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Introduction

Customer complaint management is becoming a critical key success factor in
today’s business environment. The claims are the revealing one of a dysfunction
of the company. Even if, obviously, these dysfunctions must be to avoid, the
linked complaints constitute there a real opportunity for the companies to im-
prove the product, service and process. It is the reason why this is the subject of
abundant literature about twenty years.

The first step is to define what is meant by the complaint. Complaint is an unsat-
isfied expectation. Customer complaints are an indication that the service or
product does not meet the customers’ expectations. It can be defined as a protest,
the expression of dissatisfaction from a customer towards a brand or prod-
uct/service of this brand (Singh, Wilkes, 1996). The client expects of its claim
a gain: Either exchange the product or a refund, apologies or even a change in
business practice of the brand (for example, when it is ethical considerations
who are in game).

The claim is clearly an expression of negative feedback from the customer (Bell,
Mengii¢, Stefani, 2004). But, as outlined in Van Oest and Knox (2011), com-
plaints are “customer-initiated interactions that are driven by dissatisfaction, but
they provide the firm with an opportunity to recover. While most dissatisfied
customers do not complain and these customers may be even less likely to pur-
chase again in the future, complaints contain useful information on customer
defection beyond that already provided in the customer's purchasing history”.
Incorporating complaints for the CRM has the potential not only to improve
predictions, but this approach may also yield new insights about both customer
purchasing and drop-out. Finally, the speech of the customer directly expressed
is ultimately a favor, a gift, done for the company and reflects a real commitment
of the consumer to the brand”. Indeed, the client could have:

1. Decreased his consumption, or worse, definitely stop buying the product or

service.

" Reasons for not complaining are described for example by Snellman & Vihtkari (2003). First, the
customers does not complain because they think complaining is ineffective. Second, claim filing
consumes too much time. Thirdly, the customer describes the situation as so hopeless that
complaining would not have helped. Other reasons quoted by the authors for not complaining
included categories as: the company needs to be aware of the problem; the customer does not
know where and how to complain; the problem is solved during or just after the incident.
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2. Generated a negative word-of-mouth from friends and family spreading thus
his discontent. This type of reaction spreads over some hundred individuals.
The risk associated to this behavior is a loss of several customers. There ex-
ists also the possibility to inform and mobilize a consumer association. The
difficulty is the cost of remedy to retain a whole of consumers.

3. Generated a negative buzz on Internet by mobilizing social networks and
reaching thus thousands of people.

This speech of the dissatisfied customer usually follows a transaction that has
proved to be unsatisfactory. However, there is frequently protests consumers
without them have purchased the product (Huber et al., 2010). These people
were shocked by the advertising messages, the supply policy of the company, the
lack of social and environmental responsibility.

Nevertheless, researchers recognize that all complaints haven’t originated from
dissatisfaction (Reynolds, Harris, 2005; Kowalski, 1996). In reality, some com-
plaint episodes occur without experiencing service failure or dissatisfaction and
such complaints are essentially illegitimate and fraudulent in nature (Reynolds,
Harris, 2005). Consumer unethical behaviors have been discussed in the litera-
ture using various forms. In a retail setting, “deshopping” or “fraudulent return”
refers to the actions of customers who intentionally prepare the purchase of
goods in the knowledge that they will use the products, and then fraudulently
complain and return them at a later date, often taking advantage of a stores’ re-
turn policy (Harris, 2008; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). This is particularly the rea-
son why many studies suggesting methods for the classification of complaints
have been published (Galitsky et al., 2009). For example, the study of Cousse-
ment and Van den Poel (2008) introduces a methodology to improve complaint-
handling strategies through an automatic email-classification system that distin-
guishes complaints from non-complaints. The classification system combines
traditional text information with new information about the linguistic style of an
email.

