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INTRODUCTION

As the study of congumer dissatlisfaction becomes
more formalized, increasing attention ie belng glven to
efforts to identify the types of information that are
available and/or need to be developed regarding the
sources, degrees, and victims of consumer dissatisfaction.

For example, Iinformation 1s being collected that
itemizes the types of consumer problems by industry and
product category, the degree to which the problems are
being experienced, and the demographic and attitudinal
characteristics of the victims of those problems. These
collections are Iimportant because it is only when the
apurces, degrees, and victima of diasatisfaction are
known that it 1s possible to effect redress for problems
oceurring in the past, and to avold similar problems
oceurring in the future.

(Questions exiat on the validity of the sources of
the kinda of {nformation listed above. Traditional
sources of congumer dissatiafaction information to busi-
ness and government agenclesa include both unsolicited
consumer complainta and conaumer aurveys, One assumption
is that consumer surveys glve unbilased, representative
information on aourcea, degreea, and victims of disgat~
isfacrion...but at a high cost of informatien. Unscli=-
cited consumer complaints, on the other hand, involve a
low cost of information acquisition, but are assumed to
be incomplete, unrepresentative, and biased.

One purpose of this paper therefore is to review
published research to determine whether these assumptiona
are wvalid...whether in fact unaolicited consumer com—
plaints are valid er invalid sources of information on
consumer dissatlsfaction, and also whether consumer sur—
veys are always needed to establfah levels of consumer
dissatisfaction.

Another purpose of this paper 18 to explore the
notion that there are differences between the sourcea and
kinda of information on consumer diasatisfaction that are
needed by business and the gources and kinds of conaumer
digsatisfaction information needed by government agencies,
Business, it is felt, might only need dissatiafaction
indicators, ftemizing all the types of problems, whereas
government agencies might need dissarisfaction measures,
defining not only the types of problems, hut alsc the
degrees to which the problems are being experienced and
the victims of those problems.

The structure of this paper then is to define
dissatiafaction, to discuss the consumer dissatisfactiom
information needs of business and of government agencies,
to define dissati{sfaction indicators and measures and
the adequacy of each in light of business and government
agency needs...and thus to determine the usefulness and
validity of unsolicited conaumer complaints and consumer
gurveys as sources of consumer dissatisfaction informa-
tion.

SOURCES OF DISSATISFACTION

There are a number of cauaes ¢f consumer dissatie-
faction, and, as the study of CS/D increagses, so do the
metheds used t© categerize the types of consumer
dissatisfacti{on that can occur. Day (1977) and

Diamend, Ward, and Farber (1976) imdicate that both
marketing practices and product performance could be
sources of coneumer dissatisfaction, As shown below,
most of the consumer dissati{sfaction prcblems can be
described as a management failure in one or more ele=-
ments of the marketing mix.

The following are the four major categories of
congumer dissatiafaction problens:

1} "Product Problems" - Products that break in use, have
packaging or physical composition problems, fall to per-~
form as represented, or cauge personal injury or aller-
gic reaction to the user,

2) "Price Problems™ - Priceg that create consumer dis-
satisfaction (particularly during inflaticnary periods)}
either due to the absolute price level, its rate of
increase, or its perceived relationship to the quality
of goods received,

3) "Promotion Problems" -~ Promotional information that
is eilther incowmplete (leading to an inapprepriate pur—
chase) or mislieading amd deliberately daceptive.

4) "Place Problems™ - Transaction and post-transaction
problems that are caused by the seller arganization,
such as with mail order transaction, or with the grant-—
ing of credit, or the provision of delivery, repair, or
warranties,

CONSUMER DISSATISFACTION INFORMATION
REEDS OF BUSINESS

Business and government have different motives and
perapectived in studying consumer dissatisfactiom
(Landon, 1974), It may also be possible that each of
these institutions needa different kinds and amounts of
digsatisfaction information in order to be respomsive to
congumar needs,

Buniness, for example, ig interested in atudying
consumer dissatisfaction in order to redress any past
problems of the marketing mix (product, price, promotien,
place}, to voluntarily self-regulate their actions, and
to minimize overall consumer dissatisfaction. Business
i3 alse interested in creating new products to £1l1 gaps
in the marketplace...volds where the absence of suitable
products may have created consumer dissatisfacticn.

While increased consumer satisfaction would presum~
ably lead to Increased sales or market share for a con-
cerned busginess, it is alao desirable for a businesa to
avoid the negative results of dissatisfaction such as
brand switching, Increased goveromeant regulation, a bad
raputation, or legal =iltas,

It i{s in the best interest of buginess to at least
be sware of all the problems that are creating conaumer
digsatisfaction. It is possible for many companies to
antieipate such problems by retaining and testing a
gample of thelr production., Revertheless there are
always unexpected problems that occur...in product per-
formanece, in resctions to pricing er to advertising, etc.
While it would not be efficlent to reapond to each
individual complaint (scme may not be justified, for
exarmple) in a sense of giving redress to each complaint,



it ie neceseary for a company te know what all the
problems sre, Then, it 1s poasible to evaluate the
problem and to determine the cost/benafits of correcting
the problems andfor introducing new products.

