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Abstract 

Based on the customer-server exchange, this investigation examines the phenomenon of consumer 

frustration. Specifically, this investigation examines consumers’ perceptions of frustration as it relates to 

service failure in service-based transactions. The results indicate that consumers’ (a) propensity to 

complain was related to their perceptions of receiving adequate information in the customer-server 

exchange regarding service failures, (b) negative attitudes toward complaining was not significantly 

related to information inadequacy or perceptions of consumer frustration, and (c) perceptions of 

information inadequacy were significantly related to perceptions of consumer frustration in the customer-

server exchange. 
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Consumer Frustration in the Customer-Server Exchange: The Role of Attitudes toward 

Complaining and Information Inadequacy Related To Service Failures  

The customer-server exchange is based on a set of expected and realized outcomes between and 

among consumers and service providers. Research in the hospitality management literature has examined 

a range of service-related issues ranging from customer complaints, customer satisfaction, and word-of-

mouth (WOM) communication (Davidow, 2000; Mount & Mattila, 2000; Susskind, 2002), to perceived 

equity and justice in service processes (Collie, Sparks, & Bradley, 2000; McCollough, 2000), the building 

of customer-server relationships (Susskind, Borchgrevink, Brymer,&Kacmar, 2000), and service recovery 

strategies (Davidow, 2000; Scanian & McPhail, 2000). 

A continued focus on hospitality-based service processes is warranted given that research—old 

and new (and inside and outside of the hospitality literature)—has clearly shown that service-focused 

organizations are different from product focused organizations (Anderson, Fornell,&Rust, 1997; 

Day&Ash, 1979;Day& Bodur, 1978) and hospitality organizations are a unique type of service-based 

organization (Susskind, Borchgrevink, Kacmar,&Brymer, 2000). Because of the growing prevalence of 

research examining service-based organizations, gaining a better understanding of the customer-server 

exchange becomes even more important. This is particularly true regarding service failure and service 

recovery. 

In service episodes, communication between the consumer and service provider is a key element 

in the service delivery process and highlights the need to closely examine the influence of voice-based 

complaint communication in service organizations. Operators of service-based organizations are aware of 

the importance of soliciting and managing customer complaints to act as a gauge for their operational 

performance from the consumers’ point of view (Susskind, 2002). When unresolved service failures 

surface in the customer-server exchange (CSX), consumers’ and service providers’ goals and expectations 

have likely been negatively influenced in some manner (Collie et al. 2000; Susskind, 2002). Consistent 

with the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, &Sears, 
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1939), the blocking of goals and objectives in service experiences likely leads to increased perceptions of 

frustration particularly when the experience with the service is perceived as negative (Averill, 1982). 

The CSX offers a unique context to examine frustration because research indicates that frustration 

emerges from situations in which individuals’ goals or expectations for particular outcomes are thwarted 

(Berkowitz, 1989; Dollard et al., 1939), and aggression is a likely outcome when frustration remains 

unchecked. The examination of consumer frustration is a logical extension of the research addressing 

customer service and customer complaints and is based on the principles of consumer aggression (Fornell 

& Westbrook, 1979; Harris, 1974), organizational aggression (Neuman & Baron, 1998; O’Leary-Kelly, 

Griffin, & Glew, 1996; Spector, 1978), information deprivation (Casey, Miller, & Johnson, 1997), and 

consumers’ attitudes toward service failures and the complaint process (Collie et al., 2000; Day, 1984; 

McCollough, 2000; Susskind, 2000, 2002). 

 

FRUSTRATION AND AGGRESSION IN ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXTS 

Reported increases of organizational-based aggression and violence have prompted researchers to 

begin to examine the antecedents and outcomes of aggression in organizations (Neuman & Baron, 1998; 

O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996; Spector, 1978). Through the application of the generally accepted theories of 

social learning (Bandura, 1973) and the reformulated frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989) 

researchers have begun to show how frustration and, ultimately, aggression emerge through individuals’ 

reactions to uncertainty, dissatisfaction, frustration, and goal conflict in work-related, municipal, or social 

interactions (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). 

Organizationally motivated aggression can be initiated from an insider or an outsider to the 

organization (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). Insiders and outsiders typically have different motivations for 

displays of aggression. These distinctions are particularly important when considering the domain of 

service-based organizations, as the study of service-based organizations typically involves influences 

from customers and service providers in the service exchange. Just as in municipal or social situations, a 
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single incident or series of related or unrelated incidents in the CSX may thwart one’s goals, create 

frustration, and ultimately act as a trigger for aggressive behavior. 

Consumer Frustration 

Consumer frustration is presented here as a negative reaction to aversive treatment or 

environmental stimuli, rather than an outcome that would be categorized more appropriately as an 

aggressive or violent reaction (Neuman &Baron, 1998; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). Specifically, 

consumer frustration is defined for the purposes of this inquiry as an emotional response to dissatisfying 

elements of a service experience, making the main focus of this investigation on consumers’ perceptions 

of frustration that emerge from retail service settings. From the customers’ viewpoint, waiting on lines, 

not getting what is requested or paid for, receiving incomplete orders or information regarding products 

and services offered, and getting a bad attitude from service personnel are all examples of elements that 

may lead to consumer frustration (Peterson, 2000). Harris (1974) conducted an experiment in which he 

cut in front of consumers waiting on line for service in banks, restaurants, and other service-based 

businesses. Harris (1974) reported that the closer the participants were to the front of the line when 

interrupted (i.e., attaining desired/expected service), the more aggression they displayed. These findings 

suggest that when an individual’s goal to achieve a particular outcome is blocked it is likely that negative 

outcome will emerge (Averill, 1982; Berkowitz, 1989; Feshbach, 1984). If unchecked, the frustration or 

anger that remains will likely build until a breaking point is reached. At the breaking point, the individual 

may display physical and/or verbal aggression toward the object or objects that blocked his or her goal 

attainment (Averill, 1982; Berkowitz, 1989; Neuman & Baron, 1998; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). It is 

also possible, however, that the specific focal point of any displayed aggression played little or no role in 

creating the frustration that led to the aggressive reaction (Bennett, 1997). 

