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ABSTRACT 
 
Today’s competitive business environment is one of the reasons why companies have to put 
more effort into always having the customers in focus when conducting business. Research 
has shown that it costs five times as much to attract a new customer compared to keep a 
present one. In order for companies to keep their present customers as well as attracting new 
ones demands that they differentiate themselves from competitors and keep customers 
satisfied. Satisfying customers can be achieved not only by delivering to them the value they 
expect, but learning to exceed such expectations. The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper 
understanding of how companies handle customers, from an offline as well as online 
perspective, in order to exceed their expectations. To reach the stated purpose three research 
questions are stated on how companies are handling service, complaints, and value. To be 
able to answer the research questions, a qualitative approach was used with multiple case 
studies of the home-appliances retail chain stores ONOFF and El-Giganten in Sweden. In 
order to collect data, observations and interviews were used. Our findings show that long 
waiting times is a problem for companies and an issue which creates dissatisfaction, both 
offline and online. Regarding customer complaints we found that companies often use a 
standardized complaint process instead of treating every customer as an individual. 
Concerning the value provided to the customers, our main conclusion is that companies do 
not make the most of their websites. The Internet offers many possibilities which need to be 
recognized and utilized by companies in order to differentiate against competitors and exceed 
customer expectations. To summarize our findings within all research questions we concluded 
that service, complaints, and value are all connected to each other and, if handled right with 
the customers’ needs and wants in focus, customer expectations can be exceeded. 
 
 
     
 

 



 
 

SAMMANFATTNING 
 
Dagens hårda affärsklimat har bidragit till att företag måste lägga större vikt vid att kunden i 
alla lägen måste vara i centrum. Tidigare forskare har konstaterat att det kostar fem gånger så 
mycket att attrahera en ny kund jämfört med att behålla en redan närvarande kund. För att 
behålla kunder och attrahera nya måste företag särskilja sig från sina konkurrenter och skapa 
kundtillfredställelse. Nöjda kunder kan uppnås genom att inte bara leverera vad kunden 
förväntar sig, utan istället överträffa deras förväntningar. Syftet med denna studie är att 
erhålla en djupare förståelse för hur företag behandlar sina kunder, både sett ur ett offline 
perspektiv såväl som ett online perspektiv, för att överträffa deras förväntningar. För att 
uppnå studiens syfte har vi tittat närmare på hur företag hanterar service, klagomål och 
kundvärde. För att kunna svara på dessa forskningsfrågor har en multipel fallstudie utförts på 
hemelektronikkedjorna ONOFF och El-Giganten. Vidare så har observationer och intervjuer 
använts som datainsamlingsmetoder, detta för att erhålla kundens synvinkel på den erbjudna 
servicen. Våra slutsatser tyder på att väntetider är ett problem för företag och detta är även 
den största anledningen till missnöje både offline som online. Beträffande kundklagomål fann 
vi att företag ofta använder en standardiserad process vid bemötandet av en missnöjd kund, 
istället för att behandla varje klagomål som en individuell kund med särpräglade behov. Vår 
huvudslutsats gällande kundvärde är att företag inte utnyttjar sina webbsidor till största 
möjliga utsträckning. Internet innebär stora möjligheter som måste tillvaratas för att kunna 
differentiera sig från konkurrenter och för att överträffa kunders förväntningar. 
Sammanfattningsvis kan vi konstatera att service, klagomål och kundvärde är nära förankrade 
med varandra, vilket innebär att om företagen hanterar dessa rätt, med kundens behov och 
önskemål i åtanke, är möjligheterna att överträffa kundens förväntningar stora.           
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
In this first chapter, a background to the research area is presented, followed by a discussion 
concerning customer satisfaction and customer complaints. Thereafter follows the statement 
of the research purpose as well as the research questions of this thesis. Finally, the 
demarcations of the research area will be presented, as well as a layout for the rest of this 
thesis.  
 

1.1 Background 
According to Albrecht (1995) businesses all over the world have realized that it is all about 
the customers, but still too many companies have lost sight of them. Albrecht refers to a 
quotation by Mark Twain: “Everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything 
about it”. Albrecht claims this also are the case with customer-centeredness in too many 
companies; just talk (ibid.). Kotler and Keller (2005) suggest that marketing is all about the 
customers and that the customers are an essential component of a marketing system. Creating 
customer value and satisfaction is crucial in modern marketing thinking and practice (ibid.). 
Furthermore, Jobber (2001) claims that companies must go further than mere customer 
satisfaction in order to achieve success; they must do it better than their competitors. The 
modern marketing concept can therefore be expressed as: “the achievement of corporate 
goals through meeting and exceeding customer needs better than the competition”. 
Furthermore, it is confirmed by many studies that there is a significant positive relationship 
between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty (Yu and Dean, 2001, Egan, 2004, Kotler 
& Keller, 2005, Woodruff, 1997).   
 
Egan (2004) explains that satisfaction is a psychological process of evaluating perceived 
performance outcomes based on predetermined expectations. Fundin and Bergman (2003) 
claim that knowing what is delightful, what is satisfying, and what is dissatisfying to the 
customer is central in order to reach success in today’s competitive marketplace. Egan (2004) 
further argues that many companies adopt strategies to improve customer satisfaction with the 
perceived objectives of strengthening bonds and achieving customer loyalty. Kotler and 
Keller (2005) point out that customer satisfaction is a crucial factor for a company’s success. 
Companies that have realized this know that highly satisfied customers produce several 
benefits for the company; they are not as price sensitive and buy improved or additional 
products over time. Successful companies try to please their customers by promising only 
what they can deliver, but then deliver even more than they promised (ibid.). Albrecht (1995) 
argues that delivering features that customers do not expect differentiate the company from 
their competitors and increase customer satisfaction. 
 
Blodgett et al., (1995) explain that a key factor influencing customer satisfaction is the service 
companies offer their customers. This aspect of customer service includes factors such as 
level of responsiveness, friendliness, reliability, and promptness of employees (ibid). 
Clemmet (1998) suggests that the most important issue is to implement the customer service 
concepts and values so deeply into the organization and into each individual’s psyche that it 
runs in their veins.  
 
Sorqvist (2000) asserts that when product and service quality is not equivalent to the 
customers expectations it will lead to dissatisfied customers who might choose to complain. 
Cho et al., (2002b) point out that the propensity of customers to complain depends on the 
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amount of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, importance of purchase, personal characteristics, 
situational influences and perceived benefits or costs of complaining. Broadbridge and 
Marshall (1995) mean that knowing what makes customers complain is crucial, since making 
the customers share their negative experiences will help companies keeping the customers 
satisfied. In addition to that, Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran (1998) claim that having an 
effective complaint handling system can result in satisfied and loyal customers.  
  

1.2 Problem Discussion 
Woodruff (1997) points out that the concept of satisfaction implies a strong relationship with 
customer value. Both concepts describe estimated judgments of products and services, and 
both place a high importance on the usage situation (ibid.). Thompson (1998) claims that the 
ability to understand and appeal to what customers actually value has become a critical issue. 
According to Gelb (1998) companies create satisfied customers by delivering value, and they 
know that they are delivering value when customers make repeat purchases from the 
company. Albrecht (1995) argues that customer value is not a company’s products or services 
itself, nor is it the features of the company’s products and services. Customer value is the 
personal and individual meaning the product or service has for the person who is experiencing 
it. Goodstein and Butz (1998) argue that providing consistent and qualitative customer value 
has a huge impact on the structure, operations and management of an organization. A true 
focus on delivering constant customer value requires an integrated commitment throughout 
the entire organization (ibid.).  
 
Kotler and Keller (2005) point out that customers tend to be value-maximizers, and will 
therefore estimate which offer will deliver most perceived value and act on it. It is not only 
the product itself that makes the offer attractive, but also for example company image and 
customer service. Consumers today are more educated and informed than ever, and they have 
the tools necessary to verify companies’ claims and seek out superior alternatives. Whether or 
not the offer lives up to expectations affects customer satisfaction and the probability that the 
customer will purchase the product or service again (ibid.).  
 
Clemmet (1998) points out that providing good service is an important part of customer 
satisfaction. In order for customer service to be of high quality it needs to be delivered at all 
levels of the organization; the frontline cannot deliver first class customer service without 
backup from the upper level of the company. Emphasis should be on that all employees are 
individually responsible for, and committed to the delivery of quality customer service. 
Customers are more sophisticated and articulate than ever before, they have higher aspirations 
and are likely to let the company know if they failed to meet expectations (ibid). Ahmad 
(2002) claims that companies online, as well as traditional offline companies, are expected to 
deliver certain products or services to their customers. In a traditional business transaction 
made offline, the buyer can interact with the seller in order to gain information and service. In 
case of a service failure the seller can take the necessary measures to make the customer 
satisfied. This is different in an online perspective; the buyer interacts with a mediating 
environment which might not detect service failures (ibid.). Internet gives the customers the 
possibility to find information without any personal help from the employees of the company, 
but there are still needs for personal communication, something online companies need to be 
aware of in order to make customers satisfied and by that be successful (Harrison-Walker, 
2001).  
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Patton and Bleuel (2000) claim that it is not only important to know what makes customers 
satisfied in order to reach success, but also what makes customers dissatisfied. This 
knowledge will help companies develop products and services which will deliver customer 
value (ibid.). Andreassen (1997) summarizes previous research within the area of 
dissatisfaction and complaining behavior by stating that customer retention is the key to 
relationship profitability. Dissatisfied customers can also choose to seek redress or engage in 
negative word-of-mouth behavior, something which companies fear (ibid.).  
 
Kim et al., (2003) state that most of the dissatisfied customers rather than complaining direct 
to the company, display indirect behaviors such as negative word-of-mouth. It is estimated 
that dissatisfied customers communicate their negative experience with approximately nine 
other persons, and as much as 10 to 15 percent of a firms losses can be accounted for by these 
dissatisfied customers. Blodgett, Wakefield and Barnes (1995) further emphasize that 
companies should strive to create an atmosphere which encourages dissatisfied customers to 
seek redress. By encouraging dissatisfied customers to complain the company is given a 
second chance to change the customers to satisfied ones. This is something very important 
since it costs five times as much to attract a new customer as it costs to retain a current one 
(ibid.). 
 
Plymire (1991) asserts that only five percent of the dissatisfied customers actually give the 
companies feedback about their issue. There are two reasons to why customers do not 
complain or give feedback. First, it is hard for customers to complain; the customer must 
reveal a part of their emotional side. People find it hard to share feelings with people that they 
do not have any relationship with. Second, employees rarely encourage feedback; many 
employees have difficulties separating work related complaints from who they are personally 
and often perceive the complaint as a personal attack (ibid.). Tax et al., (1998) argue that a 
firm’s constructive actions during a conflict demonstrate the trustworthiness and reliability. 
Investments in complaint handling can improve evaluations of service quality, create stronger 
customer relationships, and increase customer commitment. Establishing complaint handling 
as a part of the employees’ job description is a way to ensure that the customers receive better 
treatment when they complain. This is of high importance since more then 50 percent of the 
customers are dissatisfied with their complaint handling experiences (ibid.).  
 
Minimizing dissatisfaction from an online perspective is even more difficult than offline 
(Cho, et al., 2003). A reason for this is that online customers cannot see/touch/smell/hear the 
actual products via online transactions (ibid.). Cho, et al., (2002a) claim that like any other 
purchase, online customer satisfaction and dissatisfaction is determined by how the product’s 
or service’s performance differ from the customers’ expectations. The primary source of both 
online and offline customer complaints are unmet customer expectations. This requires 
consistent and stable strategies which focus on the preservation of customer loyalty and the 
use of complaint data to address issues and solve problem raised by customers (ibid.). 
 
Cho, et al., (2002b) mean that even though online customers express greater dissatisfaction 
over their negative experiences, the effect of dissatisfaction on propensity to complain is 
higher for the offline customers. The importance of the purchase had a higher influence on the 
propensity to complain online than offline. Online customers are more likely to complain than 
offline customers for a same level of benefit and less likely to complain for a same level of 
cost. It is also suggested that customers with high self-confidence are more likely to augment 
the dissatisfaction into complaining behavior. Customers in the online environment expressed 
higher propensity to complain if response times where slow for information and requests. The 
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authors show that the propensity to complain has a positive effect in both the offline and the 
online environment on repeat purchase intentions, if the seller resolves the problem (ibid.). 
 

1.4 Research Purpose 
Motivated by the problem discussion above, the purpose of this thesis is: 
 
To gain a deeper understanding of how companies handle customers, from an offline as well 
as online perspective, in order to exceed their expectations. 
 
Further, the research purpose will be reached by answering the following research questions: 
 

• How can companies’ handling of customer service be described? 
 
• How can companies’ handling of customer complaints be described?  
 
• How can companies’ handling of customer value be described? 

 

1.5 Demarcations 
The area of research is quite extensive and vast so a study of all aspects is not possible due to 
the time limit. We have therefore demarcated our research to look on the above stated 
research questions from the customer’s perspective. 
 

1.6 Outline of Thesis 
As shown in Figure 1:1, this thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter one started with a 
background to the subject of this thesis and then moved on to a problem discussion, which 
ended in a purpose with three research questions. Chapter two provides information about 
previous studies relevant to the subject, and the third chapter provides a conceptual 
framework. How the research and the methodology were conducted is described in chapter 
four. Chapter five presents the collected empirical data. In chapter six we analyze the data and 
compare it to existing studies. Finally, chapter seven will answer the stated research questions 
and discuss the findings and conclusions.  
 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 2. LITERATURE 
REVIEW

 

4. METHODOLOGY

6. DATA 
ANALYSIS 

5. EMPIRICAL 
DATA 

 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

 

3. CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 

 
Figure 1:1. Outline of the thesis. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
The previous chapter gave an introduction to the research area and brought up issues 
relevant to the topic of handling customers in order to exceed their expectations. At the end of 
chapter one, the purpose of the research was stated, along with three research questions. In 
this chapter, literature relevant to the research area and each of the research questions will 
be reviewed. 
 

2.1 Customer Service 
Kandampully (1997) asserts that the customers’ expectations are increasing, which requires 
organizations to go beyond their primary need to satisfy the customer, to that of exceeding 
expectations and delight the customer. The service component has become a fundamental part 
of most products, which has resulted in that companies have realized the potential of service 
as one of the few sustainable competitive advantages (ibid.). Below, theories within the area 
of customer service can be found.  
 

The Adapted SERVQUAL Scale 
Long and McMellon (2004) assert that an evaluation of service quality means comparing the 
customer’s expectations with the customer’s perception after the actual encounter. 
Parasuraman (2004) agrees to this and suggests that service quality can be evaluated with the 
SERVQUAL scale. The scale includes five different dimensions which all affect service 
quality from the customer’s perspective: tangibles (physical facilities, equipment, and 
appearance of personnel), reliability (ability to perform the promised service dependably and 
accurately), responsiveness (willingness to help customers and provide prompt service), 
assurance (knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and 
confidence), and empathy (caring, individualized attention they provide their customers). 
Evaluation of service quality involves a comparison between the customers’ expectations of 
the service, and their perception of the service after experienced it. The results and differences 
between the customers’ expectations and their actual experience will show the service quality 
(ibid.). Long and McMellon (2004) suggest that the SERVQUAL scale can be modified 
depending on what kind of industry is to be studied and it can also be modified to suit 
evaluations of Internet services. The authors have added two more dimensions in order for the 
model to be applicable on comparing Internet to face-to-face retail service quality; 
communication and ordering/shipping/packaging (ibid.).    
 

E-Service Quality Model 
Lee and Lin (2005) have made some modifications to the SERVQUAL scale in order for the 
model to be applicable to e-service. The E-Service Quality Model (Figure 2:1.) uses five 
dimensions to evaluate the quality of a company’s service provided online; Website design, 
Reliability, Responsiveness, Trust, and Personalization. The Website design quality is one of 
the most important issues for online stores. Lee and Lin point out that the website’s design is 
a strong predictor of customer quality judgments, satisfaction, and loyalty for Internet 
retailers. Reliability means that the website fulfils orders correctly, deliver promptly, and keep 
personal information secure. This is of course very important since online stores must provide 
mistake-free service and secure online transactions to make the customers feel comfortable 
when shopping on the Internet. Responsiveness is the third dimension and reflects the fact 
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that customers expect online companies to respond to inquiries quickly. Trust is an important 
issue in all commerce, but becomes even more important in an online perspective. The trust 
dimension reflects the customers’ purchasing activity and attitudes towards online shopping. 
The final dimension; Personalization involves individualized attention, personal thank you 
notes, and the availability of a message area for customer questions or comments.  
 
 

 

 

Website Design 

 

Reliability 

 

Responsiveness 

 

Trust 

Personalization 

 

Overall Service 
Quality 

Customer 
Satisfaction 

 

Purchase Intentions 

Figure 2:1. E-Service Quality Model. 
Source: Adapted from Lee & Lin, 2005 p. 164. 
 

The IRSQ Evaluation 
Janda, Trocchia and Gwinner (2002) present a model for exploring consumers’ perception of 
Internet retail service quality. The Internet Retail Service Quality model (IRSQ) has five 
dimensions which the authors claim have a impact on service quality; performance (how well 
an online retailer does in terms of meeting expectations regarding order fulfillment), access 
(Internet retailer’s ability to provide a variety of products from anywhere in the world), 
security (relating to perceptions of trust in the online retailer’s integrity regarding financial 
and privacy issues), sensation (interactive features of the online retailer’s Website), and 
information (quantity and credibility of information provided by the online retailer). The 
authors suggest that the three first dimensions are those that are of greatest importance to the 
consumer. Despite of this, it is recommended to look at all of these dimensions in order to 
gain a good perception of the service quality a company is providing (ibid.).  
 

