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ABSTRACT

As governments around the world
adopt a marketing orientation, the importance
of consumer satisfaction to the effectiveness
of the organization is being recognized. While
some investigation of satisfaction with a
government agencies’ service has occurred,
there is little examination of satisfaction with
a government agency that acts as a third-party
on the behalf of consumers to gain
marketplace redress. Given the number of
third-party complaints is increasing as a result
of internet access to complaint channels, this
research is a timely investigation. This study
reports the findings of a survey of 454
complainants to an Australian Government
agency: the Office of Fair Trading (OFT).
The findings show that satisfaction with the
service was subjectively experienced, based
around individual expectations of the redress
and satisfaction levels were higher when the
redress sought was financial compared with
non-financial forms of redress such as

apology.
INTRODUCTION

In the past decade, many public sector
organizations around the world have adopted
a marketing orientation (Andreassen and
Wallin 1994; Paarlberg 2007; Van Der Hart
1990). Implementing the marketing concept
in the public sector has required a shift in
focus from a traditional production orientation
to a consumer needs orientation. In order to
assess the extent to which consumer needs are
being met, the public sector has had to

consider the issue of consumer satisfaction
(Dann and McMullan 2003). The difficulty in
achieving this shift, however, is that there is
limited research available on consumer
satisfaction ~with  government  services.
Consumer satisfaction is an important goal for
the public sector; it enables the public sector
to compare itself favorably with the service of
private sector organizations, reduces com-
plaints from taxpayers and improves the
working environment of its employees.

In the event of  consumer
dissatisfaction, there are three types of
consumer  complaints: private  (i.e,
complaining to family/friends, which is not
normally focused on resolving the complaint);
voice (i.e., complaining to the supplier) and
third-party ~ (Singh ~ 1990).  Third-party
complaints are ‘behaviors that are directed
toward one or more agencies that are not
directly involved in the exchange re-
lationship’ (Singh 1989), p.333). These are
considered the most effortful of all complaint
behavior and are largely considered a last-
resort action (Singh 1989). Third-party
complaints are the main type of market
feedback received by consumer protection
agencies, and despite their lack of
marketplace  representativeness  (Bearden
1983) they are a valuable measure of business
performance.

In this article, we address this gap in
knowledge and practice regarding consumer
satisfaction with the services of a government
third-party agency that handles consumer
complaints. We present findings from a study
of the Queensland Office of Fair Trading
(OFT), which serves a function similar to that
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of consumer protection agencies found in
most developed countries: to resolve disputes
and investigate consumer complaints relating
to purchases from businesses in the Australian
state of Queensland. Often, the outcome
sought by consumers is some form of redress
or compensation for a service or product
failure that has been experienced. Redress is
concerned with restoring the consumer to
their prior state. This restoration can come in
both financial (e.g., money or in-kind goods
and services such as vouchers) and non-
financial (e.g., apology or validation) forms.

Given this, the purpose of this
research is to identify how attributes of the
service process, redress and consumer
characteristics relate to overall consumer
satisfaction for a government agency that is
acting as a third-party to resolve complaints
with suppliers. Key contributions of this study
include evidence of differences in satisfaction
towards financial and non-financial redress,
and evidence of the impact of different types
of redress on satisfaction in a third-party
complaints context.

Consumers tend to engage in a
hierarchical process of actions following a
dissatisfactory service experience. Private and
voice complaints are classified as ‘easy
options’. These are usually the first strategy
used by consumers to resolve a complaint.
Third party complaints are considered ‘hard’
actions because they take more effort;
consequently, these complaints are less
frequent (Hogarth, English and Sharma 2001;
Singh and Wilkes 1996). Consumers who
complain to a government third-party have
usually attempted at least one of the ‘easier’
strategies and are seeking assistance from a
regulatory authority to gain resolution. There
are, however, instances where consumers may
bypass voice complaints and go straight to a
third party. This may be due to the perceived
frustration associated with trying to gain
redress from the original party (Mason and
Himes 1973).

An examination of the limited
research on consumer setvice in the public
sector (Singh 1990) highlights that most

studies investigate service experiences that
are under the control of the government
agency (e.g., medical services, education or
law  enforcement). Some  government
agencies, however, do not directly control
and/or supply a core service to consumers but
rather act as an intermediary in the service-
chain and as a third-party in dispute or
complaint resolution. In these contexts, the
benefit sought by the consumer cannot be
directly supplied by the government agency;
rather, it is negotiated with another org-
anization on behalf of the consumer,
complicating the management of consumer
satisfaction. Examples of these types of
agencies include the Consumer and
Governmental Affairs Bureau of the Federal
Communications Commission in the United
States, state-based Offices of Fair Trading in
Australia, and the Medicines and Healthcare
Products Regulatory Agency in the United
Kingdom.