However regardless of relevance or reality of the complaint, the client’s response
to treatment of his claim is very important (Larivet, Brouard, 2007). Indeed,
a dissatisfied customer of its complaint may re-enter a process of “speech” and
then again to take the risk of disseminating a bad image to the business. As an
example, a customer of Marks & Spencer in England who complained to pay
extra for her bra large size, without a satisfactory response to the consumer ser-
vice of the brand, decided to create a group on the Facebook social network.
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After several weeks of consequent negative buzz, the company was forced to
change the price and practice the same price regardless of the size. Examples of
this type, generating word-of-mouth more or less extensive, are very numerous
(Williams, Buttle, 2011). So, whereas word-of-mouth communication initially
referred to the idea of person-to-person conversation between consumers about
a product, the worldwide spread of the Internet brought up a less personal but
more ubiquitous form of word-of-mouth communication, the so-called online
word-of-mouth communication (Bambauer-Sachse, Mangold, 2011). Is one
more reason to be effective in the treatment of the claim.

Many studies show the positive impact of claims. For example, the expression of

complaints would be a factor:

1. To improve customer satisfaction, appreciation of the product or the service
and purchase intent, allowing the evacuation of dissatisfaction (Dewitt,
Brady, 2003; Snellman, Vihtkari, 2003). For example, Nyer (2000) finds that
consumers who were encouraged to complain reported greater increases in
satisfaction and product evaluation compared to consumers who were not ex-
plicitly asked to complain. The changes in satisfaction and product evalua-
tions were found to be related to the complaining intensity.

2. To increase and positive influence on loyalty (Homburg, Fiirst, 2005). For
example, Andreassen (1999) shows that satisfaction with complaint resolu-
tion has a positive impact on customer loyalty. Complaint resolution is thus
an important element of the company’s customer retention strategy. Besides,
negative affect caused by the initial service failure has a negative impact on
satisfaction with complaint resolution and customer loyalty.

3. To improve the retention rate. Ang and Buttle (2006) using a quantitative
survey of 170 companies in Australia, found that excellence at customer re-
tention is positively and significantly associated with the presence of docu-
mented complaints-handling processes.

4. To limit of word-of-mouth negative (Blodgett, Anderson, 2000). Conducting
a meta-analysis, Gelbrich and Roschk (2011) test and confirm the following
path model: organizational responses (compensation, favorable employee be-
havior, and organizational procedures) — justice perceptions (distributive, in-
teractional, and procedural justice) — post-complaint satisfaction (transac-
tion-specific and cumulative satisfaction) — customer behavioral intentions
(loyalty and positive word-of-mouth).
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Thus, all these studies underline the need and interest to encourage consumers
dissatisfied to file a claim. So the company has the dual opportunity to retain
future earnings associated with customer retention and improve the quality of its
services. However, this reasoning assumes that the organization offers an effi-
cient complaints management process. Several research underline how an or-
ganization’s complaint management affects customer satisfaction and loyalty.
For example, in delineating an organization’s complaint management, Homburg
and Fiirst (2005) draw a distinction between two fundamental approaches, the
mechanistic approach and the organic approach. The mechanistic approach gives
guidelines for specific activities so the task is performed each time the same
way. In the organic approach, organizations can influence behavior by focusing
on training and motivating employees and by providing them with shared values
and norms. Their findings indicate that though both the mechanistic and the or-
ganic approach significantly influence complaining customers’ assessments, the
mechanistic approach has a stronger total impact.

On this mechanistic basis, Waardenburg (2005) lists seven points of attention for
handling complaints:

1) listen,

2) show understanding,

3) gather information,

4) summarise,

5) gather information for a resolution,

6) show your resolution,

7) check for customer satisfaction.

Some other authors like Johnston (2001) identified several factors in order to
define by a good complaint management process:

Having clear procedures, providing a speedy response.

The reliability (consistency) of response.

Having a single point of contact for complainants.

Ease of access to the complaints process.

Ease of use of the process.

Keeping the complainant informed.

Staff understand the complaint processes.

Complaints are taken seriously.

Employees are empowered to deal with the situation.

10 Having follow up procedures to check with customers after resolution.

11. Using the data to engineer out the problems.

12. Using measures based on cause reduction rather than complaint volume reduction.
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To summarize, first claims can be analyzed as a customers’ gift for companies
due to the information on products, services or brand perception. Second, it is
necessary to develop within the companies, a service dedicated to the claim
management. According to its more or less big efficiency, consumer initially
upset will be re-satisfy.