Five Key Elements of Perceived Service Quality 
Broderick and Vachirapornpuk (2002) point out that few researchers have paid attention to 
customers’ perception of service quality on the Internet. The authors have conducted a study 
on the service quality in Internet banking, and have developed a model in order to achieve 
that purpose (Figure 2:2). Even though the model is intended for Internet banking it is also 
applicable when looking at service quality on the Internet in general. The model is focusing 
on the quality perception process and uses five key elements which influence customers’ 
perceived service quality.  
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Customer 
Expectations 

 
 

Customer 
Participation 

 
 
 
 
 

Perceived 
Service 
Quality 

 

Image & Reputation 

 
 
 

Service  
Setting 

 

 
Service  

Encounter 

 
Figure 2:2. Five Key Elements of Perceived Service Quality in Internet Banking. 
Source: Adapted from Broderick & Vachirapornpuk, 2002 p. 328. 
 
The expectations are an important part of how customers perceive the service quality 
(Broderick and Vachirapornpuk, 2002). Two levels of expectations can be identified; desired 
service and adequate service. Desired service reflects the level of service the customer wish to 
gain, whereas adequate service shows the more basic service expectations. The model enables 
exploration of the perceived difference between expected and the experienced service. 
Corporate image is the second key element which helps identify the perceived service quality; 
customers traditionally build trust based on image and reputation of service providers. The 
corporate image becomes even more important when it comes to service on the Internet since 
trust is a crucial issue in e-commerce. The company’s image can also function as a filter in the 
perception of quality and satisfaction, since customers’ attitudes and beliefs about the online 
service quality is uncertain (ibid.).  
 
Broderick and Vachirapornpuk (2002) emphasize the importance of considering what 
specifically influences the service experience and how that is interpreted in the service setting 
as well as the service encounter. The service setting is the environment where the firm and the 
customer interact, in an online perspective the virtual service setting facilitates performance 
and communicates evidence to customers about the service. The service setting plays an 
important role in the customer’s assessment of quality and service level expectations. 
Furthermore, user satisfaction is found to be dependent on the Website’s features, speed to 
download, interactivity, and security. The service encounter evaluation has a huge impact on 
the perceived service quality. This element is divided into three dimensions; temporal 
duration, affective or emotional content, and the spatial proximity. The customers play a key 
role in the service delivery process; their roles and service capability become valuable inputs 
to perceived service quality within the service encounter (ibid.).   
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2.2 Customer Complaints 
Broadbridge and Marshall (1995) point out that consumer dissatisfaction often arises from 
poor business practices, and is something which retailers must address in order to provide 
good customer service and by that encourage repeat sales and customer loyalty. Nyer (2000) 
suggests that the right treatment and response to a complaint can prevent a customer from 
switching brands or retailer. It is therefore important for companies to realize the value in 
consumer complaint behavior since it not only is a way to retain customers, but very good 
market information (ibid.). There has been a lot of research within the area of customer 
complaining, below a couple of the most relevant theories for our study is presented.  
 

A Classification of Consumer Complaint Behavior 
Broadbridge and Marshall (1995) argue that consumers can take different actions to resolve 
dissatisfaction; do nothing, take some form of private action, or take some form of public 
action. To explain their theory they use a model that can be further studied in Figure 2:3. The 
first decision according to the theory is whether to take action or not, and too many customers 
choose to do nothing about their dissatisfaction with a certain product or service. Factors 
involved in whether customers choose to take action or not are; the low cost of the 
product/service, minor importance of the problem, and the ease of switching brands. In other 
words; customers often believe it is not worth the time and effort to make complaints. 
 
If the customers choose to take action there are two main alternatives; public or private. A 
private action means that the complaint does not reach the company, but instead to family and 
friends in terms of warnings and boycotts. A negative word-of-mouth has a major influence 
on buying behavior of others, and is of course many companies worst nightmare. 
Approximately 50 percent of the dissatisfied customers choose to take private action instead 
of public, and of the private actions two-thirds decides to switch brands or warn others about 
their dissatisfying experience.  
 
Taking public action implies that the customers expend greater efforts to resolve their 
complaints. The most common public action is to take the complaints to the retailer or 
manufacturer. It is also suggested that it is more common to seek redress if it concerns 
durable goods or services. The authors refer to a survey of 562 consumers who made an effort 
to submit their complaints to the seller. The study showed that only 42.6 percent of those 
customers who submitted their complaint to the seller were classified as successful, and 53.9 
percent claimed that they still were dissatisfied. The remaining 3.5 percent chose to use a 
third party, such as solicitors and consumer protection agencies.  
 
When looking at electrical goods, 86 percent of the dissatisfied customers chose to take public 
actions and 65 percent took private actions. Approximately 91 percent took both private and 
public actions to resolve their dissatisfaction. Three quarters of those taking public actions 
chose to seek specific remedies; such as refunds, replacements, repairs, or compensation for 
damages. When it comes to private actions, 25 percent boycotted the company in question, 
something which can be explained by difficulties in problem resolution by the seller. 
Approximately 72 percent of the customers who took private actions told family and friends 
about their bad experience with the product or the retailer. Moreover, the higher frequency of 
complains concerning electrical goods supports the suggestion that the more expensive the 
product or service is, the more likely the customers are to complain (ibid.).  
 

 8 
 



LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

 

Dissatisfaction 

 

No Action 
 

Action 

 

Private Action 
 

Public Action 

Decide to stop 
buying product 
and/or boycott 

product 

 

Warn family and 
friends about 
seller/product 

 

Seek redress from 
firm or 

manufacturer 

Complain to 
business or 
government 

agency 

 
Take legal action 
to obtain redress 

 
Figure 2:3. Classification of Consumer Complaint Behavior. 
Source: Adapted from Broadbridge and Marshall, 1995 p. 10. 
 

The Complaint Handling Framework 
Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran (1998) point out that complaint handling can be viewed as 
a sequence of events; beginning with communicating the complaint which leads to a process 
of interaction, which in turn ends up with a decision and an outcome. The concept of justice is 
used throughout this theory, and involves the propriety of decisions. There are three different 
justice dimensions which the authors use (Table 2:1); distributive justice (dealing with 
decision outcomes), procedural justice (dealing with decision-making procedures), and 
interactional justice (dealing with interpersonal behavior in the enactment of procedures and 
delivery of outcome). Justice provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the 
complaint process, from initiation to completion, it is therefore of great importance to look 
into all of these dimensions (ibid.).  
 
Table 2:1. Summary of Dimensions. 
Distributive Justice 
Equity 
Equality 
Need 

Definition 
Provision of outcomes proportional to inputs to an exchange 
Equal Outcomes regardless of contributions to an exchange 
Outcome based on requirements regardless of contributions 

Procedural Justice 
Process Control 
Decision Control 
Accessibility 
Timing/Speed 
Flexibility 

 
Freedom to communicate views on a decision process 
Extent to which a person is free to accept or reject a decision outcome 
Ease of engaging a process 
Perceived amount of time taken to complete a procedure 
Adaptability of procedures to reflect individual circumstances 

Interactional Justice 
Explanation/Causal 
Account 
Honesty 
Politeness 
Effort 
Empathy 

 
Provision of reason for a failure 
 
Perceived veracity of information provided 
Well-mannered and courteous behavior 
Amount of positive energy put into resolving a problem 
Provision of caring, individual attention 

Source: Adapted from Tax et al. 1998 p. 63.  
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Tax et al’s research showed that more than 50 percent of all customer experiences, associated 
with interactional dimensions are negative ones. This has a lot to do with the employees’ and 
the managers’ attitude and treatment towards the customers. The procedural dimension brings 
up the aspects concerning customer convenience, firm follow-up, and accessibility, which   
indicates that the adage “justice delayed is justice denied” applies to complaint behavior. The 
theory suggests that customers appreciate responsiveness and reliability, but that delays are 
one of the most annoying service failures. Distributive justice focuses on compensation for 
financial loss and an apology. The importance of an apology implies that it is not only about 
the customers’ economic costs, but also about their emotional costs. It is also suggested that 
the value of outcomes can be compromised or enhanced by interactions and procedures. 
Inconvenience of the complaint process; for example that the customer has to go back to the 
store twice, can make the compensation less appreciated than if it had come immediately 
(ibid.). 
 
The model (Figure 2:4) suggests that satisfaction with the complaint handling process can 
lead to trust and commitment, which indicates that complaints handled right have the 
possibility to result in high customer loyalty.    
 

 

 
Satisfaction with 

Complaint Handling 

 
 
 

Procedural Justice 

 
 

Interactional Justice 

 
 

Distributive Justice 

 
 

Complain to a Firm 

 
 

Trust 

 
 

Commitment

Figure 2:4. A Framework for Examining Complaint Handling Relationships. 
Source: Adapted from Tax, Brown & Chandrashekaran, 1998 p. 61. 
 

Online Customer Complaint Behavior Theory 
Cho et al., (2002) explain that marketers have learned that customer complaints are affected 
by the customer’s individual characteristics, perceptions of the sources of their dissatisfaction, 
outcome expectancies, type of product, and the cost associated with complaining. Customer 
expectations are considered a primary cause for both online and offline complaints. In the 
online environment, technology factors such as system performance, web assessments factors, 
and other media characteristics are the primary causes of customer complaint behavior 
(Figure 2:5.). 
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Figure 2:5. An Analysis of Online Customer Complaint Behavior. 

 

eb assessments factors include information, agreement and settlement factors. Customer 

The Model of Online Consumer Complaining Behavior 
 is developed from their earlier 

Source: Adapted from Cho et al. 2002a, p 3. 
 
W
disconfirmation may depend on a difference between expectation and actual performance in 
terms of any of the web assessment factors. During the information phase customers collect 
information about the products or services, compare with competitors, and analyze prices and 
conditions. In the agreement phase a link is established between a seller and the customer, and 
the details of the product specification, payment and delivery are negotiated. In the settlement 
phase product or service delivery occurs. The authors’ study shows that complaints about 
customer service are considerably higher than complaints about the product or service 
purchased (ibid).  
 

Cho et al., (2002b) present another model (Figure 2:6.) which
research, but with a focus on what influences the customer to complain. They point out that 
even though online customers express greater dissatisfaction over negative experiences than 
offline customers, the propensity to complain is lower for online customers. The most 
common reasons for dissatisfaction are according to the theory; problems associated with 
customer service center approaches (lack of information or help during the order process, 
slow feedback response time, and poor after-sales support), security and privacy issues, 
failure of information quality, and system performance (slow websites, broken links to other 
pages). It is also suggested that there is a need for personal interaction in order to keep the 
customers satisfied.  
 

Web Assessment Factors 

Causes of Online 
Consumer Complaints 

Sources & Outcomes 
of Online Complaints 

 

Expectations of product Direct 
Complaints: 

 

- Customer 
service center 

 

Expectations of technology 
 

Disconfirmation 

Expectations of information 
factors 

 

Online 
Customer 

Complaints 
Indirect 

Complaints: 
 
- Online   
feedback 
systems 
 

- Non-profit 
organization 

Expectations of the 
agreement factors 

Expectations of the 
settlement factors 
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Confirmation 
/ 

Disconfirmation 
 
 
 

Search time 
Product cost 

Ego  
Involvement 

Propensity to 
complain 

Personal 
characteristics & 

Personal  
competence 

Perceived benefits 
from complaining 

 

No action 

Repeat purchase? 

Complaint 
behavior 

Situational influences 
Response time 

The degree of 
dissatisfaction 

Private 
action 

Public 
action 

Post-Purchase/Evaluation Behavioral Response 
Alternatives 

 
Figure 2:6. Adapted model of Online Consumer Complaint Behavior. 
Source: Adapted from Cho et al. 2002b, p 319. 
 
Research has shown that the degree of purchase importance is the result of numerous factors, 
with three of the most important being product/service cost, information search effort, and 
ego involvement. The effect of the importance of the purchase is stronger in the online than 
offline shopping environment, and earlier research has shown that the importance of the 
purchase has an effect on the propensity to complain. However, these authors’ final 
conclusion is that that regardless of whether the purchase is done online or offline, the 
importance of the purchase does not have significant effects on the propensity to complain.  
 
For a complaint to occur the customer must perceive a significant difference between the 
costs involved and the potential payoff. The perceived benefits and costs of complaining are 
best viewed in terms of communication channels and product delivery and returns. 
Complaining might be perceived as not worth the effort if there is too much inconvenience 
connected to the return for example; repackaging the product, contacting a shipping company, 
and paying for the return. Online customers are more sensitive to benefits/costs of 
complaining, and are more likely to complain compared to offline customers for the same 
level of benefit or less likely to complain for the same level of costs.  
 
Personal characteristics and competence affect the propensity to complain in both online and 
offline environments. Self-confidence and aggressiveness are two characteristics which are 
suppose to increase the propensity to complain. It is suggested that if the personal competence 
is very high the propensity to complain is lower since experts of a certain product rarely 
makes mistakes because of their knowledge in the product.  
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Cho et al claim that as problems with response time increases, a customer’s propensity to 
complain increases. Furthermore, the effect of response time on the propensity to complain is 
suggested to be greater in the online shopping environment than in the offline environment.  
 
According to the theory, these different factors are those which will influence whether the 
customer will choose to take action or not. If the customer decides to complain there are two 
alternatives; private or public action, where the public action means complaining to the seller 
and a private action means telling friends and family about the dissatisfaction.  
 
The public action is of course preferred by the company since a complaining customer is a 
customer who, if handled right, can be turned into a satisfied customer. The authors mean that 
the propensity to complain has a positive effect on repeat purchase intentions if the problem is 
solved by the seller (ibid.).  
 

2.3 Customer Value 
Huber, Herrmann and Morgan (2001) point out that customer value is a theoretical 
construction that captures the customers’ perspective of a product or service. Companies 
reach commercial success through the satisfaction of customers, by ensuring they receive the 
value they expect. By creating more customer value while maintaining the balance between 
received and expected value will result in long-term commercial success (ibid.). This section 
will review some of the previous research within the area of customer value.  
 

The Value Map 
Lilja (2005) points out that customer value is often described with terms such as utility, 
worth, benefits and quality. These descriptions are not well defined themselves but value is 
generally defined as a ratio of function over cost. This context is visualized in value maps 
such as the one in Figure 2:7. The Value Map demonstrates the way a customer trade-off 
perceived benefits against perceived price for different offers. The Value Map suggests that 
companies that are positioned to the right of the value equivalence line are likely to gain a 
higher market share as they provide customers with higher value in terms of in terms of 
higher perceived benefits to a price ratio (ibid.).  
 

 

Value 
disadvantage area 

Value 
advantage area 

Perceived Benefits

Perceived 
Price 

Value equivalence line 

Figure 2:7. The Value Map. 
Source: Adapted from Lilja 2005, p 16 
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Mechanisms of Customer Value  
Feurer and Chaharbaghi (1994) argue that customers believe that a company is competitive if 
it is able to deliver better value when compared to its competitors. The authors claim that 
customer value is a result of either lower prices for equal benefits or differentiated benefits 
that justify a higher price. Customer value can be seen as the benefit gained by the customer 
in relation to the demanded price (ibid). In accordance to this perspective the customer value 
can be illustrated as in Figure 2:8. 

 

Customer Value = 

Benefit 

Price 

 
Figure 2:8. Mechanisms of Customer Value 1. 
Source: Adapted from Feurer & Chaharbaghi 1994, p 50 
 
Lilja (2005) describes customer value as the mental trade-off between the perceived benefits 
and the perceived sacrifice of acquiring and using products or services. Perceived benefits and 
perceived sacrificed can be separated into enrichment of meaning and problem solving. 
Enrichment of meaning refers to the increase of positive affect whereas problem solving 
refers to the avoidance or neutralization of negative affect (ibid.).  In accordance to this 
perspective the customer value can be illustrated as in Figure 2:9. 
 

 

 

Customer Value =  
Perceived 
Sacrifice 

Perceived 
Benefits 

Perceived 
Negative 

Affect 

Perceived 
Positive  
Affect 

Figure 2:9. Mechanisms of Customer Value 2. 
Source: Adapted from Lilja 2005, p 28 
 

Perceived Value and Competitive Advantage 
According to Doyle (1998) customers will buy from the companies they perceive are offering 
the best value. The authors divide perceived value into three elements: the perceived benefits 
offered by the company’s brand, its price, and the ownership costs. The perceived benefits are 
a mix of the performance and design, the quality of services, the staff who deliver it, and the 
image of the brand.  
 
The ownership cost are the expenses which occur when a product or service are purchased. 
This may include installation, insurance, maintenance, energy consumption, trade in value, 
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and the psychological costs of switching to a new supplier. The price is what the customer 
must spend when purchasing the product or service. Figure 2:10 shows the connection 
between perceived value and perceived benefits, price and ownership costs. 