There are a number of unique
challenges that government third-party
agencies face in satisfying their consumers. In
many cases, consumers complain to
government agencies when there is no legal
breach and thus are unlikely to obtain legal
recourse, which may lead to dissatisfaction. In
such situations, it is difficult to satisfy the
consumer even when every possible effort is
made by the government agency.

Data for this research were obtained
from the Queensland OFT in Australia. As
part of its mission to ensure marketplace
integrity for businesses and consumers
(DTRFT 2003), a primary function of the
OFT is to provide dispute resolution and to
investigate consumer complaints relating to
purchases. Consumers are able to lodge a
formal complaint with the OFT regarding
problems experienced with Queensland
business where they perceive unfair trading
occurred. As part of this process, the OFT
requires consumers to attempt to resolve the
problem directly with the business before they
contact the OFT.
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The impact of the OFT on Queensland
society is  significant. In  2006-07,
approximately AU$5 million in redress and
savings was obtained on behalf of consumers
(with  approximately 11,000 complaints
received) (DTRFT 2007). The typical
complaint involved product categories such as
personal household items (i.e., appliances,
mobile phones and computers), real estate and
motor vehicles. Financial products are
handled at a national level by other regulatory
bodies.

As part of the OFT’s commitment to
consumer service, it has commenced
measuring consumer satisfaction with its
service delivery. The key attributes of OFT
service delivery identified by the Queensland
Government relate to the various dimensions
of the service such as interaction with staff
and timeliness of service.

The article is structured as follows.
First, we review the theoretical background of
satisfaction in order to derive its implications
for a third-party context. Second, we
introduce the literature on redress and
complainant characteristics, linking it with
research on satisfaction. From this discussion,
we develop five hypotheses. Next, we outline
the method of the study. Finally, the results
are reported and implications discussed.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The theoretical background comprises
three sections. The first section reviews the
literature on satisfaction and its relevance to a
government third-party agency, and then
poses the first hypothesis. The second section
introduces literature on redress and poses
three hypotheses. The final section discusses
literature on complainant characteristics and
satisfaction, and poses the final hypothesis.

Satisfaction and Government
Third-Party Agencies

There are limited published studies on
consumer satisfaction in the public sector.
Further, most of these studies have focused on

satisfaction with healthcare and medical
services (Choi, Cho, Lee, Lee and Kim 2004;
Jimmieson and Griffin 1998; Spicer 2002).
There is little evidence of any marketing
studies that investigate satisfaction with a
government agency that acts as a third party
to resolve consumer complaints. A
differentiating feature of satisfaction with a
third party compared to satisfaction with the
supplier of the service is the potential lack of
consumer ability to distinguish the objects of
their satisfaction. They may confuse
satisfaction with an outcome (i.e., redress
obtained) with satisfaction pertaining to the
service provided by the agency in obtaining
this outcome. Thus, an agency may find its
satisfaction ratings over- or under-inflated
based on redress outcomes rather than on the
actual service delivered. = A number of
government agencies have increased the ease
of access to the complaint channel by using
online complaint forms. Prior research has
identified that ease of access to complaining
influences the volume of complaints and the
satisfaction with the outcome (Richins and
Verhage 1985).

Given the financial benefit these
agencies provide for consumers, the role they
play in enforcing integrity in the marketplace,
and their economic impact with respect to
consumer and business confidence, it is
important for government third-party agencies
to understand the key service attributes that
give rise to consumer satisfaction with the
service delivered by the agency.

One of the few academic studies on
satisfaction with a third-party complaints
agency focuses on satisfaction with complaint
management (Owens and Hausknecht 1999).
This research investigated complaint handling
processes within the Better Business Bureau
(BBB) and found that the difficulty of
complaining to a third party influenced
satisfaction with the complaint process. While
this research provides useful information
regarding  satisfaction with  third-party
complaint handling processes, the BBB is a
private organization 'and has no regulatory
authority to obtain redress for consumers
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(Owens and Hausknecht 1999; Goodwin,
Mabhajan and Bhatt 1979).

In general, consumer satisfaction is an
evaluation or cognitive appraisal of an object
(Oliver 1997): either the entire service (i.e.,
overall satisfaction) or with attributes of the
service (i.e., attribute-level satisfaction).
Typically, both of these are used together
with the overall satisfaction score providing a

summative indicator and the attributes
providing diagnostic information that can be
used for marketing interventions. The
attributes of the government service being
investigated in this research are detailed in
Table 1. These attributes were identified by
the Office of Fair Trading as a result of
experience and informal customer research.

