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Dissatisfied consumers’ complaint behaviour
concerning product failure of major electrical
household appliances — a conceptual framework

Suné Donoghue and Helena M de Klerk

Opsomming

Verbruikers se ontevredenheid met produkte mani-
festeer in hulle klagte-gedrag. Verbruikers se klag-
tes word oor die algemeen in ‘n negatiewe lig be-
skou, aangesien dit met hulle ontevredenheid oor ‘n
bepaalde produk of diens geassosieer word. Ver-
bruikers se klagtes moet egter as voordelig vir die
vervaardiger, kleinhandelaar en die verbruiker be-
skou word, aangesien dit onder andere dien as in-
ligting wat deur verbruikers geinisieer is om strate-
giese besluitneming vir kleinhandelaars en vervaar-
digers te vergemaklik. Verbruikers kan op hulle
beurt vir produkprobleme vergoed word en op hulle
regte as verbruikers aandring. Vervaardigers en
kleinhandelaars kan egter net van verbruikers se
behoeftes en probleme ten opsigte van produkte
bewus word wanneer verbruikers dit aan hulle kom-
munikeer. ‘n Konseptuele raamwerk word aange-
bied vir die bestudering van ontevrede verbruikers
se klagte-gedrag as reaksie op die funksionele en /
of simboliese produkmislukking (product failure) van
groot elektriese huishoudelike toerusting. Die konfir-
masie / diskonfirmasie-paradigma, Day en Landon
se klagte-gedrag-taksonomie, Weiner se attribusie-
teorie en spesifieke verbruikers- en produkveran-
derlikes wat verband hou met klagte-gedrag dien as
teoretiese agtergrond vir die konseptuele raam-
werk.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the advantages of a modern economy is that
the marketplace can provide the consumer with an
adequate choice of goods and services as well as the
likelihood of satisfaction with that choice. In an ideal
world, every product and service would be delivered
flawless. However, sometimes products and services
turn out not to be so perfect, necessitating the promo-
tion of consumers’ rights to develop a consumer-
oriented culture. Considering numerous letters of com-
plaint in the consumer column of the Beeld and other
newspapers as well as online letters to consumer
complaint websites (such as hello.peter.co.za) it is
clear that South African consumers experience a con-
siderable amount of problems with the performance of
their major electrical household appliances. Addition-
ally, consumer bodies such as the National Consumer
Union and various provincial consumer counsels deal
with numerous consumer complaints concerning ma-
jor electrical appliances on a regular basis. Whereas
South African business organisations need to ensure
consumers’ rights, i.e. the right to information, the right
to choose, the right to safety and the right to be heard,
consumer scientists must function as the link between
consumers and the marketplace. In order to do so,
and to execute trustworthy research in this regard,
they need a well-planned scientific conceptual frame-
work that can serve as point of departure for the re-
search. The aim of this article is therefore to supply
future researchers with a conceptual framework for
researching dissatisfied consumers’ complaint behav-
iour concerning the product failure of major electrical
household appliances.

The consumption evaluation process can be de-
scribed as a confirmation/disconfirmation paradigm
(Churchill & Suprenant, 1982 Francken, 1983)
whereby consumers compare their initial expectations
for product performance with perceived product per-
formance and notice whether a difference (expectancy
disconfirmation) exists (Woodruff et al, 1983; Day,
1984; Blogett & Granbois, 1992). Whereas confirma-
tion occurs when a product performs as expected,
contributing to satisfaction or indifference (neutral feel-
ings), positive and negative disconfirmation arises
from discrepancies between prior expectations and
actual performance, respectively leading to satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction (Swan & Combs, 1976; Oliver
& DeSarbo, 1988; Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992; Chen-Yu
et al, 1999). Consumer satisfaction/dissatisfaction
(CS/D) is therefore generally conceptualised as a
positive/negative feeling (emotion), in response to, or
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(Woodruff et al, 1983; Westbrook, 1987; Swan &
Oliver, 1989; Erasmus & Donoghue, 1998).

Complaints, as an outcome of dissatisfaction, are in
many cases perceived in a negative manner. How-
ever, complaints reveal problems that, in many cases
are significant and deserve the attention of retailers
and manufacturers (Landon, 1980). Complaints can
inform retailers and manufacturers about consumers’
existing needs and provide the opportunity for discus-
sion about future needs (Sanes, 1993). Viewed in this
manner, complaining may be very useful for the re-
tailer and manufacturer in discovering and correcting
product problems, increasing consumer satisfaction,
retaining the consumer as an active purchaser and
increasing market place efficiency, rather than simply
pacifying unhappy consumers or providing an excuse
and/or appropriate form of redress (Hill et al, 2000;
Hogarth & English, 2002; Consumer Alert, 2003).
Consequently, consumer complaints can be consid-
ered very useful forms of consumer—initiated market
information that can be used to make strategic and
tactical decisions (Nyer, 2000).

Retailers and manufacturers can only become aware
of product shortcomings and remedy the problem
when consumers directly communicate their dissatis-
faction to them, while consumer scientists can only
assist unhappy consumers when they know how they
think and why they are complaining. Organisational
resistance to paying attention and responding to con-
sumer complaints increases the likelihood that con-
sumers will complain in private (i.e., negative word-of-
mouth to family and friends) and to third parties
(ombudsmen, local consumer agencies, trade asso-
ciations etc.) (McAlister & Erffmeyer, 2003). Negative
word-of-mouth actions taken by dissatisfied consum-
ers can damage the company’s reputation (Richins,
1983; Clopton et al, 2001), resulting in the loss of po-
tential and existing consumers (Stephens & Gwinner,
1998), as well as impacting on the company’s revenue
(Sanes, 1993; Broadbridge & Marshall, 1995). Effi-
cient complaining furthermore has important implica-
tions for the individual consumer. Apart from the pos-
sibility of obtaining redress, the act of complaining in
itself also has various psychological benefits (Bennet,
1997; Nyer, 2000). Depending on the psychological
makeup of the individual, complaint action might be
viewed as an opportunity to stand up for one’s rights
or as an unpleasant and degrading hassle (Day et al,
1981).

Researchers in consumer behaviour have been study-
ing consumer responses to dissatisfactory consump-
tion experiences for many years. In fact, the topic of
consumer satisfaction, dissatisfaction and complaining
behaviour is one of the most studied issues in the field
of consumer behaviour. So much so that many inter-
national conferences have been held and academic
articles have been published in scientific journals.
Additionally, a bibliography has been compiled con-
taining numerous articles, written in English and other
languages, on the topic of consumer satisfaction/
dissatisfaction and complaining behaviour (Perkins,
1993). Despite the immense international interest in

the topic, very little research concerning the topic and
no scientific research about the dissatisfied con-
sumer’s complaint behaviour concerning major electri-
cal household appliance could be found in the South
African context. D Rousseau’s (2003:446-471) re-
search and writings have contributed to researchers’
understanding of consumers’ post-purchase behav-
iour, especially complaint behaviour. GG Rousseau’s
(1988) study on consumers’ and retailers’ perceptions
of product failure identified household appliances as a
major failure category. For the purpose of this study,
major electrical household appliances refer to kitchen
and laundry appliances namely refrigerators, freezers,
ovens, stoves, dishwashers, microwave ovens, wash-
ing machines and tumble dryers. These energy- and
time-saving devices are important products without
which many households would not be able to function
effectively. Moreover, these appliances are in general
expensive, complex and expected to be durable. It is
therefore of the utmost importance that consumers
should be satisfied with their choice, and if not, that
the retailer and manufacturer should know the reason
(s) for their dissatisfaction. A knowledge void exists
concerning the South African dissatisfied consumer’s
complaint behaviour regarding major electrical house-
hold appliances.

