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As the study of consvnter dfsa~tilafaction becornea 
more formalized, increasing at tent ion  i a  being given to 
efforts to i d e n t i f y  t h e  types of informat ion that are 
available and/or need to be developed regarding the  
sources, degrees ,  and victlms of consumer dissatisfaction. 

For example, informati,on is being collected t h a t  
i t d z e s  the types o f  caaumer problems by industry and 
product category, the degree to which the problems are 
being experienced, end the demographic and attitudinal 
characteristic9 of the  victim of those problems. These 
c o l l e c t i o n s  are important because i t  Is only when the 
sources, degrees, and victim- o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  are 
k n m  that i e  is pos~ible to effect redress for p s o b l a  
occurring i n  t h e  past ,  and to a v o i d  similar problems 
occurring in the  Future. 

Questions exlsc on the validity of the sources of 
the kinda of informarion l i a t e d  above. Traditional 
BoUceS of  consumer diseat la f  action inf  o m t i o n  to bud- 
nesg and government, agencies include bath unaolsc i ted 
consumer complaints and conaumer surveys.  One aasumptiaa 
i s  tha t  consumer surveys give unbiaaed , representative 
In format i~n  on nourcea, degrees ,  and v i c t i m  of dissat-  
isfaction ... but a t  a high cost of information. Unsoli- 
cited conaumer complaints, on the other hand. involve a 
Lov cost of information a c q u i s t t i w ,  but are assumed to 
be incomplete,  unrepresentative, and biased.  

One gutpose o f  thin paper therefore is to revim 
publ i shed research t o  determine whether theae assumptions 
are vel id , . .whethcr  in fact u n s o l i c i t e d  consumer c m -  
p l a i n t s  are va l id  or invalid sources of information on 
consumer dissatisfaction, and also whether consumer Bur- 
veys are always  needed ro establish levels of consumer 
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .  

Anether purpose of this paper is to explore the 
nation that there are differences between t h e  sourcea and 
kinds of informartion on cmslrmer dissatisfaction that are 
needed by boainesa and the sources and kinds  of consumer 
dissatiefacrion information needed by government agencfea. 
Business, bt Ps f e l t ,  might only  need dissatisfactLon 
indbcatorn, i temiz ing a l l  the types of problems, whereae 
g o v e m e n t  agencies might need dissatisfaction measuree, 
defining not  only the types of problems, but also the  
degrees t o  which the  problem^ are being experienced and 
t h e  victfms of those problem. 

me structure of this paper then is t o  define 
dissatFsfaceian, to diecuss the cmsumer d i s a a t i ~ f a c t i m  
in fomat ian  needs 05 businens and of government aganciea, 
to deEine dissatisfaction indicators and measures and 
the adequacy of each i n  light of buaineas and government 
agency needs...and thus to determine the usefulness and 
v a l i d i r y  of unsolicited cmaumer complaints and consumer 
surveys as swrces of consumer dissatisfaction infoma- 
r im. 

SOURCES OF DISSATISFACTION 

There are a number o f  caueee of conslrmer dfeeatin- 
faction, and, aa the e u d y  of CS/D incteaaes, 80 do the 
methods used to categorize the typas of consumer 
dissatisfaction that can occur. Day (1977) and 

Diamond, Ward, and Farbr (1976) indicate that both 
marketing practices and product performance could be 
sources of conalnner dissatisfaction. ks a h m  below, 
most of the consumer dissatisfaction problgma can be 
described as a management failure in one or more eLe- 
ments of the marketing mix. 

The fo l lw ing  are the  fwr mafor caregoriee o f  
consumer dissatfaEact ion problems: 

1) 'Troauct Problems" - Products that break I n  use, have 
packaging or physical cmpositfon problem@, f a i l  to per- 
form as repremented, or cause personal injury or aEPer- 
gLc reaction t o  the  uaer. 

