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The critical incident technique was adopted to collect 174 critical events
which were divided into 3 categories and 9 types about the complaint behaviors among the front-line service employees witnessed by the consumers. In
addition, this paper discusses the influence mechanism of employees’ complaint behavior on consumers and enriches the theory research of employees'
complaints and brand internalization.
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1. Introduction
The employees often have many grievances and dissatisfaction because of the
reason of work or interpersonal relationship, and complain about these grievances in the workplace or in private. For example, employees complain about
low pay, unreasonable enterprise rules and regulations, etc. (Gao 2014) [1].
The current research on employee complaints is concentrated in the field of
human resources, including the impact of employee complaints on employee
enthusiasm (Godard 2014) [2], employee voice (Mowbray et al. 2015) [3], turnover intention (Watty-Benjamin and Udechukwu, 2014) [4] and so on. Only a
few discussions have been made on the influence of the employee’s complaints
on customers.
However, for the front-line service staff who work between an enterprise and
its customers, providing products or services to consumers, there is a lot of contact and interaction with consumers (Surprenant and Solomon 1987) [5]. If
front-line service employees complain to each other in the workplace, consum-
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ers will be able to witness this kind of complaining behavior. Employee behavior,
especially the behavior of front-line service employee, plays an important role in
brand building (Tavassoli et al., 2014) [6], which influences the formation of
brand personality (Wentzel 2009) [7]. Scholars call it brand advocates. In this
way, it seems that the behavior of complaint between the frontline service employees witnessed by consumer is contrary to the effort to create the brand
through employees (Asha and Jyothi, 2013; Sivakumar et al., 2014) [8] [9]. The
resulting management problems: Whether, when, and why witnessing employee
complaint behavior affects consumers.
The paper attempts to use the critical incident technique to make exploratory
analysis on the complaining behavior among the front-line service employee that
are seen and heard by customers in order to enrich the theory research of employees’ complaints and brand internalization, and provide advice for managers to
manage front-line service employee.