In order to develop a conceptual framework that will
enable the researcher to address the problem, this
article will firstly focus on the concept of consumer
complaint behaviour, and secondly on attribution the-
ory, as a theoretical perspective that concentrates on
the underlying perceptions and cognitions that indi-
viduals use to explain perceived causality.

CONSUMER COMPLAINT BEHAVIOUR

Traditionally, studies on consumer complaint behav-
iour have focused on behavioural responses, that is,
those consumer actions that directly convey an
“expression of dissatisfaction” (Landon in Singh,
1988). These behaviours include complaints directed
to second parties (manufacturers and retailers), com-
plaints to third parties (public consumer protection
agencies, voluntary organisations, ombudsman or
court) and telling friends and family (Singh, 1988; Hal-
stead & Droge, 1991).

Several studies have examined formal complaint ac-
tions or intentions. However, conceptualising con-
sumer complaint behaviour as only formal complaint
behaviour is generally considered exceedingly restric-
tive (Singh, 1988; Halstead & Drbge, 1991). Gener-
ally, it has been found that relatively fewer formal
complaints are made than would be expected from
expressed levels of dissatisfaction (Barnes & Kello-
way, 1980; Ash in Oliver, 1987; Dolinsky, 1994). Addi-
tionally, a large majority of dissatisfied consumers
never complain to the retailer, manufacturer or a third
party. Therefore, since we can safely assume that
retailers, manufacturers and third parties receive com-
plaints or requests for redress from an unrepresenta-
tive sample of the total population of consumers who
have experienced dissatisfaction, complaint statistics
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grossly understate the frequency of dissatisfaction
(Day & Landon, 1976; Landon, 1980; Day et al, 1981).

Contrary to formal complaints, which are evident to
retailers and manufacturers, the typical dissatisfied
consumer takes part in a variety of “hidden” or indirect
activities including boycotting the retailer, changing
brands, boycotting the product type, and engaging in
adverse word-of-mouth “marketing” (Day et al, 1981;
Richins, 1987; Goodwin & Spiggle, 1989). Both retail-
ers and manufacturers in many cases underestimate
the detrimental effect of such indirect activities.
Whereas many dissatisfied consumers take these
hidden actions instead of directly complaining to for-
mal complaint parties, many consumers who do com-
plain formally also engage in hidden actions (Day et
al, 1981; Kincade et al, 1998). Moreover, dissatisfied
consumers will typically tell eight to ten people about
their problem (Plymire, 1991; Sanes, 1993). In fact,
studies show that consumers tell twice as many peo-
ple about unresolved negative experiences as about
positive ones (Loudon & Della Bitta, 1993:581). Con-
sequently, far larger numbers of unknown dissatisfied
consumers respond in covert ways that never come to
the retailer's or manufacturer’s attention (Day et al,
1981).

Furthermore, numerous studies have documented
that a common response to consumer dissatisfaction
is to “do nothing”. By taking no action, the consumer
effectively decides to tolerate the dissatisfaction or to
rationalise it, or to forget it and do nothing (Day &
Landon, 1977:429, 732; Singh, 1988; Hawkins et al,
1998:621). A primary reason for taking no action is
that action requires time and effort that may exceed
the perceived value of any likely result. However,
even when no action is taken, one’s attitude toward
the store or brand is likely to be less favourable than
before (Hawkins et al, 1998:621). Non-behavioural
responses should be considered legitimate forms of
consumer complaining, despite its passive nature
(Singh, 1988; Halstead & Drdge, 1991). The inclusion
of non-behavioural responses as forms of consumer
complaining, appears not to be only justified, but nec-

essary to comprehend the process underlying the
consumer complaint behaviour response (Singh,
1988).

Consumer complaint behaviour responses may there-
fore be considered to be either behavioural or non-
behavioural (Singh, 1988, Morel et al, 1997). Singh
(1988) in particular argues that consumer complaint
behaviour should be conceptualised as “a set of multi-
ple (behavioural and non-behavioural) responses,
some or all of which are triggered by the perceived
dissatisfaction with a purchase episode”.

While there is considerable consensus about the con-
ceptual meaning of the consumer complaint behaviour
construct, only a few researchers have offered specific
models for dissatisfaction responses, some of which
seem valid and useful (Hirschman, 1970 3-4; Day &
Landon, 1977:425-437; Singh, 1988), while others are
guestionable (Maute & Forrester, 1993; Morel et al,
1997).

Day and Landon’s (1976) taxonomy of consumer com-
plaint behaviour, in Figure 1, has achieved wide ac-
ceptance in consumer complaint behaviour literature
(Broadbridge & Marshall, 1995). Under their taxon-
omy, three major options are available to consumers
who are dissatisfied with their purchase: no action,
private action or public action. Consumers may refrain
from action by rationalising and forgetting the problem.
Consumers may engage in private actions such as
warning family and friends about the product and/or
seller, boycotting the type of product and switching
brands or retailers. Additionally, consumers may en-
gage in public action such as seeking redress (i.e. a
refund, an exchange or free repairs and replacement
of defective parts, depending on the nature of the
product and particular circumstances) directly from the
retailer or manufacturer, complaining to the retailer or
manufacturer, a public consumer protection agency, a
voluntary organisation or the media, or taking legal
action against the retailer or manufacturer (Day &
Landon, 1977:229-432; Day & Bodur, 1978; Broad-
bridge & Marshall, 1995).

Dissatisfaction

No action

Action

Private action

| Public action |

Decide to stop buying
the product or brand
or, boycott seller

Warn family/friends
about the product
and/or seller

Complain to
Seek redress businesps rivate Take legal
form firm or P t I’ action to
manufacturer or governmenta obtain redress
agencies

FIGURE 1:

A TAXONOMY OF CONSUMER COMPLAINT BEHAVIOUR (Day and Landon, 1977:432)
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The primary decision is, however, whether to take
some form of action or no action at all. Whereas the
first level distinction between action and no action
logically follows from the conceptualisation of con-
sumer complaint behaviour, Day and Landon (1976)
seem to justify the public/private dichotomy (the sec-
ond level of distinction) on the grounds of the nature
and importance of the product which is causing the
dissatisfaction together with the evaluation of the effort
required and perceived outcome of the action. They
hypothesise that complex and expensive products,
such as major electrical household appliances, en-
courage more action to be taken publicly but feel that
“the chances that the consumer will do nothing at all
or only take private action are lower but still appear to
be substantial” (Day & Landon, 1977:432; Maute &
Forrester, 1993; Broadbridge & Marshall, 1995;
Stephens & Gwinner, 1998).

