, the investigator is striving to generalize a particular set of results to 

some broader theories by using probability sampling. Another way to test the external 

validity is to conduct further researches of this study with a quantitative approach, and 

to see if it leads to a similar result. External validity has always been considered as a 

major barrier when doing a qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

In this study, although a multiple-case study was applied and six manufacturing 

companies, ranging from small-medium size to global companies producing different 

type of product were selected, it is not sufficient to generalize the results in other 

situations, because the samples were selected by using a non-probability sampling. Thus, 

it has a relatively lower external validity. 
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3.9.4 Reliability 

In qualitative research, two types of reliability need to be considered (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). External reliability is concerned with the degree to which a study can be 

replicated. Internal reliability depends on whether more than one member of the 

research team agree on what they see and hear (ibid).  

The conduction of this study has been discussed and justified in detail, the 

operationalization and interview guide were presented as well, which made the study 

replicable. Both of the authors participated in all the interviews and the information 

gathered during the interviews was agreed as consistent between the authors, so that the 

internal reliability is increased. 
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4 Empirical finding 

In this chapter, empirical data collected from the six cases are presented. Each case is 

started with a brief introduction of the company and the participant. The gathered data 

was presented case by case and in accordance with the order of this study’s theoretical 

concepts, namely, complaint handling process, qualified complaint handler, complaint 

handling system, and complaint handling policy. 

 

4.1 NIBE 

NIBE Energy Systems is one of the Europe's largest manufacturers of water heaters and 

other products for indoor comfort which headquarter is located in Småland Markaryd. 

It is represented through partners and subsidiaries in more than 50 markets around the 

world (NIBE, 2016). The following information are all obtained from personal 

communication with Berry Christensson, the after-sales service manager, who has been 

working in NIBE energy system for 16 years that mainly responsible for complaint 

handling, spare parts and technique support. 

NIBE is operated towards business to business section exclusively. When it comes to 

after-sales service, the management mainly deals with customer complaints, spare parts 

and technique support. As for complaint handling, NIBE constructs relationships with 

various external service partners who spread all over Sweden, providing practical repair 

sites and helping NIBE take care of complaints that happen within the three-year 

warranty time. Their relationships are built upon agreements with their service partners. 

Product related complaints can go either directly to NIBE or to those service partners 

within the first six months after purchase, while supporting documents are needed for 

those complaints happened between the warranty time of six months after purchase and 

before three years. As shown below, the relationships between NIBE, its service 

partners, wholesalers, installers and the end customers are that: NIBE sells products to 

its wholesalers, the wholesalers sell products to installers who actually install the 

product, and finally the installers sell products to the end customers. When it comes to 

complaints, the end customers always complaint back to the installer and the installers 

are responsible for communicating the complaints to either NIBE or its service partners.  
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Figure 4.1 Workflow within different player 

The communication channel of complaints can be either making a telephone call, 

sending emails or filling out complaint reports through NIBE’s official webpage. These 

communication channels are considered as equally important. In addition, a 

confirmation email has to be sent out on the same day of the receipt of complaints if 

they are from emails or a web. When it comes to the complaint handling process, types 

of complaints will be evaluated after the receipt of the complaints. In this case, product 

related complaints and non-product related complaints will be handled differently. If it 

is about product failure, NIBE will communicate and negotiate with their installers 

whether they can fix the problems themselves. Otherwise, as mentioned before, service 

partners providing practical repair sites will help them take care of it and report the case 

condition back to NIBE and the complainers once the case is resolved. After that, the 

quality department will receive the returned parts and investigate reasons for product 

failure and making product development in order to prevent the recurrence of the same 

problem. Furthermore, non-product related complaints normally are handled by service 

department in which useful information will be put up the agenda in department for 

further development.  

As mentioned earlier, the management of after-sales service mainly deals with customer 

complaints, spare parts and technique support. There are 30 people in this department 

where consists of positions such as error report, technique support, spare part 

preparation, administration and training. Everyone has its own responsibilities and 

sometimes has to help each other with different tasks due to the reason that there is a 

high requirement of knowledge base in the job. Manager Berry points out that human 

resources plays a vital role in their complaint handling process, especially it is expected 
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that people who have rich technical knowledge. This is because staffs in the department 

have to deal with all kinds of tasks correctly such as filtering and evaluating different 

complaint cases, consulting, creating work order, communicating with service partners 

and so forth thereby technical knowledge is required. In the meantime, interpersonal 

skill is also preferably required. Therefore, in order to keep their staffs up to date as 

well as ensure that their staffs are experts in their field, NIBE has conducted continuous 

product-related and technique-related training when they launch new products, as well 

as periodic talk skill trainings for the employees. 

NIBE has integrated system to assist their complaint handling process. It brings them 

lots of benefits. For example, everything becomes simple, fast and convenient. They are 

able to have more accurate data which is not that easy to make mistakes any more. At 

present, NIBE has two types of systems supporting their complaint handling process. 

One is called ‘INFOREAM’ which was newly released in 2007 for internal use of 

complaint handling. In this system, all the service technique staffs have the authority to 

access to the system and to make input and output such as filling the report, creating 

work order and printing out service report. The other one is a service portal where 

external parties, such as the service partners, can get an access to relevant support 

documentations, check work order status and report new status whenever needed by 

logging into the site. They are continuously upgrading and optimization their systems in 

order to improve their complaint handling efficiency. 