The investigation we propose to carry now is related to the perceived effective-
ness of customer service in its process answer the dissatisfaction of the con-
sumer who comes to claim. We limit our investigation to the first interaction
between the customer service and the claiming customer.

1. Research method

First we present our data collection method and explain all our analytical ap-
proach. The study was conducted with the support of the French Association for
Management of Customer Relations (AMARC). Thus, the base population of the
study is the companies’ member of the association, about 240 firms in 2010 (for
more details see www.amarc.asso.fr). These are mostly companies of significant
size: about 75% of CAC 40 companies are adhering to the AMARC. All eco-
nomic activities sectors are represented at the AMARC’ association. Only the
companies in business to consumers with a centralized and dedicated customer
service support of the claims are the object of analysis in the present study,
eliminating by the way firms operating in business to business framework and
firms who treat claim by other services like quality... Such a choice offers
a higher degree of internal validity due to the restriction of extraneous differ-
ences caused by heterogeneity among organizations.

A survey approach was chosen to examine naturally occurring responses within
customers who had recently experienced a service or product failure and recov-
ery encounter in firms adhering to AMARC. Our research design allowed a large
variety of sector activities to be represented. This aspect of the research design
ensures the external validity across organizations in distinct industries. Data
were collected from a sample of 148 undergraduate business students enrolled in
a research method course. The nature of the research model and the detailed
research topic was neither mentioned nor alluded to. The research was presented
as a scientific study of the consumer satisfaction in a general view.
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In a first stage, students were asked for one 6 weeks period to report a number of
dissatisfactions they have experienced as consumers in the meantime and which
are likely to lead them to a complaint behavior. These dissatisfactions were
likely to relate to diverse aspects of the offer from the companies. Once they
have identified such dissatisfactions, they were instructed to fill out a multi-item
scale designed to assess their evaluation of the failure severity. At the end of the
period, students were asked to name the incriminated companies. Well, we had a
first version of the sample firms to test. With regard to failures nature, respon-
dents mentioned the following types of dissatisfactions:

— employees’ difficulty in fixing problems and attending to consumers (34.3%),
— lack of product quality (29.2%),

— delays or service breakdowns (15.7%),

— product information and website design inadequacies (12.2%),

— environmental or consumer health insufficient policy (5.8%),

— other causes (2.8%).

The sectors under investigation included: financial services (17.4%), conven-
ience goods (16.5%), telephone/Internet (14.9%), retail (11.6%), transports
(10.5%), housing (10.2%), health products and services (6.9%), automotive
(4.1%), and others (8%).

For each firm in the first sample defined by the students, independent observers
were identified the number of complaint channels open. Potentially, three chan-
nels of complaint were investigated: either the mail or the phone or the online
channel. For very few companies, it was very difficult to find channels for the
claim filing so they were eliminated. For the remaining firms, i.e. 135, we had
the following distribution:

— 46 have only one channel for claim filing (34% of the sample): 14 firms can
be contacted only by phone, 24 only by email and 8 only by postal letter sent
to the consumers service,

— 43 have two channels open (32% of the sample): 14 firms can be contacted
both by phone or postal letter, 21 firms by phone or online channel, and only
8 firms by online channel and postal letter,

— 46 have the three channels open (34% of the sample).

So at the end of the first step, we have a large number of dissatisfactions identi-
fied whose nature and the level are different and various accessibility of the cus-
tomer services the companies concerned for a claim filing. Thus, we assigned
randomly a claim linked to a specific dissatisfaction at a channel filing (tele-
phone, letter or online channel).
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In a second stage, we tested each firm of the sample on his open claim channels
at least three times. Given the number of open channels of complaint and their
distribution, it’s 810 interactions with customer service that should been made.
Students were asked to submit a complaint against companies which have dissat-
isfied them and were constrained as well to respect the customer service’s chan-
nel that has been previously specified for each company. Immediately after per-
forming their first interaction with the customer service, they were instructed to
fill out a series of scales designed to assess their perceptions of the service re-
covery. This immediate report has the advantage of reducing the biases from
memory lapses common in self-reports of service failures (Smith et al., 1999).