 

Perceived 
Value 

Perceived 
Benefits  

(+)

 

Price  
(-) 

Ownership 
Costs  

(-)

 
Figure 2:10. Perceived Value and Competitive Advantage. 
Source: Adapted from Doyle 1998, p 21 
 

The Stairway to Customer Value 
Albrecht (1995) states that the longer a person has been in business, the greater the probability 
that the person do not quite understand what is going on in the mind of his or her customers. 
Lack of knowledge or misconceptions about what the customers need and desire can 
influence a company to implement quality improvements which are unnecessary. Many 
quality programs start by measuring and counting tangible work products and processes, 
without any evidence that these improvements contribute to the ultimate success of the 
company. To oppose this fact the author presents a theory where customer value is divided 
hierarchically, similar to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. (Figure 2:11.) 

 
Basic 

 
Expected 

 
Desired 

 
Unanticipated 

 
Figure 2:11. The Hierarchy of Customer Value. 
Source: Adapted from Albrecht 1995, p 26 
 
Albrecht (1995) explains that the basic level contains the fundamental components of a 
company’s value package to the customers that makes it able for the company to be in 
business. This involves things as having a location that is clean, well furnished, properly 
staffed, and properly stocked if the company is in the retail business. The next step; the 
expected value is what customers find normal for a company and its competitors. This 
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involves that a company has competitive prices, decent open hours and reasonably helpful 
employees. The desired level is the added value features that customers know about and 
would like to have, but do not expect, based on the performance of the company’s 
competitors. This is the first level where a company can differentiate itself against its 
competitors in a positive way; it can involve things as a friendly and caring staff and 
considerate low prices in comparison to competitors. The final level; the unanticipated value 
are features that go well beyond expectations and desire that customers might have when 
doing business with a company. These might be unusual expertise of the employees, advance 
product features, and exceptionally beneficial guarantees (ibid.). 
 
Furthermore, Albrecht (1995) points out that a company must have mastered the two first 
levels of the hierarchy in order to compete with other companies. For a company to be more 
attractive than their competitors they must go beyond mere customer satisfaction and deliver 
value at the Desired or Unanticipated level in order to differentiate themselves (ibid.).  
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3 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
In the previous chapter, literature relevant to the research area was presented. From the 
collected literature we have chosen the theories most pertinent to serve the research area and 
to answer the research questions; theories which will be presented in this chapter. The 
theories selected will form a conceptual framework, which will be the foundation for the data 
collection and a basis for analyzing the collected data. This chapter ends with a graphical 
illustration of the Emerged Frame of Reference. 
 

3.1. RQ 1: How can companies’ handling of customer service be described? 
There are several models and theories accessible when it comes to evaluating the service 
quality companies are offering their customers. The SERVQUAL scale and its five 
dimensions is a well-known model that looks at the service quality from the customers’ 
perspective. The five dimensions in the original model are; Tangibles (physical facilities, 
equipment, and appearance of personnel), Reliability (ability to perform the promised service 
dependably and accurately), Responsiveness (willingness to help customers and provide 
prompt service), Assurance (knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire 
trust and confidence), and Empathy (individualized attention they provides the customers).  
 
The theory has been modified by many authors in order to suit different industries and also to 
suit studies in an online perspective. We have chosen to use the SERVQUAL scale provided 
by Long and McMellon (2004) since they have added two more dimensions to the original 
theory (Communication and Ordering/shipping/packaging) which make it suitable for online 
evaluations as well. Long and McMellon use this theory on customers, comparing their 
expectations with their experiences. We will use the theory in another perspective; to find out 
if companies are fulfilling these important service dimensions when providing service to their 
customers. The Adapted SERVQUAL Dimensions will give us a good perspective on what 
kind of service the customers actually receive.  
 
In addition to Long and McMellon’s theory, we have also decided to use one part of the E-
Service Quality Model provided by Lee and Lin (2005). Lee and Lin have the SERVQUAL 
scale as a base in their model as well, but are also looking at more specific issues than for 
example Long and McMellon. We will therefore use one of the factors as a complement to the 
theory provided by Long and McMellon. Lee and Lin are looking more deeply into one aspect 
that is not brought up by Long and McMellon; the Website’s design. However, we have 
chosen to only include six of Long and McMellon’s dimensions. The combination of these 
two theories (Table 3:1.) will provide us with a general view of service quality from the 
customers’ perspective, and will also give us the opportunity to compare the provided service 
quality offline with the service online.  
 
Table 3:1. Quality Variables RQ 1. 

RQ 1 - How can companies’ handling of customer service be described? 
 

• Tangibles  
• Reliability  
• Responsiveness  
• Assurance  
• Empathy  
• Ordering/Shipping/Packaging 
 

 

• Website Design  
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3.2. RQ 3: How can companies’ handling of customer complaints be 
described? 
A lot of research has been conducted within the area of customer complaints, but most of 
them are viewed from the company’s perspective and how companies should utilize the 
information gained. However, Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran (1998) provide a model that 
has the customer’s perspective, which in the end also will be very valuable information for the 
company. Tax et al’s theory suggests that customer complaints can be viewed as a sequence 
of events; starting with the customer communicating the complaint which eventually leads to 
a decision and an outcome. The theory also suggests that a well-handled complaint process 
can lead to satisfied customers, something which ultimately results in trust and commitment 
to the company. The strength with this theory is that it is very detailed when it comes to the 
process of interaction between the customer and the company. The model has three 
dimensions of justice; Distributive, Procedural, and Interactional. However, in this study we 
will use the Procedural and the Interactional justice dimensions since these are the issues we 
have chosen to take a closer look at. Tax et al’s theory is originally designed to suit studies of 
offline complaints, but the theory is also is applicable to online complaints, since these 
dimensions are adaptable.  
 
The two dimensions and their factors will provide us with a good foundation for analyzing 
how companies are handling customer complaints. A summary of the dimensions and their 
factors can be viewed in Table 3:2.  
 
Table 3:2. Complaints Variables RQ 2. 

RQ 2 - How can companies’ handling of customer complaints be described? 
 

 

Procedural Justice  
• Process Control 
• Decision Control 
• Accessibility 
• Timing/Speed 
• Flexibility 
 
 

 

Interactional Justice  
• Explanation/Causal Account, 
• Honesty 
• Politeness 
• Effort 
• Empathy 

 

 

3.3. RQ 3: How can companies’ handling of customer value be described? 
There are several models and theories accessible when it comes to evaluating the degree of 
customer value companies are offering their customers. We have decided to use the Stairway 
to Customer Value Model presented by Albrecht (1995). The model describes customer value 
as a hierarchy where customer value is divided into four steps, starting with basic customer 
value and ending with unanticipated customer value. The steps describe how a company must 
deliver a certain amount of value in order to be competitive. This model can be used in both 
the online as well as the offline shopping environment, and is therefore suitable for our study.  
 
To summarize this chapter, an illustration of the theoretical frame of reference can be found 
on the following page (Figure 3:1.). 
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RQ 1 – CUSTOMER SERVICE 
 

• Tangibles  
• Reliability   
• Responsiveness  
• Assurance  
• Empathy  
• Communication 
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• Website’s design    - 

RQ 3 – CUSTOMER VALUE  
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• Step 2 - Expected 
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RQ 2 – CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS 
 

 
Procedural Justice 
 

• Process Control 
• Decision Control 
• Accessibility 
• Timing/Speed 
• Flexibility 
 
Interactional Justice 
 

• Explanation/ 
Causal Account 
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Long & 
McMellon 
(2004) 

Lee & Lin 
(2005) 

 
 

EXCEEDING CUSTOMER 
EXPECTATIONS 

Albrecht 
(1995) 

Tax, Brown & 
Chandrashekaran
(1998) 

Figure 3:1. Illustration of the Emerged Frame of Reference.  
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4 METHODOLOGY 
The previous chapter presented the conceptual framework of related studies and concepts 
which will be used in order to answer the research question. This chapter will cover the 
methodology used in this thesis. In order to do this there a couple of steps that need to be 
followed, while at the same time using validity and reliability criteria to make sure that the 
study fulfils certain standards (Foster, 1998). These steps are displayed in Figure 4:1. 
 

Research 
Purpose 

Research 
Approach 

Research 
Strategy 

Data 
Collection 

Sample 
Selection 

Data  
Analysis 

 

Validity & Reliability 
  

Figure 4:1. Schematic Presentation of the Methodology. 
Source: Adapted from Foster, 1998 p. 81. 
 

4.1. Purpose of the Research 
According to Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (2001) there are three basic purposes for 
scientific research: explore, describe and explain. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000) point 
out the possibility to use more than one strategy when doing research. Winter (1992) states, 
that when modest amounts have been written about a problem, the exploratory research 
purpose is used. The starting point is to find out which aspects that will fit into the research 
problem area, the most important and interesting aspects and the existing connections 
between different parts of the problem. The result is composed of a conclusion of aspects of 
the problem, which are considered important to work with further (ibid). 
 
Descriptive research is a complete description of a phenomenon within its context and that the 
goal is to develop and explain empirical generalizations (Yin, 2003). Eriksson and 
Wiedersheim (2001) mean that a descriptive research involves the choice of perspective, 
aspects, levels, terms, and concepts. Saunders et al., (2000) further explain that the objective 
of descriptive research is to accurately portray a profile of persons, situations or events. 
 
Finally, the explanatory research strategy means to analyze cause-effect relationships, it has to 
be explained what causes produce what symptoms (Eriksson & Wiedersheim, 2001). The 
emphasis in explanatory research is on studying a situation or a problem in order to explain 
the relationship between different variables (Saunders et al., 2000). Miles and Huberman 
(1994) point out that explanatory research concerns the activity of making complex issues 
understandable by presenting how their component parts connect with theory 
 
This study will explore, describe and begin to explain how companies handle customers in 
order to exceed their expectations. The research purpose is partly exploratory since we will 
explore in order to gain a deeper understanding of the research purpose. The study is also 
descriptive since discovered patterns are brought up within each research question. There are 
also contributions to the explanatory stage since we will begin to explain when conclusions 
are drawn. Contributions will be made to each of these stages, even though the study is more 
focused on the descriptive stage. The use of descriptive research leads to a qualitative research 
approach.    
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4.2. Research Approach 
Armatunga et al., (2002) state that it is difficult to find a definitive statement as to what is 
qualitative research in business economics. This is due to the fact that topic, theory and 
methodology are usually closely related in qualitative research. Holme and Solvang (1997) 
state that qualitative research approach is less formal and based on unsystematic and 
unstructured observations. Armatunga et al., (2002) further states that qualitative research is 
carried out through intense and/or prolonged contact with a situation. These situations reflect 
the everyday life of individuals, groups, societies and organizations (ibid.). Ruyter and Scholl 
(1998) explain that qualitative research offers an insight into questions that refers to how 
people think about certain subjects and why they think that. Qualitative research does not 
measure, it provides insight. This insight can be gained through a process consisting of 
analysis and meaningful integration of views expressed by respondents (ibid.). In regards to 
the discussion above, and since we have no intentions to make generalizations, we have 
decided to rely on a qualitative research approach in this study. The aim of this study is: “to 
gain a better understanding of how companies handle customers in order exceed their 
expectations”, and this will be achieved by using small-scale studies to collect data in order to 
investigate the variables in depth.  
 

4.3. Research Strategy  
Yin (2003) points out that in qualitative research, the empirical data collection can be 
approached in different ways. Depending on the character of research questions, to which 
extent the researcher has control over behavioral events and to which degree the focus is on 
contemporary events (ibid.). Davidson and Patel (2003) mean that if an experiment is used to 
collect empirical data, emphasis is based on contemporary events. The experiment requires 
control over behavioral events and only a few variables are studied (ibid.). Eriksson and 
Wiederheim-Paul (2001) points out that a case study involves investigating few entities but 
many variables, in order to get an in-depth situational picture. This study was achieved by 
testing companies on how they handle customers in different situations concerning customer 
value, service, and complaints. These “tests” where conducted in both the online and offline 
environment in order to see if there are any differences in the customer handling from the 
companies’ side, and if so why? In order to collect the necessary empirical data we performed 
quasi experiments at different retailers. However, since these experiments where not 
performed in a “sterile” environment where behavioral events could be controlled, the 
research strategy has influences from case studies as well. After having chosen a research 
strategy, a decision has to be made on which way to collect data. Yin (2003) claims that data 
collected by case studies can be via six different sources: documentation, archival records, 
interviews, direct observations, participant observations and finally physical artifacts. 
 

4.4. Data Collection Method 
Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul (2001) claim to be able to understand the research area more in 
detail, empirical data must be collected. There are two different types of empirical data that 
can be collected: primary and secondary. The primary data is collected for specific problems, 
while the secondary data is collected for a more general purpose.  
 
Davidson and Patel (2003) argue that when collecting empirical data, the researcher has to 
choose between using question methods like questionnaires, telephone or personal interviews, 
observations and documents.   
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Rowley (2004) argues that when using observations as data collection method, attention needs 
to be put on: 
 

• What? The development of the researcher’s understanding of what is being observed. 
• Why? The formulation of the question that is driving the observation. 
• How? The choice of the type of observation including the choice between participant 

and non-participant observation, and overt and covert observation.  
• When? Selection of the most appropriate times to conduct the observation. This may 

involve selection through the use of rigorous sampling methodology, or may, instead 
be based on a series of critical incidents (perhaps relating to service failures) 
specifically chosen to offer insight into an issue.  

 
Rowley (2004) explains that participant observation is when the researcher engages in the 
research environment, the researcher can act as a customer, user or as a member of staff. 
Benefits from this kind of observations are that the researcher acquires more experience about 
the research area than in other data collection models. Non participant observations are when 
the researcher observes an organization or experience from the side. Observation can further 
be divided into overt and covert observation. Overt observation is when those are being 
observed is aware of the observation. The drawback of overt observation is that it may lead to 
changes in attitudes, opinions and behavior. Covert observation is less likely to influence the 
outcome, since the observed have not been informed of the observation. Covert observation 
can be exercised by “mystery shoppers”, who can visit the research object both in person and 
virtually and therefore access various dimensions of the experience. The accuracy, 
appropriateness and speed of response of enquiry services can be evaluated this way (ibid).  
 
Observations have been conducted in this study because we want to observe the ongoing 
processes, situations and behaviors in customer handling as described by Davidson and Patel 
(2003). This study has utilized both participant and non participant observation in order to 
collect both primary and secondary data. Covert observation has been used to get the most 
accurate outcome of the data, since the research purpose in this study is highly dependent on 
the fact that the observed companies do not know they where being observed, in order to get 
the correct outcome of the study. Documentation has been used for collecting secondary data, 
which according to Yin (2003) is relevant to all case studies and can be used in conjunction 
with other sources of evidence. The documentation used where brochures and the company’s 
website. Interviews where utilized through interaction with the employees at the retail chains, 
but it should be taken into account that the respondents did not know that they where being 
interviewed so they where not influenced by the interviewer.  
  
Interviews have also been conducted with persons who have run into problems with the 
selected companies concerning customer complaints. During these interviews the persons 
described their experiences on how they were treated during the complaint process. 
 
When conducting a case study, a researcher has the possibility to use many of the sources of 
evidence, Yin (2003) points out that the multiple source utilization is called triangulation. 
Triangulation gives the researcher the possibility to obtain multiple measures of the same 
phenomenon, which increases the validity of the study (ibid.). This study have utilized 
triangulation between; observation, documentation and interviews.  
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4.5 Sample Selection 
In the previous section the data collection method was presented, the next step is to decide for 
an appropriate sample. Yin (2003) points out that there are several ways to select a sample for 
a case study. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000) judgmental sampling is 
when the researcher selects cases that are best suited to answer the research questions. 
Judgmental sampling is often used when studying small samples such as in a case study when 
the researcher wants to select cases that are particularly informative (ibid.). Based on the facts 
from Saunders et al judgmental sampling was used when selecting the appropriate sample in 
this thesis. In addition to that, some other requirements had to be fulfilled by the chosen 
sample in order to be suitable for this study: the companies should be in the same industry, 
well-known, and active in the consumer market. The companies should also exist on a 
national level and be active in an offline as well as online environment. In order for the 
companies to be suitable for our study, they should offer technical products which are in 
constant development. The reason for this is to see whether the employees are able to answer 
our questions about the products in a professional and informed way.  
 
We have chosen the two largest home-appliances retail chain stores in Sweden for our case 
observation studies. The chosen companies are El-Giganten and ONOFF, which provide 
shopping both online and offline. To find accurate and comparable data for the second 
research question; customer service, we have chosen to ask questions about LCD and Plasma 
screens since these are technological products with a lot of new features. We wanted to 
examine if there are any differences of how the companies handle their customers in the two 
environments and if there are any differences between the companies in general. The study 
was conducted in mid December 2005 during the holiday rush.  
 

4.6. Data Analysis 
Yin (2003) asserts that the data analysis implies examining, categorizing, tabulating, or 
otherwise recombining the collected data. Yin continues by explaining that before data 
actually can be analyzed, a researcher using case studies can choose from two general 
analytical strategies: 
 

• Relying on theoretical prepositions is the most common and advised strategy, and is 
based on that the result of the data is based on research questions taken from previous 
studies.  

 

• Developing a case description can be used as a strategy as well, but should only be 
used when very little previous research has been done.  

 
This study will use Yin’s first strategy; rely on theoretical prepositions since there is previous 
research within the area of how companies handle customers. Seeing that this study is 
examining several companies, a cross-case analysis will be utilized after conducting a within 
case analysis of each company. A within case analysis means that the data collected will be 
compared to previous studies, whereas a cross case analysis involves comparing the data from 
the different cases with each other. Miles and Huberman (1994) state that when writing about 
qualitative data the focus is on data in the form of words. These words need to be processed 
and which is a part of the actual analysis. When analyzing the data in this study Miles and 
Huberman’s Three Concurrent Flows of Activity will be used: 
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• Data Reduction: The process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and 
transforming the data. The purpose is to organize the data in a way that allows 
conclusions to be drawn and verified. 

