Literature Review Dissertation

Customer Perceptions

Due to the present buying environment given technological innovations and economic developments there has been increased interest in the concept of customer perception and customer perceived value (Zauner, Koller and Hatak, 2015). Zeithaml (1988) introduced the idea that although customer quality and value were already aspects marketeers had to consider, the conditions that would make a product or service good quality or good value differentiated as the ideas people held about what made a product or service satisfactory differed. This started an investigation into the attempt to define concepts of price, quality and value from the perspective of the consumer, gather the concepts to structure a model and develop an understanding to the research aims and objectives (ibid). It was found that consumers used cost as an indicator towards quality and hinted a non-conscious influence on product quality expectance (ibid; Rao, 2005; Imkamp, 2018). The investigation into the concept of value gained more diverse responses; equating value with low price, value on the quality of the product or service received for the cost, or equating good value with the quantity the consumer received for the price paid (Zeithaml, 1988; Bolton and Drew, 1991, Potra et al, 2018). This example demonstrates how differences between individuals are used to determine whether a product or service is a good price or good value, a consumer using cost as an indicator towards quality would even differ in itself as individuals would have differing opinions on what is expensive or a fair price (Wen, 2017). In relation to the topic of study this literature exemplifies how one customer’s complaint is not the complaint of another, therefore it could be near-impossible for a customer to really be ‘right’ if the personal views differ so much when partaking in complaining behaviour and introduces a wealth of viewpoints which could potentially be too big for an organisation to cope with (Schwager and Meyer, 2007; Halim and Christian, 2013).

Several researches emphasised the difference between perceived quality and objective quality, and the high level of relativistic phenomenon (Zeithaml, 1988; Mitra and Golder, 2006; Stylidis, Wickman and Söderberg, 2020) that would lead to differing opinions from those judging due to perceived quality being a customer-based variable (Calvo-Porral and Levy-Mangin, 2017) and objective quality used to describe the measurement of technical excellence based on a product or service, such as how well it physically works rather than the consumer’s opinion on an item or service (Das-Guru and Paulssen, 2020). A number of evidences demonstrate that satisfaction and behaviour of the customer is influenced by the expectations or perceptions that the customer held about the product or service prior to purchase (Sheather and Roberts, 2003; Quintana, 2018), which relates back to the area of study investigating whether the customer really is always right. For example if a customer had expectations about a product or service that they had conjured themselves which then the product or service did not meet, would they be entitled to complain or would it be the fault of their own pre-concepted assumption that has let them down rather than an underperforming purchase, leading to question the legitimacy of customer complaining behaviour (Arora and Chakraborty, 2020) and the power behind the phrase ‘the customer is always right’. Despite the differing opinions between the general consumer regarding the perception of value, quality and price elements, this research paper seeks to investigate whether the customer believes they are always right and to what extent they would expect it to be adopted, taking considerations to the factors discussed throughout the research collected in this section of the literature review. 

Consumer Buying Behaviour 

Social media and branding have a great influence on consumer buying behaviour, as it provides the customer with an instant idea of what they would expect from a product or services associated with the branding, which could even go as far as to directly influence brand attachment, brand trust and customer equity before even purchasing from the company (Yu and Yuan, 2019). Brand interaction has become increasingly important especially amongst Millennials and Generation Z buyers (Dash, Kiefer and Paul, 2021) with associations being made to represent what the brand stands for and make promises from the organisation to the consumer creating positive feelings and emotions about the brand through interpretations of content (Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990; Paul, 2019). These perceptions can then become demands (Li, Hua and Zhu, 2021), based purely on what an individual has associated from viewing an advertisement through traditional or social media marketing campaigns which can occasionally be unrealistic whereby the product or service does not perform to the expectation formed from the advertising (Darke, Ashworth and Main, 2009; Nuseir, 2018). The customer or consumer would then think negatively of the organisation if the product or service was not up to the unrealistic demand they had created from their own perception (Parameswar, Devasia and Kumar, 2020) known as expectancy disconfirmation (Lin and Lekhawipat, 2016) where unrealistic complaints of dissatisfaction begin and disparagement of the product or service to others occurs (Kotler et al, 2020, p. 8). 