2 )  "Price Problems" - Prices that create conaraner d i p  
s a t i a f a c t i a  (particularly during inflationary periods) 
efther due to the  absolute p r i c e  level,  it^ rate of 
increase ,  or it@ perceived relationship to the quality 
of  g m d s  received. 

33 ' T r m o t i o n  Problem" - Promotional infomarim that 
is either inwmplete  (leading t a  an inappropriate pur- 
chase) or misleading and deliberately deceptive. 

4 )  "Flace Problem" - Transaction snd post-ttanaactim 
problems t h a t  are cawed by the seller orgmizarLm, 
such as with m a i l  arder tranaactim, or -with the gtant- 
ing of credit, or the provision of de l ivery ,  repais,  or 
warranM.es . 

C O N S m R  DISSATXSPACTION INFORMTION 
NEEDS OF BUSINESS 

Businearn and government haw different mtiws end 
parapectivee i n  atudyfng conaumer disestiafactim 
(Landon, 197.4). It may also be possible that each of 
theee institution8 needs different kinds and motmts of 
dieaat is fact ia  infamation in order to b e  responsive to 
consumer needs. 

Buaineas, fo r  exmle ,  ia Fntereated in atudying 
coneumer di saat ia fac t ion  i n  order t o  redrese aap past: 
problem of the  marketing m;Cx (product, pr i ce ,  promotion. 
place), to voluntarily self-regulate their nctions, and 
to mtnirnt,te weral l  consumer d i s s a t i a f a c t i o n .  Busfneaa 
i a  alaa interested i n  creating new products t o  fill gape 
in the merketplace...voids where th'e absence o f  suitable 
products may have cra ted  constrmer diasatiafaction. 

While increased consumer eatisfaction would pseeum- 
ably l e a d  to increased sales or market share for a con- 
ceraed business, it  i s  also desirable f o r  a businese to 
avoid the nagetivc results of dissatisfacrion such ae 
brand mitchinp,  increased guveznment regulat ion,  a bad 
repuration, or l e g a l  s i t s .  

It i s  in the best interest of buetness to st least 
be mare of all the problems that are treat- consumer 
dissatiafactiw. I t  i s  possible for many companies to 
anticipate such problems by retaining and testing a 
sample of their production. ?kvertheless there are 
always unexpected problem that occur...Fn product per- 
formance, i n  reactians to pricing ar to advert is ing,  ete. 
While it would n o t  be efficient to reepond to each 
individual complaint (- mag nor be j u s t i f i e d ,  for 
example) i n  a sense of giving redress to each complaint, 



i t  ie newseary for a -asp t o  h m v  what all the 
problems are. Then, it is possible t o  evaluate the 
problem and to  determine the cost/bmefitm of correcting 
the prob lem and/or introducing new p t d u c f ~ .  

ORe of the  objeetivee of thfe gaper i n  to determine 
whether current eourcaa of constmer d i s s a t i s f a c t i m  
informetion provide busineas with adequate informatlw 
for identifying 

. all the  problems c o n a m r e  b v e  with ~ r o d u c t / p r i c e /  
prumoeiaJplace 

. market oppormity  gaps in the markeqlace. 

In particular,  thie paper all explore  the v a l i d i t p  
of tmsolicited cmamer complainta i n  generatin& such 
informaticm, relative ta the coat an4 v a l i d i t y  of consu- 
mer survep6. 

UNSOLICITED CONSUHER COWLAmS 

The primary source of information cra cmstaPer dts- 
satisfaction problems i a  currently generated f o r  bueineas 
by unaoPicited consumer complaints. The question t o  be 
addressed here is whether these c q l a i e t a  are good 
"indicators" of all of  t k  seewrcee o f  conaumer dissat i s -  
f a c t i o n .  

Complaint indicators can be defined as the i t d z a -  
tion of sources of diaaatisfactfon, ae opposed to wee- 
urea of the 1evels or frequencies of dieaatisfactions. 
An ansmpt ia  i s  that it i m  in W F a e s a ~ b e  inintereat 
a t  least list and then evaluate  the coss/beneflt of cor- 
recting e problem. Thue i t  is necessary for business 
to have the information m each problem. 

