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Abstract 
This research study explores the phenomenon of illegitimate complaining behavior. Even 

though the nature of the subject is considered to be rather sensitive, this study, as well as 

previous studies, found that customers are not always fair in their complaining. Whereas 

previous studies  provided statistical relationships between drivers and illegitimate complaints, 

this study aims to explore if the drivers of illegitimate complaining behavior are interrelated 

with each other and could possibly be divided into types of illegitimate complainants, and how 

these types relate to neutralization techniques and relationship variables such as customer 

satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment and word of mouth. 

 Based on a grounded theory study with 29 semi-structured interviews, several insights 

into this topic have been found. Coding procedures revealed three types of illegitimate 

complainants, namely: ‘able to’ complainants, ‘need to’ complainants and ‘want to’ 

complainants. The three types of complainants are mostly, but not exclusively, related to 

particular drivers of illegitimate complaining behavior. Moreover, it appeared that the three 

types of illegitimate complainants mostly use different neutralization techniques when 

rationalizing their deviant behavior. Besides, it appeared that both the ‘able to’ and ‘need to’ 

type of complainant experienced a positive influence on the customer-company relationship 

after service recovery, whereas the ‘want to’ type of complainant experienced a deteriorated 

relationship with the organization in question after complaint handling.   

 Considering these findings, practitioners should carefully reevaluate the principle of 

‘the customer is always right’ as it can be doubted whether or not this notion really reflects 

reality. Moreover, as the ‘want to’ type of complainant experiences a deteriorated relationship 

after service recovery, organizations might want to avoid circumstances that result in customers 

acting as this type of complainant and filing an illegitimate complaint. In addition, organizations 

should be aware of neutralization techniques used by the certain types of complainants in order 

to take appropriate actions from preventing customers using these techniques.  
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays, organizations operate in a highly competitive environment where the success of an 

organization very much depends on delivering good products and services. Therefore, 

practitioners are aiming to provide the best quality possible in order to satisfy their customers. 

The most important aspect of quality denotes to reliability or, in other words, the extent to 

which a firm is doing things right the first time (Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1990). 

However, quality failures and mistakes are inevitable within product and service delivery (Hart, 

Heskett & Sasser, 1990). Consequently, even though organizations strive for the highest 

quality, situations may occur where failures happen and require the need for service recovery. 

 

1.1 Service recovery 
Even though quality failures and mistakes are inherent to the delivery of products and services, 

it does not automatically involve the loss of disappointed customers (de Ruyter & Wetzels, 

2000). Customers voicing their dissatisfaction towards an organization provide the opportunity 

for an organization to recover from failure. Therefore, in case a failure occurs, the 

organization’s response has the potential to change a customer’s perspective and behavior 

towards the firm (Hart et al., 1990; Smith, Bolton & Wagner, 1999). Service recovery and 

effective customer complaint handling result in improved customer satisfaction and service 

quality perceptions that, accordingly, lead to positive behavior intentions such as repeat 

purchases and loyalty (Andreassen, 2001; Boshoff, 1997). That is, service recovery provides 

the opportunity to appease angry and frustrated customers and turn them into loyal ones. 

Accordingly, prior research reveals that well thought-out service recovery can overcome 

customer dissatisfaction and enhance a customer-company relationship, while ‘ineffective’ 

service recovery negatively influences customer satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment and 

word of mouth and can even result in customers switching to a competitor (Tax, Brown & 

Chandrashekaran, 1998; Smith & Bolton, 1998). 

 

1.2 Illegitimate complaints 
The majority of academics in existing research acknowledge the usefulness of customer 

complaints and argue that organizations should welcome and proactively encourage customer 

complaints (e.g. Dewitt & Brady, 2003; Snellman & Vihtkari, 2003; Bennett, 1997). Although 

research on customer complaining behaviors and service recovery has revealed valuable 

insights into the development of customer complaining behaviors (e.g. Singh, 1988; Jacoby & 
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Jaccard, 1981), most of this research is based on the notion that customer complaining 

behaviors are an outcome of dissatisfaction with regard to actual product or service failures and 

that customers do not deliberately complain without a valid reason (Prim & Pras, 1999, Day, 

1980; Singh, 1988). Yet, it can be argued whether customer complaints are always legitimate 

and the principle of ‘the customer is always right’ within service recovery really reflects reality. 

