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Abstract People’s ability to express their voice in different situation is an important facet

of their quality of life. This study examines the relationship between social status, cultural

characteristics and customers’ voice behavior in multiple cultures. We hypothesized that

social status would be positively related to customers’ voice expression. The cultural

dimensions of power distance and uncertainty avoidance were expected to affect that

behavior and to moderate the status–voicing relationship. Analysis of data concerning

8,479 customers from 12 countries showed that, as expected, customers with high status

tended to register more service failures and to complain more frequently than customers of

lower social status. All three social status distinctions explored in this study (gender,

education, and age) correlated negatively with formal complaint, but only age correlated

negatively with informal complaint. In addition, the two cultural dimensions had the

expected negative effect on intention to complain, and moderated the relationship between

social status and intention to complain. Theoretical contributions and applied implications

are discussed.

Keywords Customer complaints � Social status � Culture � Service recovery

G. Luria (&) � D. Yagil � I. Gal
Department of Human Services, University of Haifa, Mount Carmel, Haifa 31905, Israel
e-mail: gluria@univ.haifa.ac.il

D. Yagil
e-mail: dyagil@research.haifa.ac.il

I. Gal
e-mail: iddo@research.haifa.ac.il

A. Levanon
Department of Sociology and Anthropology, University of Haifa, Mount Carmel, Haifa 31905, Israel
e-mail: alevanon@univ.haifa.ac.il

123

Soc Indic Res (2016) 126:309–330
DOI 10.1007/s11205-015-0884-y

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11205-015-0884-y&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11205-015-0884-y&amp;domain=pdf


1 Introduction

The world is becoming dominated by services, both public and private, that have a major

impact on peoples’ quality of life. People depend on services provided by public or private

organizations, in areas such as communication (phone, internet, postal), banking, utilities

(electricity, gas, water, etc.), and transport (train, bus, subway).Many services are integral

to people’s lifestyles, reflecting their specific needs and preferences (Gutek 1995).

Examples include: professional services (e.g., health care, higher education, financial

advice, and counseling), personal services (e.g., hairdressing) or pleasure and other ser-

vices (e.g., leisure parks, hospitality, and commercial and retail services).

Accordingly, scholars acknowledge the importance of studying the links between ser-

vice quality and quality-of-life or wellbeing, because the latter may depend on the pro-

cesses and outcomes of services that people receive from both public and private providers

(Njoh 1994; Ostrom et al. 2010). Dong-Jin and Sirgy (2004) suggested that ‘‘quality-of-life

marketing’’ is a new paradigm, following previous paradigms such as relationship mar-

keting. Dagger and Sweeney (2006) maintain that, while it is recognized that marketing is

related to quality of life, it is service quality—the standard of service received (Parasur-

aman et al. 1988)—that has the strongest impact on quality of life. In a study of health

services (Dagger and Sweeney 2006), service quality was indeed found to affect cus-

tomers’ quality-of-life perceptions.

There is growing awareness of the need to ensure that services attain the desired level of

quality (Abbate et al. 2001), and service researchers have emphasized the importance of

the ‘‘service imperative’’, i.e., a need to focus on service research and innovation across

companies and institutions (Bitner and Brown 2008). Over the last two decades, govern-

ments and other stakeholders in the public and private sectors, as well as service providers,

have shown increased interest in monitoring the quality of services, and have been seeking

to develop indicators that can help in this regard (Morgeson and Petrescu 2011).

At the transnational level, we see evidence of growing interest in service-related

indicators in various activities of the European Commission (EC). The EC directorate for

Consumers has been developing an agenda focused on consumer empowerment (EC 2012),

with scoreboards that help to monitor issues considered important for public policy, such

as consumer trust, rights, satisfaction, and voiced expressions of complaints (see: http://ec.

europa.eu/consumers). As part of the Eurobarometer survey system, the EC has also

developed indices that reflect consumer empowerment and/or satisfaction with various

types of services (e.g. EC 2011).

At the national level, governments and industrial associations have developed national

indices that reflect consumer attitudes regarding service quality, such as the American

Consumer Satisfaction index and the National Customer Satisfaction Barometer in Sweden

(Johnson et al. 2001). Efforts to measure satisfaction with services provided by national or

local governments are also evident (e.g., Vigoda-Gadot and Mizrahi 2008; Rhys and Van

de Walle 2013). Many countries publish annual reports regarding complaints about various

types of services, or statistics about the number of appeals to various ombudsman offices or

Better Business Bureaus, in order to gauge whether the quality of services provided to the

public is improving or not.