In order t o  be useful ,  unaolicited caaswr 
p l a i n t s  need to i t e d z e  ar to para l l e l  all the different 
types of p r o b l w  that occur. If the compleinta do this, 
they are, as Andremeen (1977) noted, rwre e f f t c i e a t  
sources of information than the mera cosrtly subjective 
satisfactim aurveys, whi l e  also eliminating the survey 
bX# problems of memory loss, ye-aying, e t c .  Hunt, 
(19f7a) f o r  example fee ls  that the di f ferent  kinds of 
problema do s h m  up...e~cn If n o t  in the correct prqor- 
tFons or even if some are under or over-represented, 

It i s  useful m eee whether a p e c i f i c  studies or 
surveys a b o  support thia n o t i o n . . . t . e  ., to  sea whether  
data generated by unsolicited complaints to either 
busiaess  or government agencies parallel the actual prob- 
lems that ex is t .  One way o£ verifying the validity of 
consmer compldnts would be td see i f  they are alao 
found in more cost17 ccoaslmer surveys, thua dupl i ca t iag  
the Fnformation. 

In fact, A.C. Nielseu'a eurveyl of LOOO homes i n  1975 
and 1977 noted that the major problems identified in bath 
yeam vae the malfunctioning of aeroeal packaging. This 
paralleled another study (Diener, 1974) which surveyed 
cansumers and identified the aerosol problem and  a l so  
studied cmsuwr complabt f i l es  of major coiletriee 
companise and found that the aeroeol problem had lxm~ 
represented i n  those f i l e s .  

Ln addition, Andreasen and Beet" (1977) aad Day 
and Bodur'a (1977) crmemr gurwys identified auto 
repair, appliances, TV and audio e q u i p a l e ,  snd home 
repair iadustriea aa major sources of dissatisfaction. 
T h i s  closely paralleled both t h e  f i l e r  of companies i n  
choae Enduetriea, and also the experience of  H.E.B. 
Off iea of Consumer Affairs ,  where unsoillcited coas-r 
ccmplainra identified the ssme major IOUYC~B of dieaat- 
isfaction. 

The study of the  ptrrsonal tare industry (Mener, 
1974) offered perhaps the aharpest comparison of consm- 
er perceptions of problem wrth manufacturer perceptions 
a s  eupplled vba unaolicited c m p b i n t s .  

In that awdy, 466 female reepondents iu 19 c i t i e s  
were surveyed by phone i n  winter, 1973, in order to 
determine coneumer percepticms of problems with personal 
care products in t h e  last  year. In  addition, manufactur- 
er tecords of unsolicited consumer complaints were 
examined to determine whether those consumer needs had 
been c d c a t e d  to buelneas by consumers, and alao then 
to  aee vbther  they had been caamrmicated d t h  enough 
impact (since only a lorp percentage of complaints are 
ever cmmunicated) for business to h responsive. 

The permonal care problem categories that experi- 
enced the hiprheat incidence of problems by regular users 
were 

. antiperspirants - 116% of the regular ueers 
experienced problems wLth skin irritations 
or stained clothes 

. maasaraa - 13% of the regular users had 
problema v l t h  the prduct running or w i t h  epe 
irritation 

. halr spray - 11% experienced aerosol d f u n c t i o n  

. feminine hygiene spray - 6% eaperienced ekin 
irritations . 

The next atage of the research wan mdertaken to 
review complaint f i l e s  for 1971-1973 a t  7 repteaencacive 
(by size, type of p r d u c t ,  v x  of user) pereorral care 
manufacturers. One purpose of th ia  stage wan t o  see i f  
the manufacturers hed been made aware, v i a  unsolicited 
cmplaints,  0 5  the specific problems i d e n t i f i e d  by the 
canmumar s-y. If ao, the cost of auditing consumer 
c m p l d n t a  is a far leem expensive way of obtaining the 
informarim than of conducting consumer surveys. 