As mentioned, relationships between NIBE and its service partners are built upon an 

agreement when it comes to resolving customer complaint. For example, one of the 

provisions states is that once a work order has been created and received by the service 

partner, they have to contact the complainer either for setting up meeting (if needed) or 

for having further information within eight hours. In fact, NIBE has not many fixed 

regulations on complaint handling because the reasons causing customer complaints are 

different. However, instead, they chose to use a more flexible way to handle customer 

complaints. 

(Source: B. Christensson, personal communication, 2016-04-11) 
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4.2 Konercranes 

Konecranes Lift Trucks is one of the world’s leading providers of smarter lifting 

equipment and services. The mission of Konecranes Lift Trucks is to make the hardest-

working, longest-lived lift trucks in the world. Currently they are available in over 80 

countries with fully supported spare parts and personalized services (Konecranes Lift 

Trucks, 2016). The following information are all obtained from personal 

communication with Anna-lena, Håkansson, Warranty and admin manager, who has 

been working in Konecranes Lift Trucks  for 10 years and she is mainly responsible for 

complaint handling and technical support. 

According to Håkansson, Konecranes Lift Trucks offers a range of after-sales services 

for their customers, including maintenance and technical support, training, financial 

services and spare parts. The complaint handling services is taken care by the 

maintenance and technical support department. 

Usually, complaints are collected by the dealers from the end customers, and it is 

required for dealers to submit the complaint within 45 days from the date when the 

problem occurs. The complaints are preferable to be received through online systems, 

and it will be considered as official. They can also be made by phone calls or emails, 

which are the not official ways of handing a complaint. However, in order to make a 

formal complaint, the dealers have to put the complaint information including the 

running hours till the failure occasion, the date of failure, and the description of the 

problem into system.  

After the complaints have been received, the complaint handling process will start by 

the acknowledgement of complaints, then dealers will be informed once the complaints 

have been received by the administration team within 24 hours. The next stage is the 

assessment of the case, whether the administration team will identify the complaint 

types and the expected result from customers. Then, it will be followed by investigation 

stage. During the previous stage, it was examined whether the complaint was due to 

suppliers’ problem, in that case, the investigation would be conducted by the supplier. 

However, if it is an assembly or design problem, Konecranes will take charge of the 

investigation stage to see the causes of the problem and come up with solutions.  
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Once the complaint is handled, the administration team will response to the dealer with 

their final decisions. However, it is not the end of complaint -handling process, and it 

will be preceded by follow-up activities including sending reports to the customer and 

doing complaint statistical analysis internally.  

The after-sales services department of maintenance and technical support can be divided 

into four functional areas, namely area management, warranty and administration, 

training management, and regional management. Once the dealers have a complaint, 

they go to the regional manager directly, and communicate with them. The area 

managers are those who have the most knowledge about the products, and provide 

supports for the regional managers. The warranty and administration manager is 

responsible for handling complaints through the system, and pick up the most important 

cases to deal with. In addition, they also offer technical supports on the requests of 

dealers.  

The training manager is taking care of training for the staffs in after-sales services 

department as well as the dealers. When asked what the most important factor of 

handling complaints is, Håkansson said that “it is people who are taking care of the 

complaints”. It is vital that the complaint handlers have a good command of knowledge 

and the goodwill to achieve their aim by working together. To be able to work with 

complaints-handling tasks, the most important skill should possess is technical 

knowledge. Apart from that, it is increasingly important to have software knowledge as 

well. Additionally, having knowledge about the overall business operation would be a 

plus.  

As mentioned before, Konecranes runs its own system to handle complaints. The 

dealers are given authorities to access their own cases in the system so that they are 

updated to the complaint handling status. What is more, it also makes the complaints 

easier to manage for the complaint handling team, because the information of complaint 

cases is integrated in the system. What is worth mentioning is that the system also 

assists them to run statistical analysis, in order to see the trend of complaints numbers 

and the area where the cost spent on complaints. The reasons for complaints include 

supplier issues, namely where they spent their most money on, the second is goodwill, 

followed by extended warranty, design, production, campaign and so forth. The 

statistical analysis runs not only about the cost per reason, but also about the failure area 
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of the machine, such as hydraulics, transmission, electrics, spreader, engine cabin and 

so forth.   

As for policy, Konecranes does not have a specific policy to regulate the complaint 

handling process. Instead, it gives flexibility for the managers to handle complaints 

based on the situation of the complaint cases. 

(Source: A. L. Håkansson. personal communication, 2016-03-30) 

 

4.3 Ljungby Maskin 

Ljungby Maskin AB is a Swedish construction equipment manufacturer which formed in 

1984 and located in Ljungby. It specialized in providing products such as wheel loaders, 

compactors, equipment and cab suspension, as well as spare parts and services 

(Ljungby Maskin, 2016). The following information is all gathered through interview 

with Stefan Svensson who is the service manager of Ljungby Maskin that mainly 

responsible for customer complaint, claim and warranty issues. 

When a complaint occurs, it is normally reported by dealers through telephone calls 

because Ljungby Maskin believes that the most efficient communication channel is by 

making phone calls. In principle, Ljungby Maskin is aiming to resolve received 

complaints immediately due to the reason that they consider having a timely and 

efficient manner to resolve issues and complaints raised by an unsatisfied customer 

essential. However, it also depends on the complexity of different cases. Sometimes 

actions are taken primarily towards cases that are considered as more urgent, and 

sometimes labor and technique preparation are required before taking any actions. 