These efforts to develop indicators of consumer perceptions or complaints about ser-

vices at the international or national level appear to be predicated on the assumption that

the public has a right to receive good service. A decrease in levels of consumers trust or

satisfaction, or an increase in the number of complaints received, are seen as reflecting

problems about the efficiency, responsiveness, equity, professionalism, or effectiveness of
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service providers. Thus, reduced levels of trust or satisfaction, or an increase in complaints

can be construed as reflecting on the public’s quality of life.

For indices to be useful, we need to understand what factors affect the public’s will-

ingness to share perceptions or voice complaints regarding services. Rhys and Van de

Walle (2013), for example, have analyzed data regarding perceptions of local governments

in the UK, and have demonstrated the need to take into account the economic context and

social background of respondents in order to understand changes and trends in how citizens

perceive the performance of their municipalities. This study is an attempt to understand the

influence of national culture and social groups within cultures on customers’ intentions to

voice complaints or express dissatisfaction with services.

1.1 Consumer Voice

A major aspect of control over service quality is customers’ voicing of problems and

dissatisfaction with service. While service failures are unavoidable, customers’ complaints

often contribute to improvement of those services (Kasper et al. 1999; Liao 2007; Maxham

and Netemeyer 2002) because they initiate a ‘‘service recovery’’ process (Liao 2007;

Maxham and Netemeyer 2002). The link between the inclination to complain and cus-

tomers’ quality of life is obvious with regard to services such as healthcare, social security,

education, and many commercial services, where problems will not be known to the

service provider, and rectified, without customers’ voicing their concerns. Complaining

about problems encountered in public and commercial services often affects the quality of

one’s life due to the many critical outcomes of such complaining behavior, which might be

tangible (e.g., redress of the problem, compensation), intangible (e.g., apology, improved

sense of justice) or both. Yet, many customers who encounter service problems do not

voice their concerns at all, or choose to complain informally, which at times might be less

effective than a formal complaint (Goodman 1999). The intention of present study is to

understand the differences between customers who complain about service problems and

those who do not complain, capturing both formal and informal complaints, and focusing

on the effect of social status and cultural values.

Hirschman (1970) suggested that individuals who are dissatisfied with their relationship

with an organization can either voice their dissatisfaction, i.e., try to improve the rela-

tionship through communicating a complaint or proposing a change; remain silent, i.e.

continue the relationship without expressing dissatisfaction; or exit, i.e. withdraw their

custom. The latter option is especially relevant in the highly competitive commercial

services industry, where dissatisfied customers can easily terminate their relationship with

a service provider and choose an available alternative. From the organization’s viewpoint,

customer complaints are preferable to their remaining silent, not just because this can

eventually lead to improved short-term profits (if service recovery does occur), but also

because the analysis of customer complains can contribute to organizational learning and

to long-term success (Buttle and Burton 2002; Homburg and Furst 2005; Luria et al. 2009;

Schneider and Bowen 1995). The majority of dissatisfied customers, however, choose not

to complain even when they believe they would be justified in doing so (Doron et al. 2011).

Our review of prior research on customer complaints shows that the literature so far has

focused on the complaining behavior itself, overlooking information-processing aspects

that are germane to complaints. The first purpose of the present study is thus to extend

understanding of customer voice, as reflected in complaint behavior, by examining two

factors that precede actual complaining, but are endemic to complaints, namely: recog-

nition of service problems and intention to complain. We aim to understand whether social
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variables affect how customers evaluate service, and their intention to voice complaints

rather than specific behaviors in reaction to specific failures.

Studies of service complaints have mostly explored individual-level variables (e.g.

Voorhees et al. 2006), paying little attention to the wider social context. However, recent

studies have demonstrated that voicing is contingent on cultural factors both at the national

level (Botero and Van Dyne 2009) and at the level of social status within a national culture

(Detert and Burris 2007; LePine and Van Dyne 1998; Miceli et al. 2008). Accordingly, the

second purpose of this study is to explore the interactive effect of social status and national

culture on these precursors of customers’ voiced complaints.