Influences on Consumer Frustration 

In this investigation, three distinct antecedents of consumer frustration regarding service failures 

are presented (see Figure 1). First, consumers’ attitudes toward the complaint process—represented as a 

propensity to complain and negative attitude regarding complaints—are presented as antecedents of 
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information inadequacy in the model (Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2, respectively). Next, consumers’ 

perceived information inadequacy regarding service failures is presented as an antecedent of consumer 

frustration (Hypothesis 3). Information inadequacy is presented as a mediator of the relationships between 

the two dimensions of consumers’ attitude toward complaints and consumer frustration. 

Propensity to complain. In the CSX, a satisfying experience emerges from service episodes when 

one’s expectations for service are met. Consumers do, however, experience elements in service episodes 

that do not meet their expectations and lead to dissatisfaction. There are a number of factors that drive 

consumers’ motivation to complain. The decision process for the consumer typically involves (a) a 

cognitive evaluation of the relevance of the service failure, (b) the consumers’ knowledge and experience 

with similar service-based failures, (c) the specific limitations of complaining in the particular instance, 

and (d) the likelihood of success in complaining (Day, 1984). Based on these four factors, consumers 

cognitively process the extent to which they believe that they (a) are able to effectively complain about 

the dissatisfying situation and (b) believe that their complaint(s) will lead to a desired remedy or 

expectancy (Singh, 1988; Singh & Wilkes, 1996; Susskind, 2000). In the aggregate, this schema of the 

complaint process allows the consumer to form specific attitudes and beliefs toward the act of 

complaining and assign value to it, making a global attitude toward complaining a collection of many 

experiences, not one alone. 

When a consumer experiences a service failure, the particular service failure will influence the 

enactment of a complaint schema and will determine whether or not a complaint will be lodged in that 

instance (a behavior). For example, when purchasing food from a drive-through window at a quick 

service restaurant, on occasion, the order placed and purchased differs from the order that was received. 

When the customer recognizes the service failure after driving away, he or she must make a 

decision about whether to complain or not in this specific instance based on the complaint schema and the 

relevant expectancies (Singh, 1988; Singh & Wilkes, 1996; Susskind, 2000). The consumer may believe 

that it is important to complain and have a strong positive attitude toward complaining, however his or 

her schema may indicate that it is impractical to complain in a particular situation (i.e., returning to the 



7 
 

restaurant to have the takeout order corrected). Although some individuals believe that complaining is a 

necessary, worthwhile, and important function of consumerism, others do not. As indicated earlier, 

consumers’ attitudes toward complaining are separate from the physical act of lodging a complaint (a 

behavior) meaning that frustration with a particular service failure is not directly connected to complaint 

behavior but is likely influenced by one’s attitude toward complaining. Regarding perceptions about 

complaint behavior under conditions of service failure, the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 

1989) would suggest that as expectations for service delivery are blocked frustration develops around the 

service failure. Those who have a higher propensity to complain would likely do so when they become 

frustrated with a service failure. 

As noted by Averill (1982), however, mitigating information regarding the service failure can 

reduce feelings of frustration. Therefore, when consumers have a propensity toward complaining, they 

will become more frustrated when they do not have mitigating information regarding the service failure 

(Averill, 1982); or simply put, mitigating information helps reduce frustration. This combination of 

perceptions also may lead to other behaviors, such as lodging a complaint or displays of aggressive 

behavior. Rather than focusing on potential behavioral outcomes connected to service failures, this 

investigation addresses the perceptual elements surrounding complaint formations that contribute to 

frustration. Therefore, it is proposed that consumers who believe that complaining is an important part of 

the CSX will indicate a higher need for mitigating information regarding a service failure, as mitigating 

information ultimately reduces consumers’ frustrations regarding service failures. 

Hypothesis 1: Consumers’ propensity to complain is related to higher levels of perceived 

information inadequacy regarding service failures. 

Negative attitude toward complaining. The initial discussion of individuals’ perceptions of the complaint 

process implies that mitigating information about a service failure will reduce frustration among people 

most likely to complain about a service failure. Considering the inverse of that relationship, when 

individuals’ view complaining as a negative activity, the need for mitigating information should be low 

because information surrounding the service failure is not needed to reduce frustration influenced by a 
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natural propensity to complain. When consumers are unlikely to complain concerning a service failure, 

the elements of attribution normally associated with mitigating information become less important 

(Averill, 1982). Therefore, it is proposed that consumers who have a negative attitude toward 

complaining see complaints as less important to the CSX and will indicate a lower need for mitigating 

information to reduce frustration regarding service failures. 

Hypothesis 2: A negative attitude toward complaining is related to lower levels of perceived 

information inadequacy regarding service failures. 