Table 1

Attributes of Satisfaction with Office of Fair Trading Service Delivei’y

Attribute

With the number of staff you spoke to or dealt with before receiving the service you needed

The staff’s knowledge of their subject
The helpfulness of the staff
The politeness of the staff

The length of time you waited before you spoke to or received contact from a staff member

The outcome received or achieved (if relevant)

The ease with which you could find the Fair Trading Office (if relevant)

The cleanliness and tidiness of the Fair Trading Office (if relevant)

Satisfaction can also be measured at
either a cumulative level (i.e., satisfaction
with all prior experiences of the service) or a
transaction-specific level (i.e., satisfaction
with a particular service encounter) (Jones
and Suh 2000). While some authors posit that
cumulative satisfaction is a more valuable
indicator than transaction-specific satisfaction
(see Anderson, Fornell and Lehmann 1994), it
really depends on the nature of the service
interaction. In the case of government third
parties, unless the consumer is a prolific
complainer, the interaction between the
consumer and the agency is likely to be
discrete and infrequent (Owens and
Hausknecht 1999). Even where consumers
have experienced prior interaction, there is
likely to be a lengthy time period between
contacts.  Therefore, transaction-specific
satisfaction is a more relevant measure in this
context.

Government third parties need to be
able to identify the relationship between
satisfaction with the attributes they can
control (e.g., the knowledge levels of staff)

and satisfaction with the elements they cannot
control. If satisfaction with service attributes
influences overall satisfaction, then this poses
opportunities for public sector managers to
increase overall satisfaction. To date there has
been limited investigation of this relationship
(e.g. Bendall-Lyon and Powers 2004).
Attributes of satisfaction can be
classified into two types: structure (i.e.,
tangible elements of the service such as the
physical environment) or process (i.e.,
interpersonal elements of an interaction)
(Gronroos 1995). Given that consumers
interact remotely with the OFT service by
registering  their complaints using the
telephone, written forms or the internet, the
attributes relevant to investigation are process
attributes. These included the politeness,
helpfulness and knowledge levels of staff.
Prior research in satisfaction with commercial
services shows that attribute-level satisfaction
is positively related to overall satisfaction
(Bendall-Lyon and Powers 2004; Wu,
DeSarbo, Chen and Fu 2006). We expect this
to also be the case for a government service;
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thus, we offer the following research

hypothesis:

H1: Satisfaction with service
attributes will be positively associated
with overall satisfaction with a
government third-party service.

Satisfaction with Redress

Satisfaction with complaint resolution
has been an area of interest to consumer
affairs practitioners for the past thirty years
(see Bearden and Oliver 1985) with many
early works focused on consumer affairs
rather than marketing. The U.S. Department
of Consumer Affairs conducted a landmark
study in 1979 created the first major research
project in this field (TARP 1979) along with
research from the American Council on
Consumer Interests (The American Council
on Consumer Interests 2009).

There is little research that
investigates  the relationship  between
satisfaction ~with  government agency’s

servicing of third-party complaints and key
service outcomes such as redress. Even
reviews of the field (c.f. Andreasen 1988;
Singh and Howell 1985) summarize research
that is drawn from voice complaints rather
than from the third-party sector. When
consumers make a complaint to a government
third party, they are seeking assistance to gain
compensation in some form in order to
achieve redress (Bearden and Mason 1984,
Davidow 2003). Redress is concerned with
restoring the consumer to their prior state.
Redress occurs in both financial and non-
financial forms: financial redress includes
money or in-kind goods and services such as
vouchers, whereas non-financial redress
includes an apology or some form of
validation. As research shows that ex-
pectations are key to measuring consumer
satisfaction (Oliver 1997), it is important to
assess whether the redress sought and the
redress gained by complainants through the
third-party agency improves satisfaction.

Research into consumer complaint
behavior has been conducted since the
1970s’s when Hirschman first introduced his
economic approach to complaint behavior. In
a review of the literature up to the mid 80’s,
Singh and Howell (1985) summarize the two
key perspectives in the field; economic and
psychological. Traditionally, research on
consumer complaints has adopted an
economic (i.e., cost-benefit) approach that
focuses on financial outcomes (Singh and
Wilkes 1996). Specifically, consumers are
assumed to be more likely to complain to
suppliers, family or friends and third parties if
the amount at stake/lost is high (Bearden and
Mason 1984; Hogarth et al. 2001; Singh
1989; Singh and Wilkes 1996). However,
given the social justice role often ascribed to
government agencies, complaints to third
parties may not always reflect this approach
and thus consumers may complain for non-
financial gain.

Motivations for consumers com-
plaining to a government third party have
been identified as both economic (Blodgett,
Granbois and Walters 1993; Gronhaug and
Gilly 1991; Kolodinsky 1995) and non-
financial (Halstead 2002; Huefner and Hunt
2000). The non-financial motivations are
often a desire to protect other consumers, a
punishment for the offending business, a
chance to vent frustrations, and an attempt to
regain fairness (Frank 1988). Given this, it is
possible that consumers engage in effort to
complain even when there is minimal or no
money at stake. In instances where non-
financial redress is sought, consumers are
seeking compensation in the form of an
apology, an admission of liability or a
validation of their position. This form of
redress may be desirable when a consumer
realizes that they have no recourse for the
problem under law, but they still believe an
injustice has occurred. If no laws have been
broken, however, there is little that a
government agency can do for the consumer
because the agency has little power to enforce
the outcome desired by the consumer. It is
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thus likely that consumers will not be satisfied
with the outcomes in such situations.