1.2 Social Status and Voice

Weber (1968) suggested that status is a major aspect of social inequality in contemporary

society. In contrast to class, which reflects an array of life chances determined by the

location of each individual within the market, status represents the outcome of communal

social relationships that give rise to a social estimation of honor (Gane 2005; Weber

1968:932).Specifically, status disparities reflect hierarchical relationships between people

(Fisek et al. 1991; Skvoretz and Fararo 1996), arising from a cultural belief that people

belonging to one social group are more esteemed than those who belong to another group

(Ridgeway and Erickson 2000; Webster and Foschi 1988). Individuals with higher social

status are perceived by others and by themselves as having higher efficacy.

Weber (1968) originally illustrated the concept of status by discussing the formation and

maintenance of residential and ethnic communities. Later formulations, addressing status

inequalities in advanced western societies, identified gender, race, education, age, sexual

orientation and physical attractiveness, among others, as important instances of status

distinctions (Berger et al. 1980; Ridgeway and Correll 2006; Webster and Hysom 1998).

At the core of these distinctions is a cultural perception of group differences in esteem and

competence, maintained through behavioral differences that are expressed in interpersonal

interactions (Ridgeway and Correll 2006). Such perceptions can induce higher status group

members to higher levels of voice behavior than those from lower status groups. We focus

on three consequential status distinctions, namely gender, education, and age, while con-

trolling for class position.

Empirical findings support the hypothesis regarding the influence of social status on

voicing. Differences in vocal expression have been found between men and women and

between older and younger individuals (Gruber et al. 2009; Nardo et al. 2011; Suki 2014).

Furthermore, individuals in the higher echelons of organizations are less likely to fear

retaliation for ‘‘speaking up’’ (Miceli et al. 2008; Morrison and Rothman 2009) or being

more outspoken (Fuller et al. 2006; Islam and Zyphur 2005; Stamper and Van Dyne 2001;

Tangirala and Ramanujam 2008). Empirical support for the link between social status and

voice in customer services has also been demonstrated in studies of customer sophistica-

tion, usually deriving from level of education. Thorelli (1971) suggested that sophisticated

individuals complain more because they have more information, while Warland et al.

(1975) found that customers from higher-education and occupation groups are more likely

to take action when they are dissatisfied than customers of lower status. Andreasen (1985)

also found that more sophisticated customers were more likely to recognize a service

problem and react to it.

The above review suggests that there is a solid body of findings and supporting theo-

retical reasoning regarding the link between status and voicing, both in general and in

service contexts. However, factors which precede actual complaints, such as intention to

312 G. Luria et al.

123



complain about a recognized service problem, have not been studied extensively. In line

with the above reasoning and empirical findings, we posit our first hypothesis:

H1a Individuals from higher status groups will report recognizing more service problems

than individuals from lower status groups.

H1b Individuals from higher status groups will report stronger intentions to voice

complaints than individuals from lower status groups.

1.3 National Culture and Voice

Current understanding of cross-cultural differences in voice behavior is limited as most of

the research to date was conducted in the United States. In contrast, research (e.g., Hof-

stede 1980) has demonstrated the strong impact of national culture on multiple other

behaviors, such as norms about social roles and interpersonal communication (Burgoon

et al. 1982; Dickson et al. 2000; Gelfand et al. 2007; Hirokawa and Miyahara 1986; House

et al. 1999; Luria et al. 2014). Derived from these theories and findings, we focus in this

study on two national cultural dimensions, i.e. power distance (PD) and uncertainty

avoidance (UA), examining how these variables may influence identification of service

problems and intentions to voice complaints.

1.3.1 Power Distance (PD)

Hofstede’s (1980) construct of Power Distance (PD) reflects the consequences of power

inequality and authority relations in society. Soares et al. (2007) argue that PD influences

social relationships and dependencies in family, organizational, and community hierar-

chies. In high PD societies, people accept the inequalities of treatment and rights in their

society. Conversely, members of low PD cultures believe that such inequalities should be

minimized (Hofstede 1980; House et al. 2002). Botero and Van Dyne (2009) suggested that

PD has special relevance to voice behavior relating to perceptions of inequality of treat-

ment, and found that PD negatively predicts voice in the workplace. Brockner et al. (2001)

found that individuals from low PD cultures reacted more strongly than individuals from

high PD cultures when they were not allowed to voice their opinions. Not having voice

violates cultural norms in low PD cultures. Tyler et al. (2000) reported similar effects in

regard to conflict resolution across cultures. With regard to the influence of PD on voicing

in service contexts, and based on research indicating negative relationship between PD and

perceptions of service quality (Ladhari et al. 2011), we expect that customers from low PD

societies will recognize more service problems and be more inclined to complain because

they tend to voice dissatisfaction according to their cultural norms. Thus:

H2a Individuals from lower PD cultures will recognize more service problems than

individuals from higher PD cultures.