Only a few academics recognize that some customers may file complaints that are deliberately 

fabricated, referred to as illegitimate or opportunistic complaining behavior (e.g. Reynolds & 

Harris, 2005; Berry & Seiders, 2008). Here, Ro and Wong (2012) denote the fact that it is hard 

to find empirical evidence of such complaints. A possible explanation for this might be that 

research into the topic of illegitimate customer complaining behavior is “challenging and 

fraught with difficulties owing to its sensitive nature and potential for bias” (Fisk et al., 2010, 

p. 423). Yet, some authors argue the topic is a “potential significant issue” to (marketing) 

academics and managers (Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010, p. 654).  

In 2017, Joosten (unpublished) investigated hundreds of files of the Dutch 

“Geschillencommisie” in order to find out if, how and to what extent customers file illegitimate 

complaints. The most significant finding was that in total 64% of the analyzed files contained 

illegitimate complaints. Hence, it appears that many customers file exaggerated complaints to 

service providers, indicating that customers are not always fair in their claiming (Joosten, 

unpublished). Several theories were studied in light of explaining the reasons or motives for 

customers to exaggerate or make up their complaints, however, no conclusions could be drawn 

upon the question “why” customers file illegitimate complaints.  

Therefore, in 2018, Van de Laar and Van Bokhoven investigated the possible drivers of 

illegitimate complaining behavior in a quantitative study using an online questionnaire based 

on self-reported data on motivations of illegitimate complaining. Several possible drivers of 

illegitimate complaints were found. However, the study only provides statistical relationships 

between the drivers and illegitimate complaints but does not provide any insights into the 

substantive connection between variables. Hence, it is a fruitful area for future research and 

will therefore be the focal point of this research study in order to explore the types of illegitimate 

complainants.  

Besides, this research study will focus on the rationalizations people use to justify their 

misbehavior. It can be argued that illegitimate complaining is a form of deviant behavior and 

neutralization techniques are applied by individuals to rationalize the appropriateness of their 

actions (Sykes & Matza, 1957). Accordingly, the techniques of neutralization are an interesting 

area of research with regard to examining why customers exaggerate or make up their 
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complaints. However, empirical research on this topic in relation illegitimate complaining 

behavior is lacking. Therefore, the neutralization techniques will form a prime focus in this 

research study in the attempt to explain the illegitimate complaining behavior of certain types 

of illegitimate complainants. 

Moreover, when a customer purchases a product or service from an organization, they 

both get into a relationship (Henning-Thurau & Hansen, 2000). A strong customer-company 

relationship provides benefits for both the organization as well as the customer. However, when 

an organization and a customer end up in a situation in which a customer files an illegitimate 

complaint, their relationship could be affected. Yet, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, 

this has not yet been examined thoroughly in extant literature. Therefore, this research study 

will examine the effect of illegitimate complaints on the customer-company relationship for 

each type of illegitimate complainant. 

Several academics acknowledge the lack of research on the topic of illegitimate 

complaining behavior and the importance for further investigation. To illustrate, Reynolds and 

Harris (2005) refer to the area as an “understudied topic” and recognize that there is “a need to 

reevaluate existing insights and theories into complaining behaviors in the light of findings 

regarding illegitimate motives for customer complaining” (p. 332, 330). Moreover, Daunt and 

Harris (2012) claim that “a dearth of research exists concerning why individual consumers 

misbehave” (p. 293). Also, Reynolds and Harris (2005) imply “that for a more complete 

understanding of service dynamics, failures and recovery efforts, investigators should 

incorporate the study of motives and intentions of complainers” (p. 330). Echoing this, Baker, 

Magnini and Perdue (2012) express the need for examining the motivations and consequences 

related to illegitimate complaining behavior, stressing the importance of this study.  