One of the objectives of this paper is to determine
whether current aources of consumer dissatisfaction
information provide business with adequate infermation
for identifying

. all the problems consumara have with product/price/
promotion/place

. mayket opportunity gaps in the marketplace.

In particular, this paper will explore the validity
of unsolicited consumer complainta in generating such
information, relative to the cost and validity of consu-
mer SuUrveys.

UNSOLICITED CONSUMER COMELAINTS

The primary scurce of information oo consumer dia-
satisfaction problems is currently generated for bueiness
by wmsolicited consumer ccmplainta. The queation to be
addressed here is whether these complaints are good
*indicatoras" of all of the sources of consumer dissatie-
faction.

Complaint indicators can be defined as the itemiza-

tion of sources of dissatisfaction, &s opposed to meas-
uresa of the levels or frequencies of dissatisfactions.
An asgymption is that it is in business' best interest to
at least 1list and then evaluate the cost/benefit of cor-
recting each problem. Thus it ie necessary for business
to have the i{nformation on each problem,

In order to be useful, wmsolicited comsumer com-—
plaints need to itewmize or to parallel all the different
types of problems that occur. If the complainta do thias,
they are, as Andreasen (1977) noted, more efficient
sources of information than the mera costly subjective
satigfaction surveya, while alse eliminating the survey
bias problems of memory loss, yeasaylng, etc. Hunt,
(1977a} for example feels that the difterent kinds of
problems do show up...even if not in the correct propor-
tions or even 1f gsome are uwnder or over-represented.

It 18 useful to see whether specific atudies or
surveys also support this notion...i.e., to see whether
data generated by unsolicited complaints te either
business or government agencles parallel the actual prob—
lems that exist, One way of verifying the validity of
congumer complaints would be to see if they are also
found in more costly consumer survays, thus duplicating
the information.

In fact, A.C. Nielgen's surveys of 1000 homes in 1975
and 1977 noted that the major problema identified in both
years was the malfunctioning of aeroaol packaging. Thie
paralleled another stody {Diener, 1974) which surveyed
comsumers and identified the aerogol problem and also
studied consumer complaint files of major telletries
companies and found that the aerpsol problem had been
represented in those filea,

Tn addition, Andreasen and Rest's (1977) and Day
and Bodur's (1977} consumer surveys identified auto
repair, appliances, TV and audic equipment, and home
repair industries as major sources of dissatiafactiom.
This closely paralleled both the files of companies in
thoge induatriea, end also the experlence of H.E.W.
0ffice of Consumer Affairs, where ynsolicited comsumer
complaints {1dentified the same major esources of dissat—
isfacrion.

The etudy of the parsonal care industry (Dlener,
1974) offered perhaps the sharpest comparison of consum—
er perceptions of problema with manufacturer perceptions
ag supplied via unasolicited complatunts.

In that study, 466 female respondents in 19 cities
were surveyed by phone in winter, 1973, in order to
determine consumer perceptions of problems with personal
care products in the last vear. In addition, manufactur=
er records of unaolicited consumer complaints were
examined to determine whether those consumer needs had
been communicated to business by conaumers, and also then
to see whether they had been commumicated with encugh
impact {(aince only a low percentage of complaints are
ever communicated} for business to be responaive,

Tha personal care problem categories that experi-
enced the highest incidence of problema by regular users
were

« antiperapirants - 16% of the regular upsers
experienced problema with skin ilrritations
or stained clothes

. mascaras — 13% of the regular users had
problens with the product running or with eve
irritation

. hair spray - 11X experienced aerosol melfuncrion

. feminine hyglene spray - 6% experienced ekin
irritations.

The next atage of the research was undertaken to
review complaint files for 1971-1973 at 7 representative
(by size, type of product, sex of user) personal care
manufacturers. One purpose of this stage was to see 1if
the manufacturers had been made aware, via unsolicited
complainty, of the specific problems ildentified by the
congumar aurvey. If 80, the cost of avdicing consumer
complaints is a far less expensive way of obtaining the
information than of conducting consumer surveys.

In each instance, the manufacturer files and the
complaint summaries reflected theae problems. In addi-
tign, it wae frequently found that manufacturers had
moved to respond to the problems as a result, In part, of
the complaintas. For example, in 1973, Memnen received
au unusually high nmumber of complaints about allergic
rasctions to a new antiperspirant, Mennen E. The
product was removaed hy Mennmen from the marketplace later
that year.