Conversely, if a consumer is willing to
make the effort to complain to a government
third party and seeks financial redress, it is
likely that they will do so on the basis of a
breach of law. If a legal breach has occurred,
the government third party is able to enforce
compensation from the business for the
consumer, and the consumer is likely to be
satisfied. We propose that there will be a
positive relationship between the type of
redress sought (i.e., financial or non-financial)
and satisfaction. Financial redress is
hypothesized to be related to higher levels of
satisfaction than non-financial redress. We
therefore tender the following research
hypothesis:

H2: When consumers seek financial
redress, they are more likely to

have higher satisfaction levels
compared to consumers seeking
non-financial redress.

Prior research shows that consumers
complain to third parties when the amount at
stake (i.e., redress amount sought) is higher
(Bearden and Mason 1984). Given the level
of effort associated with complaining to a
third party, it is expected that consumers will
only engage in such action if they are
confident that they are entitled to the redress.
This is particularly the case for amounts that
are of significant monetary value. For
amounts of smaller value, it is expected that
the confidence level may not be as high;
however, consumers may ‘have a go’ anyway
especially if they perceive an injustice has
occurred.

Previous studies have identified a
strong link between the amount of redress and
consumer satisfaction for service recovery
contexts other than a third-party complaint
(Davidow and Leigh 1998; Spreng 1995;
Garrett 1999; Blodgett, Hill and Tax 1997). In
a review of studies on complaint outcomes,
21 of the 23 showed a positive relationship
between redress and satisfaction. In an

experimental  study, Boshoff  (1997)
demonstrated that the higher the level of
compensation, the higher the level of
satisfaction. Davidow (2003) proposes a
hierarchy of outcomes that affect consumer
satisfaction: no redress is likely to result in
dissatisfaction, partial redress is better than no
redress and full redress is likely to result in
high levels of satisfaction. In other words,
when consumers are seeking financial redress
it is likely that the difference between the
amount they seek and the amount they receive
will influence their overall satisfaction. This
accords with the disconfirmation of
expectations approach to satisfaction, which
states that satisfaction results when actual and
expected performances are the same (Oliver
1997).

The relationship between satisfaction
and redress is also moderated by variables
such as interactional justice and interpersonal
factors. Blodgett, Hill and Tax (1997) found
that if people were treated with respect they
were more satisfied with a partial refund
compared to people who received a full
refund but were not treated with the same
level of courtesy. Likewise Bechwati, Nasr
and Morrin  (2003) found that the
interpersonal factors of the redress situation
reduced the likelihood of dissatisfied
customers taking revenge on the service
provider.

When there is a lower-order outcome
of nil or partial redress, it is likely that the
consumer will experience lower satisfaction
levels as they have not achieved the goal they
were seeking. When there is a higher-order
redress outcome, which is full compensation
of the amount sought, it is likely the consumer
will experience higher satisfaction levels.
When considering the redress achieved, we
the following research hypothesis is put
forward:

H3: Where redress achieved is nil or
partial, satisfaction will be lower
compared to receiving full redress.
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Complainant Characteristics
and Satisfaction

Finally, this study also seeks to
identify key consumer characteristics that
may influence satisfaction, as previous
research has identified certain demographic
characteristics as an attribute of complainants
(Bearden and Mason 1984; Reiboldt 2003,
Warland, Hermann and Willits 1975). For
example, Reiboldt (2003) investigated
complainants’ ratings of service from a third-
party complaint handling agency and reported
that gender, income and ethnicity
significantly impacted evaluations.

Previous research indicates that
differences in demographic characteristics
will influence the level of satisfaction
experienced by consumers. For example,
older consumers are more likely to be
satisfied compared to younger consumers
(Westbrook 1980). Some researchers propose
that this finding is due to deterioration in
information-processing abilities. However,
the difference may also be due to greater
experience (Westbrook 1980). Thus, we
propose the following research hypothesis:

H4a: Older consumers will have
higher levels of overall satisfaction
than younger consumers.

Gender has also been found to
influence an individual’s level of satisfaction.
For example, females tend to have higher
expectations when judging the quality of
services (Callan and Bowman 2000), which
may lead to lower levels of satisfaction in
comparison to males. Another study (Laroche,
Saad, Cleveland and Browne 2000) revealed
that males tend to consider less information
when evaluating service cues and take
‘shortcuts’ in their information processing
that may result in greater satisfaction than

female counterparts. Thus, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H4b: Males will have higher levels
of overall satisfaction than females.