H2b Individuals from lower PD cultures will have stronger intentions to complain than

individuals from higher PD cultures.

1.3.2 Uncertainty Avoidance (UA)

Individuals in high UA societies tend to rely on rules and procedures in order to increase

their sense of predictability and reduce the threat of unknown situations (House et al. 2004;
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Triandis 1994). Voicing complaint increases uncertainty because it is interpreted as

challenging the status quo and violating the standardized service process (Edmondson

1999; Van Dyne et al. 2003). Literature on factors that inhibit complaining (Fornell and

Wernerfelt 1988; Goodman 1999) suggested that complaining is viewed by many cus-

tomers as requiring a great deal of energy and involves uncertainty about the complaint

process. In other words, complaining involves violation of customers’ routine behavior,

and its outcomes increase uncertainty, so that the safest and thing to do is to refrain from

complaining (Singh 1989; Tsai and Su 2009).This effect should be especially strong in

cultures with a strong preference for avoiding uncertainty.

We therefore assume that customers in low UA cultures will be more likely to identify

service problems and to report them.

H3a Individuals from lower UA cultures will recognize more service problems than

individuals from higher UA cultures.

H3b Individuals from lower UA cultures are more likely to complain than individuals

from higher UA cultures.

1.4 Social Status and National Culture

Because social status groups are nested within national cultures, the two coexist. Research

has demonstrated that the effect of social status on evaluation of self- and others’ efficacy

depends on the context in which interpersonal communication occurs (Ridgeway and

Correll 2006). It is therefore important to explore the possibility that culture plays a

moderating role in the effects of status on voice.

The effect of status on behavior depends on the degree of legitimacy granted to unequal

distribution of power (Ridgeway 2006). Legitimacy is closely related to PD because

countries with higher levels of PD show greater tolerance for unequal distribution of power

(Hofstede 1980; House et al. 2002). Power differentials are inherent in customer–organi-

zation relationships as customers encountering service problems often have to depend on

the service organization’s goodwill to improve service, correct mistakes, or provide

compensation. However, individuals in high PD countries may be more willing to accept

the superiority of the service organization and thus disregard problems or refrain from

complaining. We therefore expect that social status will be more related to customers’

voice in a low PD country than in a high PD country.

The prediction regarding the moderating effect of UA is based on the effect of com-

plaining on the customer’s relationship with the service provider. While individuals in high

UA cultures prefer a high level of predictability of future events, a complaint increases the

degree of uncertainty in interaction with the service provider. This suggests that complaint

will be associated with more undesirable consequences among individuals in high UA

societies, who will be more inclined to overlook service problems or decide not to com-

plain than individuals in low UA societies. We therefore expect that social status will be

more related to customers’ voice in a low UA country than in a high UA country.

Thus:

H4a Status will have a stronger influence on recognition of service problems in lower PD

cultures than in high PD cultures.

H4b Status will have a stronger influence on intentions to voice complaints in lower PD

cultures than in high PD cultures.
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H5a Status will have a stronger effect on recognition of service problems in lower UA

cultures than in high UA cultures.

H5b Status will have a stronger effect on intentions to voice complaints in lower UA

cultures than in high UA cultures.

2 Method

2.1 Data Source and Sample

Data were drawn from the Fall 2003 Eurobarometer 60.0. Established in 1973, the Euro-

barometer provides high-quality data for the purpose of multinational comparative research.

Surveys are conducted on behalf of the European Commission and are carried out twice a year

by national institutes associated with the European Opinion Research Group. Each survey

addresses a specific range of topics. The standard Eurobarometer 60.0 used for this paper (see

European Commission 2012) focused, among other things, on consumer rights, and sheds

light on aspects of customer-complaint intentions and behaviors across cultures.