Anyhow, it is required that the first response call to the dealers shall be made within 24 

hours. 

After receiving complaint cases, Ljungby Maskin will firstly provide guidelines to the 

dealers, which are their customers, directing what can be done to diagnose and deal with 

the problems in order to make the machine runs as soon as possible. This step is always 

considered as tricky because the real problem usually cannot be found by the dealers 

due to the reason that they are not fully equipped with the technique knowledge 
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regarding the machine. Therefore, if problems cannot be solved by the dealers through 

the instruction, Ljungby Maskin will communicate with their service partners which are 

external entities about the case, deciding what further steps should be taken, such as 

either sending service people to the dealers or replacing fault parts with new ones. 

It is followed by the step of payment completion. In this step, Ljungby Maskin will 

cover the costs if cases are about material fault, manufacturing fault or construction 

fault within the one year (or 2000 hours) warranty period. Otherwise, they will negotiate 

about cost-sharing with their dealers, then send them invoices and finally complete the 

payment. 

At the end of the process, fault parts will be sent back to Ljungby Maskin’s suppliers for 

the purpose of investigating solutions for the problem as well as doing product 

development. Furthermore, Ljungby Maskin also has irregular summaries and analysis 

on the frequently occurred problems in order to develop their own products and services. 

There are two managers responsible for complaint handling in Ljungby Maskin. One is 

taking care of the work from supplier side and the other is taking care of the work from 

dealer side. Both of them have been working in Ljungby Maskin for a long time and are 

well experienced with different complaint cases and situations. They also have service 

partners that support them to deal with customer complaints. It is told that technique 

skills and experiences are considered as the most important when it comes to complaint 

handling. Moreover, in order to keep people who deal with complaint cases up to date, 

they have three weeks’ training when they launch a new product, in which the 

knowledge of trouble shooting, system adjusting and so forth will be covered. In 

addition, the training will also be held when the company gets in touch and cooperate 

with new service dealers. 

The business system Ljungby Maskin has in the factory is called Monitor which is 

currently developing for service module. It is an ongoing system whose function of 

complaint management is not yet covered. It is known that so far it has been managing 

its complaint cases by doing paperwork. For example, when the company decides to 

change parts for the dealers to consider a complaint case, the dealers need to fill out a 

form about the fault parts stating that the purchase time of the machine, the time that the 

machine has been running, the problem of the machine or parts and so forth. In addition, 

when Ljungby Maskin receives the fault parts, it will send the fault parts back to their 
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suppliers. In this case, another form needs to be filled out and sent to the supplier 

together with the fault parts. All information in those forms will eventually be 

integrated into an excel sheet thereby be managed by the complaint handling managers. 

It has been told that Ljungby Maskin is aware of the fact that the system will greatly 

enhance the efficiency of its work, thus, it is striving for having a system that could help 

and support them manage their complaint cases better. 

The guidelines of dealing with customer complaint cases are based on the warranty 

agreement, in which the warranty period, the scope of the warranty and so forth have 

been detailed described. In its cases, people who are responsible for complaints are 

trained to be flexible in handling various customer issues. Ljungby Maskin believes that 

proper and different actions can be taken as long as customer problems can be solved, 

machine can be fixed and be able to run as soon as possible. 

(Source: S. Svensson, personal communication, 2016-05-03) 

 

4.4 IKEA Components 

IKEA Components AB (ICOMP) is a part of the IKEA group which develops furniture 

components and raw materials concepts. In addition, it also provides purchase and 

wholesale of raw materials, and packing bags of furniture fittings, as well as the 

development, purchase, distribution and sales of furniture components. It is an essential 

part of Supplier's Purchase within the IKEA supplying process. There are 750 

employees based in Sweden, Slovakia and China that specialized in this global business. 

The following information were obtained through personal interview with Kevin Tang 

who have been working in ICOMP (China) as complaint area administrator and 

engineer for 10 years. 

Tang mentions that there are different types of complaints in the management of 

ICOMP in China which normally involves handling defect, product defect, warranty, 

sales error, received damage and so forth. He considers complaint handling important 

for ICOMP’s management because it helps the organization to be accountable to the 

public, and provide valuable prompts to review organizational performance.  
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It has been explained that its process of complaint handling usually goes through several 

stages from assessment, investigation to a final decision and follow up activity. For 

example, IKEA Stores in China, which is considered as its customers, collect and report 

complaints regarding product defect or warranty to the complaint administration team if 

there is any of serious problem or difficulty with products or services. Once the case has 

been submitted into the system, it will be solved chronologically. The complaint 

administration team will start to gather information to verify the situation and assess the 

complaints, followed by distributing the case to the appropriate suppliers or third parties 

for suggested solution. The solution needs to reach a consensus from the involved 

departments or third parties. A case will be solved once they jointly agree on the 

optimal strategic approach for handling the complaints and after that a follow up 

meeting or reporting will be carried out. During the late stage, each individual 

complaint case will be followed up every two months for the purpose of examining 

either whether problems are solved fundamentally or if similar problems have ever 

occurred again. Their KPI assessment requires the time span between inquiries and 

closing to be no more than two weeks, otherwise there is no express provision for the 

control of processing time. 