Finally, a relationship between income
level and satisfaction has also been observed
(Scott and Shieff 1993). Researchers found
that respondents with incomes in the upper
range had lower expectations of interaction
speed and accessibility compared to
respondents in the lower income range, and
therefore have higher levels of overall
satisfaction than respondents with low income
levels. Thus, we propose the following:

Hd4c: Higher income levels
are associated with positive
overall satisfaction compared
with lower income levels.

METHOD

A survey was conducted amongst
complainants to the OFT using computer-
assisted telephone interviewing (CATI). A
random sample of 760 consumers was
selected from a pool of 2786 consumers
whose complaint had been finalized in the last
twelve months and who had indicated that
they would be available for follow-up by the
OFT. After the removal of calls to
disconnected numbers, answering machines
and wrong numbers, a useable sample of 454
consumers was obtained, representing a
response rate of 59.7%. Consumers were
asked to consider their most recent contact
with the OFT when answering questions, so a
transaction-specific approach was adopted.

Transaction-specific satisfaction with
the attributes was measured using eight items,
with five items reflecting the process element
of satisfaction (i.e., interaction with staff) and
two reflecting the structural element (i.e.,
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physical aspects) if it was relevant (see Table
1, repeated below for convenience). Most
consumers interact remotely with the OFT by
phone or the internet and thus the last two

items had few responses and were not
included in the analysis. Again, these items
are detailed in Table 1. '

Table 1

Attributes of Satisfaction with Office of Fair Trading Service Delivery

Attribute

With the number of staff you spoke to or dealt with before receiving the service you needed

The staff’s knowledge of their subject
The helpfulness of the staff
The politeness of the staff

The length of time you waited before you spoke to or received contact from a staff member

The outcome received or achieved (if relevant)

The ease with which you could find the Fair Trading Office (if relevant)
The cleanliness and tidiness of the Fair Trading Office (if relevant)

Satisfaction with each attribute was
calculated by multiplying the response on a
Likert scale (from 1 to 5 for each item) by the
level of importance of that attribute (1 being
‘not very important’ and 5 being ‘very
important’). Thus, for each item the
maximum score was 25 and the minimum
score was 1. Overall satisfaction was also
measured using a five-point Likert scale
multiplied by importance, using a single item:
‘I’d like you to tell me how satisfied or
dissatisfied you were with the overall quality
of the service you received’. The satisfaction
data were then matched with the OFT data
pertaining to that particular complaint to
obtain the data for the redress and
demographic variables.

Redress type was a categorical
variable with two categories: financial redress
or non-financial redress. Financial redress
sought was the amount of money stated on the
complaint form as the desired outcome of the
complaint. Three variables were used for
redress outcomes. The first variable was the
amount of money obtained as redress. The

second variable was categorical data
indicating whether the redress amount
represented nil, partial or full redress. The
third variable was also categorical and
combined the nil and partial options in the
previous variable into a single category with
another category of full. This was to allow
comparison between receiving the requested
redress or less than requested. Demographic
information was obtained from the OFT
records of the complaint form. This included
age, gender and income categories.

RESULTS

The demographic characteristics of the
sample are detailed in Table 2. These results
show that there were 16% more males in the
sample than females and that 69% of the
sample were aged between 20 and 50 years of
age. Furthermore, 68% of the sample earned
$50,000 or less a year. These demographics
are similar to the demographics of the overall
population of complainants to the OFT (e.g.,
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55% of the population are males compared
with 54% in the sample). Thus, the results

may be generalized to the OFT population of
complainants.

Table 2

Demographic Characteristics

Age

under 20yrs
20 — 35yrs
36 — 50yrs
51 —70yrs
71+

Total

2% (6)*
33% (128)
35% (135)
25% (95)
5% (18)
100% (382)

Income

<$20k p.a.
$21k - $50k p.a.
$51k - $75k p.a.

>$75k p.a.
Total

27% (91)
42% (144)
19% (65)
12% (40)
100% (340)

Gender

Male

Female
Total

54% (212)
46% (182)
100% (394)

*counts (in parentheses) are given next to percentages

As the measures were single-item,
reliability tests were unnecessary. Validity
tests were conducted on the attribute
satisfaction items using factor analysis. The
results of these tests, as well as the descriptive
statistics of the independent and dependent
variables, are shown in Table 3. Overall
satisfaction was measured using a single-item

measure. Attribute satisfaction formed a
single factor solution and all items had
loadings greater than .3. The Cronbach alpha
was .84, explained variance was 58% and all
item-to-total  correlations exceeded the
minimum  threshold of .30. Overall
satisfaction had a mean of 3.73 (out of 5).
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Table 3
Descriptives of Variables

Part 3(a)
Measure Factor Range(min Mean SD
loading & max)

Satisfaction with the number of staff you spoke to or 749 1-5 4.17 .942
dealt with before receiving the service needed