In each instance, the manufacturer file* m d  the 
camplaint s u m r i e s  r e f l e c t e d  these problema. In eddi- 
tion, tt was frequently found that manufacturers had 
moved to respond t o  the problems aa a result, in part, of 
tha complainta. For example, i n  1973, Memen received 
aa u n u a d l y  high number o f  cmplainrr about allergic 
rmctioon to a new antiperapirant,  Mennen E. The 
product w a s  remwed by Mermen from the marketplace l a t e r  
that year. 

Several manufacturere were also found t o  have 
developed new products a1  a response to the consumer 
 complaint^. Right Guard introduced a nizu non-stdnfng 
formula, md several ha ir  spray manufacturere i n  1974 
atarted intrdlucfng p m p  packsges as dternstivee to the 
aerosol packaging. 

Although these are M t e d  example8 in a few indus- 
tries, and are  related to individual  Ebmpany f i l e s ,  they 
do s h w  parallels with the Infwmatim obtained about 
consumer dLssatiafaction via unao l i c i t ed  canaumer aurveya. 

Although cmaumar complaints actd coaamer surveys 
tended to overlap in terms of proPidhg information m 
the aburcas of cmeumer informatim on diasat iafact im,  
there are areas in which c o n s w  surveys provide busi- 
aeae w i t h  informatian not available in consumer ccrrp 
plaiuta . 



Unsolicited consumer c m p l a i n t a ,  fm %ample, a r e  
o n l y  i n f r e q u e n t l y  useful i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  product gaps i n  
the marketplace. Unsolicited p r o d u c t  suggestions or 
iwprovements can be received by a Company b u t  their  ack- 
nowledgement or acceptance I s  ueually discouraged on the 
basis of b g a l  liability. Ins t ead ,  c a n s m e r  surveys ate 
more frequently used, as hndreaaen d i d  (19771, t o  
decermfne where products  might be lmpmved o r  nar 
products might be dwe loped .  

Consumer surveys could a l a o  be  h e l p f u l  i n  determia- 
Lng the lwels of  consumer d i a s a t i s f s c t i o n  (by detesmin- 
Ing the  frequency of product use  and a lso  the frequency 
o f  problems) and a l s o  the  vict- of consumer d i s a a t i a -  
faction. Such informetlori  is n o t  available f r a n  tmsolic- 
i t ed  consumer complaints. 

CONSUMER DISSATISFACTION INTORHATION 
NEEDS OF GOVXRNmNT 

Government agencies are aa id  t o  have d i f f e r e n t  in- 
formation needa from those o f  business. Wh-LLe bu~ines5 
i s  concerned w i t h  consumer satisfaction from the orien- 
tation of salea and p r o f i t ,  agencies have as the ir  objec- 
t i ve s  the pratection of consumere through t o o l s  such as 
laws, trade regu l~ t ion  rulee, and consumer education 
problems (Landon, 1977). 

Government agencies need informtion on consumer 
dissatisfaction t o  know h w  well t h e i t  exisring t o o l s  
are working, t o  knov if neu tools are needed, to knou 
where best  to intervene in the marketplace on behalf of 
t h e  consumer, and alao t o  direct such efforts i n t o  t h e  
most product ive  areas. Theae agencies need t o  eatab l ieh  
p u b l i c  prioritlea ItIaady, 1977; Bechte l ,  1977), t hey  need 
t ime series d a t a  sa tha t  they can tell whether the levela 
of problems are i n c r e a s f n g  (Hunt, 1977b). or.  for  problem 
areas previously i d e n t i f i e d ,  whether correctLve programs 
were ef  f a c t l v e  (Pratt, 1972).  Finally, they need i n fo r -  
mation on t h e  typea of people  who were F n j u r e d  by such 
problema since i n j u r e d  coneumers are frequently the very 
younu, the o l d ,  the poor, or  other groups with special 
neede. 