Eurobarometer employs a multi-stage sampling design. Primary sampling units (PSU’s)

are selected from each of the administrative regions in every country, with selection

proportional to population size. A cluster of addresses is then selected from each sampled

PSU. Within each cluster, addresses are chosen by standard random sampling. Survey data

are collected from face-to-face interviews with representative national samples of residents

15 years and older.

For the purpose of the present study we used Eurobarometer data from 12 countries that

also participated in the Hofstede et al. (2010) cultural survey, so that all the information

was available for analysis from Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Great

Britain, Greece, Ireland, Italy, The Netherlands, Spain and Sweden. Individual cases

lacking any of the three dependent variables were excluded from the analysis. The

resulting samples ranged from 532 in Great Britain to 856 in Sweden. All national samples

were combined into a unified data set, N = 8,479 cases.

2.2 Measures

Descriptive statistics for all dependent variables appear in Table 1, and a summary of the

measures in Appendix 1. Problem recognition was measured with a dummy variable

(yes = 1), i.e. the response to the question: ‘‘Did you ever have to complain to a salesperson,

retailer or service provider?’’ As Table 1 shows, problem recognition was highest in Austria

at 54 % and lowest in The Netherlands at 23 %. Intention to complain was measured with a

dummy variable (yes = 1) recording the response to: ‘‘When you had to complain/if you had

to complain about a product or a service, did you complain/would you complain to the

salesperson, retailer or service provider?’’ Responses to this question varied cross-nationally

from 36 % in Belgium to 64 % in Ireland. Based on information about distinctions between

informal and formal complaining, previous research (Gal and Doron 2007; Voorhees et al.

2006), and questions about the way of complaining, we categorized intentions to complain

informally ‘‘in person’’ or ‘‘by telephone’’, and intentions to complain formally ‘‘by post/fax’’

or ‘‘by email’’—the latter classified as formal complaint.

Descriptive statistics for all independent variables appear in Table 1. Social Status was

measured on the basis of three self-report indicators:
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Gender Females were considered as low status group (yes = 1). As documented in

Table 1, the proportion of females in the various countries is fairly similar,

around 50 %.

Education A dummy variable (yes = 1) captured individuals whose formal education

had ended before the age of 16. Greater cross-national variation is evident in

the proportion of individuals with low levels of education, ranging from 10 %

in Denmark to 39 % in Greece.

Age Elderly customers were considered as a low-status group (we obtained similar

results when we used 65 or 75 as the cutoff point). The proportion of elderly

individuals was the lowest in Austria, Great Britain, Ireland and The

Netherlands at 16 %, and highest in Greece at 27 %.

The Eurobarometer included basic data on educational attainments, but did not include

information on other instances of social status, occupational groupings or organizational

roles. We controlled for household income to account for discrepancies across social

groups in rates of service utilization. Household income was measured with a dummy

variable (yes = 1) indicating whether respondents’ household income was in the lower

quartile of gross monthly income in each country, because we did not have a cross-

nationally comparable continuous income variable (e.g., Giordano and Lindstorm 2010;

Iceland et al. 2005; Vannssche et al. 2013).

Concerning country, scores for two culture dimensions were drawn from Hofstede,

Hofstede et al. (2010). PD is the degree to which less powerful members of a society take

for granted that power distribution is in equal. The scale varies from 11 in Austria, sig-

nifying relatively equal distribution of power, to 68 in France. UA is the degree to which

members of a society feel uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity. Marked cross-

national variation exists in this dimension, with Greece scoring the highest and Denmark

the lowest.

2.3 Analysis

We adopted a broad comparative perspective in order to understand national and group

level (status group) effects on perceptions of service and intentions to complain. The data

consisted of individuals nested within 12 European countries. Taking advantage of this

nested structure, we employed a multilevel mixed-effects logistic regression model (see

Raudenbush and Bryk 2002) that is specifically appropriate when the data structure

includes two or more nested levels and the dependent variable is binary (Gou and Zhao