The buyer decision process (Kotler et al, 2020, p. 159) declares the second process as “information search” meaning that a potential customer may choose to research the product they are considering purchasing to find more information and the third as “evaluation of alternatives”, this can be done via word-of-mouth conversations, internet research via search engines or forums regarding the product or service, an increasingly popular method of seeking information in the modern day is looking at online reviews and social media (Schoenmueller, Netzer and Stahl, 2020). 
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Figure 1. The buyer decision process (Kotler et al, 2020, p. 159).


Kaemingk (2020) found that 93% of consumers were influenced on their purchase decisions by reading online reviews and 91% of consumers claimed that they would trust a review on the internet equally as they would trust a personal recommendation, this would suggest that a customer will have created an idea of how they expect a product or service to be from only the second and third aspects of the buyer decision process in which information can been accessed from a third-party online source (Surachartkumtonkun, Grace and Ross, 2020) which may or may not allow for a response from the organisation or managers of providing an opportunity to explain or defend ones-self. Organisations are increasingly encouraging consumers to engage prior to and post purchase, and the growth of user-generated online review platforms or website review sections can be positive or negative engagement for the business (Hollebeek and Macky, 2019) as good reviews would accumulate sales and customer revenue whereas negative reviews could be detrimental to the success of an organisation (Maslowska, Malthouse and Bernritter, 2017). This paper looks to further investigate legitimacy of customer complaints in the context of whether the customer is always right, therefore the nature and complexity of reviews both online and offline are considerations during the study as they are a vital aspect to modern day organisations. 

Following the purchase decision of the consumer based upon the various methods that can be used to evaluate alternatives and make an informed choice comes the final stage of the Kotler (2020, p. 159) buyer decision process model, “post-purchase behaviour”. This is the stage where consumers evaluate their purchase, in particular consumers at this stage would decide whether they are satisfied with the product or service they purchased (Jain, Ahuja and Medury, 2014, p. 366). If a consumer is not completely satisfied with their purchase or holds conflicting thoughts, cognitive dissonance occurs as a result of their uncertainty (ibid) and this is where customer complaining behaviour begins. There is a negative relation between individuals who spend more time reading reviews, social media posts or performing searches prior to purchase and customer tolerance, indicating that these consumers are less tolerant to what they perceive as a negative product or service and less tolerable when considering the value of the product or service Xhema (2019). The research Ledesma (2020) conducted found that consumers are more likely to construct a review when the product or service they have received has an emotional impact, whether this be positive or negative. If the buyer feels let down by the product or service they will likely leave a negative review as a step in the process of venting their frustration and anger, especially when it resonates personally and they feel they have been wronged, some respondents even expressed they felt empowered after leaving a negative review for a product or service they felt wronged by (ibid). The findings of the study (ibid) are important elements to the investigation in this research, as they demonstrate how consumers can respond to a negative experience with malicious intent rather than the intent to provide useful information to other potential buyers which may be considered wrong, as the legitimacy of the complaint is questionable. 

For example, a consideration of differing perceptions that could question the integrity of the customer is always right is as follows; in a restaurant a customer orders a steak to be cooked medium-rare, the meal is brought to them and they feel the steak is not cooked the way they requested, however the steak is cooked perfectly in line with the company standard for how a steak should be cooked medium-rare (Koc, 2017, p.12). If the customer was to then write a review after their visit stating that the food was cooked poorly and was not satisfactory, this would reflect negatively on the restaurant even though the steak was cooked perfectly to company standard for how a medium-rare steak should be (ibid). This scenario is an embodiment for evaluation of whether the customer is right or not; in their opinion the steak was not cooked properly, to the standard the restaurant deems correct and appropriate, the steak was cooked perfectly. This situation creates an irate atmosphere whereby the two opposing parties both believe they are correct and where the lines of the customer is always right can become blurred, one party must accept wrongful doing (Jerger and Wirtz, 2017) whether they agree with the complaint or not. This leads on to the next point of discussion in the literature review which will explore how the adoption of the customer always being right has an impact on employee satisfaction and demoralisation. 