ICOMP’s complaints can be received through email, phone call or in person, but the 

only official channel is via its internal system which will be described in the next 

section. People who handle complaints do multitasks in their positions. They are not 

only dealing with the complaints but also taking care of product development, supplier 

control and product quality control. There is a large complaint administration team in 

the event of complaint handling. Each expert is responsible for maintaining about five 

suppliers and over 100 suppliers need to be managed in IKEA’s supplier relationship. 

As mentioned before, the case of complaints will be transferred to the appropriate 

supplier for suggested solution after investigation. Therefore, the expert who takes care 

of certain supplier will be responsible for the specific case.  

As mentioned, the only official channel of receiving complaints is submitting requests 

to the system. Complaints are usually generated by three forms, which are Safety Alarm 

(SA), Quality Alarm (QA) and Complaint/ Store Quality Report (SQR) in CASY 

system. SA and QA can be both financial or nonfinancial cases, which are related to 

major safety and quality issues that need to be handled urgently. The Complaint/ SQR 

which represents the upgraded customer complaints and quality reports obtained from 
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the IKEA Stores (China), are normally nonfinancial cases. The system creates a unified 

platform in which production chain, supply chain, warehouse, financial department, 

IKEA Stores (China), IKEA of Sweden and IKEA’s supplier are included together and 

all of them are granted with authorities to get access to the system. 

However, Tang explains that ICOMP does not have a well-established formal policy for 

its complaint management. But it does have informal policies for time control and rules 

when it comes to making a complaint. For example, as mentioned above, its KPI 

assessment in accordance with the time is required to be within two weeks. But there 

are no express provisions and no consequences if time limit is exceeded. Another 

example of informal policy is that it has quality requirements when purchasing 

materials. Therefore, suppliers need to take all the responsibilities if there are 

complaints due to non-compliance materials and quality destruction in the production 

process. Moreover, if an investigation shows that both IKEA and its suppliers have 

shared responsibility, both of them will be jointly responsible for the case and go fifty-

fifty in the loss. 

(Source: K. Tang, personal communication, 2016-03-05) 

 

4.5 Emballator Lagan Plast 

Emballator Lagan Plast is a packaging company that offers a wide range of packaging 

solutions in Nordic regions. Their mission is to develop, produce and market plastic 

buckets and cans for food and chemical products. It has plant located in Ljungby, 

Sweden and sales offices in Finland, Norway and the United Kingdom 

(Emballatorlagan, 2016). The following information are all gathered through interview 

with Frida Nilsson the Sustainability manager of Emballator Lagan Plast who mainly 

responsible for sustainability and complaint handling. 

The sustainability department in Emballator Lagan Plast is responsible for the 

company’s sustainable development. There are four people within this department, and 

they are respectively in charge of placing orders, routines, cooperating with production 

chains, technical support as well as complaint handling. Their daily task includes 

dealing with complaints and claims both inside and outside the company. The internal 
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claims can be made by everyone in the company who finds out a problem, all kinds of 

problems can be reported. Internally, claims consist of four levels: “should be improved, 

breakdown, product errors, and other errors”. Externally, based on the severity, 

customer complaints are mainly divided into two levels, namely minor and major 

complaints.  

Complaints usually come in various ways. They can be received via emails, phone calls, 

documents or in person. Once the complaints are received, they are required to be 

responded within 24 hours. When asked if customer complaints are treated differently 

based on the relationship it has with its customers or customer perceptions of the 

problems, Nilsson said, “all customers are supposed to be treated equally, but in the 

situation where multiple cases come at the same time, the one which is more urgent will 

be given a priority, because it might cause a big loss for the customers”. Then it will go 

through the stages where investigations are conducted. Technicians will go to customers 

to investigate the problem. If it has been proved that there is an actual problem, then the 

payments will be ready to be made to the customers. The cases are not completed until 

correcting actions are taken. In order to make sure the problem will not happen again, 

the production department will be involved to take correcting actions based on the 

problem complainants brought up. Usually, the complaints are expected to be solved 

within two weeks, but it also depends on the complexity of the case, sometimes it can 

take many weeks.  

When it comes to the qualification of complaint handlers, Nilsson notes that there are 

several qualities that a good complaint handler should possess. The most important one 

is the knowledge about products; the second is good understanding of customer needs; 

the third one is knowledge about the usage of products. Last but not the least, Nilsson 

also mentions that a good teamwork is also an important element. Everyone in this 

department has his or her strength, which makes the team corporate more efficiently. To 

keep the staffs up to date, Emballator arranges regular training courses for their stuffs 

including plastic courses and business courses in order to help them learn more about 

their products and understand customer needs better. What is more, Emballator has a 

staff evaluation which divides their staffs into four types, based on their personalities 

and skills. When dealing with complaining customers, different types of staffs will be 

sent to the customers, based on the customers’ characteristics. For example for 
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customers who tend to complain a lot or customers who are very picky, it might require 

the staffs to be very patient and friendly.  