Information inadequacy. It was previously suggested that when service failures occur in the CSX, 

consumers will choose whether to seek redress through complaints. As consumers evaluate the conditions 

surrounding the service failure, they will likely seek information regarding the service failure to help 

process and put closure on the service failure and its surrounding circumstances. Because of mitigating 

information, the consumer will likely make attributions regarding the service failure and determine 

through the quality of the information available how serious the service failure is. A higher level of 

frustration is likely to emerge if consumers experience a high level of uncertainty surrounding the service 

failure; conversely if a reasonable explanation is offered, consumers are less likely to be frustrated 

regardless of the service failure, particularly if they view the service failure as unintentional on the part of 

the service provider (Berkowitz, 1989). Social norms suggest that unintentional service failures occur 

without harmful intentions, whereas intentional service failures are viewed as personal attacks (Averill, 

1982). If insufficient or inaccurate information is provided to the consumer following a service failure, it 

adds uncertainty to the service experience, limits the consumers’ ability to evaluate the cause and effect of 

the service failure, and likely leads to frustration on the part of the consumer (Fornell &Westbrook, 

1979). 

This context-specific proposition is consistent with other organizational frameworks that examine 

information exchange in organizational settings. In a study of layoff survivors, Casey et al. (1997) found 

that when workers deal with uncertainty surrounding their job (such as role changes) and experience 

information deprivation, they tend to engage in information-seeking behaviors to close the information 
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gap and reduce uncertainty in their organizational environment. In essence, sufficient levels of 

information concerning organizational change or adjustments are important to ensure that a smooth 

transition from the old conditions to the new conditions occurs (Spector, 1978). Similarly in the CSX, 

when consumers do not receive sufficient information to put closure on a service failure they have 

attempted to redress, they are likely to experience a heightened sense of uncertainty and become 

frustrated. This is likely to be exaggerated among consumers when elements of the service process and 

service recovery remain mainly out of their control (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). 

As noted by Day (1984) and Susskind (2002), the product and service characteristics leading up to a 

complaint will influence the degree to which consumers desire information during a service failure based 

on the circumstances surrounding the service failure. For example, the degree of mitigating information 

provided to consumers waiting in queues can reduce negative affect and dissatisfaction (Hui & Tse, 

1996). A common example of a situation requiring a high need for information is an airline flight delay or 

cancellation. As flights are delayed or cancelled, travelers often report that they do not receive enough 

information to satisfy their needs regarding the changes to their itinerary and subsequent travel plans 

(Charles, 1999). When left without sufficient credible information regarding their subsequent travel 

arrangements and an inherent lack of control over the process, consumers often become frustrated and 

may display aggressive behavior if the situation is not kept in check (i.e., air rage). Consumer information 

in the form of factual data about products or services, consumer education, or market regulation have all 

been identified as information that leads consumers to less frustrating and more satisfying service 

experiences (Fornell & Westbrook, 1979). In contrast, perceptions of information inadequacy surrounding 

service failures can lead to feelings of frustration. Therefore it is proposed that: 

Hypothesis 3: Perceived information inadequacy in the CSX regarding service failures is 

positively related to consumer frustration. 
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PILOT STUDY 

The constructs addressed in this investigation did not have questionnaire items associated with 

them. As a preliminary step, questionnaire items were developed and tested using Hinkin and Tracey’s 

(1999) ANOVA content validation technique. 

Scale Development 

To measure consumer frustration, four questionnaire items were developed. These items were 

based on the premise that consumer frustration develops because of dissatisfaction with a service 

experience or service received. The second dimension developed was information inadequacy in the CSX 

that consisted of five items. The information inadequacy items were developed from the premise that 

when a dissatisfying service experience occurs, service providers often do not give sufficient information 

regarding the service failure and remedy. This dimension was developed as a distinct factor from anger or 

frustration that may develop from service failure or the service received. Last, to measure consumers 

general views toward complaining about service experiences, 10 questionnaire items developed by Day 

(1984) were used and defined as belief that complaining to service providers about negative or 

unsatisfying service experiences is important, necessary, and worthwhile. 

Applying the (ANOVA) approach to content adequacy specified by Hinkin & Tracey (1999), 

each participant was presented with three sets of the 19 questions mentioned earlier, each with a 

definition on the top of the page. The three specific definitions given to the respondents were the 

following: 

• Definition #1: Consumer frustration is defined as a feeling of anger or frustration that develops due 

to dissatisfaction with a service experience or the level of service received. 

• Definition #2: Information inadequacy in service experiences is defined as the belief that when a 

negative or unsatisfying service experience occurs, service providers often do not give sufficient or 

accurate information to the consumer about the service failure or the remedy. This is separate from 

frustration or anger that may result from the service failure. 
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• Definition #3: Customers’ attitudes toward the act of complaining is defined as the belief that 

complaining to service providers about a negative or unsatisfying service experience is important, 

necessary, and worthwhile. 

With these three definitions, the participants were asked to rate each of the 19 items three times in 

comparison to the three definitions provided. The ratings were conducted using a 5-item Likert-type 

metric indicating the extent to which the participants believed each item matched the definition presented 

to them (highly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and highly disagree). Two versions of the questionnaire 

were presented to the participants with the items and definitions presented in a different sequence to 

mitigate concerns over item-definition ordering effects. Six of the complaint items and one consumer 

frustration item were asked in reverse form (i.e., agreement with the item represents a negative response). 

These seven items were recoded for alignment with the items presented in positive form. 

Participants and Procedure 

For this study, 111 business college freshman enrolled in a course in food and beverage 

management were surveyed. The participants were approximately 52% men (n = 58) and 48%women (n = 

53), between the ages of 17 and 38 (M= 18.57, SD = .78, median = 18). 