Employee Dissatisfaction and Demoralisation

Following from the example in the previous section to provide insight to a real-life scenario that occurs all over the world every day in the hospitality sector (Cuozzo, 2018) and highlights how customer behaviour has an impact on staff, would be to consider the demoralisation the individual that cooked the particular steak felt, it would be possible they felt embarrassed or even angered that their cooking ability was questioned (Nwosu and Ogunyemi, 2020) and this can apply to any customer service sector when on the receiving end of a complaint (Prossack, 2019). There has been proven a direct link between satisfaction amongst employees and customer satisfaction, hence when customer satisfaction is low the employees in organisations are also negatively affected as they have to manage the complaint of dissatisfaction (ibid). 

Many businesses that involve face-to-face customer interactions advocate for the phrase the customer is always right and welcome criticism or discussion about the dissatisfactory experience the customer has had, however the adoption of this has been demonstrated to backfire for a number of reasons (Zhuowei, et al, 2014; Martin, 2019), one being the increase in illegitimate complaints due to the knowledge that many organisations would just accept the complaint, apologise and perhaps offer a product, service or monetary compensation (Bae, Lee and Kim, 2020) that would mainly benefit the consumer, in this case it could be argued that the customer is not right as they are not acting legitimately. Some organisations even offer money or redeemable vouchers following a purchase in return for a good review which would entail false information, exaggeration and destroy the actual helpfulness power of the rating (Dorner, Giamattei and Greiff, 2020) which could be argued as morally wrong. 

One of the other potential factors in which the customer is always right could backfire is in regard to the members of staff in the organisation who are at the frontline of dealing with customer behaviour (Torres, Van-Niekerk, Orlowski, 2017). It is not unheard of for employees to be victims of customer aggression in the form of verbal attacks, condescending behaviour and anger when working in customer-facing roles (ibid), it being reported that most employee stress is linked to negative experiences with customers (Groth and Grandey, 2012; Han, Bonn and Cho, 2016; Lee and Kim, 2021) yet many businesses still believe that the business strategy of customer first is the most advantageous (Gomes, 2018) as some consider the customer as the leading force for ensuring the future of a company (Joseph, 2015; Morgan, 2019, p. 22). The Union of Shop Distributive and Allied Workers (2019) campaign seeking to end violence and abuse towards retail workers reported that during 2019 68% of staff in retail environments had been verbally abused in the workplace by a customer and that 43% had been threatened physical violence by a customer (ibid). It is not uncommon to see headlines such as ‘customer lashes out at barista’ (Taylor, 2020) or ‘airline flight attendant slapped by passenger’ (Bailey, 2020). The latter occurred due to a lack of elbow room on a flight, a complaint that appears seemingly impossible for the individual flight attend to rectify however they had to remain calm and listen to the complaint in a professional manner although the complaining behaviour could be considered illegitimate (ibid). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is considered to others that employees are the future of an organisation and that with no staff an organisation would not be able to run in order to make profit (Ryan, 2018) therefore employee satisfaction and safety in the workplace should be a priority to managers or employers (Nielsen, et al, 2017). A third of UK employees claim to be miserable within their jobs as 43% report poor management and 39% stating that they do not feel valued within their role (Gentle, 2016) however are still expected to practice service with a smile (Turnali, 2014; Frey-Cordes, Eilert, Büttgen, 2020). It has been found that employees in service facing roles who were working within an environment where the framework of service with a smile and customer is always right are enforced were likely to heavily drink alcohol, or be problem drinkers in attempt to relax after work due to being forced to fake and amplify emotional expressions during work hours Grandey et al (2019). Many employees have reported feeling betrayed and embarrassed (Morrison and Robinson, 1997; Litzky, Eddleston and Kidder, 2006; Jung and Yoon, 2019) in situations whereby they have perhaps been explaining a situation the way company policy would expect to a customer who is unsatisfied, then a manager has stepped in and made an exception for the customer and offered them a type of compensation or complimentary reward, leaving the employee who spent time working through the company complaint procedure seeming difficult or unhelpful (Jiang, et al, 2020). This would indicate the manager favours the feelings of the customer over the employee, which is an area this study intends to explore further as there is a gap in the literature for direct views from managers and employees surrounding thoughts, feelings, extent and literality of how the customer is always right should be understood.
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