Although dissatisfied consumers may engage in vari-
ous combinations of behavioural actions or do nothing
(Richins, 1983; Folkes, 1984; Singh & Wilkes, 1996),
research on consumer complaint behaviour, except for
a few studies, has either failed to acknowledge this
fact, or has focused on only one consumer complaint
behaviour action (Richins, 1987; Singh, 1988). Re-
searchers therefore need to recognise the multidimen-
sionality of the consumer complaint behaviour con-
struct and that studies investigating a range of con-
sumer complaint behaviour responses are essential
(Halstead & Droge, 1991).

Factors affecting consumer complaint behaviour

Although many researchers would agree with the cen-
tral concept that dissatisfaction is a fundamental de-
terminant for complaining behaviour (Singh, 1988;
Morel et al, 1997), most would qualify this proposition
to include additional variables beyond satisfaction to
fully explain consumer complaint behaviour (Day,
1984; Jacoby & Jaccard in Oliver, 1987; Halstead &
Drége, 1991). Many studies indicate that the con-
sumer’s response to dissatisfaction is heavily influ-
enced by individual characteristics. However, like all
aspects of consumer behaviour, the product and situa-
tion are also important factors (Goodwin & Spiggle,
1989).

Consumer-related variables Consumer-related
variables refer to characteristics that are associated or
determined primarily by consumers (i.e. individual
factors). Consumer characteristics which may affect
complaining behaviour decisions include among other
things: demographics (Bearden & Oliver, 1985; Bolf-
ing, 1989), personality factors (Bolfing, 1989; Sheth et
al, 1999:551), attitudes (Richins, 1982; Halstead &
Drége, 1991), personal values (Keng & Liu, 1997;
Roger & Williams in Stephens & Gwinner, 1998; Liu &
McClure, 2001), culture (Day et al, 1981; Richins,
1987), knowledge and experience as consumers
(Singh, 1990a; Sujan in Somasundaram, 1993; Broad-
bridge & Marshall, 1995), and causal attributions for
product failure (Folkes, 1990:144; Weiner, 2000;
Laufer, 2002).

The incidence and likelihood of complaining has been
found to vary based on individual consumer demo-
graphic characteristics (Dolinsky, 1994). Complainers
tend to hold professional jobs, earn higher incomes,
are well educated, and younger than non-complainers
(Singh, 1990b; Warland et al in Broadbridge & Mar-
shall, 1995). Some authors, however, dispute this and
have proposed that the “elderly, poor and individuals
low in education do not necessarily react more pas-
sively to perceived dissatisfaction” (Gronhaug &
Zeltman in Broadbridge & Marshall, 1995). Neverthe-
less, in general, findings have been fairly consistent
with regard to age, income, education and profession
as possible determinants of consumers’ propensity to
complain (Broadbridge & Marshall, 1995).

Consumers’ personality traits and psychological char-
acteristics play an important role in complaining be-
haviour. Consumers differ in self-confidence and in
their degree of aggressiveness or submissiveness.
Complainers have been found to be more assertive,
self-confident and in personal control of their life ex-
periences (internal control) relative to non-complainers
(Landon in Bolfing, 1989; Singh, 1990a; Sheth el al,
1999:551). However, it should be pointed out that re-
searchers have found that most demographic vari-
ables and underlying personality traits provide very
little explanatory power in explaining differences in
consumer complaining behaviour (Richins, 1987; Rob-
inson in Blogett & Granbois, 1992; Stephens & Gwin-
ner, 1998). Goodwin and Spiggle (1989) propose that
a consumer’s self-definition as a complainer may also
affect complaining decisions. In making a complaint,
the consumer needs to take on the role-identity of
“complainer”. People are reluctant to include this iden-
tity as part of the “self” because they tend to disasso-
ciate themselves strongly from negative identities
(McCall & Simmons in Goodwin & Spiggle, 1989).
This might explain why people often do not like to
complain or do not take part in complaint activities.

Several studies support the role of attitudes toward
complaining as direct positive antecedents of either
complaining intentions or complaining behaviour
(Richins, 1982; Day, 1984; Bearden & Crocket in Hal-
stead & Droge, 1991). Singh in Halstead and Droge
(1991) indicated that the normative dimension of atti-
tude (“I should complain”) positively and significantly
influenced consumers’ intention to seek redress. Con-
sumers who have a favourable attitude toward com-
plaining will be more likely to seek redress from the
retailer (Beardon & Mason in Blodgett & Granbois,
1992; Singh in Kincade et al, 1998). Consumers’ atti-
tudes toward business, government, consumer organi-
sations and complaining have been studied in order to
predict complaining behaviour, but the results have
been mixed (Barnes & Kelloway, 1980; Halstead &
Droge, 1991).

Keng and Liu (1997) investigated the relationship be-
tween personal values and complaint behaviour in an
Asian setting. Respondents made a selection from a
list of values according to which they were categorised
as self-oriented or as group-oriented. Group-oriented
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consumers resorted to private action, while their self-
oriented counterparts were more prepared to opt for
public actions.

Research has indicated that consumers in different
cultures have different complaint behaviours and in-
tentions (Day et al, 1981; Richins, 1987; Liu &
McClure, 2001). Liu and McClure’s (2001) study em-
pirically confirmed that when dissatisfied, consumers
in a collectivistic culture (South Korean consumers)
are less likely to engage in voice behaviour but are
more likely to engage in private behaviour than those
in an individualist culture (US consumers). Cross-
cultural differences might explain variation in the rela-
tionship between word-of-mouth and product problem
variables for American and Dutch consumers (Richins,
1983 & 1987).

Different motivations for purchase and different experi-
ences in the past can affect both the consumer’s
evaluations and post-purchase behaviour (Day, 1977,
Day, 1984). The consumer with considerable experi-
ence in purchasing and using any product or service
will have had an opportunity to learn the key dimen-
sions of performance of an item and develop a basis
for forming specific prior expectations of performance
and for evaluating actual performance. The inexperi-
enced consumer, on the other hand, will presumably
perform more poorly both as a buyer and as an
evaluator (Day, 1977). Singh (1990b) found that prior
experiences provide part of the descriptors for predict-
ing redress behaviour, specifically complaint behav-
iour. In general, complainers tend to have more prior
experience of complaining compared to non-
complainers. Knowledge of unfair practices, con-
sumer rights and where and how to make complaints
has been found to co-vary positively with complaining
behaviour (Singh, 1990b). The more knowledgeable
consumer is less likely to have an unsatisfactory ex-
perience, and is more likely to be able to resolve it on
his/her own or to obtain redress with relatively little
friction (Day & Landon, 1977:434). The less knowl-
edgeable and more inexperienced consumer will be
less able to judge product performance and evaluate
the goods and services that he/she consumes. In ad-
dition, such a consumer will be unfamiliar with proce-
dures for seeking redress and registering complaints
(Day & Landon, 1976; Day, 1977; Barnes & Kelloway,
1980).