 

•  Data Display: Taking the reduced data and displaying it in an organized and 
compressed way enabling conclusions to be drawn.  

 

• Conclusion Drawing and Verification: In this final stage the researcher decides what 
things mean by noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations, 
casual flows, and propositions. 

 
The proposition by Miles and Huberman (1994) is what the analysis of this study will rely on. 
For each research question the empirical findings are compared with already existing theories 
in order for conclusions to be drawn. As the data analysis method now is explained, the next 
section deals with the quality standards of this thesis.  
 

4.7. Validity and Reliability 
When doing research it is crucial to judge the quality of the research. The criteria for testing 
whether a study has high quality or not is by looking into if the research instruments are 
neutral and if other researchers can draw the same conclusions (Denscombe, 1998). These 
criteria are also known as validity and reliability. Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul (2001) point 
out that validity and reliability of the information received within a research are highly 
important aspects of a scientific study. Validity is the ability of the chosen instrument to 
measure what it is supposed to measure. Reliability shows the trustworthiness of the 
measuring instrument. This means that another researcher with the same approach should be 
able to come up with the same results (ibid.). According to Davidson & Patel (2003), the 
reliability and validity are often difficult to ensure when conducting qualitative research. The 
subjects and variables in a qualitative research are often abstract and the personal experiences 
and perceptions are involved, which makes it difficult to measure the grade of reliability and 
validity of the research (ibid.). 
 
In order to ensure the validity of this research, two checklist where constructed of parameters 
that where to be examined in this study. One checklist where constructed to analyze the 
offline environment in the companies and another to analyze the online environment. See 
Appendix A. These checklists where used at the companies in this study in orders to gain data 
that could be cross-analyzed. The checklists where read and commented by several other 
persons than the authors of this study in order to capture all aspects of the research problem. 
 
In order to establish reliability of this research, Swedish where used during the covert 
observations in order to avoid language barriers. Nevertheless, it should be noted that some 
unintentional translation interpretations may have occurred when translating the results, since 
English is not the native language of the researchers. In order to minimize translation errors, 
several dictionaries were used in the translation process. During the evaluation and handling 
the data collected the researchers have tried to be as objective as possible to ensure the 
reliability of the thesis. However, it should be taken into consideration that the same checklist 
and the same studied companies still might not lead to the exact same result for other 
researchers. This might depend on previous experiences with customer handling of these 
companies from the researchers side, but it has been beyond the control of the researchers. 
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VALIDITY & RELIABILITY

Figure 4:2. Graphical Summary of Research Methodology. 
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5 EMPIRICAL DATA 
The previous chapter presented the methodology of this study; this chapter will present the 
empirical data collected from the selected companies. To begin with, we will present a 
background of the studied companies; thereafter the data in each of the cases will be 
presented in the same order as the research questions in chapter one. The offline perspective 
will be presented first, followed by the online perspective within each research question. 
 

5.1 Case 1: El-Giganten  
El-Giganten is a home-appliances retail chain and is Sweden’s third largest retail chain for 
shopping goods. The business concept for El-Giganten is to attain good profitability through 
the most effective distribution channels for home electronics, electrical household appliances 
and related services to most customers in the Nordic countries. El-Giganten offers "a gigantic 
assortment of well-known brands and related services to the absolute lowest price on the 
market". El-Giganten also offers online shopping through their website which was introduced 
in 2001. 
 
El-Giganten is a part of the Norwegian Elkjøp-group that also owns the British home electrics 
group DSG international plc. The net turnover for El-Giganten amount to 3.3 billion SEK 
under the period May 2003 - April 2004, an increase with 14.4 percent compared to the year 
before. The market share for El-Giganten in Sweden estimates to be approximately 15 percent 
in September 2004. 
 
El-Giganten is Sweden’s cheapest home electronic chain according to a big price 
investigation conducted by TEMO. The price comparison was done between El-Giganten, 
ONOFF, Siba, Power, Elon and Hemma, and shows that El-Giganten is cheapest in 62.4 
percent of the cases. El-Giganten applies a general price guarantee, which means that if the 
customer within a stated period finds a product of the same brand with the same or 
corresponding specification to a lower price, El-Giganten repays the price difference to the 
customer.  
 

5.1.1 Customer Service 
Offline 
El-Giganten’s store is very large and divided into several different departments. It is designed 
so that you have to go around the whole store; you can not take a shortcut to the checkout-
counter but have to go through all departments to be able to get out of the store. The first visit 
at El-Giganten took place on a Monday after lunch hours, and even though there were few 
customers in the store there were no personnel available to offer us any help. After a couple of 
minutes a salesperson came back from lunch and offered his help. The second time we visited 
El-Giganten was after office hours in order to see how the service was when more customers 
were in the store. El-Giganten has different salespeople in the different departments, which 
means that the most popular departments have long waiting times while others can be empty. 
The store was very well-stocked with products of varying brands and samples were available 
on almost all products. Overall, the tangibles at El-Giganten are similar and almost identical 
with other home electronic chains.  
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The salespeople were well-educated about plasma and LCD screens and explained to us in 
detail about the differences between the two product categories. The rather complicated 
technical questions we had were answered in a very professional and logical manner, and 
when the salespeople were not certain about something they asked their colleagues in order to 
provide us with accurate answers. The reliability at El-Giganten was very high, the 
salespeople informed us that LCD and Plasma screens’ picture-quality is poorer than ordinary 
TV sets when it comes to analogue broadcasts, and that it is not necessary to buy a flat screen 
TV if not having access to digital TV or HDTV. To give customers an accurate understanding 
of the picture quality, the TV screens at El-Giganten were showing analogue TV 
broadcastings except for four of them which were showing DVD movies. 
 
It took approximately five minutes for the employees to show up at El-Giganten’s TV 
department at the first observation. It was obvious that they had been understaffed during 
lunch hours and that the employees were coming back as we got there. At the second visit it 
took approximately 15 minutes to get responsiveness from the personnel and it was very clear 
that the customers waiting were irritated of not getting prompt service. The employees were 
very willing to help the customers; they went to get brochures and demonstrated the different 
TV screens’ features even though there were many customers waiting. They were also very 
clear when providing the customers with information of the products and when describing the 
differences between the models.  
 
The personnel showed great assurance; they inspired trust and confidence in the treatment of 
customers. They showed no signs of trying to sell the most expensive model; instead they 
gave advice of what would be most worth its price for the customer and their specific need. 
Information about insurances was also pointed out to customers, as well as the differences 
between regular home insurances and the specific insurances El-Giganten provides. All TV 
screens have one year guarantee, and they have one month sale-or-return policy. They were 
very helpful and polite to the customers, treating everyone as potential customers even though 
LCD and Plasma screens are very expensive, and that everyone can not afford them. The 
knowledge of the salespeople was very good 
 
The employees at El-Giganten showed empathy by not rushing customers even though there 
were other people waiting for their help. They took their time to give individual attention by 
answering our questions and informed us properly about the products. The salespeople asked 
us about our specific needs and then suggested what products would be suitable to the lowest 
price.  
 
Online 
The website is reliable and easy to navigate; the search function shows the result fast, 
regardless of search topic. When clicking on product category the link shows different sub 
categories in order to make it easier for the customer to find what he or she is looking for. 
When visiting a specific product page there is also information about if the product is 
available in the local store, information about insurances, technical data, and about 
accessories. There is no vocabulary or links on the product page that explains the difficult and 
technical words that might be associated with these kinds of products that El-Giganten offers. 
A vocabulary is available under the purchase information page, but it is too limited and does 
not provide the customer with any help at all (www.elgiganten.se).  
 
Information about the products as well as the services provided is accessible on the website. 
The purchase information area and the search field can be reached from any sub-page with 
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just one click. In order to get answers in the purchase information section, the information is 
divided in to three categories with eight to nine sub categories. The information provided is 
very limited and even though Plasma and LCD screens are predicted to be one of this year’s 
most popular Christmas gift and most people do not know the difference between them. The 
website displays responsiveness by having a contact section where contact information about 
the company is presented. Customers can find telephone numbers, fax numbers, email and 
addresses for both the customer service center and the company headquarters. Information 
about frequently asked questions, product repair status, and open hours for the offline stores is 
also provided online. The customer center has telephone hours between 9am to 7pm on 
weekdays and 10am to 3pm on Saturdays.  
 
When the customers click on a product the website shows not only the product but also 
information about insurance offerings to that specific product (see Appendix C). The website 
also shows the most economical shipment method for that specific product. The online 
purchase information section gives assurance to the customers by providing information 
about factors than can be of use for the customer pre-purchase, during, and after the purchase. 
The product guide for example, provides general information about the different product 
options that is facing the customer. El-Giganten does not supply personal information about 
the customers to third party; the customer database is not for sale to advertising agencies. The 
customer will receive marketing from El-Giganten only if the customer applies for it in the 
voluntary registration. El-Giganten co-operates with the Norwegian company NetAxept who 
supplies El-Giganten with secure online payment solutions. El-Giganten also assures that no 
credit card information is stored for the customers’ personal security. 
 
Empathy is characterized by a member login where customers can register their personal data 
in order to receive the El-Giganten newsletter. If a customer chooses to register, he or she will 
receive the newsletter where new products are presented and their personal data will also be 
stored so online purchases will be more convenient. The purchase information webpage 
welcomes the customer with phrases like “El-Giganten gives you one-hundred percent 
security” and “this is how we handle your order”. Information to the customers is presented in 
a personal way where the customer is referred to as “you” and the company is referred to as 
“we”.   
 
El-Giganten utilizes a five step process for its online ordering system. After have chosen a 
product the customer can go to the register by a simple click. The first step includes shipping 
method and payment method. El-Giganten offers three different shipment methods: as a letter, 
a prepaid package, or as a cash-on-delivery package. The second step describes the terms of 
the purchase, were information is given to the customer about all the aspects of the purchase. 
The customer must accept the terms in order to get to the next step in the purchase process. 
The third step handles the customer information concerning the shipping address. The fourth 
step is the confirmation of the order. If the customer have chosen to pay with a credit card an 
additional step is required. The last step concerns the payment where the customer types in 
the credit card information. El-Giganten utilizes the Swedish post system as its distribution 
channel and offers its online customers a one to five day delivery time if the product is readily 
available. The packaging is of high quality and follows business standard.  
 
The website design is typical for an online retailer. The centre of the start page consists of 
product ads where the price is lower than in the offline environment. On the top of the start 
page a navigation bar can be found where information about the company, information about 
online purchase, and contact information can be reached. On the left to the top navigation bar 
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there is a search field where the customer can search for both products and general 
information that might be relevant to the purchase. The website has a main menu on the left 
side where the different product categories are presented. Each product category lists the 
available products and their prices. Each product has its own webpage where it can be 
examined deeper in terms of product features, stock status, insurance, and product 
accessories. The products can be put in the purchase basket by a simple click both from the 
product category web page and the individual product web page. The purchase basket can be 
reached from any sub-page at all times. Furthermore, the website has a product guide that 
describes different features of the product categories. 
 

5.1.2 Customer Complaints 
The data collected on El-Giganten’s handling of customer complaints will be described as a 
consistent story in order for the reader to gain a understanding of the experienced situation.  
 
Offline 
Ms A went to El-Giganten to make a complaint about a cellular phone that she had bought 
there four months earlier. She contacted the local El-Giganten store, and was told by the 
person at the customer service desk that the service would take between two and three weeks. 
The customer service informed her that there was no cellular phone she could borrow during 
the service since all of them were already loaned out. El-Giganten informed her that she could 
put her name on a waiting list for cellular phone on loan, and she would be contacted when 
one was available. The customer service told Ms A that it would take no more than a week in 
order to find a cellular phone to loan out to her. Ms A decided to wait until she could borrow 
a cellular phone from El-Giganten since she needed to have a cellular phone at all times. After 
not hearing from El-Giganten in three weeks she returned to the store, where the person at the 
customer service could first not find the waiting list. When the list was finally found Ms A 
was next in turn to loan a cellular phone, and one was handed to her. The customer service 
explained that her cellular phone was to be sent to a workshop and the service would take two 
to three weeks.  
 
When four weeks had passed Ms A returned to the store in order to find out how the service 
was going since she had not heard anything from El-Giganten. The people at the customer 
service could at first not find her cellular phone in their system even though she had the 
receipt with her. When they finally found it they only had the information that it had arrived 
at the workshop. She complained about the lack of information but the person at the customer 
service told her that there was nothing more they could do. Furthermore, she was told that if 
nothing happened during the following days El-Giganten would investigate the matter further. 
One week passed and Ms A returned to El-Giganten again. The same confusion about her 
cellular phone occurred when they could not find it in their system. After a telephone call to 
the workshop, the customer service informed her that the service was done and the cellular 
phone was about to be sent to her. One week passed before she received the cellular phone, 
with a total of six weeks since she had turned it in for service.  
 
Two months passed when the same problem occurred on the cellular phone again. Ms A 
turned it in for service once more at El-Giganten. There where no cellular phone available for 
her to borrow. She put her name up on the waiting list and the customer service said that they 
would call when they got a cellular phone for her to borrow. The service time was expected to 
be two or three weeks this time too. After three weeks El-Giganten called and said that they 
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now had a cellular phone that she could borrow. Two weeks later they called her again 
informing that her cellular phone was back from service. 
 
Ms A felt that the employees at El-Giganten did not care about her as a customer during the 
complaint processes and they did not call when they promised to. They did not put any effort 
into solving her problem. She got the feeling that they only worked with her case when she 
was present at the store, and that she was only interesting as a customer before her purchase 
and not after when the problems started to occur. Ms A felt like she had nothing to say 
regarding the process of the complaint, they just sent her cellular phone to different places 
without telling her first. The process and the decisions felt standardized and Ms A felt that she 
had nothing to say in the matter. The employees were polite to her and the information was 
accurate even though it was handled in a standardized manner. Furthermore, Mr A got the 
impression that El-Giganten was not very flexible in their process of handling her issue, and 
did not treat her matter as an individual complaint but just one among others. Furthermore, it 
should be mentioned that El-Giganten has a computer at the exit doors that encourage the 
customers to share their views on how they where treated during their visit at the store. The 
customers can win a gift voucher if sharing their experiences, good or bad, with El-Giganten.  
 
Online 
Mr B ordered a cellular phone from El-Giganten’s website. The ordering process went 
smoothly but the product was delivered two days late though he ordered it on a Monday. The 
problem occurred the first time he used the cellular phone when he discovered that one 
number key did not work as it should. Mr B found contact information on El-Giganten’s 
website and contacted the customer service by telephone. Mr B explained to the service 
personnel what had happen to the phone and they send him a ticket to return the product. The 
customer service explained to him that the cellular phone would be sent to a workshop in 
order to determine if the fault on the product were a post purchase fault or if Mr B had caused 
the key to not work himself. Mr B found this a bit strange since he called the customer service 
directly and explained that the problem had occurred straight after he tried the cellular phone 
for the first time.  
 
Mr B sent the cellular phone for an exchange and was told that the service would take two 
weeks. He did not hear from El-Giganten in three weeks so he decided to contact the 
customer service. When he called the customer service in order to get information of what 
was happening, they informed him that the cellular phone had arrived at the workshop six 
days earlier; it took more than two weeks for El-Giganten to get the cellular phone to the 
workshop. The customer service told Mr B that it would take two to four additional weeks 
before they could give him an answer. He complained over the extra service time but El-
Giganten claimed that there was nothing they could do. After three weeks Mr B got the 
cellular phone back from the service. The key worked better but still not to full satisfaction.  
 
Mr B contacted the customer service again and they said that he should contact the local store 
and their customer service. Mr B went to the store only to be informed that they could not 
handle the matter since the purchase was done online. Even though they sent the products to 
the same service centres they could not be flexible enough to take his phone at the local store. 
He sent the cellular phone to service again by post package. This time the service took four 
weeks but when he got it back the fault remained. Mr B explained to company that he wanted 
a new phone since there had been so many problems with the product. The customer service 
said that they could not make that decision and encouraged him to send it in for service again. 
After had returned the phone in for service the third time El-Giganten finally agreed on that 
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the fault was post-purchase and they exchanged his cellular for a new one. Mr B describes the 
persons who helped him at the customer service as polite and that he did not get the feeling of 
that they lied to him. Mr B experienced that no empathy was shown for his situation and that 
no real effort was put in to solving the problem.  
 

5.1.3 Customer Value 
Offline 
El-Giganten has a rather big and basic store with different departments for different kind of 
products. They have personnel not only in the check-out counter but also salespersons in the 
different departments.  
 
El-Giganten’s store is well-organized; it is easy to find what you are looking for, which is 
expected by customers. The different products are organized after field of application; all 
audio and video products can be found next to the TV sets, the laundry products are placed 
next to the kitchen products, and so on. There are also well-displayed signs on the walls of 
what you can find in a certain part of the store. El-Giganten claims they offer quality products 
to a low price, and that they offer a wide selection of brands. The opening hours are generous; 
they are open all days of the week, and longer during the last two weeks before Christmas.  
 