Step 1: Exploratory factor analysis. Principal components analysis with varimax rotation was 

applied to the data using SPSS Version 10.0. This combination of factor analytic techniques was selected 

to maximize the amount of variance explained by the variables through the formation of uncorrelated 

linear combinations of the variables (Norusis, 1993). Factor and item retention were based on (a) an 

examination of a scree plot to determine the distinct breaks in the plots separating the tenable factors from 

the untenable, (b) items not displaying cross loadings with other factors greater than .40, and (c) items 

exhibiting principal factor loadings greater than .50. Based on these three criteria, the emergent factor 

structure was examined for theoretical and conceptual clarity. 

The initial principal components analyses with varimax rotation yielded a 4- factor solution, with 

the scree plot identifying four breaks in the plot of the eigenvalues greater than 1.0. The first break 

identified the information inadequacy dimension and explained 19.10% of the variance, the second break 
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identified a portion of the complaint attitude dimension and explained 17.71% of the variance, the third 

break identified the other portion of the complaint attitude dimension and explained 11.56% of the 

variance, and the fourth break identified the consumer frustration dimension and explained 11.04% of the 

variance for a total of 59.21% for the four identified factors. The information inadequacy dimension 

showed no deviation from the proposed structure, suggesting that all five items be retained in the final 

solution. Item 3 from the consumer frustration dimension showed a principal factor loading less than .50 

suggesting that the consumer frustration dimension be represented by the remaining three items. The first 

emergent complaint attitude factor consisted of Item 1, Item 2, Item 3, and Item 8; the second emergent 

complaint attitude factor consisted of Item 4, Item 5, Item 6, and Item 7. Item 9 did not show a principal 

factor loading greater than .40 on either of the emergent complaint factors, and Item 10 cross-loaded with 

both of the emergent complaint factors. Therefore, Item 9 and Item 10 were excluded from consideration 

in the model based on the factor analyses. The remaining 16 items created a final 4-factor solution 

explaining 66.30% of the variance and resulted in two 4-item representations of attitudes toward 

complaining, a 3-item representation of consumer frustration, and a 5-item representation of information 

inadequacy. 

The exploratory factor analyses identified a set of items that sufficiently represented each 

hypothesized construct. These initial analyses suggested that the complaint measure as proposed by Day 

(1984) be represented by two factors. All of the original questionnaire items are presented in Table 1 

along with the initial factor loadings greater than .30. 

Step 2: Content validation. To complete the item validity assessments, the mean rating scores for 

each item on the Consumer Frustration, Information Inadequacy, and Complaint Attitude scales were 

calculated. Three scores were computed for the consumer frustration items, one for the a priori matching 

definition, and two for each of the alternative definitions. Three scores also were computed for the five 

information inadequacy items and the 10 complaint attitude items in the same manner. Each item’s set of 

three ratings was then compared using ANOVA (see Table 2). Results of the ANOVAs only differed 
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slightly from those of the exploratory factor analysis reported earlier, and only one of the two emergent 

complaint factors was consistent with the definition provided. 

Perceptions of consumer frustration. The mean ratings for Item 3 did not differ across the three 

dimensions, indicating that the respondents did not see this item as being uniquely associated with the 

construct definition of consumer frustration they were provided. This finding is consistent with the results 

of the exploratory factor analyses reported previously and suggests that the three remaining items be 

retained in the final factor solution to represent the perceptions of Consumer Rage factor. 

Perceptions of information inadequacy. All five of the information inadequacy items were rated 

higher on their a priori dimension compared to the alternative dimensions of consumer frustration and 

attitudes toward complaining. Again, this finding is consistent with the factor analyses reported 

previously and suggests that all five items be retained in the final solution to represent the dimension of 

information inadequacy in service experiences. 

Attitude toward the act of complaining. Of the 10 original complaint attitude items from the two 

emergent factors, only four items were rated significantly higher on their a priori dimension compared to 

the alternative dimensions. These findings highlight some issues needing further clarification. Because 

Day’s (1984) original scale did not specify two factors, only one a priori definition was created to be used 

with the content validity assessment. This, by design, limited the potential to examine both emergent 

complaint factors fully using Hinkin and Tracey’s (1999) content validation technique. It is appropriate, 

however, to further consider Factor 2 given the strong relationships that were uncovered through the 

factor analysis. As presented, the two emergent complaint factors seem to consist of two refined 

dimensions of attitudes toward the complaint process: (a) propensity to complain (four items) and (b) 

perceptions of complaining as a negative behavior (four items). 

Propensity to complain. The four items that passed the content validation tests—Item 4, Item 5, 

Item 6, and Item 7—addressed the consumers’ perceived motivation to complain when dissatisfied based 

on the efforts, obligations, and personal outcomes related to lodging a complaint. 



14 
 

Perceptions of complaining as a negative behavior. Although the second 4- item complaint 

attitude subfactor that emerged from the factor analyses did not pass the content validation tests based on 

the definition provided—Item 1, Item 2, Item 3, and Item 8—a closer look at the wording of these items 

indicates that the items tap into the perceived negative affect and outcomes associated with complaining 

when dissatisfied. Clearly there is some merit to Factor 2 given that all the items regarding negative 

perceptions of complaining grouped together in the factor analyses. To fully validate these items, an 

additional matching definition would need to be created and included in a subsequent content validation 

study; however, given the four item’s factor structure and acceptable reliability coefficient (α = .86) they 

warranted further consideration in the study. 