As the first interaction with customer service, we refer to:

— the first phone conversation when considering phone channel,

— the reception of the first electronic response from the customer service when
considering online channel; in this latter case, we took exception of automatic
messages confirming only the complaint reception,

— the reception of the first answer at the claim letter.

In the absence of response from the customer service after:

— three separate calls over two minutes repeated twice times during the same
week but at different times for the phone channel,

— aperiod of fifteen days without answer for the online channel,

— aperiod of three weeks for the letter channel,

the complaint has been described as “unanswered”.

Immediately after receiving the reply to the complaint, students have completed
a survey consisting of psychometric scales which have already been published in
the academic literature.

So, the one hundred forty-eight students completed the survey: 64 males (43%)
and 84 females (57%). They were between 21 and 29 years old. They submitted
an average of 4.97 complaints per student resulting in 736 submitted complaints.
So, only 90.6% of the theoretical interactions have been realized by the students.
Due to difficulties with the scheduling of students’ courses, some phone calls
which have been planned at the end of their semester could not be performed,
resulting in a lower number of interactions for the phone channel compared to
the postal and electronic one. More precisely, 215 telephone calls were passed
(i.e. 75.5% of theoretically calls expected), 297 e-mail were sent (i.e. 100% of
theoretically e-mail expected) and 224 letters were mailed (i.e. 98.2% of theo-
retically letters expected).
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2. Main results

Two sets of results will be presented successively. The first is related to the re-
sponse rate of consumer services requested through the mystery survey. The
second focuses on predictors of claimant consumer satisfaction.

2.1. Results on the response rates and accessibility
to the consumer service

So, we carried out 736 mystery survey. The overall response rate, all channels
claims combined, is 66%. It is 91% for the phone but only 61% for e-mail and
54% for the letters. On channels online, many claims filing have been followed
that a message acknowledging receipt, without more news in the days following.
For our investigation, this is considered as a no-answer. If we integrate these
acknowledgements of receipt to calculate the response rate, we would obtain
a 98% rate.

Note that the channel response used by the customer service is not necessarily
the same as that used for the claim filing (except phone). For mail and online
channels, the response rate on the channel of claim broadcast is respectively
74% and 94%. When the customer gives his telephone number in the letter,
e-mail or in electronic forms for filing online, he appreciates greatly that the
customer service answer him directly by a phone call. But in some cases, while
the client had not given his telephone number, the consumer service takes the
initiative to contact by telephone the customer after a research of its number. Our
results show that this scenario generates a negative assessment from the cus-
tomer who analyses the situation as intrusive.

At this low response rate combines the feeling among the investigators of

a fairly substantial problem of access to the customer service business. For ex-

ample, it was found:

— some call centers are unavailable (more than 5 minutes waiting) several con-
secutive days,

— the disruption to the website making it impossible to record the claim,

— in the electronic filing form of the claim, an insufficient number of lines,

— the default of claim acknowledgment when filing is electronic, so that claim-
ants are not certain of having filed their complaint in due form.
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The response rates differ substantially depending on the nature of the claim. It
amounts to 88% for issues of environmental and social policy of the company
(but few interactions were made on the subject) against only 48% for product
information and website design inadequacies.

Many surveys show that the preference for the consumer in terms of channels
will contact the phone followed by Internet (online form) and email and finally
the post. The phone is preferred for the immediate response, email and website
to save time. The postal letter provides a guarantee for its “traceability”. Our
findings confirm this and it should be noted that companies accessible only
through the channel “mail” does not make it easy the task for customers who
want to file a claim. Indeed, compared to two other channels, the act of writing
a letter is seen as an additional constraint and degrades clearly the evaluation of
the accessibility of customer service.

For summarize, this response rate is relatively low. However, it is not necessarily
surprising. Many studies show a growing commitment of the top management
company with respect to the processing of claims. However, the last mapping of
customer services of firms member of AMARC (2011) indicates that the execu-
tive committee of one company on three regularly addresses the subject of cus-
tomer relationship (the executive committee of one company on ten systemati-
cally). Even today, customer service is widely seen as a cost center rather than
a profit center, so the human and financial resources allocated to customer ser-
vice for the management of complaints seems insufficient in some cases.