Several manufacturers were also found to hawe
developed new products as a response to the consumer
complaints. Right Guard introduced a new non-staining
formula, and several hair spray manufacturers in 1974
atarted introducing pump packages as zltermatives to the
aerosol packaging.

Although these are limited examples in a few indus-
tries, and are related to individual company files, they
do show parallels with the information obtained about
consumer dissatisfaction via unsolicited comsumer aurveys.

CONSUMER SURVEYS

Although consumer complaints and conaumer surveys
tended to overlap in terms of providing informationm on
the sources of consumer information on digsatisfaction,
there are areas in which consumer surveys provide busi-
ness with information not available in consumer com—
plainta.



Unsolicited consumer complaints, for aample, are
only infrequently useful in identifying product gaps in
the marketplace. Unsolicited product suggeaciocus or
lmprovements can be received by a company but their ack-
nowledgement or acceptance is usually discouraged om the
basls of legal liability. Instead, consumer surveys are
more frequently used, as Andreasen did (1977), to
determine where products might be improved or new
products might be developed,

Consumer surveysa could slao be healpful in determin-
ing the levels of consumer dissatisfaction (by determin—
ing the frequency of product use and also the frequency
ef problems) and also the victima of congumer dissatia~
faction., Such information is not available from unsolic-
fted consumer complaints.

CONSUMER DISSATISFACTION INFORMATION
NEEDS GF GOVERNMENT

Government agencies are sald to have different in-
formation needs from those of business. While business
ig concerned with consumer satisfaction from the orien-
tation of salea and profit, agenciea have as theilr objec-
tives the protection of consumers through tools such as
laws, trade regulation rulea, and consumer educaticn
problems {Landon, 1977).

Government agencies need information on consumer
disgatisfaction to know how well thelr existing tools
are working, to know 1f new tools are needed, to know
where best to intervene in the marketplace on behalf of
the consumer, and also to direct such efforts into the
most productive areas, These agencies need to establieh
public priorities {(Handy, 1977; Bechtel, 1977}, they need
time series data so that they can tell whether the levels
of problems are increasing (Hunt, 1977b), or, for problem
areas previoudly identified, whether corrective programs
were effective (Pratt, 1972). Finally, they need Infor-
mation on the types of people who were injured by such
problems since injured coneumers are frequently the very
young, the old, the poor, or other groups with special
needs, .

If it is accepted that resource allocatiom i3 a top
priority for this area, this allocation 1a probably best
done based on informatifon about the levels of consumer
disgatigfaction. It would be inaefficient for government
agencies to address minor problema with infrequent
occurrences in infrequently purchased products. Thus a
key guestion in regard to govermment informacion needa
1s the best way to obtain informarion about levels of
consumer dissatisfaction ~ consumer complaints eor sur-
VEYE.

Certainly, a2 great deal of CS/D literature indicates
that unsolicited complaints do not make good measures of
the intensity or levels of problems or of the people with
those problems. The following veasons for this are
given:

. Many persons with complaints never complain.
Surveys by both Wielgen {1977) and Diener {1974)
indicated that leas than 5% of those with problems
complained either to busineas or government.

. Complainers therefore are unreprasentative of the
general population who have problems.

» While the range of complaint types 1a available
in unsolicited complaints to a govermment agency,
just ps for busineza, the true levels and inten-
slty are net,..more gericus problems may be over-
represented (Day & Bodur, 1977} and rates of pro-
duct usage are not known {Day, 1977).

While acknowledging the logie of these arguments,
it should still be noted that strong parallels have
occurred in government agencles and overlaps between the
information gathered on major sources of consumer dia-
aatiasfaction by unsolicited censumer complaints and by
consumer surveys. As was mentioned before, the Office
of Consumer Affalrs of HEW haa recelved a large number of
complaints on auto service, applisnces, TV and audio,
and home repafr servicesa,.,.sreas alsc identified by
COTIBUMEY SUTVeYS.

Even with this overlap however there stlill appears
to be a need to use consumer gurveys for government - SO
that correct priorities can be establiahed smong the
hundreda of product ecategorleg or industriea. OCA people
are the first to acknowledge that their letteras tend ta
be more veprasentative of their apeech topica than of
actual gccurrences in the marketplace.

In addition, consumer surveys are needed to deter—
mine information on the characteristics of the victims
of congumer dissatiafaction - information that is
definitely not avallable on unsolicited consumer com—
plainte.

SUMMARY

In summary, unaclicited consumer complaints,
although not reflective of levels of consumer problems,
are useful and valld sources of information Co busaineecs
on congumer dissatisfaction because they serve as
indicatore of the causes of diasatisfaction. For
goverament neads, however, measurea of congumer dis-
gatisfaction are more appropriate, siuce govermment
needs to have a basisz upon which te establish pricrities.
In the cases aof both businesa and government, it is
imposaible to obtain information about the aggrieved
consumars from unsolicited comsumer complaints and
consumer aurveys must therefore be used.
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