Complaint Item 10 was rated higher on its a priori dimension compared to the alternative 

dimensions; however, as noted earlier, it did not meet the criteria for inclusion in the factor analysis. Item 

10 identified a personality attribute that is likely to be associated with chronic complainers and was the 

only item that made a specific reference to people personally known by the respondent. The fact that this 

item cross-loaded with both of the emergent complaint dimensions suggests that personality traits are 

likely important influences of complaint behavior and might add additional explanatory power to models 

examining perceptions of complaint behavior. Last, complaint Item 9 did not pass either the factor 

analysis stage or the content validation stage. Item 9 addressed business’ violations of consumer rights in 

service experiences that was too broad an item to align with attitudes toward the complaint process as 

presented. These findings suggest that Day’s (1984) 10 original items be represented as two 4-item 

dimensions of attitudes toward complaining: one based on an propensity to complain when dissatisfied 

and one based on negative perceptions of complaining behavior. 

When combining the results of the blind factor analysis and the item-mean comparisons, the results of the 

pilot study suggest that three items did not meet the criteria for inclusion in the final scales. The analyses 

led to the same conclusion concerning the content and structure of the proposed scales. However, it was 

not possible to fully evaluate the second emergent complaint factor, as an a priori matching definition was 

not created and used in the data collection and analyses. The two-stage approach to content validation 
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used here provided an assessment of the items’ interrelationships and suggested that (a) a three-item 

representation of consumer frustration be retained from the four original items (α = .72), (b) a 5-item 

representation of information inadequacy regarding service experiences be retained from the five original 

items (α = .85) and (c) a 4-item representation of propensity to complaining (α = .72), and a 4-item 

representation of negative perceptions of complaining (α = .86) be retained. 

 

METHOD 

Participants and Procedure 

Two-hundred-and-thirty mall patrons were solicited while shopping. Mall patrons were selected 

because they were in the process of shopping and were currently engaged in some form of retail 

transaction. Securing respondents from this environment offered a primer for them to respond to 

questions related to their perceptions of service experiences. The data were collected from a table setup in 

front of the mall’s food court over a 2-month period capturing a mix of the mall’s operating times on 

weekdays and weekends across the morning, afternoon, and evening hours. Participants were asked to fill 

out a questionnaire in exchange for a lottery ticket with a face value of $1.00. Involvement in the study 

was voluntary, and each participant was assured confidentiality in their responses. Due to state regulations 

regarding the lottery, each participant was older than the age of 18. 

The participants were 41% men (n= 4) and 59%women (n = 136), between the ages of 18 and 73 

years (M= 31.77, SD = 14.58, median = 24). Of the participants, 76 reported having a 4-year college or 

postgraduate education, 105 reported attending some college or being currently enrolled in college, 7 

reported having a technical degree, 40 reported having a high school degree, and 2 did not complete high 

school. The participants reported varied household income levels with 72 respondents reporting income 

less than $20,000 per year, 96 respondents reporting between $20,000 and $50,000 per year, 33 

respondents reporting between $50,000 and $80,000 per year, and one participant reported income greater 

than $80,000. Five participants did not respond to the question. 
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Measurement 

The pilot study validated 16 items from four constructs to assess the model of consumer 

frustration as proposed previously. Participants indicated their level of agreement on a 5-item Likert-type 

metric assessing perceptions of: consumer frustration (three items), information inadequacy (five items), 

one’s propensity to complain (four items), and negative perception of complaining (four items). 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Confirmatory factor analysis was applied to test the unidimensionality of the scales (Hunter & 

Gerbing, 1982). Confirmatory factor analysis was employed with LISREL 8.12a (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 

1993) using a covariance matrix as input. Three goodness-of-fit statistics were reported for the 

confirmatory factor analysis: (a) adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), (b) nonnormed fit index (NNFI), 

and (c) standardized root mean squared residual (RMR). A good fit of a model to the data using the AGFI 

and NNFI indicators is characterized by values exceeding .90 (Bentler & Bonnett, 1980; Medsker, 

Williams, & Holahan, 1994). An RMR indicates a good fitting model when the residuals comparing the 

fitted and observed covariance matrix are small (i.e., less than .05) (Byrne, 1998). 

The factor analyses yielded four internally consistent factors as hypothesized (AGFI = .91, NNFI 

= .93, and RMR= .03), indicating that the four final scales met the requirements of internal consistency 

and parallelism (Hunter & Gerbing, 1982). The item-level correlations are reported in Table 3, and the 

scale-level descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations are presented in Table 4. 

Control Variables 

To determine if the participants sociodemographic characteristics (sex, income, education, and 

age) were associated with perceptions of consumer frustration, information inadequacy, propensity to 

complain, and negative attitude toward complaining, several statistical tests were conducted.1  Based on 

                                                           
1  The t tests examining the effect of sex in the model with the perceptions of frustration, propensity to 
complain, and negative attitude toward complaining, t(228) = 1.12, p = .27, t(228) = .65, p = .52, and t(228) = 
1.27, p = .21, respectively, were not significant; however as noted earlier, the effect of sex with information 
inadequacy was significant, t(228) = 2.49, p = .01. ANOVA was used to examine the influence of education and 
income in the model and revealed no significant differences regarding the respondents educational level in 
relationship to consumer frustration, F(3, 224) = .56, p = .64, η2 = .01; information inadequacy, F(3, 224) = 



17 
 

the analyses reported in Note 1, only the effect of respondent’s sex on information inadequacy proved to 

be significant, indicating that the female respondents reported a greater level of perceived information 

inadequacy regarding service failures compared to their male counterparts (M= 4.21 and M= 3.99, 

respectively). To account for this effect in the subsequent path analyses, a path was added to the model 

showing sex as an antecedent of information inadequacy as a dummy-coded variable (male=0 and female 

= 1). 