The role of attributional processing in consumer com-
plaint behaviour has been studied by numerous re-
searchers (Folkes, 1990:150-155; Weiner, 2000;
Laufer, 2002). Since particular attention is given to
attribution theory and its application to consumer com-
plaint behaviour in this article, it is only mentioned in
this section as a comprehensive discussion follows in
the section about attribution theory.

Very little, if anything, is known about the influence of
these characteristics on the complaint behaviour of
consumers of major electrical household appliances,
and it is therefore proposed that all these factors be
included in a comprehensive conceptual framework. It
would, however, probably be unfair to expect of one

single research project to investigate the influence of
all the aforementioned factors; they should rather be
categorised as demographics, personality factors and
others.

Product-specific variables Product-specific vari-
ables related to complaint behaviour include: the na-
ture or type of product (product category) (Kincade et
al, 1998, cost of the product (Gilly & Gelb in Kincade
et al, 1998; Stephens & Gwinner, 1998), durability
(Day & Landon, 1977:434; Kincade et al, 1998), im-
portance of the product to the consumer (Stephens &
Gwinner, 1998; Sheth et al, 1999:550), dissatisfaction
with the product (Day & Bodur, 1978; Bearden & Teel
in Goodwin & Spiggle, 1989), the type of product fail-
ure (Kincade et al, 1998), and severity of the dissatis-
faction or problems caused by the dissatisfaction
(Richins, 1987; Goodwin & Spiggle, 1989).

Major electrical household appliances are mainly pur-
chased with the intention to aid household members in
doing household tasks. However, these products
might also be important as an identity extension, to
seek prestige and to reflect personal and family goals
and aspirations or social position in the community
(Donoghue, 1998:105-108; Fournier et al in Erasmus,
1998).

The functional and symbolic performance dimensions
of products relate to the type of product failure. Kin-
cade et al (1998:84) define product failure as “the fail-
ure of the product to maintain the desired quality after
purchase”. For analysis, Kincade et al (1998) grouped
product failures into two categories: those that ren-
dered the product unusable (i.e. functional perform-
ance failure) and those failures that may change the
appearance but left the product usable (symbolic per-
formance failure). Whereas functional performance
refers inter alia to durability, ease of use, ease of care
and physical performance (how well the product does
what it is supposed to do), a product’s symbolic per-
formance refers to a “psychological” level of perform-
ance, such as what the product does for, or symbol-
ises to, the consumer, which are not direct properties
of the physical product, but are derived from the con-
sumer’s response to the physical product (Swan &
Combs, 1976; Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995; Brown
& Rice, 1998:38-39; Erasmus & Donoghue, 1998;
Hawkins et al, 1998:620).

Some dissatisfactions are relatively minor and may
not justify the effort to make a complaint (Maute &
Forrester, 1993). However, some such as complete
product breakdown or safety hazards of a defective
product are more serious and thus more likely to result
in complaint action (Barnes & Kelloway, 1980; Richins
& Verhage, 1985). The decision of how to respond to
an unsatisfactory product thus appears to be deter-
mined by the severity of the problem.

In the South African marketing environment where
there exists a major knowledge void regarding con-
sumers’ satisfaction with their choice of major electri-
cal household appliance, it is of the utmost importance
that consumers’ complaint behaviour regarding the
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product performance failure should be studied —
hence this conceptual framework.

Redress environment variables  Redress environ-
ment variables refer to factors that are controlled or
primarily influenced by retailers. Although redress
environment variables influence consumer complaint
behaviour, it is not the focus for the development of
this specific conceptual framework.

It is, however, important to note that consumers are
more likely to voice their complaints when there is a
more positive perception of retailer responsiveness to
consumer complaints (Richins, 1983; Loudon & Della
Bitta, 1993:581; Sheth et al, 1999:550), while con-
sumers who perceive the probability of success to be
low are more likely to take their custom elsewhere
and/or engage in negative word-of-mouth behaviour
(Singh in Blodgett & Granbois, 1992). If the complaint
handling mechanism for the unsatisfactory product
does not cause the consumer to go through a great
deal of inconvenience, the likelihood of complaining
may be increased (Richins & Verhage, 1985; Hal-
stead & Droge, 1991; Dolinsky, 1994). The con-
sumer’s evaluation of the retailer’'s response to the
complaint in terms of the fairness of the redress of-
fered and the fairness of the procedures used in set-
tling the complaint (i.e., perceived justice), will largely
determine whether that consumer will engage in con-
sumer complaint behaviour (Goodwin & Ross, 1990;
Blodgett & Granbois, 1992; Sheth et al, 1999:551).

ATTRIBUTION THEORY

In the next section attribution theory, as part of social
cognition, is discussed. Additionally, an overview of
the application of Weiner’s attributional theory in so-
cial psychology and in consumer behaviour is dis-
cussed.

Attribution as part of social cognition

Every day, people encounter events or situations that
require explanation. They often ask questions pertain-
ing to why certain things happened to them (Fiske &
Taylor, 1991:22; Kelly in Forsterling, 2001:4). Part of
their perceptual process is aimed at interpreting the
reasons for events (Williams, 1982:70-71). Under
circumstances where events are considered insignifi-
cant the attribution process may be almost automatic.
However, there are many circumstances in which
causal analyses are more intentional, deliberate and
time-consuming. After all, people typically do not ask
why they did well in an exam, or why they received
warm greetings from a friend, but rather why they
failed and why they received rejection from a friend
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991:22; Weiner, 2000). Individuals
are more likely to engage in attributional reasoning
when they are surprised or threatened by unexpected,
negative or important events that undermine their
beliefs and expectations (Weiner, 1986:127 & 2000;
Wong & Weiner in Fiske & Taylor, 1991:22; Bougie et
al, 2003). Therefore, deviation from a normal course
of events acts as a condition for causal reasoning

(Einhorn & Hogarth in Hewstone, 1989:45).

Attribution theory explains the perceived causality of
social behaviour in terms of cognitive rules or implica-
tions (Sirgy, 1983:3; Lennon & Davis, 1989). The cen-
tral focus of attribution research lies in the investiga-
tion of thoughts or cognitions: how individuals select,
process, store, recall and evaluate information and
how the information is then used to draw causal infer-
ences (Forsterling, 2001:10). Attribution theorists
therefore assume that there are some systematic
processes by which attributions are made and that the
attributions that people arrive at have some conse-
quences for future behaviour (Folkes, 1988; Davis &
Lennon, 1991:183; Vaidyanathan & Aggarwal, 2003).