As for the complaint handling system, currently Emballator is using a CRM system 

called “super office”, and complaint handling is part of its functions. The system is 

accessible for everyone in the company who has direct customer contacts, such as sales 

department and sustainability department. When a complaint is received by either way 

as mentioned before, the information will be put into the system. The system can help 

integrate complainant data and therefore facilities the staffs to run statistical analyses of 

customer complaints, for example, the number of complaints and its percentage of total 

production, as well as the reasons for complaints and the cost per reason. As mentioned 

earlier, customer complaints are divided into two categories, minor complaints and 

major complaints. The goal of Emballator for minor customer complaints is 0.5% out of 

total production and 0.4% for major customer complaints. By April 2016, the 

complaints are respectively consisted of 0.48% and 0.71% of the total production. The 

percentage of major complaints is above the goal Emballator sets up, which means it 

has to put more efforts on minimizing the complaints under the major complaint 

categories. 

When it comes to complaint handling policies, Emballator does have certain complaint 

handling processes written in paper to follow. However, it does not have a specific 

policy for regulating complaint handling. 

(Source: F. Nilsson, personal communication, 2016-04-22) 

 

4.6 Electrolux Professional 

Electrolux Professional is a market leader in the production and distribution of 

professional food service and laundry markets (Electrolux Group, 2016). It provides a 

wide range of customized food service and laundry systems based on specific needs of 

individual business, ranging from horizontal cooking, cook and chill, food preparation, 

dishwashing, commercial laundries and in-house laundry. The customers they serves 

are pubs, restaurants, hotel chains, hospitals and schools and forth (Electrolux 

Professional, 2016). The following information are all gathered through interview with 
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Stefan Linnér,  the customer care manager (Nordic region) of  Electrolux Professional 

who has approximately 20 years working experience in Electrolux that mainly 

responsible for after-sales services and complaint handling. 

The after-sales department is working together with 43 contractor service partners that 

are geographically spread in Sweden. Some of the contractor service partners function 

as both dealer as well as service provider of Electrolux Professional, who sells products 

and provides maintenance services, installation etc. Electrolux Professionals also has its 

own service stations, located in Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmo. In addition, a 

customer-care call center is set to deliver service orders for Electrolux and allocate 

appropriate service providers for customers if they don’t know which service provider 

they should approach. 

Normally, a complaining customer will complain to the dealers and then the dealers will 

try to fix the problem themselves, while sometimes the customer also directly contact 

the after-sales department or go back to salesmen in sales department. The complaints 

are mainly received from phone calls and emails. While it is preferable to be made 

through phone calls because it is more effective compare with emails. Once the 

complaints are received, Electrolux is aiming at responding to all the complaints within 

24 hours. As Linnér mentions, complaints are different, some complaints are related to 

product failure. For example the product is broken down. Some others are complaining 

about the service, for example if the service providers have not solved the problem they 

have. Therefore, after receiving the complaint, the after-sales department will assess 

what kind of problem it is. If it is a product-related problem, the after-sales department 

will contact the service providers who are in charge of that region to send technicians to 

the customers or form its own service stations. If it is a service failure, the customer 

care manager will firstly look into the case to see if the service is provided by its own 

service system (including the contractor service providers and its own service stations). 

If it is the case, the technician who provides the service to customers will be involved 

and try to solve the problem again. Customer complaints are also evaluated based on its 

urgency. Normally, when there are lots of complaints waiting at the same time, the most 

urgent ones will be given a priority. 

Electrolux Professional also send customer NPS (Net Promoter Score) surveys regularly, 

usually in two month after providing the service. Questions in the survey which are 
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related to service includes: Did the technician answer your questions friendly? Did the 

technician arrive at estimated time of arrival? The questionnaire will be collected back 

and analyzed. Based on the last question in the questionnaire: How likely are you going 

to recommend Electrolux’s products, the customers are divided into detractors， 

passives and promoters. The detractors are those who are not satisfied with Electrolux; 

passives are customers who are not satisfied enough with Electrolux; promoters are 

satisfied customers. Electrolux will analyze the reason why the detractors and passives 

are not happy with it and arrange a visit to those customers. 

As mentioned before, the after-sales department is dealing with customer complaints. 

Apart from that, it also works with products and technical support, training, and spare 

parts. When it comes to complaint handling, it is the technicians who have the most 

contact with the complaining customers. Therefore, it is important to qualify the 

technicians with right skills to serve the customers. As mentioned previously, Electrolux 

is largely depending on its service partners to solve customer’s problems. There are 23 

technicians within its after-sales department and 142 certified technicians from its 

service partners. No matter it is the service partners or Electrolux’s own technicians that 

provide the service, they represent Electrolux as a whole. Thus, since 2007, Electrolux 

has established a certification system. In order to become a qualified technician of 

Electrolux, every technician has to participate in a training and pass an examination. 

The training includes product knowledge training, software training and soft skill 

training. The training for certification runs two times a year. Besides, extra product 

training is offered when new products launch. In order to take good care of the 

disappointed customers, the technicians are demanded to have not only knowledge on 

the product itself, but also soft skills. As mentioned before, soft skill training is offered 

by Electrolux, including body language training, how to handle angry and disappointed 

customers, Electrolux code of conduct etc. In addition, technicians are also required to 

make ten agreements on how technicians should be. For example: keeping time, 

keeping customer up to date and so forth. 