Satisfaction with staff’s knowledge of their subject .829 1-5 3.97 1.071
Satisfaction with the helpfulness of the staff .853 1-5 4.09 1.125
Satisfaction with the politeness of the staff .708 1-5 441 .788
Satisfaction with the length of time you waited before 134 1-5 3.92 1.083
you spoke to or received contact from a staff member

Satisfaction with the outcome received or achieved (if .666 1-5 3.09 1.576
relevant)

Part 3 (b)

Measure Range (min and max) Mean SD
Redress amount sought $0-$41,000 569.99 2746.28
Redress amount gained $0-$2800 134.51 373.34
Part 3 (¢)

Measure Proportion

Redress sought- Financial 48%

Redress sought — non-financial 52%

Redress outcome type — nil 46%

Redress outcome type — patrtial 16%

Redress outcome type - full 38%

Redress — loss achieved 40%

Redress- gain achieved 60%

Multiple regression (OLS) was used to
test the hypotheses. Age, income and gender
(as dummy variables) were included as
controls. Collinearity was examined and the
results indicated a VIF <4, which falls below

the recommended cut-off (Kennedy 2003).
The results show support for H1, H2 and H3,
but not for the demographic hypotheses (H4a,
H4b or H4c).
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Table 4
Relationship between Satisfaction Attributes and Overall Satisfaction (H1)

Independent Variables Standardized Significance

Coefficients Level

Attribute Level Satisfaction Adjusted R?=0.72

Age: 20-35 years .099 403
Age: 36-50 years 143 233
Age: 51-70 years 032 758
Age: 71+ years -.008 .889
Gender — Male -.041 233

Gender —~ Female

Income - $21K-$50K p.a. -.053 245
Income - $51K-$75K p.a. -122 .005
Income — more than $75K p.a. -.080 053
Satisfaction with the number of staff spoken 076 .098

to or dealt with before receiving the service

Satisfaction with the staff knowledge of their 345 .000
subject

Satisfaction with the helpfulness of the staff 145 .008
Satisfaction with the politeness of the staff -.016 712
Satisfaction with the length of time before 109 012
spoken to or received contact from a staff

member

Satisfaction with the outcome received or 392 .000

achieved
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First, H1 (Satisfaction with the service
attributes will be positively associated with
overall satisfaction of a government third-
party service), which identified the relationship
between the independent variables of service
attributes on the dependent variable of overall
satisfaction, was supported by the data. The
results showed a  significant  positive
relationship between overall satisfaction and
satisfaction with service attributes (R*= .70, Fy4,
2 = 46.853, p < 0.001). Specifically, a
significant positive relationship was found
between overall satisfaction and four of the
attributes, namely staff knowledge (B = .345,
p<0.001), helpfulness (B = .145, p<0.05), length
of time (B = .109, p<0.05) and outcome
achieved (B = .392, p < 0.001) (detailed in
Table 4). These variables explained 74% of the
variance in satisfaction.

Second, H2 (When consumers seek
financial redress, they are more likely to have
higher satisfaction levels compared to
consumers seeking non-financial redress
(3.87 (SE=0.145) vs. 3.59 (SE=0.152) which
identified the relationship between the
independent variable of financial redress on the
dependent variable of overall satisfaction, was
tested using regression where demographic
variables were added as covariates. The results
showed a significant difference in satisfaction
based on the type of redress sought after
covariate adjustment for demographics (age,
income and gender) (Fy 51, = 3.944, B = .110, p
=0.0479).

Third, H3 (Where redress achieved is
nil or partial, satisfaction will be lower
compared to receiving full redress) identified
the relationship between the independent
variable of type of redress outcome on the
dependent variable of overall satisfaction, was
tested using regression where demographic
variables were added as covariates. This
hypothesis was tested by regression using nil
and partial dummy variables with demographics
added as covariates. The results indicated that,
compared to full redress, customers were less
satisfied with nil and partial redress (Fp, 170 =
10.38, p<0.0001), with B =-0.207 for nil redress
and B = -0.150 for partial redress. There were
no significant differences between nil and

partial redress (p=0.9971), but the differences
were significant between full and partial
(p=0.0068) and between full and nil (p<0.0001).
Post hoc tests revealed that the mean
satisfaction levels for ‘full redress gained’ was
4.38 (SE=0.650) and the mean satisfaction level
for ‘redress which was less than the amount
sought’ of 3.50 (SE-0.676) whereas for NIL
redress was 3.59 (SE=0.643). The data also
showed a non-significant relationship between
redress amount received and  overall
satisfaction, which indicates that it is not the
amount gained or lost that influences
satisfaction but rather whether the consumer
achieved the amount they were seeking or not.