The staff at El-Giganten was very friendly and helpful; they took the time to show us around 
and did not act like the most important thing was for us to buy something. Instead they were 
focused on that we should find something that would satisfy our specific needs to a 
reasonable price. El-Giganten also offers advantageous insurances to a reasonable price, 
which can be desired when buying something as expensive as a Plasma or LCD TV. The 
insurance guarantees that you get a new product to the same price as the one you bought at 
first, to much more beneficial terms than your regular household insurance. This means that if 
something happens to the TV, you will get a new one worth as much as the original TV. El-
Giganten offers their customer a price warranty against local competitors.    
 
El-Giganten’s employees were very helpful, and their knowledge within the area of LCD and 
Plasma TV screens was very good. The rather complicated questions we had were answered 
in a very professional manner. They even had knowledge about where in the world the 
products were assembled and why, which gave a professional impression. The salesman 
informed us that the TV screens’ different components were manufactured in Asia, and then 
transported to different European countries, such as Denmark and Hungary to be assembled to 
a complete TV set. The expertise that the salespeople showed was unanticipated; they did not 
only answer the really complicated technological questions very well, but also had knowledge 
about how the TV sets were manufactured and assembled.   
 
Online 
El-Giganten’s website is easy to find (www.elgiganten.se), and it is basic, functional, and 
easy to navigate. All products can be ordered from the website. There are enlargeable pictures 
of all products online.  

 
Information about all products is available and products in the same category can be 
examined against each other. As expected by online customers the website supports credit 
card purchases. Support can be found in the purchase information web page. The website 
offers products to competitive prices and descent delivery times.  
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El-Giganten offers some products on the website to a lower price than in the physical stores, 
which is desired by most online customers. The purchase information section is huge and 
very informative, even though the information of product categories is limited. If the 
customer choose to examine a product closer by going to the specific product web page, the 
website also present product adaptations, accessories, insurances and the cheapest shipping 
method for the specific products.  
 
El-Giganten offers a clearance sale on the website where some products are sold at only 20 
percent of its original price. This was unanticipated, but except for this clearance sale no 
further positive surprises could be found on El-Giganten’s website.  
 

5.2 Case 2: ONOFF  
ONOFF is a retail chain offering technology products; everything from television sets and 
DVD players to computers and white goods. The company has grown from a one-man firm 
selling stereo equipment from Japan in 1971, to an international company providing all kind 
of technology products. Today, ONOFF is represented by 66 stores in Sweden, five in 
Finland, and two in Estonia. In 2004, the annual turnover reached 3.7 billions SEK and the 
number of employees 1 200.  
 
In 2000 ONOFF introduced their website, making it possible for everyone to find information 
of their products and make online purchases. Their business concept offline as well as online 
is to offer the best overall solution to what the customers demand to the best price, with the 
objective to create satisfied customers and profitability. ONOFF claims they love new 
technology and that they keep up with the latest and best products worth their price. They can 
offer low prices and be competitive because they make large purchases. Customer satisfaction 
is achieved through low prices and good qualitative customer service; the employees listen to 
the customers and provide them with guidance in order for them to make satisfying purchases. 
The company has the ambition to expand internationally to be able to offer new technology at 
a good price to everyone.   
 

5.2.1 Customer Service 
Offline 
The first observation at ONOFF took place on a Tuesday afternoon, with only a few 
customers in the store. The appearance of personnel was obvious even though there were a lot 
of customers when we visited the store the second time on a Saturday afternoon. ONOFF’s 
physical facility is typical for a retailer and is designed so the customer must go through all 
the different departments in order to reach the check-out counter. Each department has its own 
salespeople; this means that the most popular departments tend to have longer waiting times 
than those who are less popular. The store was well-stocked and there is a variety of brands 
even though it is obvious that some brands are more exposed than others within all the 
different departments. ONOFF serves their customer with a number machine queue system 
that enables customers to look around more in the store while waiting in turn. Equipment in 
form of samples was displayed all over the store for the customers. Overall the tangible 
aspects of ONOFF’s store were that it is similar to other stores in the same line of business.  
 
The salesperson gave impression of high reliability and answered all our technical questions 
in an accurate and professional way. The salesperson at the first visit did though give us 
incorrect information concerning HDMI and DVi. These product features are digital sockets 

 32 
 



EMPIRICAL DATA 
 
 
and cables that are utilized on new TV equipment in order to send and receive digital signals. 
The salespeople claimed that these only send picture, when HDMI actually sends both picture 
and sound. We where demonstrated HDTV broadcast in order to examine the quality 
differences between that and digital TV broadcasts. The store only showed DVD movies on 
all the TVs which is misleading due to the big differences in quality between analogue signal 
and digital signal. When reading ONOFF’s advertising supplement which is available at the 
store and also sent out to all households in Luleå we found something interesting. The 
advertising supplement promoted a new cellular phone from SonyEricsson with information 
of the product and how much it costs at ONOFF, but the product had not yet been released 
and was therefore not available to buy. There was no information in the advertising 
supplement that the product had not yet been released, instead the information gave the 
impression that the product was in stock at ONOFF. When asking the salespeople at the 
cellular phone department about it they informed us that it was just paid promotion from 
SonyEricsson and that ONOFF did not even know when the product would be released.   
 
At the first visit at ONOFF we waited approximately 10 minutes at the TV department before 
we even saw that they used a queue system due to the bad location of the number machine. 
After we had taken a number ticket it took approximately 5 minutes before a salesperson 
called out our number. Our waiting time at the second visit was a bit longer since there were a 
lot more customers in the store; we had to wait approximately 15 minutes. It was noted that 
the staff had been strengthen in order to improve the responsiveness, and they were four 
salespersons at the TV department compared to only one at the first visit. The salespeople 
were very helpful and described the products thoroughly at both of our visits. They 
demonstrated different product features on several different products and took time to answer 
questions even though there where several other customers waiting. 
 
Even though we did not actually say that we wanted to buy a TV the salesperson showed 
great assurance and treated us as potential customers. He showed us several different models 
at different price ranges. The salesperson did not try to influence us in choosing an expensive 
model. Instead they gave the advice that we should look after a TV that we experienced had a 
good picture to a price that we could afford. Information about insurances that ONOFF 
provides was also given and the guarantees where explained.  
 
The employees was very polite and presented the product features in a way that where 
understandable for a layman. Questions were answered and information about the products 
was provided. The salespeople showed empathy and did not rush even though there were 
other people waiting for their help. They asked us about our specific needs and did not try to 
convince us to buy something that we did not have any use for. They offered us the most 
suitable products matching our needs to a reasonable price. 
 
Online  
The website is easy to handle and the general links are working fine, the search function 
shows the results very quickly even when making wide searches. However, some of the links 
in the question section are not functional which decreases the reliability. When clicking on a 
product category the link expands and shows alternatives in order to narrow down the number 
of matches. For example: when clicking on the TV-link different kinds of TVs are displayed, 
and these are then divided into TV sizes in order to find what you are looking for. There is no 
link to the TV guidance page when clicking on the general TV-link, so the visitors have to 
find that information via the purchase information link in the top menu. There are lots of 
difficult words when buying technological products, so when entering a specific product’s 
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page there is a technology vocabulary link where the customers can look up difficult words 
and features of different products. The specific product page, also lists how much the 
shipment will be, if it is possible to take out a so called plus-insurance on the product, if the 
product is in stock to order online, and finally in which ONOFF stores the product is stocked 
(www.onoff.se).  
 
Responsiveness is characterized by that ONOFF offers different ways to get help on the 
website. There is a link to a customer service section at the top of the page, where customers 
can find information of how to contact ONOFF. They also offer a telephone number to “the 
ONOFF emergency” where customers can call if have questions regarding products, stores, 
internet orders, or other questions. The telephone service is available during the offline stores’ 
opening hours. The website also has a question section where you can find answers to 
frequently asked questions. The frequently asked questions section is divided into different 
areas and if the information that is needed can not be found, there is a field within each area 
where a question together with an email address can be typed in. When sending a question via 
the online questionnaire the answer from ONOFF’s customer service took approximately five 
hours, and the answer was informative, very polite, and written in a personal way.  
 
ONOFF’s website provides not only advanced information about their products, but also 
information of available insurances for each product offered, something which increases the 
assurance. The purchase information section presents what you as a customer should think 
about when buying a certain product. The information of TVs is very well-developed; facts of 
different kinds of TV screens as well as technological features about them are provided. News 
within the area of HDTV and flat screen TVs is also published so that the customers will buy 
a TV they will be satisfied with for many years. It is also possible to make comparisons 
between different models in order for the customer to buy a product that fulfills their needs. 
The safety of payment solution is accomplished through a co-operation with Debitech AB. 
When the order is paid with a credit card the total amount is reserved on the customers 
account, but the withdrawal is not made until the shipment is made.   
 
Empathy is characterized by the fact that ONOFF offers a personal login to their customers. 
The personal site can be accessed by those who already have the ONOFF-card and those who 
have ordered something from the website before, you can not become a member if not making 
an order. When logging in to the personal site information of earlier ordered products and 
status of current orders can be found. If a customer chooses to register he or she will receive 
special offers, and it will be easier to order online since their personal information is stored. 
No personal welcome messages or any kind of personal treatment is offered when becoming 
an ONOFF member.    
 
When deciding to buy a product from ONOFF’s website, the product is put in the shopping 
basket. When clicking on the “go to the register” the total amount of the order is showed 
together with an offer of insurances and general guidance of that kind of product. The order is 
then approved by the customer, who after that has to register as an ONOFF customer. 
Information of email address, delivery-address and telephone number is required, the 
customer can also choose to accept to get special offers and news via the email address. The 
email address is the login name together with a chosen password. After register as a customer, 
the login and password need to be entered in again to be able to make the order. When having 
done that, a confirmation that a successful login has been made shows at the screen. The 
customer is not sent back to the ordering process and the purchase basket is not visible, there 
is no information of how to continue to the purchase. When clicking on a general link on the 
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top of the page, the customer can see the purchase basket again, and has to choose to “go to 
the register” one more time. The next step in the ordering process is to choose payment and 
delivery method, there are four alternatives of how to pay: credit card, ONOFF account, cash-
on-delivery, or direct-payment. The customer can choose to get the products delivered during 
daytime or pay 99 SEK or to get the package delivered in the evening. Furthermore, there is 
no freight cost when the purchase exceeds 500 SEK. The final step in the ordering process is 
approving the order, which means confirming the total amount, the products ordered, and the 
personal information. When ordering from ONOFF’s website, the shipping is handled by the 
Swedish post system but there is no information in the ordering process of how long it will 
take to get the package. It is a function on the website where the customers can login and get 
information of where in the delivery process their order is. Furthermore, the packaging of the 
delivered products were well-made, the products were in good condition when they arrived.  
 
The website design makes it is easy to navigate and find what you are looking for. When 
searching for a specific brand the result list is divided into product categories in which that 
specific brand is offering products. Within each product category the number of matches is 
listed and also clickable for further information (see Appendix C). The product category area, 
the general links at the top, and the search field are always present when navigating the 
website. When entering the website there are several special offers in the center of the page, 
the different product categories are listed in the left margin together with the search bar. The 
product categories are divided into more categories when clicking on them in order for the 
customer to narrow down the amount of products. When choosing the product category, it 
lists the available products and its prices together with pictures that can be enlarged. The top 
of the page have a navigation bar where information about the company, information about 
online purchase, and contact information can be reached. Every product has a web page of 
their own, where they can be examined deeper in terms of features, stock status, insurances, 
and product accessories. The products can be put in the purchase basket by a simple click 
both from the product category web page as well as from the individual product web page. 
Furthermore it should be mentioned that the purchase basket can be reached from any sub-
page at all times.  

5.2.2 Customer Complaints 
The data collected on ONOFF’s handling of customer complaints will be described as a 
coherent story in order for the reader to get a good apprehension and understanding of the 
experienced situation. 
  
Offline 
Mr C went to ONOFF with a cellular phone that was not functioning as it should. The product 
was purchased at ONOFF five months earlier. Mr C contacted ONOFF’s customer service 
desk in the store and asked for help. ONOFF agreed to take the cellular phone to service and 
since the purchase had been done only five months earlier Mr C did not have to pay any 
additional fee. The Swedish consumer purchase legislation states that faults that occur within 
six months after the purchase is to be seen as a fabrication fault if contrary can not be proved. 
The salesperson claimed that Mr C would have the cellular phone back in two weeks. Mr C 
asked to get a similar cellular phone in exchange during the service of the product, but 
ONOFF could not offer him any, due to the fact that they were already loaned out. After two 
weeks Mr C received a letter from ONOFF which informed him that his cellular phone had 
been sent to an external workshop. This would according to ONOFF take one additional 
week. After one week had passed Mr C went back to ONOFF in order to pick up his cellular 
phone, but ONOFF had not received the product from the external workshop. Mr C 
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complained about not getting any information about this and ONOFF’s reply to him was that 
they could not control that since the external workshop was not ONOFF’s own. One week 
later Mr C received his cellular phone. Four days after that he got the cellular phone back the 
same fault occurred again. Mr C returned it to ONOFF who once more sent the cellular phone 
on service free of charge. The service time was according to ONOFF two weeks. After two 
weeks a letter from ONOFF was received which informed Mr C that the product had been 
sent to an external workshop. Mr C complained again about the fact that no information about 
the external workshop had been given when he turned in the cellular phone for service. 
ONOFF claimed that this was standard procedure for faults that their own workshop could not 
handle. Two weeks later Mr C got his cellular phone back from the service.  
 
Three weeks later another fault occurred with the cellular phone. When Mr C for the third 
time returned the product to ONOFF they admitted that they had problems with that particular 
model. Mr C asked if he could get a new cellular phone since he did not want to spend over 
3000 SEK on a product that did not work as it should. The sales person told Mr C that he 
would talk with the manufacturer about an exchange since ONOFF could not take the cost of 
giving him a new cellular phone. The service would take two weeks according to ONOFF. 
Just like the times before Mr C got a letter from ONOFF which said that the cellular phone 
was sent to an external workshop and that it would take two additional weeks. When the two 
weeks had passed he went back to ONOFF to pick it up but ONOFF had not received it from 
the external workshop. Mr C complained about the delay and started to question the 
salesperson about their service. Mr C returned the next day but there was still no cellular 
phone, he once again complained but ONOFF argued that it was out of their control. When he 
returned the third day the salesperson took him aside and explained that ONOFF would give 
him a new cellular phone for the same price he had paid for the first one. If he wanted a more 
expensive model than the one he had Mr C would only have to pay the difference, and if he 
wanted a cheaper model ONOFF would give him a credit note. The warranty and insurance 
on the old cellular phone would be transferred to the new one and start from this date. The 
salesperson explained that the manufacturer had not agreed to give Mr C a new cellular phone 
and that the initiative was ONOFF’s own. ONOFF believed that the fact that Mr C was 
dissatisfied could mean that other customers would think ONOFF does not provide good 
service.  
 
The salesperson was very professional and polite during the whole process and put effort in to 
solving the problem even when Mr C was irritated. The salesperson explained that he 
understood Mr C’s discontent over the problem. Furthermore, the salesperson explained that 
he was only following the practice that ONOFF utilized. Each time Mr C came in to the store 
the salesperson immediately approached him and informed Mr C about the status on the 
service.  
 
Online 
Mr D ordered an mp3 player from ONOFF’s website and paid with a credit card. The 
purchase process went fine and ONOFF claimed that he would have the product within three 
to five days. Mr D received an order number via email. When two weeks had passed Mr D 
contacted ONOFF’s service support in order to find out why he had not received the mp3 
player. He found the number to the support on ONOFF’s website. The person at the customer 
support informed him that ONOFF did not have the mp3 player that he ordered in stock and 
that no further orders were planned for that specific model. When Mr D started to questioning 
how he could have an order number on a product that did not exist the service person ended 
the conversation with “I do not know what I can do for you, but you can always wait and see 
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what happens, bye” and then she hanged up. He then called the customer service again and 
complained about their service. The person who answered his call the second time was not the 
same as the first time. The service person listened to his problems and then offered him to 
change his order into another mp3 player but Mr D wanted that special kind that he had 
ordered. She then gave him the number to the central stock, but she did not know if there was 
anything they could do for him.  
 
Mr D then called the central stock for ONOFF where a man answered. He gave the Mr D his 
order number and the man says that he will look into the problem and call him back. Later the 
same day the man calls back and informs Mr D that the product were sent the day before but 
that he could not give any information on the address or give a shipment number. Mr D 
waited one more week before he contacted the customer service again and cancelled the 
purchase. During the contacts with ONOFF Mr D felt that the customer service showed no 
effort or empathy for his situation. He did not feel that they had lied to him but he felt that 
more information could have been given to him.  
 

5.2.3 Customer Value 
Offine.  
ONOFF has a basic and large store which is fully stocked with different types of home 
appliances. The store is divided in to different departments with employees serving a specific 
department.  
 
ONOFF’s store is organized into product categories, in order to make it easier for the 
customer to find what they are looking for. Signs on the walls and in the ceiling direct the 
customer to the right department, which is expected by customers. ONOFF offers a wide 
selection of brands to prices that are competitive with other local home appliances stores in 
the region. ONOFF has opened all days of the week, and with extra long opening hours 
during the holiday season. 
 