2. Literature Review
Complaints between front-line service employees
According to the involved stakeholders (Mcwilliams and Siegel 2002) [10], the
types of complaints among employees can be divided into three aspects: a)
Complaints triggered by the corporate employee responsibility. Employees think
that the company’s responsibilities for employees’ remuneration, physical and
mental health, career planning and development, and work environment are not
well. b) Complaints triggered by the corporate consumer responsibility. In order
to improve efficiency, reduce costs, improve service quality, and please consumers, the company puts forward strict requirements on employees’ work ability,
work intensity and attitude, resulting in complaints from employees. c) Complaints triggered by employee personal relationships (Zhang et al. 2012) [11].
Dissatisfaction with personal relationships between employees and other colleagues, resulting in complaints. In addition, for first-line service employees
working directly in the enterprise-consumer interface and providing services directly to consumers (Hartline and Ferrell 1996) [12], complaints about job content may also be complaints from consumers. Now the types of employee complaints are summarized based on the employee’s perspectives, the consumer’s
perspectives are not clear. So the critical incident technique was adopted to
summarize the complaints among front-line service employees witnessed by
consumer perspectives.
Service encounter
Surprenant and Solomon (1987) proposed that service encounter is the interaction between customers and service providers [5]. First-line service employees must have a lot of service encounter and interaction with consumers in
the process of providing products or services to consumers. Moreover, the object
of service encounter is not limited to the interaction between the consumer and
the service provider, but also includes all other elements (Bitner 1992) [13]. So if
front-line service employees complain in the workplace, even the front-line serDOI: 10.4236/ajibm.2018.83054
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vice employees with complaints do not interact with consumers, consumers can
also see and hear such complaints.
Influence mechanism of employees’ complaint behavior on consumers
Consumer perception and trust in the brand often comes from employee behavior
(Qiu and Bai 2012) [14]. During the service process, Relative to “hardware” factors
such as environment and facilities, the contact between front-line service employees
and consumers has a more important impact on the perception of service quality
(Bitner 1992) [13]. But there have been no scholars specific to the impact of employee complaints on consumers. After combing, we conclude that the following two
mechanisms may cause the complaints among front-line service employees to affect
consumers: emotional infection, service encounter evaluation model.
Emotional infection
Positive emotions of service personnel affect the positive mood changes of
consumers. However, in the actual service consumption, the service provider's
negative emotional information is often more easily captured and absorbed by
the consumer, which in turn affects the negative emotional changes (Hennigthurau 2001) [15]. So in the service encounter, employee complaining behavior
as a negative emotional expression can cause emotional infection between employees and consumers. And the feelings of the employees will affect their evaluation of service and loyalty intention (Delcourt 2016) [16]. Prior work suggests
that experiencing negative emotions, and anger in particular, focuses one’s attention on the source of those emotions (Simon 1967) [17]. Reducing consumers’ attention to other aspects of the environment (e.g., product attributes, other
employees, store atmospherics). Consumers who witness the uncivilized behavior of their employees can lead consumers to infer that other employees in the
business are behaving similarly. The whole enterprise has similar problems, and
the future contact with this enterprise will be negative (Porath et al. 2010) [18].
If the consumer witnesses the complaining behavior of the employee, it may also
cause negative emotions. Based on heuristic clues, it infers that other employees
of the company have similar behaviors. The entire enterprise has similar problems, and later is even more reluctant to contact the enterprise.
Service encounter evaluation model
In service settings, customer satisfaction is often influenced by the quality of
the interpersonal interaction between the customer and the contact employee.
Bitner (1994) proposes the model of service encounter evaluation incorporates
consumer attributions within the satisfaction paradigm. [19] Attributions are
what people perceive to be the causes behind their own behavior, the behaviors
of others, or the events they observe (Weiner 2014) [20]. Weiner (1985) conclude that people will spontaneously form the thinking of attribution, especially
when perceiving unexpected and negative events [21]. The conclusion that most
causes can be classified on three dimensions: Locus (who is responsible?), control (Did the responsible party have control over the cause?), and stability (Is the
cause likely to recue?) (Weiner 2000) [22]. The nature of the attributions made
DOI: 10.4236/ajibm.2018.83054
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has been shown to influence both affective and behavioral responses (Folkes,
1984) [23]. That is, consumers witness to front-line service employees complaining, will spontaneously form the attribution of complaints, and then influence the evaluation of the enterprise. What is the responsibility of consumers
when they see, or hear, employees complaining? The enterprise, employee itself
or employee complaints? If the consumer blames the employee’s complaints on
the enterprise, it could lead to more negative consumer evaluations of the enterprise. When consumers see or hear employee complaining, if consumers feel
that the employee’s complaint is that the enterprise can control but have no
control, it will lead to more negative evaluation of the enterprise. And when
consumers see or hear employee complaining, If consumers feel that their employees complain that their behavior is stable and likely to happen again, they
will have more negative comments on the business than the consumers feel the
employee complains is accidental.

3. Research Design
Research technique
Since there’s no scholars study the impact of complaining behavior between
front-line service employees on consumers, So this article uses the critical incident technique to carry on the exploratory research, to analyze how consumers
perceive complaints among front-line service employees.
Critical incident technique
The critical incident technique consists of a set of procedures for collecting
direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in solving practical problems and developing broad psychological
principles (Bitner 1999) [19]. As a qualitative research method, the critical incident technique is more informative than the objective figure, and it is more advantageous for the content analysis to seek the deep reason of the critical incident
(Gremler 2004) [24]. And CIT is applicable to any research on classification (Chell
1997) [25]. It also helps to provide a basis for subsequent empirical research.
Research procedure
Questionnaire design
The content of the questionnaire is divided into three parts, the first part is the
subjective question, please recall the complaint behavior of the front-line service
employees as consumers see and hear. We define critical incidents as the complaints of front-line service employees that respondents see or hear from the
consumer’s point of view. For the consumer to describe the process of the event
in detail, we refer to Hoffman’s (1995) research to require that critical incidents
meet the following four criteria: First, the front-line employees complained
about the behavior occurred in the workplace. Second, from the consumer perspective perception of front-line employees complaining behavior. Three, an independent experience. Four, there are enough details to be visualized [26].
The second part is objective problem, including responsibility attribution
DOI: 10.4236/ajibm.2018.83054
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measurement, the measurement items from Katja Gelbrich (2010) [27] and Liu