When it comes to complain handling system, Electrolux is not using an independent 

system to handle complaints. Instead, it uses a business system called PRMS. All the 

business processes are managed through this system as a whole. Furthermore, after-sale 

service department is sharing another system called Perfector with the ‘quality field’ 

department. When there is a complaint that cannot be fixed by the after-sale department, 
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it will be put into Perfector, and passed to the ‘quality field’ department for further 

investigations. As Linnér concludes, there are two major advantages of using a system: 

one is that the data can be accessed in real-time, and the other is that the data is locked, 

so that nobody can pass the buck to others. In the end, Linnér also mentions that the 

system needs to be improved all the time. 

As for complaint handling policies, Electrolux’s code of conduct is for all staffs to 

follow, while it does not have a specific policy to regulate the complaint handling 

process. When it comes to compensation or make up for customers, it is up to the 

manager to decide, based on the contract with customers. 

(Source: S. Linnér, personal communication, 2016-05-10) 
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5 Analysis 

In this chapter the empirical findings were analyzed by comparing cases with the 

connection of the theoretical framework. Furthermore, this section was separately 

discussed in four parts in relation to the four critical factors that influence complaint 

handling efficiency. 

 

Complaint handling process 

As it is described in theories, a complaint-handling process usually goes through several 

stages from acknowledgment, assessment, investing and response to follow up activities. 

The complaint handling processes that each company follows shares a lot in common. 

However, based on factors such as different scales and business operations of the 

company, each company has its own unique complaint handling process. It does not 

necessarily go through every stage or as the same order as mentioned in theories.  

Johnston, (2001) argues that a well-designed complaint handling process can result in 

not only customer satisfaction but also greater control over the work situation for the 

employees, and therefore contribute to an efficient complaint handling management. 

Companies set up complaint handling process in accordance with their own business 

situation can reduce the waste of time and therefore result in efficient complaint 

handling.  

Through different interviews, some similarities in a complaint handling process have 

been found. First of all, all the companies attach great importance to the timeliness 

when handling complaints. For the response time, when a company acknowledges that 

the complaint has been received, staffs from five out of six companies are required to 

reply within 24 hours. In addition to that, the response time is even shorter in NIBE’s 

case. It requires the service provider to contact complaining customers within eight 

working hours. Furthermore, none of the companies have a rigid time span from 

receiving to closing a complaint case, for complaints are of different kinds. Some of 

them are easier to be figured out, however, some others need to be investigated for 

months. 
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Meanwhile, differences among interviewed companies have been drawn after the 

comparison of cases. According to the information gathered through the interviews, 

companies receive complaints from multiple communication channels, for example, 

through phone calls, emails, system and in person communication. Some companies 

such as Ljungby Maskin considers that the most effective communication channel is by 

making phone calls because if it is a minor problem, it can be fixed directly; if it is a 

major problem, it can be informed as soon as possible. Other companies such as 

Konecranes and IKEA Components believe that managing complaints through system is 

more effective.  

Studies suggest that companies should adapt their complaint handling design in 

accordance with different complaint types and customer characteristics when it comes 

to the assessment of complaints. However, it has been found that not all of the 

companies treat the complainants differently. Three out of six companies said that they 

might give some customer priority after the assessment of the cases. For example, when 

there is a heavy workload that multiple complaints come at the same time. In this case, 

the one that cause a more severe problem for the customer will be given a priority. This 

is in line with the theory Humborg (2009) mentions, that problem-related customers 

who believe the problem is serious and involves a severe financial loss should be given 

extra attention. In addition, NIBE has another strategy of complaint assessment, that is, 

it divides cases into product-related complaints and non-product-related complaints 

which will be handled through different processes. On the contrary, IKEA Components 

and Konecranes treat all the complaints cases equally and these cases are handled 

chronologically.  

According to Zineldin (2006), follow up activities are considered as an essential step 

during the complaint-handling process, not only for the purpose of developing long-

term relationships with customers, but also to obtain customer knowledge and make 

improvements. As mentioned in previous chapters, follow up activities of complaint 

handling include both internal activities such as correcting actions and external 

activities such as seeking feedbacks from complainants of how complaints are handled. 

From the interviews, it has been found that not all the companies have conducted 

follow-up activities both internally and externally. Electrolux professional is the only 

company that conducts external follow-up activities by sending customer survey to the 

complainants and visiting unsatisfied customers. What other companies do is to analyze 
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the reasons for complaining and try to pick up the most important ones to make sure 

similar problems will not happen again.  

As mentioned above, follow up steps are essential for increasing efficiency of complaint 

handling. This is because it could improve business credibility by adding value to the 

service which deals with complaining customers, thereby building trust and long-term 

relationships with them as well as referring to more potential customers. In the 

meantime, by taking corrective actions, similar problems will not occur repeatedly so 

that company’s overall product and service performances are able to be optimized 

continuously. 

Qualified complaint handler 

Through interviews from managers in different manufacturing industries, it can be 

considered that qualified complaint handlers play an indispensable and essential role in 

their complaint handling management. This is because those handlers are the heart and 

the soul of complaint handling. Every step of the management has to be completed by 

those people regardless whether it is complaint related case investigation, policy 

formulation or system development. Additionally, it has been understood that for most 

complaint handling management, it is important at first to have a generalist in most 

positions to run all aspects of their sales or services. But in the meantime, they also need 

people with a series of specific skills rather than generalists to deal with various detailed 

technique issues. Moreover, it requires handlers to have good interpersonal skills to 

make the communication in the complaint handling process more smoothly. 