2.2. Results on the reasons for the satisfaction of a customer

Of the 736 interactions conducted with customer services, we had a response
rate of sixty six per cent. So, 486 interactions were evaluated and used to deter-
mine the variables explaining the performance of these customer services. From
the questionnaires composed of psychometric scales, statistical treatments have
led to the emergence of four variables statistically significant predicting satisfac-
tion of a customer initially upset. Thus, overall satisfaction about the processing
of the claim is due to ninety-six percent by the following variables:

1) empathy,

2) efforts of customer advisor perceived by the customer,

3) procedural performance,

4) claim filing ease.
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The most explanatory variable is empathy: it plays both a direct and indirect
impacts. Empathy is defined as the mechanism by which an individual can “un-
derstand” the feelings and emotions of another individual or, in a broader sense,
his emotional mental states as beliefs. As part of an inter-relationship between
a customer advisor and the person claiming, the empathy must be clearly distin-
guished from sympathy, compassion and emotional contagion by the fact that the
empathic response to the client’s emotional states occurs even if there is no the
same emotional feeling or, even, an emotion whatsoever (Escalas, Stern, 2003).

Thus, in this context, the empathetic relationship is the advisor’ ability to share
the emotion with the claimant without confusing him. It’s about understanding
the emotional states and in some cases, the mental states (called cognitive empa-

thy).

Our results indicate very clearly that the positive perception of empathy occurs
when the advisor in charge to consider the claim listens to the feelings and emo-
tions of customers, understands and is affected by the problem. Three factors
explain about forty percent of perceived empathy. They are:

— process reformulation of the incident by advisor,

— the research by the advisor the information necessary to understand the inci-
dent; this search is the first step for create a valorization feeling in the com-
plainant person,

— the avoidance of intrusive questioning that might call into question the seri-
ousness of the claim.

Empathy has a direct role in the satisfaction but also an indirect role. Indeed, it
positively influences the second predictor of satisfaction: The efforts of the advi-
sor perceived by the customer to offer an explanation and the beginning of the
solution process to the consumer dispute in question. This second explanatory
variable corresponds to the claiming consumer perception of time spent to ex-
plain in depth the origin of the dissatisfaction or dispute. How the advisor regis-
ters the claim, specifies how it will be treated, shows how the claim will be sent
to the service causing the problem, specifies the time periods considered for the
different stages of the resolution ahead... plays a key role in customer re-
satisfaction.

The third variable is the procedural performance. These are all procedures and
methods for resolution of customer dissatisfaction. The professionalism of the
advisor in the implementation of the procedure is part of this variable. The dead-
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lines for receipt of the response are also included in this variable. This is the
deadline for receipt of mail or e-mail and time spent on the phone to get an an-
swer (other than simple acknowledgment of the claim). These times have a sig-
nificantly negatively impact when they exceed 24 hours for an e-mail, five days
for a letter and if the advisor is not able to provide solution, even partial, from
the first phone call.

The fourth explanatory variable is the claim filing ease. More difficult it is to file
a claim and it will be difficult to re-satisfy customer. This variable therefore
punishes waiting times on the phone that requires call back, the time of writing
the letter, electronic forms somewhat friendly, downtime and technical malfunc-
tions of devices for claim filing.

The diagram below summarizes the main determined relationships between sat-
isfaction that induces a positive engagement of consumers with respect to the
company (repeat purchases, positive word-of-mouth...) and the different ex-
planatory variables.

. | (+) 3
Reformulation Empathy

|

|

|

| 1 ()

I Valorization (+)
|| (research process l
|

|

|

|

|

) ) Satisfaction
information)

|

1 -,

1 Perceived (positive
1

|

|

\
__W_>
()
Intrusive | effort emotions)
questionning ) |
| Acceptable
(+)

deadline for a Procedural (+)
response performance

Positive

Three factors explain Ease claim commitment
about 40% of filing

perceived empathy

towards the
company

All relationships are significant at p <0.001 ; N = 486 (i.e. 486 actual responses from customer service)

Figure 1. Explanatory model of satisfaction customer after the claim filing
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The statistical analysis shows that in some situations, some factors in satisfaction

may play a decisive role in the evaluation of the advisor performance. In particu-

lar, we determine the most explanatory variable of satisfaction according to the
type of customer and the claim channel selected:

1. The first situation is where there have been difficulties for the client to access
the consumer service. Here, the unhappy customer expects the customer ser-
vice a compensation for the difficulties of access encountered. Thus, the first
key factor for success is the empathetic attitude of advisor.