2000). In particular, we estimated a multilevel model with a Bernoulli distribution, where

the ‘‘success’’ probability (e.g., the probability of reporting an intention to complain) is

determined by the logistic cumulative distribution function.(Details of the model are

available from the authors). The model allows for estimating both random effects (e.g. the

mean country log odds of voicing a service complaint) and fixed effects (e.g. the effect of

power distance on the mean country log odds of voicing a service complaint). Two levels

were estimated simultaneously, one of individuals within countries, and the other of dif-

ferences across countries. The individual level approach addresses Hypothesis 1, which

focuses on the association between status and propensity to complain, while the country

level allows examining Hypotheses 2–5, which focus on effects of two cultural dimensions

on likelihood of voicing complaint and the status slope. It is important to note that by

estimating a country-level random intercept, we allow for country differences in the

average propensity to complain. In the cross-cultural comparison, we compare frequency
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of intentions to voice complaint per nationality or social-status group within a nationality,

rather than number of complaints per individual. This is in order to understand whether

individuals in certain groups—culture, social status, etc. are more prone to complain than

in other groups, and whether they tend to complain formally or informally.

3 Results

As in the literature, behavioral intentions for informal complaints were more frequent than

those for formal complaints in all the countries in the sample (See Table 1). Results of the

multilevel mixed-effects logistic regression models, which were designed to test our

hypotheses relating to intention to voice complaints, are presented in Tables 2 and 3. H1

suggests that customers with higher status will recognize more service problems (H1a) and

have stronger intentions to voice complaints (H1b). As Tables 2 and 3 indicate, there was

general support for this hypothesis. Specifically, less-educated respondents and elderly

individuals reported less likelihood of recognizing service problems (H1a) and fewer

intentions to voice complaints (H1b). However, the effect of gender on both dimensions is

dissimilar. To illustrate the effects of gender, age and education on both dimensions, Fig. 1

presents the predicted probabilities derived from Model 1 in Tables 2 and 3. For education

and age, differences in expected probability are about .15 higher (at about .4) for indi-

viduals from higher status groups. A non-significant difference is observed between males

and females.

H2 to H3 focused on the effect of national culture on problem recognition and intention

to complain. We found customers from lower PD cultures have a higher likelihood of

intention to complain (H2b) and of recognizing services failures (H2a), as hypothesized in

H2. In support of H3, we found that customers in lower UA cultures reported higher

intention to complain (H3b) and had higher likelihood of recognizing service failures

(H3a).

We also hypothesized that culture moderates the relationships between social status and

problem recognition and between status and intention to complain. Supporting H4, we

found a stronger relationship between status and intentions to complain (H4b) in low PD

cultures for age and for education, but not for gender. There was no moderating effect of

PD on the effect of social status on problem recognition (H4a). In accordance with H5,

there was a moderating effect of UA on the association of age and education with intention

to complain (H5b), and on association of age with problem recognition (H5a).

The findings reported in Tables 2 and 3 are illustrated in Fig. 2. The figure distinguishes

between countries with more than a standard deviation above the median (i.e. high) and

those with a low score (more than a standard deviation below the median) for each cultural

dimension. Figure 2 demonstrates the moderating effect of PD on the association between

status and intention to complain (H4b), showing that mean probability of intention to

complain is higher in countries with low PD. Figure 2 also indicate that there are larger

status differences in probability of intention to complain in low PD countries. Finally,

Fig. 2 illustrates the moderating effect of UA on the association between status and

intention to complain (H5b), i.e. that low UA countries have a higher mean-probability of

intention to complain than high UA countries. Furthermore, the status distinction in the

probability of intention to complain (between older and younger groups in this case) is

much higher in low UA countries.

The results were augmented by three separate checks that support their stability. Apart

from the scales developed by Hofstede et al. (2010) that are commonly used, others have
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recently been developed. To check the sensitivity of our findings to the chosen measures,

we repeated our analysis, using PD and UA scores for each country based on scales

developed within the GLOBE project (House et al. 2004). These results were largely

consistent with those reported above.

To further examine the link between status indicators and voicing intentions, we esti-

mated two models in which composite measures of status were used, and counted the

Fig. 1 Predicted probabilities for indicators of complaint according to Model 1 (Tables 2, 3, 4). Source:
Level-1—Eurobarometer 60.0 (2003)

Fig. 2 Predicted probabilities of intention to voice complaints. Note: PD power distance, UA uncertainty
avoidance. Sources: Level-1—Eurobarometer 60.0 (2003). Level-2—Hofstede et al. (2010). Note:
Probabilities derived from models 3 and 4 in Table 3. Models additionally control for gender, education
and household income. High PD indicates scores a standard deviation higher than Level-2 mean. Low PD
indicates scores a standard deviation lower than Level-2 mean. High UA—indicates scores a standard
deviation higher than Level-2 mean. Low UA—indicates scores a standard deviation lower than Level-2
mean
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number of low-status occurrences per individual. In this model, the composite measure

included occurrences related to education and age, but not to gender.