According to all the findings, technique skills are considered as the most important 

factor when it comes to qualify the right complaint handlers in these large and heavy 

machine manufacturing industries. For example, as mentioned earlier, complaint 

handlers have to take immediate actions after receiving complaints, then they identify 

different complaint types and either propose a suggested solution or distribute the 

specific case to the particular person in charge. In this case, companies need to put the 

right person into the right place in order to make the right decision at the first time. The 

earlier and more accurate they can address the problem, the sooner they can find the 

specialist who can turn it around, and finally the better they can focus on the growth or 

other problem areas in their businesses. All of these are highly related to the specific 
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industrial technical knowledge, which will result in an increase in efficiency of 

complaint handling.  

In addition to that, all interviewed companies are putting efforts on providing 

continuous trainings to both their staffs and service partners. Even though the content, 

the scale and the frequency of training vary from company to company but what 

remains the same is that they are all aware of keeping their complaint handlers up-to-

date in order to provide accurate and good customer services. 

Furthermore, some companies such as Electrolux and Emballator also attach great 

importance to training interpersonal skills when it comes to complaint handling. They 

are the skills that are used when handlers are engaged in face-to-face communications 

with their internal colleagues, dealers and their service partners. They believe that 

people actually communicate more information by using non-verbal signals, gestures, 

facial expressions, body language and even the appearance. Therefore, it is considered 

as important because it will somehow directly or indirectly affect the process and the 

results of the management of complaints. 

By comparing the theoretical knowledge and empirical findings, it is considered that 

both technique skills and interpersonal skills are essential for increasing the efficiency 

of complaint handling. Also, in order to keep complaint handlers up-to-date, proper 

trainings are also needed. In real business operations, sometimes it might be hard to 

balance those skills between technicians and administrators because technicians are 

more focused on hard skills and administrators are more likely to pay attention to soft 

skills. But it could be always good to have constant improvements. Those companies 

which undervalue staff trainings should refer the methods of above mentioned 

companies, namely providing both technical and social trainings to finally effect and 

improve the efficiency of complaint handling. 

Complaint handling system 

According to the interviews, five out of six companies are using systems to assist their 

complaint handling work. Even though some of them do not have an independent 

system for complaint handling, complaint handling as part of a function is integrated 

into CRM system or even ERP system. As mentioned in the section of theorerical 

framework, using complaint handling system can benefit firms in numerous ways, for 
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example it facilitates the communication among different departments; it provides 

accurate and integrated information which helps companies to improve. The 

information gathered through interviews turns out that complaint-handling system is 

considered as an important element when dealing with complaints. As mentioned before, 

IKEA Component and Konercranes are using systems as a communication channel for 

receiving complaints. They believe that it is the most effective way of receiving 

complaints. Apart from that, by implementing complaint-handling system, it is easier 

for companies to manage complaint cases because it provides integrated data so that 

manual labor is reduced. Most importantly, the complaint-handling system facilitates 

companies to run statistical analysis and therefore make improvements. With a huge 

amount of data, it is cumbersome for companies to manage and analyze it. Ljungby 

Maskin is the only company that is not using any system to assist complaint handling 

work. Instead, they have to do a lot of paper work. For example the complaint case 

description and related documents when it involves its suppliers and dealers. It is 

tedious and time consuming, and Ljungby Maskin is keen to acquire a system to help 

handle complaints. All the other five companies agree that the system also needs to be 

improved and up-dated. 

 Complaint handling policy 

As theories presented in section two, policies regarding complaint handling can be 

divided into formal and informal policies. Through the interview with six 

manufacturing companies, it can be seen that when handling complaints, companies 

usually refer to agreements such as service agreements and warranty agreements that 

they have set up with their service partners and dealers as a formal guideline to assist 

their work. Those agreements normally reflect what happens in real practices, and also 

help companies reduce the time spent in the discussion of what should be done and by 

whom. In the meantime, as mentioned above, each of them has set up limited response 

time respectively in order to ensure that customers will not wait so long thereby 

delivering better customer experiences. However, this can be seen as an informal policy 

due to the reason that it is not stated in any of the statement and there is no punishment 

if this provision is violated. In fact, apart from service and warranty agreements, 

policies of complaint handling are considered to be more flexible in these 

manufacturing industries depending on the complexity of different complaint cases. 

Complaint handlers are required to be elastic, make the right decision quickly and take 
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actions accordingly. It will be recognized as a valuable decision as long as their 

reflections are based upon the agreement and resolve problems as soon as possible, 

instead of infringing the interests of the company and customers. Otherwise, complaint 

handlers have to consult higher authorities for decision making if cases are beyond their 

abilities to solve. 
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6 Conclusion 

The final chapter presents the conclusion of this study, based on the analysis conducted 

in previous chapter. In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the three research 

questions are discussed and answered.  

 

Q1: What factors are regarded essential for complaint handling? 

For the increasing efficiency of after-sales service in general and of complaint handling 

in particular, it is important to take different factors into consideration. In this case, 

complaint handling process, qualified complaint handler, complaint handling system 

and complaint handling policy are regarded as essential in optimizing and increasing the 

efficiency of complaint handling. 

Q2: How does these factors affect complaint handling? & Q3: What are the most 

important factors that influence the efficiency of complaint handling in manufacturing 

industry? 