The Staff at ONOFF was very helpful and professional, something which is desired by 
customers who are interested in buying something and want further information and guidance. 
We where presented with different options concerning payment if we were to buy a TV. 
ONOFF offers the customers’ individual purchase by installments plans, so that persons with 
a lower income also can afford to but a LCD or Plasma screen. The salesperson explained the 
Swedish consumer commercial law concerning complaints, and he also explained that 
ONOFF also offers advantageous insurances to a reasonable price, which were suitable to 
these kinds of products. The insurance implied that if something was to happen with the 
purchased TV within the first three years that could not be repaired; the customer would get a 
new TV with the same features as the original TV. ONOFF offers a price warranty against 
competitors in the region. This means that if you as a consumer can find the same product in 
stock at another retailer for a lower price, ONOFF will lower its price so the product will be 
cheapest at ONOFF. This warranty also applies to products already bought, within one month 
after the purchase; in this case the customer will receive the difference in cash at the store.  
 
Overall, ONOFF’s staff was very helpful; their knowledge within the area of LCD and 
Plasma screens was very good and the complicated questions we asked were answered in a 
professional manner. The personnel’s technical knowledge was very good, and unanticipated 
since ONOFF is not just a pure TV store, but sells products within many different areas. 
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However, it should be noted that nothing else except for the personnel’s knowledge could be 
identified as unanticipated value. 
 
Online 
ONOFF’s website is basic and easy to find (www.onoff.se). It is easy to navigate but a couple 
of links are not functional. Most products can be ordered from the website, but even if they 
are out of stock they are still available to read and look at online. There are pictures of the 
products, which all are enlargeable.  
 
There is detailed information about all of the products on the website, and products in the 
same category can be examined against each other. There are several payment methods 
offered and the website supports credit card purchases. Support and information are provided 
through the whole ordering process in terms of clickable links of questions that might concern 
the customer. ONOFF offers many different products of varied brands to competitive prices 
compared to offline stores, which is expected by online customers.  
 
ONOFF’s purchase information section provides the customer with very detailed information 
of what to think about when buying a certain product. The information of LCD and Plasma 
screens is very comprehensive and contains information of the products as well as the 
development within the area of HDTV. Facts and information is easy to understand, even if 
you do not know a lot about these kinds of products. ONOFF was very quick to answer online 
questions even though it is holiday season, an aspect which is desired by many online 
customers since they often want quick answers.  
 
ONOFF offers a very good and usable technological vocabulary online, and there are 
clickable links of all technological words in the product descriptions. Furthermore, there is no 
freight cost when the order exceeds 500 SEK which was an unanticipated finding.  
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6 DATA ANALYSIS 
The following chapter presents an analysis of the empirical data and the chosen theory in the 
conceptual framework. Each research question will be analyzed separately, and similarities 
as well as differences between theory and the empirical data will be presented. We will start 
by showing a pattern-coded table within each of the research question in order to illustrate 
the key findings. A within-case analysis followed by a cross-case analysis will then be 
conducted in regards to each variable of the research question. The offline perspective within 
each case will be presented first, followed by the online perspective.  
  

6.1 RQ 1: How can companies handling of customer service be described? 
Below in Table 6:1, the patterns of the key findings within customer service can be found.  
  
Table 6:1. Summary of the Key Findings within RQ 1 – Customer Service.  

El-Giganten ONOFF VARIABLES 
Offline Online Offline Online 

Tangibles +/–  +/–  
Reliability +/+ +/– +/– +/+ 

Responsiveness +/– +/– +/– +/+ 
Assurance +/+ +/+ +/+ +/+ 
Empathy +/+ –/– +/+ –/– 

Ordering/ Shipment/ 
Packaging   +/+  +/– 

Website design  +/–  +/+ 
–/– = Not used as a service variable 
+/– = Partly used as a service variable 
+/+ = Used as a service variable  
 
Offline 
Long and McMellon (2004) suggests that tangibles, which is characterized by the physical 
facilities, equipment, and appearance of personnel, is a variable that enhances customer 
service. El-Giganten is partly in line with the theory; they have a large and well-organized 
store and samples for the customers to try. However, the sales staff at El-Giganten’s most 
popular departments is too limited, and the theory suggests that having personnel ready to 
serve customers is very important. ONOFF agrees to that physical facilities and equipment is 
important since they have a well-organized store and samples available. ONOFF does not 
have enough salespeople in the store to serve waiting customers which indicates that they do 
not follow the theory on tangibles to the fullest. ONOFF’s and El-Giganten’s stores are 
designed almost the same, they both have samples for trial, but both companies fail on having 
enough salespeople available to serve the customers. This indicates that both of them follow 
the theory on the two first parameters; physical facilities and equipment, but not when it 
comes to appearance of personnel.   
 
Reliability; the ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurate, is another 
variable that Long and McMellon (2004) suggest is decisive for good customer service. El-
Giganten’s personnel gave very good and detailed information of their products, and the TV 
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screens were showing analogue broadcasts which gave an accurate impression of the picture 
quality. This suggests that El-Giganten is very good at the reliability variable and that they 
follow the theory. ONOFF follows the theory when it comes to that the salespeople gave us 
accurate information, but the store where only showing DVD movies on the TV screen which 
does not convey an accurate perception of the TVs’ picture quality. Furthermore, ONOFF 
promoted products in their advertising supplement which were not available in the store, and 
that decreases the reliability and suggest that the theory is not followed. El-Giganten follows 
the theory very well, whereas ONOFF only follows the theory on the issue of accurate 
information from the salespeople.  
 
Responsiveness contains the willingness to help customers and also providing prompt service 
according to Long and McMellon (2004). El-Giganten’s TV department was understaffed and 
that means the waiting times for service were rather long, which resulted in irritated 
customers. The employees were not rushed by the long waiting times, instead were willing to 
help the customers and took their time providing professional service to each customer. El-
Giganten does follow the theory when it comes to the employees’ willingness to help, but the 
waiting times were too long. ONOFF follows the theory if looking at the personnel’s 
willingness to help and that they took their time serving the customer even though there were 
many other customers waiting for their help. The waiting times were too long, and that is not 
in accordance with the theory provided by Long and McMellon (2004). ONOFF and El-
Giganten have the same problem when it comes to the responsiveness factor; the waiting 
times which are too long. Both companies’ employees are very willing to help the customers, 
which on the other hand is in line with what the authors suggest.  
 
Long and McMellon (2004) further suggest that assurance; knowledge and courtesy of 
employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence, is another variable that affects 
customer service. El-Giganten is following the theory rather well; the employees were very 
well-educated within the product area, polite, and they inspired trust and confidence in their 
approach. ONOFF’s employees gave very detailed information of the products and were 
obviously knowledgeable within the product area. The sales staff at ONOFF offered us 
products that would fulfill our specific need, and they did not try to sell us the most expensive 
product. This implies that ONOFF is following the theory on the assurance factor well. Both 
ONOFF and El-Giganten are following the theory rather well; both companies’ sales staff 
were very polite and had very detailed knowledge of the products.  
 
Empathy; caring and individualized attention, is the final variable affecting customer service. 
El-Giganten follows the theory well since the sales staff was not rushed even though there 
were a lot of customers waiting; instead they took their time to give individual attention by 
answering the questions and informing properly about the products and their features. 
Furthermore, El-Giganten’s employees asked us about our specific needs and recommended 
products according to them and to a reasonable price. ONOFF’s employees did not rush 
customers when giving them service even when there were long lines for help. They asked 
questions about the customers’ needs and recommended products after those at prices that 
were affordable. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF were good at the same things within the issue 
of empathy; both have employees who work well under pressure and provide individualized 
attention to the customers. El-Giganten and ONOFF therefore follows the theory of empathy.  
 
Online 
Long and McMellon (2004) explain that the ability to perform the promised service 
dependably and accurately affects the perceived reliability of the company. El-Giganten’s 
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website follows the theory partly; information about products, purchase and insurances are 
presented but could be vaster. The functions on the website are reliable but rather simple, 
shortage in information and the website’s structure makes it a bit difficult to navigate. 
ONOFF’s website follows the theory; since it is easy to navigate and gives the customer good 
and vast information at all times. Information about products, purchase and insurances is 
presented logically. Furthermore, the functions on ONOFF’s website are good and reliable. 
Both companies seem to have the reliability variable in mind when doing business online. 
Both El-Giganten and ONOFF’s website are similar and with the same general functions. 
ONOFF follows the theory better by providing more information and by having a more 
structured website.  
 
Long and McMellon (2004) argue that the willingness and ability to help customers and 
provide prompt service affects the customers’ perception about the company’s 
responsiveness. El-Giganten’s website follows the theory partly by offering a purchase 
information section and a section were contact information about the company is presented. 
Opening hours for service centres and response times on emails can make it difficult for 
customers to obtain information. ONOFF’s website follows the theory; by offering a customer 
contact section and purchase information section, and emails are answered quickly. Both El-
Giganten and ONOFF follow the theory on responsiveness, but ONOFF follows the theory 
slightly better by providing faster answer to on mail and longer opening hours on their 
customer service centres.  
 
Long and McMellon (2004) claim that the knowledge and courtesy of the employees together 
with the company’s ability to inspire trust and confidence, affect the customers’ perception of 
the assurance provided. El-Giganten’s website is in line with the theory since they provide a 
product guide, a purchase information section with factors than can be of use for the customer 
pre-purchase, during and after the purchase, and secure online payment methods. ONOFF’s 
website follows the theory by; providing a purchase information section, an extensive product 
information section and secure online payment methods. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF 
appear to have the assurance variable in mind when doing business online.  
 
Long and McMellon (2004) claim that caring and individualized attention they provided to 
customers affects the customers’ perception about the company’s empathy. El-Giganten’s 
website offers a membership were the member can receive a newsletter, but no further 
personalization is made. ONOFF’s website also offers a membership; this is used only to 
store personal information about the customer to ease the purchase and do not feel 
individualized. Neither El-Giganten nor ONOFF follow this theory since no effort is put on 
providing individualized attention to the customers in the online perspective. 
 
Long and McMellon (2004) suggest that effective ordering, shipping, and packaging affects 
the customers’ perception about the company’s service. El-Giganten’s website follows this 
theory by; a simple ordering process, vast information during the ordering process, effective 
distribution channel and own packaging. ONOFF follows this theory partly by; no freight 
costs if the purchase is over 500 SEK, effective distribution channel, and own packaging. El-
Giganten and ONOFF seems to have the ordering, shipping, and packaging variable in mind 
when doing business online. El-Giganten follows the theory better by providing a more 
effective ordering process and more information considering the purchase during the process.  
 
Lee and Lin (2004) claim that the website design affects the customers’ perception about the 
company’s service. El-Giganten’s website follow this theory partly by; offering a site that is 
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easy to get a general view over, products are sorted after category and the most important 
links can be reached from any sub-page. Information is easy accessible and products in the 
same category are organized after price. Technical shortage in design makes the navigation a 
bit difficult. ONOFF’s website follows the theory by; providing a website that is easy to get a 
general view over, products are sorted after category and the most important links can be 
reached from any sub-page. Information is easy accessible and products in the same category 
are organized after brand and price. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF seems to have had the 
website variable in mind when doing business online. ONOFF follows the theory better by 
providing a website design that facilitates it for the customer.  
 
When comparing the data with the theory we can also see that El-Giganten and ONOFF are 
rather good at handling customer service in an offline perspective but that the online 
perspective could be improved even more. El-Giganten seems to be following the theory 
better on a couple of the variables in the offline perspective whereas ONOFF seems to be 
handling customer service better in the online environment. Furthermore, both companies 
have well-educated personnel, who are service-minded even though they could have been 
more salespeople in some of the most popular departments.  
 

6.2 RQ 2: How can companies handling of customer complaints be 
described? 
In Table 6:2, a summary of the key findings within the area of how ONOFF and El-Giganten 
handle customer complaints can be viewed.  
   
Table 6:2. Summary of the key findings within RQ 2 – Customer complaints.  

 

El-Giganten ONOFF VARIABLES 
Offline Online Offline Online 

Process Control – /– +/ – – /– +/ – 
Decision Control – /– +/ – +/+ – /– 

Accessibility +/+ +/+ +/+ +/+ 
Timing/Speed – /– – /– – /– – /– 

Flexibility – /– – /– +/+ – /– 
Explanation +/ – +/ – +/+ +/ – 

Honesty +/ – +/ – +/ – +/ – 
Politeness +/+ +/+ +/+ +/ – 

Effort – /– – /– +/ – – /– 
Empathy – /– – /– +/ – – /– 

– /–  = Not used as a complaint variable 
+/ –  = Partly used as a complaint variable 
+/+ = Used as a complaint variable  
 
Offline 
The first variable in the Procedural justice dimension in the theory provided by Tax, Brown 
and Chandrashekaran (1998) is process control. The authors mean that the ability for a 
customer to communicate their view on the process affects the outcome of the complaint 
satisfaction. El-Giganten do not invite the complaining customer to communicate their views 
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on the complaint process; the company follows a standardized process when handling 
complaints and is therefore not in line with the theory. ONOFF has a complaint process which 
can not be influenced by the customer. They do not encourage the complaining customer to 
communicate their views on the decision process and is therefore not following the theory. El-
Giganten and ONOFF handle this variable in a similar way, neither of the companies 
encourages the customers to communicate their views on the decision process, and the 
companies are by that not in line with the theory.    
 
Tax et al claim that the decision control; the extent to which a person is free to accept or deny 
a decision outcome, is affecting the satisfaction of the complaint process. El-Giganten does 
not follow the theory on this variable since they do not give their customers this opportunity. 
ONOFF allowed the customer to deny the decision outcome after a lot of discussions and 
problems and offered another better solution to the problem, and is therefore in line with the 
theory. El-Giganten does not handle this variable very well, whereas ONOFF to a certain 
extent allows the customers to affect the decision outcome.  
 
Accessibility is according to Tax et al how easy it is to get in contact with the company in 
order to start a complaint process. El-Giganten has a customer service desk where customers 
are invited to ask questions or complain about different things, which implies that the 
company handles the accessibility issue rather well. ONOFF is in line with the theory since 
they have a customer service desk where the personnel answer questions and help dissatisfied 
customers. It is easy to engage a complaint process at both El-Giganten and ONOFF, they 
both have customer service desks where customers are invited to ask questions or make 
complaints.   
 
The fifth variable within the Procedural justice dimension is the timing/speed of the process. 
The perceived amount of time taken to complete a process highly influences the outcome of 
the complaint. El-Giganten handles this very poorly; the process took several weeks longer 
than they promised the customer, consequently the company is not in line with the theory. 
ONOFF is not in line with theory on this variable; they handle the time aspect very poorly and 
the time frame they promised from the beginning was exceeded with weeks. Neither of the 
companies follows the theory on time; they handle the matter very unsatisfying. The 
customers were promised that the process would take a certain time, but that time frame was 
overstepped several times.   
 
The final variable within the Procedural justice dimension provided by Tax et al is flexibility; 
the adaptability of procedures to reflect individual circumstances. El-Giganten handles the 
issue of flexibility rather poorly; they do not treat a complaining customer as an individual 
matter, instead they follow a standardized process without being able to compromise. ONOFF 
handled the complaining customer rather well on this issue. They recognized the customer 
when he came into the store after the complaint and they could offer an individualized 
solution which resulted in a customer who became satisfied with the outcome. El-Giganten 
did not offer any individualized solutions in order for the complaining customer to become 
satisfied, whereas ONOFF did. This implies that El-Giganten does not follow the theory, and 
that ONOFF are in line with the theory and handle it well.  
 
The Interactional justice dimension deals with the interpersonal behavior in the enactment of 
procedures and delivery of outcomes. The first variable in the Interactional justice dimension 
provided by Tax et al is explanation; that the customer get a reasonable explanation of why 
the problem occurred and information of the process. El-Giganten is in line with the theory; 
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they explained to the customer what was happening during the process, but they could not 
provide her with information about why the problem occurred. ONOFF gives information of 
where in the process the errand is, and the personnel explained why the problem occurred in 
the first place. ONOFF is therefore in line with the theory, and handle this variable well. El-
Giganten provide the customer with information of the process and so does ONOFF, but 
ONOFF were very good in explaining to the customer why the problem occurred and that it 
was not the customer’s fault. Both companies follow the theory, but ONOFF handles it 
slightly better since they were more explicit in the explanations.  
 
Honesty; that the information given is accurate, is another variable affecting the outcome of a 
complaint according to Tax et al. The employees at El-Giganten were honest about the 
product’s problems but the time frame for the process was far from accurate. The company is 
in line with the theory, but handles some of the aspects rather poorly. ONOFF informs the 
customers about how the process will look like, but the accuracy of the promised time frame 
for the process was not acceptable. ONOFF follows the theory on certain aspects, but are not 
handling the accuracy of the promised time frame well. Both companies are good at 
informing the customers about how the process looks like and the information is accurate. 
However, the promised time frame was handled poorly by both companies and that decreases 
the validity of the honesty variable.  
 
Tax et al point out that the politeness from the employees is an important issue in order for a 
customer to become satisfied with the outcome of a complaint. El-Giganten’s employees were 
very polite when handling the customers’ complaints, even when they became upset, and is 
therefore in line with the theory. ONOFF handles the issue of politeness well; the personnel at 
ONOFF were polite to the customers, and even when the customers were dissatisfied and 
irritated they kept their calm and continued to be polite and professional. El-Giganten and 
ONOFF’s personnel are polite to the customers even when they are upset because of 
dissatisfaction; both companies are therefore in line with the theory.  
 