It is important to note that there is a difference be-
tween attribution theory and attributional theories
(Kelly & Michela, 1980; Fiske & Taylor, 1991:23; For-
sterling, 2001:8) (Figure 2).

Whereas attribution theory and research study the
determinants of causal ascriptions (i.e. how the per-
ceiver uses information to arrive at causal explana-
tions for events), attributional theories investigate the
consequence of causal cognitions (the influence attri-
butions exert on e.g. emotions and behaviours). Attri-
bution theory is concerned with the generic causal
principles that people employ that might be used in a
wide variety of domains. Attributional theories, on the
other hand, are concerned with the specific causal
attribution process that people employ in a particular
life domain (Fiske & Taylor, 1991:23; Forsterling,
2001:8). Attribution research involves the systematic
assessment or manipulation of antecedents. There is
no interest in consequences beyond the attributions
themselves, and they (the attributions) are generally
measured directly by verbal report. Studies focusing
on attributional consequences also manipulate ante-
cedents, in the sense that research only manipulates
information given to subjects and cannot directly in-
clude or measure cognitions. Essentially, perceived
causes (i.e. causes that are not necessarily the “true”
causes of things) are assessed or manipulated and
their effects on various behaviours, feelings and inten-
tions are measured (Kelly & Michela, 1980; Weiner,
1986:22-23;243-275; Folkes, 1988). Whereas each
type of research has its own focus, many studies have
examined both. However, both types of research have
in common an interest in the causal explanations
given for events by ordinary people (Kelly & Michela,
1980; Folkes, 1988).

Antecedents Attributions Consequences
Information Perceived Behaviour
Bgllefls causes Affect
Motivation Expectancy

Attribution theories Attribution theories

FIGURE 2: THE BASIC STRUCTURE OF ATTRIBU-
TION CONCEPTIONS (Kelly & Michela, 1980:459)
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Research has pinpointed a number of persistent bi-
ases that people employ in the attribution process
(Folkes, 1988; Fiske & Taylor, 1991:93). The question
of how consumers arrive at attributions and why cer-
tain patterns occur may be important from an attribu-
tion theory point of view. An awareness of biases in
terms of attributional theory may be useful in explain-
ing the consequences of attributional thought. Impor-
tant attribution errors inter alia include the fundamen-
tal attribution error and self-serving attributional bias.
The fundamental attribution error claims that people
over attribute the behaviour of others to dispositional
qualities rather than to situational factors. The actor
observer effect implies divergent attributions for ac-
tors’ and observers’ behaviour, i.e. situational attribu-
tions for actors’ behaviours; and dispositional attribu-
tions for observers’ behaviours. Self-serving attribu-
tional bias refers to people’s preference to take credit
for good outcomes and to attribute bad ones to exter-
nal factors (Fiske & Taylor, 1991:67, 93; Forsterling,
2001:103-105).

An overview of Weiner’s theory in social
psychology

Weiner's work on attribution theory is notable primar-
ily for (i) developing the dimensions of attributional
experience (i.e. a set of focal dimensions along which
attributions may be inferred), (ii) integrating attribution
with emotional processes, and (iii) enlightening the
attributional and affective experience that underlies
achievement behaviour, helping behaviour and other
concrete domains of experience (Fiske & Taylor,
1991:41, 55-56). Weiner's attributional analysis of
achievement behaviour is the most comprehensive

theoretical model about the influences of attributions
on cognitive processes, affect and behaviour. Al-
though Weiner's work was developed initially to ex-
plain achievement motivation, it also guided the theo-
retical analysis and empirical investigation of other
motive systems and additional psychological phenom-
ena with an attribution framework (Weiner in Folkes,
1984 & 1988; Fiske & Taylor, 1991:54, 56; Forster-
ling, 2001:109). His framework is intended to be per-
fectly general and not limited to specific contexts
(Weiner, 1986:3; Oliver, 1989).

Weiner's (1986) attributional theory of achievement
motivation describes basic dimensions that people
use to understand their success and failure, namely
(i) locus of causality, (ii) stability, and (iii) controllability
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991:429). Locus of causality refers
to the familiar location of a cause internal or external
to the person; stability refers to the temporal nature of
a cause, varying from stable (permanent) to unstable
(temporary); and controllability refers to the degree of
volitional influence that can be exerted over a cause
(Weiner, 2000; Laufer, 2002; Vaidyanathan & Aggar-
wal, 2003). Each of these dimensions is perceived as
a bipolar continuum. Causes can theoretically be clas-
sified within one of eight cells (2 locus levels x 2 sta-
bility levels x 2 controllability levels) (Hewstone,
1989:33; Folkes, 1984; Oliver, 1989). Weiner's influ-
ential taxonomy for causal attributions allows one to
classify phenotypically different causal attributions
(e.g. lack of ability, or lack of effort, or illness) accord-
ing to their genotypical similarities (i.e, that they re-
side within the person) (Weiner, 1986:17, 44-45; For-
sterling, 2001:110-111). Weiner demonstrated that,
despite the large number of perceived causes for any
one event, the specific type of cause attributed to an

Outcome d(z;:acnodrzst Attributional _ Caus_al Psychological Behavioural
affect search dimensions consequences Consequences
If positive, Locus
happy i 5
» Specific
If 1 emotional
unexpected, I ! - Expectancy reactionsto | .
Outcome negative or —» Attribution _..> Stability —» of success the cause _._, Actions
important and its :
! underlying )
dimensions ! I
1 A :
If negative,
frustrated 1 Controllability
and sad '
FIGURE 3: AN ATTRIBUTIONAL THEORY OF MOTIVATION AND EMOTION (Weiner, 1986:240)
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event is less important than its latent dimensionality
(Weiner, 1986:121; Ployhart & Harold, 2004).

Weiner postulates that there is a sequence involving
three steps in which increasingly complex cognitive
interpretations give rise to increasingly complex emo-
tional reaction following an outcome (Weiner,
1986:121; Forsterling, 2001:117-118)(Figure 3)

The emotion process begins with individuals evaluat-
ing whether or not they have reached their goal (e.g.,
whether the event is a success or failure); this stage
is referred to as the “primary appraisal” (Weiner,
1986:121, 127). The outcome of an event initially re-
sults in a generally positive or negative affective reac-
tion (a “primitive” emotion) such as happiness follow-
ing success and frustration or sadness following fail-
ure outcomes (Weiner, 1986:121, 127). Weiner la-
belled these affective states “outcome dependent”, for
they are determined by the attainment or non-
attainment of a desired goal, and not by the cause of
that outcome. This first stage sequence is followed by
“secondary appraisal” involving attributions to deter-
mine the cause for the outcome (for instance, low
ability or bad luck) if the outcome was negative, unex-
pected or important (Weiner, 1986:127). These attri-
butions result in a different set of emotions that is
attribution-dependent and not outcome-dependent
(Weiner, 1986:121; Oliver, 1989; Laufer, 2002). For
instance, failure ascribed to “low ability” should give
rise to the feeling of incompetence, whereas failure
ascribed to bad luck should lead to the emotion of
surprise. Finally, the individual determines the dimen-
sional quality of the attribution by localising the spe-
cific cause on a causal dimension (e.g., locus, con-
trollability and stability) leading to dimension-
dependent emotions. For example, the individual
might conclude that low ability is something internal to
him/herself, and may hence experience low self-
esteem and low self-worth (Weiner, 1986:163 &
1992:279; Forsterling, 2001:117).