Results indicate that social status has negative association with problem-recognition, for

both the first model (b = -.274, p\ .001) and the second model (b = -.488, p\ .001),

further supporting H1. Similar results were obtained in the two models predicting intention

to complain (Model 1—b = -.432, p\ .001; Model 2—b = -.769, p\ .001). We also

found that, when the composite measure was based on education and gender, both PD and

UA had a moderating effect on the association between social status and intention to

complain (supporting H4 and H5) but not on the association between social status and

problem recognition. When the composite measure included gender, the PD and UA had no

moderating effect on the association between social status and intention to complain.

It seemed important to elicit whether intentions to raise voice are affected by differences

between countries, of e.g. general level of service, or consumer behaviors and skills. Since

there are no comparable data on general customer-satisfaction levels across all countries,

we used data published by the European Commission, namely the Eurobarometer 73.2/3,

conducted in 2010. It provides comparative data on consumer empowerment in all EU

countries (see Nardo et al. 2011), using a composite index that includes consumer skills,

awareness of consumer legislation, and consumer engagement with service providers. We

estimated the models while controlling country-level scores for consumer empowerment

scores as reported in Nardo et al. (2011: 33). The results resemble those in Tables 2 and 3.

To better understand the effect of social status and PD and UA on intention to complain,

we conducted an additional analysis to distinguish between informal and formal com-

plaining as discrete dependent variables. We found that most customers prefer to complain

informally (85.56 %), and only 13.33 % complain formally. We found support for the

direct effect of social status on formal complaining in all social-status measures (See

Table 4); female customers tend to complain less than male customers, customers with low

education tend to complain less than customers with high education, and elderly customers

tend to complain less than other customers. We only found support for the direct effect of

elderly customers on informal complaining, and none for the two other status groups

(gender and education). Elderly customers complain informally less than other customers.

We found no support for direct effects of formal or informal complaining (see Table 5), or

for interaction between the two cultural dimensions and social status measures. An

exception to this is the interaction between power distance and education in predicting

formal complaining. We found that there are larger status differences in probability of

intention to formally complain in low PD countries.

4 Discussion

This study was motivated by the need to extend existing knowledge regarding factors that

underlie customer voice behavior and thus contribute to the literature on the use of indi-

cators regarding citizens’ perceptions of the quality of services to the public. It was

designed to test the relationship between social status and dimensions of national culture

with two precursors of voicing of service complaints, i.e. recognition of service problems,

and intention to complain. It presents a different perspective than the individual level

perspective most of the studies on voicing complains commonly take. This study examines

macro level social influences of large groups (status groups, nationalities) on voicing

complaints. We took advantage of a unique Eurobarometer dataset that enables multi-

national comparisons on a scale not usually available in behavioral research.
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Our findings indicate that individuals from higher social-status groups recognize more

service problems and have stronger intentions to complain (we found support for two social

status variables—education and age; but not for gender). We also found that individuals

from low PD and UA cultures recognize more service problems and have more intention of

voicing service complaints. Lastly, we found an interaction between social status (based on

age and education) and two dimensions of national culture (PD and UA) in predicting

intent to voice complaints, and an interaction between UA and age in predicting problem

recognition. These results demonstrate that the effect of social status on the propensity to

complain is neither universal nor identical across cultures. We found significant correlation

between social status and propensity to voice complaints only in low PD and UA cultures.

This suggests that UA and PD are boundary conditions of the link between social status

and propensity to voice complaints.

There is an interesting comparison between formal and informal complaints. First, our

results, presented in Table 4, like those of previous research, demonstrate higher frequency of

informal voicing of complaints to front-line employees (Gal and Doron 2007; Voorhees et al.

2006). We also demonstrated the universal tendency for informal complaint across the 12

countries in our sample. We agree with Voorhees et al. (2006) that service organizations should

develop methods for harvesting and analyzing the information available to front-line service

employees in regard to informal complaints. This is important because studies have shown that

front-line employees are often unwilling to report complaints to management (Luria et al.