The amount of positive energy put in to resolving a problem; effort, is another variable that 
affects the outcome of a complaint according to Tax et al. El-Giganten did not put very much 
effort into solving the customer’s problem; they handled the complaint as a standardized issue 
and did not try to get the customer to become satisfied and is therefore not in line with the 
theory. ONOFF handled this variable rather well; they put effort in trying to solve the 
customer’s problem and were trying to be positive and professional. El-Giganten handled the 
effort variable poorly and is therefore not in line with the theory whereas ONOFF put effort 
into the customer’s problem and handled it well.  
 
The final variable at the Interactional justice dimension; empathy, means to what extent the 
personnel care to solve the customers problem, and how much individual attention they 
dedicate to it (Tax et al). El-Giganten handled the problems very standardized; the dissatisfied 
customer did not feel as the company cared about her becoming a satisfied customer. 
Therefore, El-Giganten does not follow the theory provided by Tax et al. ONOFF follows the 
theory on empathy; their personnel seemed to care about solving the customer’s problem. The 
salesperson recognized the customer from his earlier visit, approached the customer and put 
effort into solving his problem and making him satisfied. El-Giganten does not dedicate much 
individual attention to specific customers but seems to handle all complaints the same way, 
ONOFF on the other hand follows the theory since they give individual attention when trying 
to make dissatisfied customers satisfied.   
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Online 
Tax et al describes process control as the first variable in their complaint process theory. 
According to the authors is process control the freedom to communicate views on a decision 
process. El-Giganten is in line with this theory by; giving the customer opportunity to tell 
their side of the story. ONOFF is also in line with this theory by; letting the customer explain 
what has happened before the product is sent to service. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF seems 
to have the process control variable in mind when offering service online. 
 
Tax et al state that decision control; the extent to which a person is free to accept or reject a 
decision outcome, is a variable that affects the customers perception of a company’s 
complaint process. El-Giganten is in line with the theory by; listening to what the customer 
want out of the compliant and if possible tries to fulfill the customers’ request. ONOFF is not 
in line with the theory; the company listens to the customer, but during the complaint process 
the company gives the impression of only trying to solve the problem to get it out of their 
hands. Both companies have intentions of following this theory by listening to the customers’ 
needs and want but ONOFF does not follow the theory in practice like El-Giganten tries to 
do.  
 
Tax et al argues that accessibility; the ease of engaging the complaint is a variable that affects 
the customers perception of a company’s complaint process. El-Giganten is in line with this 
theory by providing contact information to the customer service on their website. ONOFF is 
in line with this theory by also providing contact information and open hours for the customer 
service on their website. Both companies seems to have the accessibility in mind when giving 
customer service support. The information is easily accessible on the websites and 
information around service matters is given on the sites.  
 
Timing/speed is according to Tax et al the perceived amount of time taken to complete a 
procedure. Timing/speed is a variable that affects the customers’ perception of a company’s 
complaint process. El-Giganten does not follow the theory since repair and service times are 
longer than the estimated repair times given to the customers. ONOFF is not in accordance 
with the theory since service times are longer than expected. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF 
fails on the timing/speed variable. The companies give the customers’ service times that is 
often only half of the actual service time.  
 
Tax et al claims that flexibility; the willingness to adapt the complaint process to satisfy the 
customer is a variable that affects the customers’ perception of a company’s complaint 
process. El-Giganten is not in line with the theory. They show no flexibility in their complaint 
process. ONOFF is not in line with the theory. The company does not change their ways even 
though it might satisfy the customer. Neither El-Giganten nor ONOFF is in line with the 
theory, both companies seems to follow their own structured way of doing things even though 
some things are not convenient for the customer.  
 
Tax et al claims that explanation; a reasonable account to why the problem occurred, is a 
variable that affects the customers’ perception of a company’s complaint process. El-Giganten 
is in line with the theory by; explaining for the customer how the fault occurred from the 
beginning. ONOFF is also in line with the theory by giving the customer information about 
the problem. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF seems to have the explanation variable in mind 
when giving customer support. Information about why the problem occurred is given at some 
time during the complaint process, but it would be better to get this information in the 
beginning if possible in order to make it easier for the customer. 
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The perceived veracity of information provided, is according to Tax et al a variable that 
affects the customers’ perception of a company’s honesty in the complaint process. El-
Giganten is in line with the theory by giving the accurate information about the complaint 
process. ONOFF is also in line with the theory by giving the customers a feeling of honesty 
during the complaint process. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF is in line with the theory 
concerning honesty, even though both companies could be much more accurate when giving 
expected service times. 
 
The well-mannered and courteous behavior is according to Tax et al a variable that affects the 
customers’ perception of a company’s politeness in the complaint process. El-Giganten is in 
line with the theory by: acting polite during the complaint process. ONOFF is also in line with 
the theory, by offering courteous behavior when offering service. Both El-Giganten seems to 
have the politeness variable in mind during the compliant process. El-Giganten handles this 
variable better than ONOFF due to their professional behavior even under pressure.  
 
Effort is according to Tax et al the amount of positive energy put in to a problem. El-Giganten 
is not in line with the theory since they do not seem to put any effort in to solving the 
problems for the customers when things go wrong in the complaint process. ONOFF is not in 
line with the theory since the company does not put any effort into solving problems that 
occur during the complaint process. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF fails to give the customers 
any perception of that effort is put into their specific problems. It seems that the companies 
always follow their standard procedures even though they might create a satisfied customer 
by putting some effort into some cases.  
 
The last variable in the complaint process theory provided by Tax et al is empathy. The 
authors mean that the ability for a company to show empathy for a customer affects the 
outcome of the complaint satisfaction. El-Giganten handles this variable poorly and no 
support can therefore be given for this theory. ONOFF is not in line with the theory since no 
empathy was given during the contacts with the customer support. Neither El-Giganten nor 
ONOFF has the empathy variable in mind when conducting service.  
 

6.3 RQ 3: How can companies handling of customer value be described? 
The following table (Table 6:3.) summarizes the key findings within the area of customer 
value. After the table, the analysis discussion of how El-Giganten and ONOFF handle 
customer value can be found.  
 
Table 6:3. Summary of the key findings within RQ 3 – Customer value.  

El-Giganten ONOFF VARIABLES 
Offline Online Offline Online 

Basic +/+ +/+ +/+ +/+ 
Expected +/+ +/+ +/+ +/+ 
Desired +/+ +/– +/– +/+ 

Unanticipated +/– –/– –/– +/– 
–/–  = Not used as a value level 
+/– = Partly used as a value level 
+/+ = Used as a value level 
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Offline 
Albrecht (1995) explains that the basic level involves the fundamental components of a 
company’s value package to the customers that makes it able for the company to be in 
business. El-Giganten’s store is rather big and has different salespeople in the different 
departments, which means that the company is in concordance with the theory provided by 
Albrecht. ONOFF’s store is well-stocked and is divided into departments with salespeople on 
the different departments, which implies that they are in line with the theory. Both El-
Giganten and ONOFF follows the theory very well since both of the companies have well-
stocked physical stores and personnel available.  
 
The expected value is the second level in Albrecht’s (1995) theory. The expected value is 
what the customer find normal for the company and their competitors. It is easy to find what 
you are looking for at El-Giganten and their open hours are rather generous and correspond to 
its competitors; the company is therefore in line with the theory concerning the expected 
level. ONOFF’s store is organized according to product categories and they offer a wide 
selection of brand which implies that the company follows the theory. Both companies are 
very well in line with the theory since they fulfills the requirements of the expected level.   
 
Albrecht (1995) means that the desired level contains features which the customers would 
like to have, but do not really expect. El-Giganten’s personnel were very helpful and even 
though there were a lot of customers they did not rush or acted like the most important thing 
was for the customers to buy something. El-Giganten offers a price warranty in order to 
ensure customers the lowest price. This implies that the company offers value on the desired 
level, and therefore follows the theory provided by Albrecht. ONOFF’s salespeople were very 
helpful and professional. The company offers a price warranty which means that if customers 
find one of their products cheaper at another physical store ONOFF returns the price 
difference to the customer. The personnel also informed the customers about the different 
payment methods and the insurances ONOFF offers. ONOFF handles the desired value level 
rather well, and therefore agrees with the theory. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF have desired 
value that can be identified. ONOFF’s personnel is very clear in conveying the offerings 
which implies that ONOFF is slighter better at the desired level, and therefore follows the 
theory more accurate than El-Giganten.  
 
The unanticipated value is the final level is the final stage, and also the stage that really can 
exceed the customers’ expectations according to Albrecht (1995). El-Giganten’s personnel 
were very well-educated about Plasma and LCD screens, they did not only have the answers 
to our most complicated questions but also had knowledge of where in the world the TVs 
were manufactured and assembled, and why those countries were chosen. This results in that 
El-Giganten follows the theory on unanticipated value, and handles this level of value rather 
good. ONOFF’s personnel could answer all of our questions, even the really complicated ones 
which implies that their knowledge within flat screen TVs were very good, which gives the 
impression that ONOFF is in line with the theory. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF have 
unanticipated value that can be identified, but El-Giganten’s personnel were very well-
educated about Plasma and LCD screens and could convey that information very well. The 
salespeople’s knowledge at El-Giganten was impressive and it was obvious that they were 
enthusiastic about new technology. This results in that El-Giganten follows the theory on 
unanticipated value very well, and that the company handles this in a good way.   
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Online  
Albrecht (1995) states that the basic level of value contains of the fundamental components in 
a company’s value package that makes it possible for them to be in the business. El-Giganten 
follows this theory by; supplying a website that is easy to find, fairly easy to navigate, 
products can be ordered directly from the website, and products can be viewed in pictures that 
are enlargeable. ONOFF follow this theory by; supplying a functional website that is easy to 
find, easy to navigate, enlargeable pictures of the products and ordering directly form the 
website. Both El-Giganten and ONOFF fulfills the basic value variable for conducting 
business on the Internet. 
 
Albrecht (1995) claims that the expected level of value contains elements that customers find 
normal for a company in a certain business. El-Giganten’s website offers a support section, 
the ability to commit secure purchases with credit cards, competitive prices compared with 
offline stores, and decent delivery times, and is therefore in line with the theory. ONOFF’s 
website also follows the theory very well by; offering detailed information about product 
features, support for secure credit card purchases, competitive prices compared with offline 
stores, and they also have decent delivery times. El-Giganten and ONOFF both fulfill the 
expected value variable for conducting business on the internet. 
 
Albrecht (1995) argues that the desired level of value contains elements that customers know 
about but do not expect, and this based on the performance of the company’s competitors. El-
Giganten is partly in line with the theory since the company offers a purchase information 
section which is huge and informative. ONOFF’s website offers a product information section 
which is extensive and easy accessible, and is therefore in line with the theory. Both El-
Giganten and ONOFF seems to have the desired value variable in mind by supplying the 
customers with functions that are not expected. ONOFF is slighter better at the desired level 
since their website offers a very informative webpage which gives the customers advice and 
general information of different product categories.  
 
Albrecht (1995) describes the unanticipated level of customer value as a variable where the 
company offers features that go beyond expectations and desires that customers might have. 
El-Giganten’s website does not offer any features that can be classified as an unanticipated 
level of customer value and does therefore not support the theory. ONOFF is not in 
accordance with the theory concerning unanticipated value since their website does not offer 
any features that give the customer unanticipated customer value. Both El-Giganten and 
ONOFF tries to give the customers this level of value by offering some special features but it 
is not enough to qualify as unanticipated. 
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7 FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS  
In this final chapter the research questions stated in the first chapter will be answered based 
on the data collected from El-Giganten and ONOFF. Thereafter, implications for 
management and further research will be provided. The research questions will be answered 
in separate sections respectively which hopefully will lead to a fulfilment of the research 
purpose: 
 
 
“To gain a deeper understanding of how companies handle customers, from an offline as well 

as online perspective, in order to exceed their expectations.” 
 
 

7.1 RQ 1: How can companies’ handling of customer service be described? 
The first research question deals with how companies handle customer service. The 
investigated cases reveal that some service aspects are handled very well whereas others need 
to be improved.  
 
We have found that the physical stores are rather basic in their design and how they are 
organized; all stores in the investigated business look almost the same. Customers probably 
do not expect anything else, but it should therefore be seen as an opportunity to surprise them 
on this aspect. Furthermore, it seems like there are some departments that always have more 
customers waiting for service than others, which indicates that there are not enough personnel 
in these departments. There is not possible from an economical point of view to always have 
salespeople available for every single customer entering the store, but this aspect must be 
improved since the customers can become dissatisfied before even thinking about buying 
something. The customers have to keep an eye on the salespersons in order to get their 
attention when they are finished with their present customer, and this creates irritation and is 
not the best way to start a relation with a potential customer.   
 
We can conclude that the salespeople were very well-educated about the products, which was 
not expected since the stores are not specialized in any way and promote that they are low-
price chains. The personnel seemed to be genuinely interested in new developments and 
different solutions within the product categories offered in the stores. This implies that the 
companies have hired the right people in the sales departments. The products offered are 
promoted in advertising supplements which are distributed to all households in the 
geographical area. We found that the information in these advertising supplements at times 
were misleading; products that not even had been released were promoted without any 
information that the products not yet were available to buy in the store. We were informed 
that the information was advertising space from the different manufacturers. This can lead to 
that customers feel deceived when believing that they will find products in the store that in 
fact are not even available for purchase. From an online perspective we found that the 
websites provide customers with information of products and how to make purchases online. 
The websites were found to be easy to navigate, even though they were simple and could be 
improved further with more information. It is evident that the companies are putting their 
effort on the offline stores, which means that there is a lot that can be improved in an online 
perspective to increase the online business.    
 

 49 
 



FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
Our empirical findings indicate that there are too long waiting times in the stores; some 
departments have very long waiting times whereas some might be empty. One of the main 
rules in sales is that potential customers should not have to wait to buy something. This is not 
possible to achieve in order for these kinds of companies to be profitable, but the waiting 
times must be reduced in order for the customers not to become dissatisfied before even 
making a purchase. We found that the salespeople were very helpful; they took their time 
helping the customers even though there were a lot of people waiting. By this it can be 
concluded that the personnel work well under pressure, and that they are good at providing 
individual service. In an online perspective customers can easily find information of products 
as well as the companies. There are possible for the customers to ask questions in an online 
form, and the company will return with an answer. The waiting times for an answer varied 
between five hours to three days. Too long waiting times are risky when it comes to online 
customers since they expect answers quickly, otherwise they might look for other options.   
 
We found that the knowledge and courtesy of the employees were good, aspects which 
influence the customers’ perception of the service greatly. Having good and detailed 
knowledge about the products offered and being able to convey that information contribute to 
trust and confidence. We also found out that the salespeople tried to offer individual solutions 
to the customers which impressed us. It was nothing we expected when visiting retail-chains 
which are not specialized in any way, and that inspired trust and confidence. In an online 
perspective the companies handles the aspect of assurance very well; they have safe credit 
card transactions and purchase information sections. It is what the customer expects, but it 
does not really exceed their expectations. The product information offered online is very good 
at times, but should be further improved in order to attract customers by showing the 
knowledge available within the companies. We find it strange that the companies are not 
offering even more extensive product information and technological news on their websites 
since they claim that they love technology. We believe that the companies are not making the 
most of their websites and that there are more possibilities available online.  
 
We found that caring and individualized attention was handled rather well in the offline 
perspective. The personnel took their time with each customer and asked them about their 
specific needs and tried to offer products to suit them. This exceeded our expectations since 
the studied companies are promoting themselves as low-price chains and not specialized 
stores. Online, the issue of individualized attention needs to be improved in order to create 
satisfaction. Online customers are invited to become members and get an own sign-in, but 
there is nothing personal connected to the membership which makes it rather meaningless. 
Personalization is very important in an online perspective since there are no personal contact 
between the company and the customer, which implies that more effort needs to be put into 
this variable in order for it to exceed the customers’ expectations.  
 
The online ordering process needs to be very simple in order to be attractive for online 
customers; our findings imply that this is achieved since the processes work smoothly. The 
shipping seems to be working fine as well, even though there should be more shipping 
alternatives for those who want a really quick delivery.  
 
We found the websites to be very simple, too simple. The websites in the studied line of 
business all look the same. The basic features are present, the links are working fine and there 
is information of the products, but that little extra which would exceed expectations is 
missing. It feels like they have a website just because everyone else has one. It seems like the 
online business is not prioritized at all. Even though there are not only online shoppers who 

 50 
 



FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
visit the website, but also many offline customers who might go to the website before visiting 
the store.   
 
From these findings we can more specifically conclude: 

• The issue of long waiting times in the physical stores creates irritated customers, 
which results in dissatisfaction. 

 

• Salespeople’s knowledge within the product categories inspires trust and confidence.  
 

• Online customers have to get quick answers to their questions asked online in order to 
keep their interest.  

 

• In order for a website to enhance customer satisfaction it need to be fully integrated in 
the company’s marketing strategy. 

 

• Personalization of websites is crucial in order to create trust and build relationships in 
an online environment. 

 

• Companies’ websites are often used as a complement to the physical stores rather than 
being a store of its own. 