et al. (2012) [28]. Inference measurement the measurement items from Porath
(2010) [18], enterprise evaluation and brand evaluation Zeithaml (1996) [29]
and Micael Dahlen (2006) [30]. Objective type of problem are used seven scale (1
= completely disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = a little disagree, 4 = uncertain, 5 = a little
agree, 6 = agree, 7 = completely agree). The third part is the basic situation of the
individual. Questionnaire in Appendix.
Data collection
Consumption as a universal behavior, student groups also have a lot of experience, so we use convenient sampling, students and postgraduates of Jinan
University as a sample to participate in the questionnaire survey. The final collection of 300 samples, which said that they had a consumer perspective to witness the experience of front-line employee complained that the sample of 207,
that is 69% of consumers believed to have witnessed front-line service employee
complaints, including women 137 people, accounting for 66.2%. According to
critical incident technique standards, this study removed 33 incidents which
does not belong to the consumer perspective perception of front-line employees
complaining behavior. As described as “At the restaurant, I heard two couriers
complaining.” not belong to the workplace,” The woman in charge of the order
is swearing at another employee with a bad attitude.” not Enough detail. Finally,
174 effective critical incidents are available. Consumer scenarios focus on restaurants, supermarkets and shopping malls.
Data analysis results
In this study, the complaint behavior of front-line service employees seen or
heard by consumers is divided into 3 categories and 9 types. Consumer witness
the type of complaint and the impact of the first-line service employees as shown
in Table 1. As can be seen from Table 1, the first type of complaint is 41.95%, of
which the complaints about remuneration are the highest is 18.97%. Consumers
are more responsible for this type of complaint as employees and consider the
salary and the ability of employees related. Unreasonable system, overtime,
working environment complain responsibility belong to higher level of enterprise, more considered to be an enterprise impersonal.
The second type of complaint is the largest proportion, which is 45.4%, where
the highest intensity of complaint is 23.56%, followed by complaining about the
consumer is 19.54%. Consumers witness front-line service employees complaining about other consumers, will form two different views, the first is to think
that consumer error, such as “employees complaining about not queuing consumers,” will be responsible for the consumer, Second, consumers have no errors, such as “employees complain that consumers do not buy, to rub air conditioning,” will be responsible for the employee, and create a strong sense of anger,
will think that employees may also complain about themselves. The third type of
complaints accounted for the smallest proportion of 12.64%, employees complained about leadership, consumer responsibility for the company’s higher level, employees complained about colleagues, responsibility for the employee level
DOI: 10.4236/ajibm.2018.83054
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Table 1. Consumer witness of the first-line waiter complaint type and impact.

Type

Frequency

Percentage

Responsibility
Attribution Enterprise

Responsibility
Responsibility
Attribution
Attribution
complaining
Employee
object

1) Complaints triggered by corporate employee responsibilities
a) Low pay

33

18.97%

4.85

5.15

——

b) Unreasonable system

23

13.22%

5.30

5.04

——

c) Overtime

15

8.62%

5.13

4.53

——

d) Working environment

2

1.15%

5.50

3.00

——

Total

73

41.95%

2) Complaints triggered by corporate consumer responsibility
a) High intensity of work

41

23.56%

5.12

5.13

——

b) High work attitude required

4

2.30%

4.32

6.00

——

c) Complaining about the consumer

34

19.54%

4.71

4.91

5.32

Total

79

45.40%

a) Leadership relationship

13

7.47%

5.54

5.23

5.77

b) Colleague Relations

9

5.17%

5.22

5.44

4.67

Total

22

12.64%

Totals

174

Infer that future
contacts with the
company will still
encounter similar
employee complaints