One can illustrate that causal dimensions are related
to specific emotions (Weiner, 1986:121; Fiske & Tay-
lor, 1991:429). Success and failure due to internal
causes are anticipated to respectively result in greater
or lower self-esteem (pride) than do external attribu-
tions (Weiner, 1986:121; Forsterling, 2001:117). An-
ger follows from a negative outcome that is perceived
as controllable by others, whereas gratitude follows
from a positive outcome attributed to external and
controllable factors. Guilt is the emotion probably ex-
perienced by one who causes negative outcomes for
others or oneself, when those factors are controllable.
Pity results from another person’s negative outcome
attributed to external factors that are seen as uncon-
trollable (Hewstone, 1989:67-68; Fiske & Taylor,
1991:429). Uncontrollable causes are linked with
shame (embarrassment, humiliation) (Weiner,
1986:135).

Causal stability may relate to future-oriented emotions
such as “hope” and “fear” (Weiner, 1986:154; Fiske &
Taylor, 1991:52). This suggestion may be explained
in terms of Weiner's argument that the causal dimen-

sion of stability determines which influence a causal
attribution will exert on the formation of expectancies
following success and failure (expectancy change)
(Weiner, 1986:154; Fdorsterling, 2001:112). It is postu-
lated that stable attributions for success should in-
crease the expectancy of being successful at a sub-
sequent similar task to a larger extent than variable
attributions. In the same manner, stable attributions
for failure decrease expectancies for future success
more than the attribution of failure to variable causes
(Weiner, 1986:94-95; Forsterling, 2001:112). There-
fore, failure attributed to stable factors implies the
(fearful) anticipation that it will reoccur in future,
whereas attribution of failure to variable causes could
give rise to “hope” for the future (Forsterling,
2001:117).

The quality of emotions is determined by locus and
controllability factors, whereas the stability factor
tends to intensify them. If a cause is seen as stable,
the resulting affect will be more pronounced than if
the cause is instable (Weiner in Fiske & Taylor,
1991:52, 429). It is also assumed that the stability of
the cause, rather than its locus, determines expec-
tancy shifts (Weiner, 1986:85; Forsterling, 2001:112).

Expectations and emotions are presumed to jointly
determine subsequent achievement related perform-
ance (Weiner, 1986:164; Covington & Omelich in
Fiske & Taylor, 1991:52). For example, one may per-
sist when one attributes one’s prior failing perform-
ance to unstable rather than stable factors, and these
effects may be enhanced by feelings such as guilt
over one’s prior performance. Alternatively, one may
give up if expectations of future success are low and
feelings of hopelessness are high (Fiske & Taylor,
1991:52; Fdorsterling, 2001:109).

To summarise, Weiner's model incorporates a cogni-
tion-emotion-action process (Weiner, 2000; Laufer,
2002). The appraisal of an outcome as a success or
failure leads to outcome-dependent emotions. Next,
attributions are made that give rise to attribution-
dependent emotions. Finally, the individual deter-
mines the dimensional quality of the attributions,
which in turn provoke dimension-dependent emotions
and expectations for future outcomes. The differenti-
ated affective reactions (generated by causal attribu-
tions and their underlying properties of locus, stability
and controllability) are presumed to coexist with the
initial general emotional response (Weiner, 1986:127;
Weiner, 2000). Ultimately, these emotions and expec-
tations are presumed to determine action (Weiner,
1986:164; Fiske & Taylor, 1991:429). Weiner sug-
gests that different outcomes, attributions and emo-
tions lead to different behavioural consequences
(Weiner, 1986:161-164; Folkes, 1988; Laufer, 2002).

Weiner’s attributional theory applied to consumer
behaviour

According to Weiner (2000), attribution theory is not
only of use and interest to social psychologists, but to
those in other branches of psychology and in related
disciplines as well. During the last few years, the use
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of attribution theory in consumer behaviour has been
found useful in explaining consumers’ post-purchase
behaviour (Folkes, 1988; Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992;
Laufer, 2002). The use of attribution theory in con-
sumer behaviour has been found useful in explaining
issues such as consumer satisfaction/dissatisfaction,
complaint behaviour, word-of-mouth behaviour, re-
dress seeking, and future repurchase intentions
(Folkes, 1988; Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992; Laufer,
2002; Vaidyanathan & Aggarwal, 2003).

Most attribution studies on product failure apply
Weiner's (1986) three-dimensional schema of attribu-
tional experience in understanding consumers’ post-
purchase behaviour (i.e. how consumers infer causes
for product failure and how these attributions impact
on behaviour) (Laufer, 2002, Vaidyanathan & Aggar-
wal, 2003). While Folkes (1984) analysed all three
causal dimensions and consumers’ reactions to attri-
butions based on those dimensions, there has been
research that has examined the effect of one or two of
these dimensions (Krishnan & Valle, 1979; Richins,
1983; Oliver & DeSarbo, 1988; Erevelles & Leavitt,
1992).

Considering attribution theory, consumers are viewed
as rational processors of information looking for rea-
sons to explain why a purchase outcome turned out
the way it did (Folkes, 1984; Erevelles & Leauvitt,
1992). In a consumer behaviour context, attributions
arise when consumers evaluate the extent to which
their initial product performance corresponds to their
level of expectation concerning that product, followed
by an attempt to find an explanation for the cause of
the outcome (Weiner, 2000; Laufer, 2002). The most
important causal agent for generating causal reason-
ing is the disconfirmation of expectations (Oliver,
1989; Pysznski & Greenberg in Laufer, 2002). Unsat-
isfactory product experiences or product failures
(events/outcomes which do not conform to expecta-
tion) are more likely to elicit causal search than posi-
tive experiences (product successes) would do
(Weiner in Folkes, 1990:144; Weiner, 2000). “We
(typically) do not ask why a product 'worked’ but why
it did not function” (Weiner, 2000:383).

In the context of Weiner's (1986) attributional theory,
a consumer will first evaluate the product outcome/
event as “good for me” or “bad for me” (i.e. a success
or failure). It is proposed that this primary evaluation
will result in a primary affect, (e.g., the general state
of happiness/sadness in response to the goodness or
badness or the product event/outcome). The con-
sumer will then search for the cause for product suc-
cess or failure (secondary appraisal) by making an
attribution, which will result in attribution-dependent
emotions (Oliver, 1989). Ultimately, the specific cause
will be positioned on a causal dimension leading to
dimension-dependent emotions and expectations for
future product success or failure. Causal attributions
and their underlying dimension of locus, stability and
controllability generate differentiated affective reac-
tions which are thought to coexist with the initial pri-
mary affect generated by the goodness or badness of
the product experience (Weiner, 2000). Conse-

quently, general affective reactions linked to (product)
outcome become further differentiated as more com-
plex attributional thinking is incorporated into the
process (Weiner, 2000). These emotions and expec-
tations are thought to determine the consumer’s be-
haviour.