'I€ i t  is accep ted  t h a t  zesource  allocation i s  a top 
p r i o r t t y  for this nrea, t h i s  a l l r r ca t ion  i a  probably beat 
done based on information about the  levela of consumer 
dissatisfaction. It wcuLd b e  inef f ic ient  for government 
agencies t o  address  minor pmbLwra v i t h  inf requenr 
occurrences i n  infrequently purchaaed producte .  Thus a 
key question in regard t o  gwerment i n f o m t i o n  neede 
is the best way to obtatn informat ion about levels of 
consumer d i s s a t i s f a c r f o n  - consumer complaints o r  sur- 
veys. 

Cer ta in ly ,  a great deal of CS/D l i t e r a t u r e  indicates 
t h a t  unsolicited complaints do not make good measures of 
the i n t e n s i t y  o r  levels of problems or of the people with 
those  problems. The. follmdug reasons for t h i s  a r e  
g iven  : 

. Many persons with  r m p l a i n t s  never complain. 
Surveys by b r h  Bieleen a9771 and Diener a9741 
tndiclnted t h a t  less than 5% of those wi th  prob lem 
complained e i t h e r  t o  buaineaa o r  government. 

. Complainers t h e r e f o r e  are unrepresen ta t ive  of the 
general p o p u k t l w  who h m e  problerna. 

. Wle the range of complaint tppea i s  available 
in unsol ic i ted complaints to a government agency, 
just @ for business, t h e  t r u e  l e v e l s  and inten- 
sity are not...mora setioua p r o b l e m  may be  over- 
represented (Day & b d u r ,  1977) and rates af pro- 
duc t  usage are not k a m  (Day, 1977). 

While achouledging the logic of these argumants, 
i t  shodd still be noted tha t  strong parallels have 
o c c u r r e d  i n  ROVernDEnt agencies and overlaps between t h e  
Infarmation gathered on major sources of consumer d i a -  
eatiefectim b y  u n s o l i c i t e d  congumer conp la in t a  and by 
cmsmet  surveys .  bs w a s  mancloned before .  the Office 
of Consurer Affairs of HEW ham rece-lved a large number of 
complaints an auto service, appliances, TV and audio, 
md home repair se*vicea,..ereas also i d e n t i f i e d  by 
consumer surveys. 

Evea vith thie overlap hmwer there s t i l l  appeara 
t o  be a need to use eonstmer survey@ for gwefiment - 
that correct priorities can be e~ l tab l iahed  mmng the 
hundsede of product categories o r  industries. DCA people 
are t h e  first  t o  acbcwledge t h a t  the i r  l e t t e r m  tend t o  
be more rapraaentative of their speech t o p i c s  than o f  
actual occurrences i n  t h e  marketplace.  

In addition, consumer sumeye are needed t o  d e t e r  
mine information w the characteristics of the v i c t i m  
of consumes dissatlsfectien - i n f o m a r i m  t h a t  is 
d e f i n i t e l y  not a v a i l a b l e  on unaollcieed consumer COP 

pLaFate. 

In mmary,  unnol ic i td  cweumer complaints, 
although not reflective of levels of cmaumer problems, 
are uaeful and valid eources of information to businesa 
an consumr d i s a a t i s f a c t i m  beeauae they serve a& 
i n d i c a t o r s  of  t h e  cauaes  of d i a a a t i e f a c r i m .  For 
government needs, hrrrever, meaeurea of c o n a w r  dia- 
s a t i s f a c t i o n  are more apprwrlaee, since government 
needs  co have a baeis upon which ta  establish p r i o r i t f e e .  
In  tbe w e e  o f  both bus inese  and government, i t  i e  
imposmible to obtain informatiw about: the  aggrieved 
consumsre from unsolicired c m s m e r  rcmpldnta and 
consumer aurvepa must t h e r e f o r e  be  ueed. 
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