2009). Cultural dimensions did not seem to moderate the relationship between social status and

intent to complain (both formal complaint and informal complaint). We found that elderly

people complain more formally but no effect was found in regard to education or gender on

informal complaining, though all measures of status (age, education and gender) were related

directly with formal complaining. It is possible that issues such as fear of retaliation (Miceli

et al. 2008; Morrison and Rothman 2009) are stronger in cases of formal complaint, when

people have to identify themselves. In the case of informal complaints the complaining is less

prominent and the complaint is ‘‘concealed’’ in the service process.

The study has several limitations. First, the dependent and social-status variables were

measured from the same source. However, representative samples across 12 countries

provide a broad database that reduces the impact of common-source error. The study was

also limited to European countries which, although diverse, may not allow for general-

ization to other national contexts due to possible differences in expectations regarding

service quality (Ladhari et al. 2011). Additionally, in the period since collection of the

original data, general expectations regarding service quality may have changed. These

limitations indicate a need for follow-up with multinational studies, to provide more

detailed information about a broader range of dependent variables such as actual com-

plaining, reasons for not complaining (Doron et al. 2011), and satisfaction with handling of

complaints. Furthermore, this study does not distinguish between voicing complaints in the

private and the public sector. Future studies that focus on actual complaining can also

differentiate the actual complaining per sector and find out if differences do exist between

the private and public sector in voicing complaints. If comparable data on customer sat-

isfaction or service quality levels across countries become available in the future, they can

help to further refine results such as those presented in the present study and provide a

control for a separate source of variability across countries that may influence voice-related

behaviors.

Moreover, due to data limitations related to the use of an existing data source, both

education and income were operationalized as binary variables distinguishing between

individuals with lower status and all other persons. We hope that future surveys of
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customer voicing will also employ cross-national comparisons of education and income.

The international standard classification of education—ISCED (UNESCO 2012)—can be

deployed for measurement of education. A comparable income measure is needed to

account for both cross-national differences in income dispersion (our current measure) and

purchasing-power parities, which we were unable to account for in our analysis. Finally,

data constraints limited the scope of individual level information included in our models.

Hence, our findings on the impact of age and education may be understood as reflecting

demographic effects rather than revealing the impact of social status. Future research

incorporating richer individual-level information is desirable.

Sources such as the Eurobarometer have numerous advantages for the study of social

voicing when associated with availability of nationally representative samples and uniform

and comparable sampling and instruments across national groups, However, such broad

data sources also impose restrictions that can be ameliorated by careful design of additional

studies that, while possibly being smaller in scope, will achieve the necessary level of

detail for fuller understanding of social voicing and complaining behavior.

5 Conclusions

Our findings are applicable to service organizations because many of them are global,

serving customers from a variety of cultures and social groups. A model frequently dis-

cussed in the field of global management is that of cultural fit (Aycan et al. 1999; Men-

donca and Kanungo 1994; Aycan et al. 2000). It suggests that management practices

should be a function of internal organizational characteristics and external environment,

including their socio-cultural aspects. Better understanding of the effects of service

practices demands a wider perspective that includes the social environment.

It is possible that customers from low social-status groups and/or high PD/UA cultures

should be encouraged to voice their complaints. Bitner and Brown (2008) suggested that in

order to improve quality of life through services ‘‘there is a need for services focused on the

world’s poor, those who cannot afford the luxuries that many of us consider necessities

today’’ (p. 44). Our results concerning social status demonstrate that there is also a need to

focus on how individuals from low status groups use existing services. It is possible that by

empowering these groups to voice their needs they may eventually be able to improve their

quality of life based on existing services. Social studies (see review in Narayan-Parker 2002)

have already demonstrated the effect of empowerment on poor communities in relation to

voicing (e.g. organizing a collective voice). Perhaps, if low-status groups voice their com-

ments in the service context (without being organized), this will improve their quality of life.

Furthermore, service organizations and national or international bodies that use statis-

tics about complaints should not assume that better service is received according to lower

rates of complaint. This study demonstrates that these may be affected by beliefs regarding

Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance. We also demonstrate that use of social

indicators reflecting consumer perceptions or satisfaction with services may need statistical

correction (see also Rhys and Van de Walle 2013) in order to better compare and

understand underlying problems concerning quality of such services.

Appendix

See Table 6.
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