Enterprise
evaluation

Brand
evaluation

3) Employee Personal Relationships

Continued

Type

Infer that other
employees have
similar complaints

Infer that the entire
enterprise has a
similar employee
complaint behavior

1) Complaints triggered by corporate employee responsibilities
a) Low pay

5.91

5.09

5.58

4.67

4.42

b) Unreasonable system

5.83

5.35

5.57

3.78

4.00

c) Overtime

5.67

4.87

5.40

4.27

4.20

d) Working environment

6.00

5.50

5.50

3.00

4.00

2) Complaints triggered by corporate consumer responsibility
a) High intensity of work

5.73

5.46

5.46

4.02

3.93

b) High work attitude required

5.75

5.50

4.75

5.00

5.50

c) Complaining about the consumer

5.29

4.94

5.21

5.15

5.29

a) Leadership relationship

5.77

4.62

5.23

3.08

2.92

b) Colleague Relations

5.67

5.44

5.33

3.44

4.22

3) Employee Personal Relationships

Note: The responsibility attribution, the inference behavior, the enterprise evaluation, the brand evaluation all uses the 7 scale (1 completely different
meaning 7 completely agrees).
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higher, consumers will be more of the leadership behavior as an enterprise behavior. It should be noted that consumers witness the complaints of a single frontline service employee, infer that other employees have similar complaints, and
that there are similar employee complaints across the enterprise, and that future
contact with the company will meet similar employee complaints.

4. Conclusion and Suggestion
The research found that consumers can witness the complaint behaviors among
the front-line service employees. Even if the maximum responsibility is not the
enterprise, it is considered that the company has a responsibility. It will also lead
consumers to make more profound negative inferences, affecting the inference
of other employees of the company, the entire company, and future contacts
with the company. When consumers witnessed that front-line service employees
complained about leadership, work environment, system, and work intensity,
the level of corporate evaluation and brand evaluation was low. Probably because these actions are problems that companies can control but not control relative to other complaints, consumers are more likely to think that they are inhumane. Managers should pay enough attention to grievances among front-line
service employees, especially complaints caused by uncontrollable problems that
companies can control, identify specific incidents, conduct upgrades, and
strengthen communication with first-line service employees. These help improve
corporate evaluation. Therefore, this paper gives the following suggestions to
enterprise managers.
First, effectively identify the impact factors of employee complaints. The most
of the types of consumer witness complaints are the intensity of the work, and
follow is the salary treatment. Second, improve the enterprise staff complaints
management mechanism, change employee complaints to employee advices
within the organization, such as setting up employee suggestion boxes and
communicating with employees regularly. Third, try to use intelligent management software to simplify the workload of the front-line service employees.
The research conclusion only discusses the type of complaint behavior between front-line service employees and its influence on consumers, but the internal mechanism of the influence of different complaint types on consumers
remains to be tested.
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Appendix
Part 1
1) Please recall that in the last year, have you ever been the experience that as
consumer in the consumer occasions (such as shopping malls, restaurants, etc.)
see or hear the first-line employee complained?
2) Please describe this experience in as much detail as possible. Including
a) When did the incident occur?
b) In what consumption situation did the incident take place?
c) What did the employee say or do at that time? What did you do?
d) Your thoughts and feelings.
e) Will it affect your perception of the brand? What is the impact? Why?

Part 2
Variable

Items

literature reference

I think the company brand is a good brand
Brand evaluation

I trust the company’s brand
If someone asked me to recommend,
I would recommend the company brand

Katja Gelbrich (2010)
Liu et al. (2012).

I think this is a trustworthy enterprise
Enterprise
evaluation

I think this is a responsible enterprise

Zeithaml (1996)
Micael Dahlen (2006)

I’d like to patronize the enterprise next time
I infer that other employees have similar complaints
Inference
measurement

I infer that the entire enterprise has a similar employee
complaint behavior

Porath (2010)

I infer that future contacts with the company will still
encounter similar employee complaints
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