 

7.2 RQ 2: How can companies’ handling of customer complaints be 
described? 
We have found that companies seem to follow standardized process when handling customer 
complaints both online and offline, the customers are not encouraged to complain or 
communicate their views on the complaint process. By encourage the customers to complain 
the companies would get information about what customers perceive as problems and issues 
that cause dissatisfaction. By doing this companies could change what the customers perceive 
as problems and by that create more satisfaction. We have further found that the customers’ 
possibility to accept or deny a decision outcome varies depending on salesperson and 
situation. The overall impression is that customers have very few opportunities to influence 
the compliant process both online and offline. The companies seem to have standardized 
process that they follow at all times.  
 
The empirical findings show that the customers’ accessibility is very good. Contact 
information is easy to find on the websites and there are decent open hours for the customer 
service call centers. It is easy to get in touch with the right person for each specific errand.  
The store provides a service desk were complaints can be filed and products be sent in for 
service. By offering this the companies’ create a whole package solution since the customers 
can handle their complaint process both from their homes and from the physical stores. 
Information around the compliant process is given on the websites were the companies policy 
is presented and information about the Swedish consumer purchase legislation is provided. 
This provides information about what the customer can expect and demand out of the 
complaint process.  
 
We have found that the time to complete a procedure in very long at both companies. The 
service support estimate service times for products that the companies can not hold. It gives 
the impression that the companies have no actual knowledge about the service times for 
different products and just estimate a time that sounds god for the customers. The service 
times is often twice of what the service support states. If the service support does not know 
the actual length of service times for different products it gives bad signals to the customers. 
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When customers seek service for a product, they often already have a degree of discontent, if 
receiving wrong or misleading information at this time will only create more dissatisfaction. 
One can not but wonder if the companies deliberately have given the service support 
estimated service times to tell the customers that sounds good without any consideration to 
actual service times and the work load at the work shops.   
 
The companies give the impression of being very inflexible in both the online and offline 
environment, when it comes to customer complaints. Both companies in this study seem to 
follow their own structured way of doing things even though some things are not convenient 
for the customer. Only when things are going in a way that might be harmful for the 
company, for example; bad publicity, flexibility is shown.   
 
We found that getting an explanation is something very important for a complaining customer 
in order for a positive outcome to be possible. Our empirical findings indicate that companies 
do give customers explanations to why a certain fault has occurred, but the information during 
the process needs to be improved. Not getting enough information during the complaint 
process can be frustrating for the customer, and this needs to be acknowledged by companies. 
When it comes to providing customers with explanations online, we found that this is handled 
rather well. The empirical findings showed that companies often contact their customers by 
telephone if something goes wrong, or have a telephone number to a customer service which 
can be used by customers. We can therefore conclude that if something goes wrong in an 
online purchase, it can be favorable for the company to contact the dissatisfied customer by 
telephone in order to strengthen the personal contact between the two parties.    
 
We have found that companies, offline as well as online, are being honest to the customers 
when it comes to why a certain fault has occurred, and how it will be handled. However, the 
promised time frame for the process is not handled well. Furthermore, we can conclude that 
companies need to work on not promising what they cannot handle. We have found that this 
is an issue that makes customers dissatisfied and irritated, and an issue that should be very 
easy to avoid. The time issue is handled poorly in both online and offline complaints; 
customers are promised to get the product repaired or replaceable within a certain time frame, 
and those time frames are never held. In conclusion, we can see that there is a clear 
connection between a dissatisfied customer and broken time frames.  
 
It is important to have polite personnel when customers complain; salespeople in the physical 
store as well as those who answer telephone calls in the customer service need to be service-
minded and treat customers nicely. Our empirical findings point to that the personnel in the 
physical stores are very polite, whereas the personnel answering telephone calls from 
dissatisfied customers are nice and informative, but this is not enough. We can from our 
findings conclude that it is even more important for the personnel to be polite and personal in 
an online perspective; since this is an environment where there is little personal contact. 
When a customer online becomes dissatisfied, it is important for the company to enhance the 
personal contact in order for the customer to become satisfied with the outcome.  
 
Our findings indicate that companies need to put more effort into solving the customers’ 
problem. Customers often feel as if the company only sees them as interesting customers 
when they are thinking of buying something, and not when they are dissatisfied. Furthermore, 
our findings point to that companies have a standardized way of handling customer 
complaints, which results in that the customer feels like it is not a prioritized matter. We can 
conclude that there is a strong connection between the company’s effort to solve a customer’s 
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problem, and the possibility for the customer to turn from dissatisfied to satisfied. Regardless 
of whether the purchase is made offline or online, there is a need for the customer to feel that 
the company actually is making an effort in order to make them satisfied.  
 
Our empirical findings indicate that companies use a standardized way of handling 
complaints. Customers need to feel that the company treats them as individuals, and not like 
just another complaint. Providing individual attention becomes even more important in an 
online environment since the personal connection is crucial in this setting. Providing personal 
attention online does not take much time, it can mean that the emails from the company are 
from the same person, and that a telephone number is provided if the customer have further 
questions. In conclusion, we have found a strong connection between a company’s ability to 
provide individual attention to a complaint, and the possibility for a customer to become 
satisfy with the complaint’s outcome.   
 
From these findings we can more specifically conclude: 

• By encouraging customers to complain, both in the offline as well as online 
environment, companies will gain valuable feedback and customers will feel that their 
opinion is important.  

 

• The complaining process takes much longer than the time promised by the companies. 
 

• There is a clear connection between a dissatisfied customer and broken time frames. 
 

• There is a strong connection between the company’s effort to solve a customer’s 
problem, and the possibility for the customer to turn from dissatisfied to satisfied.  

 

• We have found a strong connection between a company’s ability to provide individual 
attention to a complaint, and the possibility for a customer to become satisfied with 
the complaint’s outcome. 

 

 7.3 RQ 3: How can companies’ handling of customer value be described? 
We have found that companies create customer value by several different means. To even be 
in business the companies must have fundamental value to offer their customers. The value 
delivered to the customer is what makes the same customer come back a second time.  
 
Our empirical findings indicates that to fulfill the basic and expected customer value 
companies do not have to put so much effort into what they are doing. All retail stores give 
the customer some extent of value by providing a location that is clean, properly stocked, 
decent open hours, and available personnel. One thing that is interesting to notice is that the 
companies in this study are the two largest retail chains in Sweden. Companies of this size 
make huge purchases when restocking their warehouses which implies that they should be 
able to offer low prices both offline and online. These large retail chains keep comparatively 
low prices offline, but in the online market their prices is comparatively high. This might 
depend on the fact that the companies do not really want to venture in to the online markets 
totally since it would take focus and customers away from their core field of activity.   
 
We further found that these large retail firms actually give the customers unexpected customer 
value with their helpful and professional personnel. The knowledge these employees 
possessed was totally unanticipated. The employees give the impression of having a genuine 
interest in the products and technology that these retail chains supply. The expertise given by 
the employees in these large retail chains is definitely competitive with the expertise given in 

 53 
 



FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
small special stores. One problem that might occur with the high customer value is that 
customers might get used to it, and therefore expect more value in the future.  
 
Our empirical findings also present variables in customer value that found very little support. 
The online aspects on customer value seem to have been overlooked. The value provided 
online is far less than the value provided offline. Compared with companies that only do 
business online these large retail chains are far behind; they do not provide anything that 
stands out from the crowd.  
 
From these findings we can more specifically conclude: 

• The basic and expected levels of customer value are prerequisites in order to be in 
business at all.  

 

• Large offline retail chains in the home appliances business are having problems with 
differentiation in the online environment. 

 

• Online customers look for the retailer that gives them the most value in terms of price 
compared to service to a higher extent than in the offline environment. 

 

• More effort needs to be put on customer value in the online environment if offline 
companies want to be able to compete in this area in the future.  

 

• Companies do not really want to venture into the online markets totally since they are 
afraid that it would take focus and customers away from their core field of activity.   

 
To summarize our findings within all research questions we can conclude that if companies 
handle service, complaints, and value with the customer in focus, their expectations can be 
exceeded. As shown in Figure 7:1, the first three circles represent the research questions as 
presented in chapter three, now we can conclude that all these aspects are connected to each 
other. The red area represent that companies have the opportunity to exceed their customers’ 
expectations if handling these aspects carefully with the customers’ needs and wants in focus.    
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Customer 
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Customer 

Service 
 

Customer 
Complaints 

 
 Customer 

Value 

 
Customer 
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Figure 7:1. Graphical Illustration of the Main Conclusion. 
  

7.4 Implications and Recommendations 
In this final section implications and recommendations based on our empirical findings and 
conclusions will be presented.  
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7.4.1 Implications for Practitioners and Management 

• Never promise something if not being completely sure it can be delivered. Promise 
only what the company can deliver and then deliver more than promised. By doing 
this the customers’ expectations will be exceeded and customer value will be created. 

 

• Even large retail chains must start to “act small” and treat the customers as 
individuals, being personal with customers will exceed their expectations and create 
loyalty.   

 

• The younger generations will be more open-minded to the Internet and online 
shopping which means that companies need to put a lot more effort into their websites. 

 

• Differentiate the company online by personalizing the website, and by offering as 
much service and knowledge as possible.  

 

• Do not only use the website for customers to make online purchases, but also to attract 
customers to come into the physical store and utilize the knowledge of the salespeople.   

• Do not let the customers wait too long, when the customers have shown interest in 
buying something, service must be provided as soon as possible in order to keep them 
interested. In a store with salespeople in different departments, a solution would be to 
educate them within more than one department so that they can jump in when there 
are a lot of customers waiting.  

 

• Hire only salespeople with a genuine interest in the products sold, this will result in 
motivated personnel with a lot of knowledge. 

 

• Emphasize the personnel’s knowledge in the offline stores in order to stay competitive 
compared to online low price stores. 

 

7.4.2 Implications for Theory 
The purpose of this study was to provide a better understanding of how companies exceed 
customer expectations. The study has been to some extent exploratory since we have gained a 
better understanding of the area of research through gathering information. Previous research 
has provided us with theory, from which we have formed our research problem and research 
questions.  
 
The study has also been of a descriptive nature since we, through data collection have been 
able to describe what factors influence the exceeding of expectations for customers in the 
home appliances business. Research in the areas that this study mentions is generally 
conducted from the company’s point of view. This study contributes to the theory by examine 
what factors the customers experience as important to exceed expectations rather than the 
factors companies perceive as important. This thesis contribution to theory is based on 
empirical findings of the observable facts concerning exceeding customer expectations from 
the customers’ point of view in two case studies in an online and offline perspective and can 
serve as a base for future research. 
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7.4.3 Implications for Future Research 
This study has provided an insight to a field of study where it still remains a great deal of 
areas in which to conduct additional research. The following areas could be of interest for 
further study: 
 

• It would be interesting to study the service times for home-appliances stores. Our 
study has shown that the time to complete different procedures is often twice of the 
service times promised by the customer service.  

 

• How does the physical store’s design affect the customers’ attitude of the products and 
service provided? 

 

• How can websites be used as a service function for customers? 
 

• How does the website’s design affect the online customers’ perception of the 
company? 

 

• Is it possible to be competitive as a low-price retail chain offline, without providing 
professional guidance? 

 

• How are large offline retail chains going to compete in the online environment without 
taking focus from the core business? 
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Check list Customer Service 
Tangibles: 

• Physical facilities 
• Equipment 
• Appearance of personnel 

 
Reliability: 

• Ability to perform the performed service, dependably and accurately  
 
Responsiveness: 

• Willingness to help customers and provide prompt service 
 
Assurance: 

• Knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence. 
 
Empathy: 

• Individualized attention provided to customers. 
 
Questions asked during visits at the physical stores: 

• What is the difference between LCD and Plasma Screens? 

• What are the main things you should have in mind when buying a flat screen TV? 

• What is the best choice if buying a TV bigger than 40 inches? 

• Is all flat screen TVs compatible with the DVD surround system I have at home? 

• What guarantees are included in the buy?  

• Which product type has the longest service life, Plasma or LCD? 

• Price in consideration to quality? 

• What is the actual weight? 

• Which product gives the best picture quality Plasma or LCD? 

• What resolution is preferable? 

• What is HDTV? 

• How does the brightness affect the performance of the TV? 

• How is the contrast measured?  

• How do the products handle blackness?  

• What product is preferable if videogame consoles are to be used with it? 

• Are the products compatible with the new Windows Media Center? 

• What do HDMI and DVi mean? 
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• Why do some products have amber lights? 

• What happens if a pixel stops working? 

 
Check list Customer Complaints 
Procedural Justice: 

• Process control:  Was the customers given an opportunity to tell their side of the 
story? 

• Decision control: Was the customers free to accept or reject a decision outcome? 
• Accessibility: Was it hard for the customers to figure out who to complain to in the 

organization? 
• Timing/Speed: How did the customer perceive the respond times for complaint and the 

perceived amount of time taken to complete a procedure? 
• Flexibility: Were the companies willing to adapt their complaint handling process to 

satisfy the customer’s needs? 
 
Interactional Justice: 

• Explanation/ Casual account: Was the customers given a reasonable account as to 
why the original problem occurred? 

• Honesty: Did the customers feel that the companies were telling the truth? 
• Politeness: Were the customers treated with a well-mannered and courteous behavior 

by the service support? 
• Effort: Did the customers feel that the service support put positive energy into 

resolving their problem? 
• Empathy: Did the customers feel that the service support was concerned about their 

problems? 
 
Check list Customer Value 
Basic: (The fundamental components of customer value) 

• Clean location 
• Properly staffed 
• Properly stocked 

 
Expected: (Practices that customer find normal) 

• Competitive price 
• Decent open hours 
• Reasonably helpful employees 

 
Desired: (Added-value factors that customers know about, but do not expect) 

• Friendly and caring staff 
• Lower prices than competitors 
• Good information systems 

 
Unanticipated: (Added-value features that goes beyond learned expectations) 

• Unusual expertise from employees 
• Advanced product features 
• Beneficial guarantees 
• Extremely low prices 
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Checklista Kundservice 
Konkreta tillgångar: 

• Faciliteter 
• Varor 
• Tillång till personal 

 
Pålitlighet: 

• Förmågan att utföra den önskade servicen korrekt.  
 
Responsiveness: 

• Viljan att hjälpa kunder och erbjuda effektiv service.  
 
Försäkran: 

• Kunskap och artighet hos de anställda och deras förmåga att skapa förtroende hos 
kunderna. 

 
Empati: 

• Individuell uppmärksamhet som de anställda ger till kunderna.  
 
Frågor ställda under besöken i de fysiska affärerna: 

• Vad är skillnaden mellan LCD och Plasma skärmar? 

• Vad är det som man bör ha i åtanke när man ska köpa en ny flat screen tv? 

• Vilket är det bästa valet när man skall köpa en tv over 40 tum? 

• Är alla  flat screen tv kompatibla med mitt DVD och surround system som jag har 

hemma? 

• Vilka garantier medföljer i köpet?  

• Vilket produkt typ har den längsta livslängden, plasma eller LCD? 

• Hur stor del spelar priset in på kvalitet? 

• Vad väger dessa produkter? 

• Vilken produkt typ ger bäst bild, plasma eller LCD? 

• Vilken upplösning är att rekommendera? 

• Vad betyder HDTV? 

• Hur påverkar ljusstyrkan produktens prestanda? 

• Hur mäter man kontrast?  

• Hur hanterar dessa produkter svärta?  

• Vilken product är att föredra om videospel skall användas till den? 

• Är produkterna kompatibla med nya Windows Media Center? 
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• Vad betyder HDMI och DVi? 

• Varför har vissa produkter lampor som lyser på väggen bakom tv:n? 

• Vad händer om en pixel går sönder?? 

 
Checklista Kundklagomål 
Rättigheter under pågående process: 

• Processen: Gavs det möjlighet för kunderna att ge sin version av vad som hänt? 
• Utslag: Hade kunderna möjlighet till att påverka utfallet av kundklagomålet? 
• Tillgänglighet: Var det svårt för kunderna att veta vilka de skulle vända sig till med 

deras klagomål inom organisationen? 
• Tidsåtgång: Hur upplevde kunderna tiden det tog för att svara på ett klagomål samt 

hur lång tid det tog att slutföra en process? 
• Flexibilitet: Var företagen villiga till att anpassa sin hantering av kund klagomål för 

att tillfredställa en behovet hos kunden? 
 
Rättigheter under samspel med företagen:  

• Förklaring: Gavs en rimlig förklaring till varför problemet uppstod från början? 
• Ärlighet: Upplevde kunderna att företagen berättade sanningen? 
• Hövlighet: Var kunderna behandlade med artighet av kundsupporten? 
• Ansträngning: Kände kunderna att kundsupporten lade positiv energi på att lösa deras 

problem? 
• Empati: Upplevde kunderna att kundsupporten visade förståelse över deras problem? 

 
Checklista Kundvärde 
Grundläggande: (de grundläggande komponenterna av kundvärde) 

• Välstädad affär 
• Tillräckligt med personal 
• Tillräckligt varulager 

 
Förväntad: (saker som kunden upplever som normala) 

• Konkurrenskraftiga priser  
• Normala öppettider 
• Anställda som är någorlunda hjälpfulla 

 
Önskad: (saker som kunder vet om men inte förväntar sig) 

• Anställda som är vänliga och visar omsorg 
• Lägre priser än konkurrenterna 
• Väl utvecklade information system 

 
Oväntad: (kundvärde som vida överträffar kundernas föreställning ) 

• Oväntad expertis från de anställda 
• Avancerade produkt finesser 
• Mycket förmånliga garantier 
• Extremt låga priser. 
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Snapshot of El-Giganten’s website 
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Snapshot of ONOFF’s Website 
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