Path Analysis 

Following tests of confirmatory factor analysis and an examination of the control variables, the 

hypothesized model was tested with LISREL Version 8.12a using a covariance matrix as input (Jöreskog 

& Sörbom, 1993). By default, the error terms were permitted to correlate, and no other relationships other 

than those specified in the path diagram were permitted to correlate in the structural analyses. To 

compensate for measurement error in the scale values within the path model, the paths from the latent 

variables to the indicators were set to the square root of the scale reliability. In addition, the error variance 

was set to equal the variance of the scale multiplied by one minus the reliability. These procedures fix the 

proportion-of-error variance assigned to each factor based on the reported scale reliabilities and the 

relevant variance associated with each factor (Hayduk, 1987). The same cutoff criteria applied to the 

factor analyses were used. In this case, negative attitude toward complaining and propensity to complain 

were treated as exogenous variables in the model. Moreover, sex was included in the model as an 

antecedent of information inadequacy. Information inadequacy and consumer frustration were treated as 

                                                           
1.38, p = .33, η2 = .02; propensity to complain, F(3, 224) = .24, p = .87, η2 < .01; or negative attitude toward 
complaining, F(3, 224) = 1.28, p = .29, η2 = .03. In addition, no significant effects were revealed from the 
respondents’ reported income level in relationship to perceptions of consumer frustration, F(2, 222) = .41, p = 
.66, η2 = .01; information inadequacy, F(2, 222) = .17, p = .84, η2 < .01: propensity to complain, F(2, 222) = 
.37, p = .69, η2 = .02; or negative attitude toward complaining, F(2, 222) = .19, p = .83, η2 = .01. The one 
respondent who reported an income greater than $80,000 and the two respondents who reported not having high 
school diplomas were excluded from these analyses to avoid problems with interpreting the findings from 
unbalanced cells. Last, the regression analyses revealed no significant effects of the respondents’ age for 
perceptions of consumer frustration, R = .005, p = .94, R2 = .001; information inadequacy, R = .05, p = .49, R2 
= .002; propensity to complain, R = .12, p = .07, R2 = .02); or negative attitude toward complaining, β = .02, p 
= .80, R2 = .001). 
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the endogenous variables in the model, with information inadequacy presented as a mediator of the 

relationships between negative attitude toward complaining and consumer frustration, propensity to 

complain and consumer frustration, and sex and consumer frustration. 

 

RESULTS 

Path Analysis 

The test of the hypothesized path model between respondent sex, negative attitude toward 

complaining, propensity to complain, information deficiency, and consumer frustration was subsequently 

tested using the final factors resulting from the confirmatory factor analyses (see Figure 2). The model as 

specified fit the data quite well (AGFI = .98, NNFI = .98, RMR= .01, χ2 [3] = .80, p = .85). The path 

coefficient from respondent sex to information inadequacy was significant (β = .17, p < .05). The path 

coefficient from propensity to complain to information Inadequacy was significant (β = .31, p < .001) 

providing support for Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2 was not supported as the path coefficient from negative 

attitude toward complaining was not significant (β = .10); and the path coefficient from information 

inadequacy to consumer frustration was significant (β = .59, p < .001) providing support for Hypothesis 3. 

The model explained a total of 51%of the variance, with sex, negative attitude toward complaining, and 

propensity to complain explaining 16% of the incremental variance in information inadequacy, and 

information inadequacy explaining 35% of the incremental variance in consumer frustration. 

Tests of Rival Models 

To ensure that the model presented as Figure 2 represented the best fit to the data, two alternative 

models were tested. The first alternative model treated sex as an antecedent to information inadequacy. 

Information inadequacy was then connected to negative attitude toward complaining and propensity to 

complain. Last, negative attitude toward complaining and propensity to complain were connected to 

perceptions of consumer frustration. This first alternative model did not fit the data well (AGFI = .74, 

NNFI = .41, RMR= .07), suggesting that the hypothesized model offers a better representation of the data. 

The second alternative model was tested using multiple regression. Consumer frustration was treated as 
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the sole dependent variable in the model, and negative attitude toward complaining, propensity to 

complain, and information inadequacy were treated as independent variables in the model. Sex was not 

included in these analyses because the control analyses showed no effect of sex on consumer frustration. 

Although the analysis revealed a significant effect for the equation, F(3, 226) = 24.38, p < .001, R2 = .24, 

an examination of the regression coefficients revealed that information inadequacy was the sole 

significant contributor to the model, (β = .48, t[1] = 8.01, p < .001). Negative attitude toward complaining 

and propensity to complain produced nonsignificant effects in the model (β = .06, t[1] = 1.06, p = .29 and 

β = .05, t[1] = .88, p = .38, respectively). The tests of these two alternative models support the findings 

reported earlier indicating that Figure 2, as presented, best models the data. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This investigation applied previous research examining consumers’ compliant attitudes, 

information deficiency, and consumer aggression to develop and test a model of consumer frustration. 

This investigation extends the work of Day (1984), Fornell and Westbrook (1979), and Bennett (1997) on 

consumer complaint processes to the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989) with a specific 

application examining the CSX. 

Several notable findings emerged from this investigation. First, building on the results from the 

pilot test, measures to assess consumers frustration and the relative influences were evaluated and 

confirmed with a sample of retail consumers. As presented, the measure of consumer frustration taps into 

consumers’ levels of frustration that are likely to emerge from dissatisfying service experiences. Having a 

general understanding of and the ability to directly measure consumers’ tendencies for frustration in the 

CSX can be used as a tool to train and develop customer service employees to spot potential concerns 

among customers. Likewise, the measure of information inadequacy shows that information is an 

important factor in consumer-based decision making and behavior in the CSX and offers researchers a 

means to assess the role that information plays regarding service failures and ensuing frustration in the 

CSX. In addition, the complaint items (Day, 1984) as classified assess consumers’ perceptions of the 
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complaint process, including their propensity to complain when a service failure occurs and how they 

view the act of complaining as a consumer behavior. 