Consistent with Weiner, Oliver (1989) proposes that
based on the integration of general affective reaction
and differentiated emotions, a summary judgment is
formed which represents the common satisfied/
dissatisfied response. Differently stated, attributional
processing is viewed as affecting satisfaction through
distinct emotions in addition to primary evaluation
which also affect satisfaction/dissatisfaction through
primary affect (Dubé & Schmitt, 1991; Manrai & Gard-
ner, 1991).

Consumers infer reasons for why a product performs
well or badly and these reasons influence how they
respond (Folkes, 1984; Curren & Folkes, 1987). It is
not merely the judgement that the product has failed
that determines consumer response (Folkes, 1984).
Weiner's causal dimensions (locus of causality, con-
trollability and stability) have been linked to a variety
of attributional consequences (emphasising distinc-
tions among various behaviours, intentions and af-
fects) following product failure (Curren.& Folkes,
1987; Folkes, 1988 & 1990:150-155; Ployhart & Har-
old, 2004).

Locus of Causality In a consumer behaviour set-
ting the locus of causality dimension refers to whether
consumers believe that the cause for the event
(success or failure with a product or the purchase
outcome) can be attributed either to the consumer
(internal) or to the manufacturer, retailer or some out-
side agent in the environment or situation or product
itself (external) (Jones & Nisbett in Williams, 1982:50;
Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992; Bitner in Oliver, 1993;
Weiner, 2000; Laufer, 2002).

Consumers who feel dissatisfied because they did not
follow the manufacturer’s instructions when installing
a dishwasher (internal attribution) will react differently
to those who feel that the manufacturer is account-
able for the defective dishwasher (external attribu-
tion). People who believe they received a bad product
because of their inability to deal efficiently in the mar-
ketplace are making internal attributions. Similarly,
those who feel dissatisfied because they did not
spend enough time shopping are attributing the cause
to themselves, the consumer. On the other hand,
people who blame a “bad” product on the nature of
the manufacturing company (Krishnan & Valle, 1979)
or the product per se (“This computer is not user-
friendly”) (Weiner, 2000), are making external attribu-
tions. Thus, locus of causality is based on who is per-
ceived to be responsible for a given action
(Vaidyanathan & Aggarwal, 2003). According to
Blodgett and Granbois’ (1992) integrated conceptual
model of consumer complaining, this variable should
actually be referred to as attribution of blame.

Locus influences beliefs about who should solve
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problems: problems arising from consumers’ actions
should be solved by consumers, whereas problems
arising from companies’ (retailers or manufacturers)
actions should be solved by companies (Folkes,
1988, 1990:151). Similarly, locus of causality influ-
ences whether consumers believe companies should
provide restitution and redress (such as a refund or a
replacement), and an apology for product failure.
When product failures are externally attributed, con-
sumers feel that they deserve refunds and apologies
more than when they are internally attributed (Folkes,
1984, 1988, 1990:151; Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992;
Laufer, 2002; Laufer & Gillespie, 2004). Locus of cau-
sality is also related to consumers’ communications
about negative outcomes. When the reasons for con-
sumers’ dissatisfaction are company-related, consum-
ers are more inclined to complain to retailers and en-
gage in negative word-of-mouth about products than
when the reasons are consumer-related (Richins,
1983; Curren & Folkes, 1987; Swanson & Kelly,
2001). Additionally, external attributions may cause
consumers to experience anger toward the company
and they may consequently desire to do it harm. A
number of studies have found that the greater the
number of internal attributions (i.e. when consumers
admit that products or retailers are not at fault), the
greater the likelihood that consumers will do nothing
when dissatisfied (Oliver in Laufer, 2002).

Controllability ~ Both the consumer and other par-
ties such as the manufacturer or retailer can either
have volitional control over an outcome or be under
certain uncontrollable constraints (Folkes, 1984; Erev-
elles & Leavitt, 1992). This dimension reflects the
power available to the different role-players to alter
the outcome (Laufer, 2002; Weiner, 2000). The ques-
tion is whether any of them has control over the fac-
tors that caused the situation to occur (Laufer, 2002).

Research has primarily examined how consumer
perceptions of retailers’ control over a problem
(external locus) influence consumers’ responses to
product failure (Folkes, 1990:152). If consumers at-
tribute the cause of the problem to an external, un-
controllable cause, they will probably assign less
blame to other entities such as the manufacturer or
retailer. However, when failures are viewed as con-
trollable, blame is targeted at the perceived entity that
had control (Laufer, 2002). When retailers are thought
to have control over the cause of product failure, con-
sumers feel angry and desire revenge more than
when they are believed to lack control (Folkes, 1984;
1988, 1990:152; Folkes et al, 1987). Anger intensifies
as outcome importance increases; hence consumers
will be more likely to complain to the company and/or
public/private third parties, distance themselves from
the company, refuse to repurchase the company’s
product and warn others against product purchase as
opposed to uncontrollable, external product failures
(Folkes et al, 1987; Folkes, 1988; Blogett & Granbois,
1992; Swanson & Kelly, 2001). Telling others about
product failure enables individuals to vent their anger,
to gain social support for the validity of these negative
feelings and may allow them some means of retalia-

tion by discouraging others from purchasing the prod-
uct (Curren & Folkes, 1987).

Stability In a consumer behaviour context, the
stability dimension refers to whether the outcome of
the purchase-use situation can be attributed to some-
thing temporary (unstable) or something that is likely
to occur each time the product is purchased or used
(stable) (Jones & Nisbett in Williams, 1982:502;
Folkes, 1990:155). For instance, when a washing
machine stops because of a power failure once in a
while, the cause is considered to be unstable, and
when the machine stops because of a inherent defect
the cause is considered to be stable.

Most of the previous studies of this dimension have
been in the context of product failure (Oliver in Laufer,
2002). The stability dimension signals whether the
same problem can be expected in the future or
whether the event was perceived as a coincidence
and not likely to recur in the future (Laufer, 2002).
When product failure is stable, people should expect
the product to fail if they purchased it again in the
future. Conversely, when product failure is caused by
unstable reasons, consumers should be less certain
of future product failure (Folkes, 1984). If the attribu-
tion is unstable, consumers will view it as a once-off
problem (Williams, 1982:503).