 

1.3 Research aim and research questions 
While previous studies have attempted to assess the possible drivers of illegitimate complaining 

behavior, no research in the context of illegitimate complaining behavior has empirically 

investigated if these drivers are interrelated with each other and could possibly be divided into 

types of illegitimate complainants, and how these types relate to neutralization techniques and 

relationship variables such as customer satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment and word of 

mouth. Therefore, this study aims to find explanations for the relationships between the drivers 

of illegitimate complaining behavior, neutralization techniques and relationship variables. 

Accordingly, this study aims to explore and provide insights into the types of illegitimate 

complainants and how the drivers of illegitimate complaining behavior relate to these types.  
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 A second aim of this study is to explore how the types of illegitimate complainants relate 

to the reasons used by customers in order to justify such deviant behavior, based on 

neutralization theory. Lastly, this study aims to explore how the types of illegitimate 

complainants relate to the relationship variables with regard to customer satisfaction, loyalty, 

trust, commitment and word of mouth.  

Hence, the following research questions are answered: (1) What types of illegitimate 

complainants can be distinguished? (2) How do the drivers of illegitimate complaints relate to 

these types? (3) How do the types of illegitimate complainants relate to neutralization 

techniques? and (4) How do the types of illegitimate complainants relate to relationship 

variables? 

 

1.4 Theoretical relevance 
The focus of existing literature within service failure on service recovery is essentially founded 

on the belief that when a complaint is filed by a customer, the product or service delivery has 

truly failed, and that the incentives driving a customer to file a complaint are mostly legitimate 

(e.g. Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Prim & Pras, 1999, Day, 1980; Singh, 1988). However, as 

aforementioned, a few academics recognize that some customers may file complaints that are 

deliberately fabricated, referred to as illegitimate or opportunistic complaining behavior (e.g. 

Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Berry & Seiders, 2008). Previous research on the topic has attempted 

to assess possible drivers and the degree to which illegitimate complaining occurs (Reynolds & 

Harris, 2005; Jacoby & Jaccard, 1981; Van de Laar, 2018; Van Bokhoven, 2018; Joosten, 

unpublished), but no research has explored how the drivers of illegitimate complaining are 

possibly related to form types of complainants, and how the relationship between neutralization 

techniques and relationship variables can be explained for these types of complainants. An in-

depth understanding of these drivers and outcomes is important for further research on 

illegitimate complaining behavior. Therefore, this study adds to existing literature through 

addressing this gap by providing insights into the drivers and forms of illegitimate complaining 

behavior and the justification for doing so, based on the neutralization theory. Moreover, it 

provides insights into the effect of such behavior on the customer-company relationship with 

regard to customer satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment and word of mouth. 
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1.5 Practical relevance 
It can be argued that it is essential for organizations to manage complaints effectively as 

(marketing) managers spent much time, effort and money on service recovery (Joosten, 

unpublished). Therefore, organizations should be alert on illegitimate complaining behavior by 

customers in order to prevent from high financial costs as well as overinvesting time and effort 

in managing such cases. This stresses the importance to explore and provide insights into the 

reasons and/or motives that customers use to file and justify their illegitimate complaints and 

what the effects are on the customer-company relationship. Insights into the types of 

complainants and the use of neutralization techniques will help managers to deal with customers 

who are unjust in their complaining behavior. That is, by being able to recognize a certain type 

of complainant, its drivers and excuses, appropriate actions could be taken to prevent customers 

acting as a certain type of complainant and, accordingly, file an illegitimate complaint. Thus, 

limiting the damage caused. Moreover, insights into the effect on the customer-company 

relationship provides the opportunity for managers to take appropriate actions during service 

recovery processes in order to increase the relationship with its customers. 