2. The second situation is when the client is “competent”, that is to say that
a good command of the product and its competitive environment, he uses
easily the claim filing channel, he has a positive attitude about the brand and
the product or the service that he knows well. Here, procedural performance
becomes the first key factor of success.

3. The third situation is that the unhappy customer is found in a really discom-
fort situation. He expects the consumer service to adapt to his situation at the
level of own discomfort he feels. He masters wrong the product and its com-
petitive environment. The incident he suffered has greatly disturbed his rela-
tionship with the brand. In this case, the first key factor of success is the visi-
ble efforts undertaken by the consumer service: time for a thorough
explanation, length, number and aesthetic response, confirmation of the terms
of discussion with the advisor.

It should also be noted that the explanatory variables play a different role de-
pending on the channel chosen by the customer. For the phone channel, this is
the empathy that is the first key success factor. Then, for letter channel, it is the
efforts of customer service perceived by the customer and, finally, for the online
channels the procedural performance plays the most important role.

3. Managerial implications

The objective assigned to the customer service in the claim management is to
ensure that the client initially dissatisfied does not generate a negative buzz and
reaffirms his commitment to the brand and the product. So, it is necessary to
understand the determinants of relational performance between the customer
service and the consumer. The diagram below summarizes the relational per-
formance of the customer service.

109



LAURENT GRIMAL, FRANCOISE SIMON
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Figure 2. Relational performance of the customer service

Our study identifies five characteristics associated with the relational perform-
ance namely: consideration, reciprocity, emotional investment, cooperation and
the prospect of solving the problem. If these five characteristics are respected,
initially of gratitude, and after, confidence can emerge at the customer. This rela-
tional performance depends significantly itself on three variables: ease of access
to customer service, procedural performance and empathic performance. But,
our results indicate very clearly that the first variable to control for satisfy a cus-
tomer initially unhappy is the empathic performance. Specifically, three attitudes
are to be avoided by the advisor if he wants to empathize with the claimant.

First, the adviser must avoid calling into question the claiming customer status.
Our investigation indicates that this negative reconsideration goes mainly
through discourse but also by deeds. These include situations where there is
technically impossible to file the claim, but also when one finds advertising
messages on vocal responders while the communication is not free. In addi-
tion, certain cases arose during the investigation show the impossibility of
leaving a message when the claim is not within predefined categories of the
collection of complaints. This induces a feeling of frustration among consum-
ers. This reconsideration of customer claiming status is more asserted that the
claim is made by a third person (for example, when a person telephones for her
grandmother who is then the true claiming customer) or when it is irregular
client. A fairly common example found in our investigation, is that at the be-
ginning of the phone conversation, the call center agent requires the customer
gives various information about its identity and its status of client (account
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number, loyalty card number...), without first taking time to listen the reasons
for the claim. This practice leads to the risk that the claimant makes negative
judgments on the company concerned in terms of competence and ethics as
much as on the product or service accused.

Second, the advisor should avoid calling into question the validity of the claim.
This is meant in speeches by irony, or more generally, by the reconsideration of
the advanced arguments or, even more serious, word given. In any case, during
the first interaction, the advisor must consider that the customer is mistaken.
In our investigation, some claiming customers were clearly seen that were not
taken seriously. In such a situation, the customer loses face and finds himself put
in a situation of incompetent consumer. For example, during a phone call about
a complaint linked to a lack of product information, the call center agent re-
sponds ironically: “In fact, you want to make us change the packaging”. In fact,
through the expression of his dissatisfaction, the customer wanted make just an
observation that could be beneficial to the company. This reflects the fact that
some companies, although having a customer service, did not develop yet in
their culture the idea of using the client as information source and for the con-
tinuous improvement of product quality and services.