Next, it was demonstrated that women reported a higher level of information inadequacy 

regarding service failures they experience. This finding suggests that service providers might offer less 

service-related information to their female customers when a service failure occurs compared to their 

male customers. There is mixed support for an overarching sociodemographic framework to apply to this 

line of research. For instance, Garrett, Meyers, and West (1997) found no differences among WOM 

behavior between male and female respondents regarding a dissatisfying service experience. Conversely, 

Liefield, Edgecombe, and Wolfe (1975) and Warland, Herman, and Willits (1975) reported that male 

respondents complained more about service failures than female respondents, however female 

respondents reported a higher level of dissatisfaction with the service failures despite the fact that they 

engaged in fewer voice-based responses than their male counterparts. These differences in empirical 

reports suggest that sociodemographic effects should continue to be controlled for in analyses of 

consumer behavior (Pol, 1991) because it is likely that men and women may engage in different shopping 

behaviors and have different needs in the CSX regarding service failures. 

 In this investigation, consumers’ attitudes toward complaining were connected to information 

inadequacy, and perceptions of information inadequacy were connected to consumer frustration. The 

noted relationship between consumers propensity to complain and information inadequacy suggests that 

those who have a higher propensity to complain also have a higher need for information from service 

providers when they experience service failures in the CSX. The inverse of this relationship, represented 

by the negative attitude complaint dimension, was not significant in the model although the relationship 

emerged in the anticipated direction. This relationship suggests that consumers who report a negative 

attitude toward complaining do not consistently report a low need for information regarding service 

failures as proposed. It could be that these consumers are nonassertive or conflict avoidant and prefer to 

not directly deal with service failures in any way (Fornell & Westbrook, 1979). The noted relationship 

between information inadequacy and consumer frustration suggests that not receiving sufficient 
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information in the CSX when a service failure occurs leads to frustration and can be the trigger for an act 

of aggression to occur. 

Managerial Implications 

This study was conducted among a group of retail consumers while shopping and highlights 

several implications for managers of service-based organizations. First, the nature of questions asked was 

very general and did not apply to any particular type of service organization. What can be gained from 

this general application is that consumers view the complaint process as important. The data show that 

consumers will not only complain to remedy their own situation but also that complaining appears to be 

therapeutic and helps restore equity to them in the CSX. This suggests that managers need to pay 

particular attention to how complaints are handled to ensure that the sense of equity that the customer is 

seeking is appropriately regained. In other words, operators should make it easy for their customers to 

lodge their complaints and should attempt to seek feedback from their customers at regular intervals 

during service episodes. This is particularly important for hospitality managers where service episodes 

can range from a few minutes in a quick-service restaurant to several weeks in a resort community. 

There was also a strong relationship between consumers propensity to complain and their need 

for information regarding service failures. The data show that a lack of forthright and timely information 

regarding a service failure is likely to lead to frustration on the part of the consumer. Managers should be 

careful to ensure that customers receive the most timely and accurate information regarding service 

failures. If you can recall a time while dining in a restaurant and receiving slow service where the servers 

response is “The kitchen is backed-up tonight,” or an airline flight delay where the counter attendant says 

“They are refueling the plane.” These statements are good for consumers as long as they are truthful and 

accurate, because any further delays or problems that may arise will show that they were not truthful with 

the consumer, and that dynamic is likely to lead to dissatisfaction and, ultimately, frustration on the part 

of the consumer. Operators of service-based businesses need to train their customer contact employees to 

provide guests with accurate and timely accounts of the causes behind service failures to help smooth out 
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the recovery process and reduce the chances that customers will experience frustration as a result (directly 

or indirectly) of a service failure. 

When service employees and their managers openly communicate among themselves and their 

customers, everyone in the CSX will gain a better understanding of the service process and how and when 

to improve it. 

In most cases, better informed customers can make better decisions about how to proceed 

following service failures (Hui & Tse, 1996). Building on the previous restaurant and airline examples, if 

service is truly slow because the kitchen is in the weeds (a temporary state of chaos), if a customer is time 

sensitive (e.g., has to catch a show, return to work, catch a flight, etc.) a slow food production process 

may require a different action compared to a server being forgetful or inattentive. Likewise, with the 

airline example, if the plane is truly refueling, then the delay should be relatively short. However, if the 

plane is short a crew member or is grounded for mechanical repairs, knowing those facts about the service 

episode offers the consumer options on how to proceed, such as waiting, finding alternative flight 

arrangements, or finding alternative ground transportation. Last, managers of service-based organizations 

need to recognize that most people just want the facts and might be frustrated but will likely cool down 

when they are given options on how to proceed with the service recovery process. 