The stability dimension also influences the type of
redress preferred when a product fails (Krishnan &
Valle, 1979; Folkes, 1988; Erevelles & Leavitt, 1992).
Compared with unstable reasons, stable attributions
lead consumers to more strongly prefer refunds,
rather than replacement of the failed product (Folkes,
1984; Vaidyanathan & Aggarwal, 2003). Preference
for refunds as opposed to replacement increases
when products are perceived to fail for company-
related reasons as opposed to consumer—related
reasons. Consumers are thought more likely to warn
friends against purchasing a product when they ex-
pect future product failure, than when they are uncer-
tain about future product performance (Curren &
Folkes, 1987; Blogett & Granbois, 1992). Curren and
Folkes (1987) demonstrated that stable causes sig-
nificantly increased the desire to warn friends but had
little influence on desire to complain to companies.
Consumers are equally likely to complain to a com-
pany about product failure whether the cause is sta-
ble or unstable. Furthermore, stability influences in-
tention to repurchase. Inferring a stable cause leads
to less desire to repurchase a product than does in-
ferring an unstable cause. Additionally, consumers
will probably vow to never again patronise that retailer
and might even warn their friends about the retailer so
that they may avoid the same type of problem (Folkes
et al, 1987; Blogett & Granbois, 1992).

It should be noted here that sometimes conse-
guences of attributions are linked to a single causal
dimension; for other consequences, more dimensions
are involved (Curren & Folkes, 1987; Folkes, 1988).
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PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Taking the foregoing literature in account the follow-
ing schematic conceptual framework is proposed for
research with the aim of understanding the con-
sumer’s complaint behaviour with regard to the per-
formance failure of major electrical household appli-
ances. This framework integrates three streams of
consumer satisfaction/dissatisfaction (CS/D) and
complaint behaviour (CB) research, namely the ex-
pectancy disconfirmation model (Churchill & Su-
prenant, 1982; Bearden & Teel, 1983) (satisfaction
research), Weiner's (1986) causal dimensions
(attribution theory), Day and Landon’s (1977) taxon-
omy of complaint behaviour and consumer-related
variables, and product-specific variables that may
influence consumers’ complaint behaviour (complaint
behaviour theory). The dimensions presented in Fig-
ure 4 have been conceptualised using theoretical
definitions found in the literature.

From the conceptual framework it is clear that prior to
purchasing and using major electrical household ap-
pliances, consumers form expectations of its perform-
ance in a particular use situation. After or while using
an appliance item consumers evaluate its perceived
performance in terms of their initial expectations of
the appliance’s performance, relating to the functional

and symbolic performance dimensions of the appli-
ance. Whereas functional performance refers inter
alia to durability, ease of use, ease of care and physi-
cal performance (how well the appliance does what it
is supposed to do), symbolic performance refers to a
“psychological” level of performance that is derived
from the consumer’s response to the physical prod-
uct. When the appliance’s performance does not
meet the consumer’s expectations (i.e. when a per-
formance failure occurs or when the product performs
poorly), negative disconfirmation occurs leading to
feelings of dissatisfaction. Feelings of dissatisfaction
are however mediated by attributional reasoning, i.e.
the cognitive process of wanting to find out why a
negative outcome or event has occurred. The per-
ceived cause (attributions) for the product’s failure
and the dimensional quality thereof, in terms of
Weiner's (1986) locus of causality, stability and con-
trollability, influence consumers’ reaction in terms of
their emotions (the level of anger experienced in re-
sponse to the product failure) and behaviours.

Consumer responses to dissatisfaction are generally
referred to as “consumer complaint behaviour” (CCB)
(Singh, 1988; Maute & Forrester, 1993). Once dissat-
isfaction occurs the consumer may engage in behav-
ioural and non-behavioural responses to resolve it
(Day & Landon, 1977:229-432; Broadbridge & Mar-
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shall, 1995). Three major options are available to
consumers who are dissatisfied with their purchase:
no action, private action or public action. Consumers
may refrain from action by rationalising and forgetting
about the problem. Consumers may engage in private
actions such as switching brands or retailers, boycott-
ing the type of product or warning family and friends.
Consumers may also engage in public action such as
seeking redress (i.e. a refund, an exchange or free
repairs and replacement of defective parts depending
on the nature of the product and particular circum-
stances) directly from the retailer or manufacturer,
complaining to the retailer or manufacturer, a public
consumer protection agency, a voluntary organisation
or the media, or taking legal action against the retailer
or manufacturer. However, consumer-related factors
and product-specific factors are likely to affect the
consumer’s complaint behaviour. Consumer-related
variables refer to characteristics that are associated
or determined primarily by consumers. Demograph-
ics, personality, attitude, values, culture, knowledge
and experience as consumer-related variables influ-
ence consumers’ complaint behaviour. Product-
specific variables, specifically the nature (type) of
product, cost, durability, product importance, type of
product failure (performance dimensions) and prob-
lem severity influence consumers’ complaint behav-
iour.

The conceptual framework provides a schematic view
of the reasoning behind the formulation of research
questions for prospective studies concerning consum-
ers’ dissatisfaction with the performance failure of
their major electrical household appliances.

CONCLUSION

A soundly planned conceptual framework is valuable
as it arranges the research, assists the researcher to
reach the research goals and renders results which in
turn will contribute to establishing new theory (Babbie
& Mouton, 2002:107-113). The conceptual framework
should, however, be based on a well-founded theory,
where possible relationships between variables are
clearly indicated and will assist the researcher to de-
rive the research questions.

The suggested conceptual framework, as illustrated in
Figure 4, can be usefully applied in qualitative and
guantitative research, with data-collecting methods
such as questionnaires and focus groups, aimed at
gaining a better understanding of consumers’ com-
plaint behaviour regarding the performance failure of
major electrical household appliances.

It is essential that retailers and manufacturers under-
stand how consumers reason and how they explain
unexpected negative outcomes such as product fail-
ures. Accordingly, researchers should recognise that
the framework for this type of research should be
based on a theoretical perspective that concentrates
on the underlying perceptions and cognitions that
people use to make judgements about other people,
events and objects. It should not only be seen as an

academic activity, but should be part of the marketing
strategy of all businesses who are serious about re-
taining loyal customers.

Research questions that could emerge from such a
conceptual framework that would be of immense
value within the South African context, include:

+ What is the relationship between specific con-
sumer-related variables (i.e. demographics, per-
sonality, attitude, values, culture, knowledge and
experience) and dissatisfied consumers’ complaint
behaviour concerning the performance failure of
selected major electrical household appliances?

+ What is the relationship between dissatisfied con-
sumers’ perception of the severity of the product
problem (product-specific variable) and their com-
plaint behaviour concerning the performance fail-
ure of selected major electrical household appli-
ances?

+ What type of consumer complaint behaviour re-
sponses do dissatisfied consumers engage in
concerning their dissatisfaction with the functional/
symbolic performance failure of selected major
electrical household appliances?

+ What is the relationship between causal attribution
and dissatisfied consumers’ complaint behaviour
concerning the performance failure of selected
major electrical household appliances?

Consumer research focusing on consumers’ post-
purchase expectations and levels of (dis)satisfaction,
attributions for product failure and complaint behav-
iour should be part of an ongoing plan to improve
products, to protect and ensure consumers’ rights and
to improve business.
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