When ‘satisfaction with outcome
received’ is added to the model, the
relationship between overall satisfaction and
redress type becomes non significant
(F2.126)=1.20, p=0.3034) but ‘satisfaction with
outcome received’ remains significant.
‘Satisfaction with outcome received’ is
strongly related with ‘type of redress’
(F2200=44.98, p<0.0001) with full redress
yielding a nearly perfect satisfaction with
outcome score of 4.59, whereas Nil redress
had predictably ‘low satisfaction with
outcome’ mean score of 2.7. Thus the
relationship of redress type with overall
satisfaction is moderated by satisfaction with
outcome,

The impact of the independent
variables of demographic characteristics on
the dependent variables of satisfaction with
the entire service was tested using linear
regression, with dummy variables for age,
gender and income being regressed on overall
satisfaction. The results of the analysis
showed no support for Hypothesis 4a, 4b or
4c. However, there were significant gender
differences in H4b but in the opposite
direction to that hypothesized: females
showed higher levels of satisfaction than
males (F, 33 = 6.530, p<.05, R*=.017, p=
.129). There were no significant gender
differences in the mean amount of redress
sought or received (see Table 5).




Volume 23, 2010 77
Table §
Redress Sought and Obtained by Gender*
Redress Gender N Mean Min Max
Redress amount sought
male 212 $ 666.56 $ - $41,000.00
female 182 $570.25 3 - $37,841.36
Redress amount obtained
male 206 $145.51 $ - $2.,800
female 179 $ 12842 $ - $2,109
Difference in amounts
-negative means customer received less male 206 -$ 540.46 -$ 41,000 $ 660
than requested
- positive means customer received more female 179 -$451.39 -$ 37,841 $ 940

than requested

* no significant gender differences found

DISCUSSION

Despite the call for more research into
consumer complaints by consumer affairs
researchers (Bearden and Oliver 1985), there
has been little recent activity in this field. In
particular, there has been little research on
satisfaction with the efforts of consumer
affairs agencies. This research attempts to
answer this call by examining how redress
outcome, redress sought, and demographic
characteristics relate to consumer satisfaction
with a government third-party complaints
agency: the Queensland OFT. Key findings
show that satisfaction with the service was
subjectively experienced and appears to be
based around individual expectations of the
redress. The overall satisfaction level of 3.73
out of 5 indicates a moderate level of
satisfaction and indicates that there are areas
for improvement. Further research is needed
to identify the aspects of the service for this
and in particular to determine if higher
satisfaction levels are achievable given that
not every customer can be given what they
are seeking (redress and damages).

Satisfaction levels were higher when
the redress sought was financial compared

with non-financial. This has implications for
organizations designing service recovery
strategies for all types of complaints.

Satisfaction with attributes of the
service provided was associated with greater
overall satisfaction, thereby supporting
hypothesis 1. Given the transactional nature
of the interactions people have with the OFT,
establishing the relationship  between
satisfaction with attributes of the service and
perceptions of overall satisfaction increases
the generalizability of the current attribute-
level results. There were four satisfaction
attributes that had significant impact on
overall satisfaction: satisfaction with staff
knowledge, satisfaction with helpfulness,
satisfaction with length of time and
satisfaction with the outcome received. While
the first three attributes are within the control
of the OFT, the last is not. It is expected that
satisfaction with outcome would be predictive
of overall satisfaction. What is of interest is
that three factors that are within the control of
the OFT contribute to overall satisfaction
after adjustment for the effect of satisfaction
with outcome received. This is an op-
portunity for the third-party agency in terms
of managing overall satisfaction levels.
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With regard to H2 and H3, the results
of the current research provide important
insights into consumer attitudes towards third-
party complaint handling. It appears that
customers who seek tangible compensation
(i.e., money) may be easier to satisfy than
customers seeking intangible compensation
(e.g., an apology) as demonstrated in H2. The
observation that money is a key factor for
overall satisfaction is consistent with prior
research (Davidow 2003), but the post hoc
analysis for H3 shows that the dollar amount
of redress sought was unrelated to
satisfaction. This suggests that an objective
focus on monetary outcomes is not an
effective  explanation  for  consumer
satisfaction with complaint outcomes, which
contrasts with the cost-benefit approach to
complaint handling (Singh and Pandya 1991)
that has been traditionally accepted.

The finding that partial redress is no
better than nil redress has interesting
implications for service recovery resulting
from a complaint. This contrasts with
previous research (see Davidow 2003) that
suggests that consumers simply seek a
solution to their problem and are satisfied
with complementary outcomes even if they do
not receive the money they originally
requested. For instance, Kelly (1979) found
that consumers were satisfied with receiving a
clothing voucher rather than their money back
for faulty clothes.

The support for H3 demonstrated that
consumers are more satisfied when they
received full redress compared to nil or partial
redress. The actual amount obtained is not
related to satisfaction; thus, it appears that a
justice principle rather than an economic goal
is being served. Simply put, what appeared to
matter to complainants in the end of the
process was whether or not they received
what they wanted from their efforts rather
than how much they sought. It may be that the
redress represents a form of justice and thus it
was more the principle of being validated
rather than the actual amount being received
that mattered. In particular the level of
interpersonal justice received may play a role

in the level of satisfaction. Prior research has
identified that customers can be satisfied with
lesser amounts of redress if they are treated
with respect and courtesy (Blodgett, Tax and
Hill 1997). The mean score for satisfaction
with the helpfulness and politeness of OFT
staff were the highest of all the service
attributes and thus this may further explain
the results.