Third, the investigation reveals situations where there is a lack of interest for the
claim and a real lack of listening on the part of advisers. This lack of listening is
then interpreted by the customer as contempt (a lack of consideration) or as a
lack of knowledge of products and/or services offered by the company. It can
also be an ignorance of the litigation treatment process by the advisor so that the
customer then considers the advisor as a mere recorder of his discontent. In fact,
what is expected by the customer is always to put in perspective the problem
considered: What can be the causes, how it will repair the injury.

Our investigation shows that the advisor should adopt an empathic attitude that takes

different forms depending on the receive channel of the claim and the selected chan-

nel for respond. With regard to the telephone channel, empathic posture requires:

— awarm voice, a friendly tone,

— an expression of sympathy and regrets for all inconveniences suffered,

— the valorization of the claiming person and the cogency of his claim; the ad-
visor must reassure the customer,

— the expression of thanks for taking the time to file the claim and for inform-
ing the company of a malfunction,

— areciprocity personalization.
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When the mail channel is used, our survey indicates that, too often, the answers
provided by customer service are too short and direct. In some cases, however
relatively rare (about 3% of responses by email), we noted the absence of a salu-
tation. With online channels and unlike the telephone channel, it is difficult for
the customer to perceive if the adviser has been affected by the claim. It is there-
fore absolutely necessary to write expressions of compassion and regrets. Also,
specify the coordinates of the contact person is indispensable (in approximately
8% of mail received it was not the case). In the end, what emerges from our
work is that there is nothing better than e-mail that mimics a letter! Moreover,
the most popular and efficient solution is an e-mail with a letter attached.

Lastly, it is with the letter channel that we get the best result for satisfaction and
a commitment again positive for the brand and the product. This letter must,
first, express empathy, compassion and regrets, and second, specify the source of
the malfunction and then express the terms of management and resolution of the
claim. Regardless of the channel that was used for the claim fling, an answer by
letter that meets the above conditions systematically makes it possible to obtain
a greater satisfaction of the customer.

Conclusion

In a fiercely competitive business world, the customer has been recognized as
a major driving force for a company’s continuous success. As a result, customer
relationship management is regarded as an essential contemporary management
tool these days. Among the various types of information, customer complaints
are one of the most significant for capturing and understanding customer re-
quirements and responding to them promptly. So, service or product failures do
not need to result in permanent negative consequences as long as effective re-
covery activities are undertaken. Our investigation based on 135 mystery en-
quiry towards customers’ services of large French companies shows that efforts
are still needed. On one hand, it is still technically difficult to file a claim and, on
the other hand, the response rate to dissatisfaction is relatively low. On 736
claims, we evaluated 486 first responses made by the customer services. It ap-
pears that the first expectation expressed by the customer is that the counselor
does not call into question the claim validity and show empathy. Empathy is the
most explanatory variable of satisfaction of a customer initially upset. When, the
consumer perceives moreover that the advisor made efforts to explain and put
into perspective the problem, then the probability of restoring confidence and
generate a positive commitment towards the brand will be strong. Finally, the
procedure for resolution of consumer dispute plays a relatively smaller.

112



EFFICIENCY OF ANSWERS......

Nevertheless, this study is subject to several limitations and future research is
needed to deal with the issues. First, it uses a cross-sectional survey method of
data collection which focuses on the first interaction with the customer service,
the results neglect possible complementary actions on companies’ behalf. Sec-
ondly, the fact that participants were asked to submit a complaint may be another
limitation of the study even if their claims were duly motivated by a dissatisfac-
tion which actually emerged of the course of their everyday lives. Constrained
complainers might be in different emotional states from spontaneous users. Rep-
lications of the study with both spontaneous and constrained complainers would
help in identifying the boundary conditions for generalization of the model. Fi-
nally, students may have somewhat different attribute importance weights than
other customer segment to evaluate service recovery, but this feature does not
make them less appropriate for this study than any other customer group. How-
ever, the method does raise concern about the generalizability of findings from
this given segment.

The authors wish to thank the AMARC for support this study (www.amarc.asso.fr).
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