Future Research 

Given the results of this investigation, it seems that developing a more complete model of 

consumers affect and behavior in the CSX would be beneficial. Given that the variables in Figure 2 

accounted for 51% of the variance in the model, it is likely that other influences in the CSX can also be 

attributed to consumer frustration in the CSX. Additional research can address this in several ways. First, 

the assumption behind the model of consumer frustration presented here is that dissatisfaction with 

service-related processes emerges from or evolves in the CSX and creates specific frustrations when 

expectancies are blocked. This assumption does not account for additional state-based influences of 

frustration external to the service episode, such as consumers time sensitivity, work-family role conflict, 

or mood. For example, being short of time, having too many conflicting obligations, or merely being in a 
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bad mood may lead to frustrations when dealing with service failure; however, these frustrations may not 

occur across episodes. Trait-based influences, on the other hand, such as personality or disposition, may 

also be important influences on frustration. If consumers are generally disagreeable or neurotic, a service 

failure may consistently lead to frustration or anger when it occurs. Additional studies should include an 

assessment of consumers’ trait- and state-based problems to help parse out the additional factors that 

affect consumers’ reactions to service failures. 

Second, consumers’ reactions to a service failure in the CSX may also be influenced by structural 

elements of the service exchange. Issues such as whether the service failure is viewed as a personal 

affront, whether monetary issues are important to the exchange, whether the consumer has an existing 

relationship with the organization or service provider, or the severity of the service failure may all be 

important to consumers’ complaint behavior and reactions. For example, consumers may be less reactive 

if they are more familiar or comfortable with the context of the service environment, or if they perceive 

that less is at stake. In a study of restaurant customers by Susskind (2002), it was shown that customers’ 

reactions to service failures varied depending on the type of the service failure, the degree of correction 

offered and whether the experience with the failure was viewed as positive or negative. Gauging 

consumers’ context-specific reactions to service failure leading to frustration is an important next step in 

this line of research. 

Last, although consumer frustration is an affective response, consumer aggression or rage is a 

behavioral response. Future work should identify and measure specific behavioral outcomes linked to 

consumer frustration, such as aggression or rage, repatronage intentions, and WOM communication. 

Limitations 

This investigation created a preliminary step identifying how consumers’ reactions to service 

failures can lead to frustration in the CSX. That being said, this line of research will benefit greatly by 

moving beyond cross-sectional, monomethod designs. Being able to examine consumers’ reactions to 

dissatisfying service experiences over time and making connections from consumers to service providers 

should allow researchers to begin to make causal attributions, not only for cognitive schemas regarding 
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service experiences but also for specific behaviors and outcomes emerging from the CSX. Through 

additional measurements— such as the critical incident technique and performance-based data from 

employees, customers, and service organizations—researchers can begin to capture event-specific 

perceptions of service experiences and match responses from consumers, employees, and service 

organizations to offer a cross-level representation of consumer frustration and how it is related to the 

delivery and consumption of service experiences. 

Conclusion 

For years researchers have tried to better understand the human side of consumerism and describe 

the elements that have the greatest influence on consumer satisfaction and organizational success. In their 

research, Fornell and Westbrook (1979) noted a distinction between aggressive and assertive consumer 

behavior, suggesting that the later is a desirable, learned characteristic that allows consumers to actively 

meet their expectations for service experiences, whereas the former suggests taking assertiveness 

inappropriately too far in the CSX. Conversely, Bennett (1997) and Feshbach (1984) suggested that when 

angry consumers blow off steam the process can be helpful and therapeutic for them. What is not 

considered, however, is the negative impact that this catharsis may have on those who are party to the 

outburst (i.e., other customers and service providers). If an organization and its agents regularly and 

sincerely take unconditional responsibility for their service failures to actively reduce consumer 

frustration, it is possible to reduce the negative emotional reactions of consumers when they are 

dissatisfied. This approach is likely to minimize the frequency and the severity of consumer frustration 

and aggression in service-based organizations. 
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NOTES 

1. The t tests examining the effect of sex in the model with the perceptions of frustration, propensity 

to complain, and negative attitude toward complaining, t(228) = 1.12, p = .27, t(228) = .65, p = 

.52, and t(228) = 1.27, p = .21, respectively, were not significant; however as noted earlier, the 

effect of sex with information inadequacy was significant, t(228) = 2.49, p = .01. ANOVA was 

used to examine the influence of education and income in the model and revealed no significant 

differences regarding the respondents educational level in relationship to consumer frustration, 

F(3, 224) = .56, p = .64, η2 = .01; information inadequacy, F(3, 224) = 1.38, p = .33, η2 = .02; 

propensity to complain, F(3, 224) = .24, p = .87, η2 < .01; or negative attitude toward 

complaining, F(3, 224) = 1.28, p = .29, η2 = .03. In addition, no significant effects were revealed 

from the respondents’ reported income level in relationship to perceptions of consumer 

frustration, F(2, 222) = .41, p = .66, η2 = .01; information inadequacy, F(2, 222) = .17, p = .84, 

η2 < .01: propensity to complain, F(2, 222) = .37, p = .69, η2 = .02; or negative attitude toward 

complaining, F(2, 222) = .19, p = .83, η2 = .01. The one respondent who reported an income 

greater than $80,000 and the two respondents who reported not having high school diplomas were 

excluded from these analyses to avoid problems with interpreting the findings from unbalanced 

cells. Last, the regression analyses revealed no significant effects of the respondents’ age for 

perceptions of consumer frustration, R = .005, p = .94, R2 = .001; information inadequacy, R = 

.05, p = .49, R2 = .002; propensity to complain, R = .12, p = .07, R2 = .02); or negative attitude 

toward complaining, β = .02, p = .80, R2 = .001). 
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Table 1. Item-Factor Loadings from the Factor Analysis in Study Onea 
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Table 2. Mean Ratings for the Content Validation Assessmenta 
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Table 3. Item-Level Correlations 
 

 
 
 



33 
 

Table 4. Scale-Level Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Two 
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Figure 1.  Hypothesized Model of Consumer Frustration 
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Figure 2. Test of the Model of Consumer Frustration 