First of all, qualified complaint handlers are considered as the most essential factor 

because they are the heart and the soul of complaint handling, and every step of the 

management has to be completed by them. Therefore, beyond perfecting the product, 

companies also dedicate care and attention to hiring excellent team members to support 

the actual after-sales businesses. In this case, to have adequate technical knowledge and 

interpersonal skills are considered as the essential criteria when it comes to qualify 

complaint handlers. In the meantime, companies also provide continuous staff trainings 

in order to keep them up to date as well as to motivate and enhance their performances. 

The existence of such people could help companies to make the right decision at first 

time and follow up their problems and issues in a timely manner thereby increasing the 

overall complaint handling efficiency. 

Furthermore, computer technology has revolutionized the business environment. A 

system nowadays plays an important role in complaint handling and it applies equally to 

businesses of all sizes. Dealing with customer complaints often means juggling many 

things and parties and responding to the needs of the day. Thus, in this constantly 
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evolving environment it is easy to work intuitively through an integrated system. 

Although it often involves many instinctive decisions when it comes to resolving 

complaints, it still could be the best way to prepare the business for growth starting 

from day-one to think about the complaint handling system. With the support of the 

system, the overall workflow of complaint handling can be assisted, related data and 

resources can be integrated, efficiency can be delivered, and waste can be reduced.  

It is different between companies when it comes to the complaint handling process. This 

process can be described as an adhesive, which integrates all the relevant structured 

activities or different complaint resolving tasks. It plays a supporting role to assist 

complaint managers to follow the flows, maintain consistency across processes while 

keeping an eye on the cases. It normally evolves from the actual complaint operations of 

the company but in a more developed and optimized way. Therefore, each company has 

its own unique set of complaint handling processes and the sophistication level of the 

process is developed differently according to the diversity of companies. In this case, it 

is hard to quantify how important the complaint handling process is when compared to 

other elements, but still, companies should develop a complaint handling process that is 

compliance with their own business circumstances.  

At last, complaint handling policies are considered as relatively less important in 

business to business sections. There is a small similarity among informal policies 

regarding responding time between interviewed companies. The consumption of 

response time has been attached a great importance by those companies. They are 

aiming to respond to the customers within a short fixed time and resolve the complaint 

cases as soon as possible. Otherwise, Complaint handlers are required to be elastic, 

capable of making the right decision quickly and taking actions. Hence, since the 

complexity of cases differs, resolving customer complaints in these manufacturing 

industries should be more flexible. 
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7 Limitation and further research 

In this chapter, the limitations of this study as well as recommendations for further 

research are presented as below. 

 

7.1 Limitation 

Reflecting back to the study, some limitations should be pointed out. First of all, a 

qualitative research approach was chosen and the data was collected by semi-structured 

interviews with six companies in manufacturing industry. In this case, in-depth 

understanding of how crucial factors influenced companies’ complaint handling 

management was gained. However, the result of this study can not be generalized for 

the manufacturing industry. Secondly, it was not able to conduct a greater number of 

interviews due to the time limit. Also it was time consuming to find the best-suited 

people to take, conduct and transcribe the interviews. Moreover, it would be interesting 

if the case study can include a broader range of industries instead of focusing on the 

manufacturing industry exclusively, since companies need to deal with customer 

complaints no matter which industry they belong to. Last but not the least, it is believed 

that the result would be more valid if customers of interviewed companies can be 

involved in this study. By looking into customers’ perspectives, it would be beneficial 

for companies to make improvements in terms of efficient complaint handling 

management. 

 

7.2 Further research 

Several suggestions for further research are presented below, for researchers who have 

an interest in complaint handling and its relation to customer relationship marketing. 

� A further research can be done by conducting studies with a quantitative approach 

which covers a larger sample of organizations so that more general conclusions can 

be drawn.  

� Based on this study, a similar research can be done from customers’ perspective in 



  
 

62 

order to investigate customers’ experience with their complaints and find out what 

kind of complaint handling management is efficient from customers’ point of view.  

� This study was focus on factors that influence the efficiency of complaints within 

the company itself. However, it is inevitable to deal with third parties such as 

suppliers and service providers. Therefore, a further research is recommended to 

include factors outside the companies that might have an influence on firms’ 

complaint handling efficiency. 

� When the interview was conducted, it was found out that all the participated 

companies have an ultimate goal of reducing numbers of customer complaints. In 

other words, except from efficiently handle customer complaints, companies are 

attempting to be proactive and trying to deliver excellent services before customers 

come and complain to them. Thus, it would be interesting to investigate how to be 

proactive when it comes to customer complaints. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A Interview guide 

Process 

� How does a complaint come to you? (E.g. system/ phone call/ email/ website/ in 

person) 

� Could you describe what process model do you follow to resolve complaint? 

� How long does it take to respond and resolve a complaint? 

� How do you handle complaint according to different complaint types? 

� How does your follow up activities look like for both internally and externally? 

� What is the most important/tricky part in the process, why? 

Qualified complaint handler 

� Who is considered as qualified as a complaint handler? 

� What is the selection criteria for those people? 

� How do you keep your staff up to date? 

Complaint handling system 

� How do you use system to assist you with complaint handling? If not, how do you 

manage your complaints? 

Policy/ Regulation 

� What kind of policy do you follow to regulate complaint handling procedure? 

� What aspects are included in the policy?   

Last but not the lease 

� What is the most important element in terms of complaint handling? Why? 

 