There were mixed results with regard
the influence of demographics on satisfaction.
Overall, the tests of H4 did not provide
support for a relationship between age,
income and satisfaction. However, the results
did indicate that gender was a significant
factor, as females report higher level of
satisfaction than males despite no significant
difference in the amount sought or received.
This observation is contrary to the research of
Westbrook (1980) and Laroche et al.
(2000), who found that males are more likely
to be satisfied than females.

Anecdotal evidence from the OFT
indicates that women use the third-party
agency when they are confident of their claim
(and thus the likelihood of resolution was
higher), whereas men approach the OFT
regardless of the justification for their claim
(ie., a ‘worth a shot’ approach). It is
conceivable that because females have higher
expectations of service (Callan and Bowman
2000) and consider more information in their
processing than males, their complaints may
present differently in terms of content (i.e.,
perhaps more complete owing to the
information processed and reported to the
third-party complaints agency) and may thus
be viewed differently.

There are important managerial
implications of these finding for government
organizations. Given the findings in this
research, it is imperative for third-party
service agencies to manage customer
expectations regarding the complaint process
and especially complaint outcomes. Given
that the OFT is not able to control the level of
overall satisfaction, only influence this, it is
important to manage consumer expectations
to ensure that service delivery can either meet
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these expectations or educate consumers to
alter these expectations.

Staff working in complaint handling
within third-party agencies must be informed
and well-trained to resist the temptation to
place more importance on higher financial
claims for redress. No matter how small the
amount at stake, complainants were more
satisfied with the service from a government
third-party complaints agency when the
outcome was equivalent or better than what
they sought and less satisfied when the
outcome was less than what they sought. This
observation further supports the argument that
a simple cost-benefit approach to complaint
behaviour does not capture the entire picture.
Finally, government agencies should
encourage consumers to include financial
redress in their claims where possible. This
provides an objective measure upon which
both the agency and the consumer can focus.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

There are a number of limitations of
this research and opportunities for further
research. First, the study involved a single
organization and investigated transaction—
specific satisfaction. Future research should
examine other government agencies that
resolve complaints (i.e., Health and Police) or
contexts where the cumulative effect of
satisfaction exists. The use of a real
organization influenced the selection of
attributes that were measured for satisfaction.
Thus while they reflected government
practice they did not reflect the wide range of
theoretically available attributes.  Further
research could include other attributes such as
overall/total time of complaint resolution or
how the customer felt during the process.

Second, this study used a single-item
measure to assess overall satisfaction.
Although some scholars argue against the use
of single-item measures (Bergkvist and
Rossiter 2007), it should be noted that the
measure of overall satisfaction was

complemented by a multiple-item measure of
satisfaction. We also acknowledge the danger
that our ratings of satisfaction with the OFT
were confounded in the respondent’s mind
with their satisfaction with the original seller.

A third limitation of the research is
that selection bias cannot be ruled out when
considering the finding that males were less
satisfied with the complaints resolution
service of a government third-party. We also
acknowledge that the consumers participating
in this study self-select in a number of ways,
including when they approach the agency for
assistance and then participate in this follow-
up study.

A fourth limitation that needs
acknowledgement relates to the findings
regarding gender. As we did not measure the
household status of the respondents or
whether a consumer was complaining on
behalf of the household, it is possible that the
findings related to this factor rather than
gender. Future research should address this
possibility. We also did not measure cohort
effects and therefore cannot determine their
effects on satisfaction.

Fifth, we were unable to measure
fairness in this research and thus call for
future research to examine this important
construct. Fourth, this research emphasizes
the economic approach to complaints, which
is the mandated area by this government
department. It would be interesting to
examine, the relationship between economic
redress and social justice redress in further
research. In particular Garrett’s (1999) work
on justice could be used to further develop the
knowledge of third-party complaints further.
It would be interesting to note the role
perceived justice plays as a motive for third-
party complaining.

Finally, the data were collected by a
government third-party agency for transaction
purposes, so further research should expand
the items to include other variables that might
explain the non-significant results between
redress and satisfaction.




80 Satisfaction with a Government 3 Party Complaints Agency

CONCLUSION

The research presented in this article
contributes to research on satisfaction with
the complaint handling by a government
third-party agency. It identified that redress
type has a more significant impact on overall
satisfaction than does redress amount. Given
that satisfaction with the outcome is strongly
related to overall satisfaction, it is essential
that consumer expectations regarding the
complaint outcome are managed at the
commencement of the process.
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