 

1.6 Thesis outline 
In this study there will be drawn upon various theories and concepts, arrived at after an 

extensive literature review in order to enhance the researcher’s understanding of the potential 

drivers of illegitimate complaints, neutralization techniques and relationship variables. Hence, 

in the following chapter, the theoretical basis of this research is discussed. Chapter three 

provides an overview of the methodology that has been used in this study and in chapter four 

the results of the research study will be presented. The last chapter includes the conclusions and 

discussion, in which the theoretical contributions, managerial implications, limitations and 

directions for further research will be given. 
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2. Theoretical background  
In this chapter the concept of illegitimate complaining behavior is elaborated upon as key 

literature is discussed. Moreover, this chapter provides insights into the sensitizing concepts 

used in this research study. Rather than using propositions, the sensitizing concepts draw 

attention to important aspects of the studied phenomenon and deepen perception in order to 

serve as a starting point of the research study without concentrating on a certain direction too 

much in order to avoid bias, which suits the explorative nature of the research study. First, the 

concept of illegitimate complaints is elaborated upon. Thereafter, possible drivers of 

illegitimate complaining behavior are examined. Next, the types of complainants are reviewed 

followed by the techniques of neutralization. Lastly, relationship variables are discussed.  

 

2.1 Illegitimate complaints 
Over recent years, customer complaining behaviors (CCB) have been studied from numerous 

different perspectives. A broad range of labels are presented in existing literature to describe 

the unjust complaining behavior of customers. Joosten (unpublished) has identified three 

categories of labels that portray such behavior. The first category of labels refers to customers 

whom deliberately fabricate a complaint in order to gain (financial) benefits from an 

organization. To illustrate, labels that fall within this category are faked complaints (Day, 

Grabicke, Schaetzle & Staubach, 1981), opportunistic, dishonest and feigned complaints 

(Reynolds & Harris, 2005). It is, however, likely that a customer truly believes the complaint 

is filed on solid grounds and he or she actually deserves to gain some sort of advantage from 

the organization. Therefore, only when wrong intentions are confirmed, these labels should be 

used (Joosten, unpublished). 

 The second category of labels identifies the situation in which a customer engages in 

abnormal complaining behavior by claiming what they should and behaving in a way that is not 

in line with the expectations of an organization and social standards. Examples of such labels 

are jay customer behavior (Lovelock, 1994, 2001), deviant customer behavior (Boo, Mattila & 

Tan, 2013) and aberrant customer behavior (Fullerton & Punj, 1993).  

 The third, and last, category of labels describes this kind of unjust complaining behavior 

as problematical. Dysfunctional customer behavior (Reynolds & Harris, 2003), consumer 

misbehavior (Baker, 2013) and problem customers (Bitner, Booms & Mohr, 1994) are 

examples of such behavior. However, depending on what perspective is taken, it can be argued 

whether this type of behavior is dysfunctional or problematic. To illustrate, in case an 
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organization provides a generous compensation to the customer it may be very beneficial for a 

customer to file a complaint, whereas from an organization’s point of view, it may be 

dysfunctional due to the time, energy and costs involved (Joosten, unpublished).  

  In order to label this kind of unjust complaining behavior in a more comprehensive 

way, this study will use the label “illegitimate complaints” as proposed by Joosten 

(unpublished). In this research study, a complaint is referred to as illegitimate in case the 

complaint is fully or partially made up or exaggerated and/or whereby the blame is wrongfully 

placed with the product, the service or the organization. To illustrate, a customer could have 

exaggerated his or her complaint or exploited a service guarantee in order to take advantage of 

the organization in question (Ro & Wong, 2011).  

 

2.2 Drivers of illegitimate complaints 
When exploring the motives of customer complaints, Jacoby and Jaccard (1981) found that 

other than unsatisfied customers, satisfied customers may also file complaints for purposes such 

as “possible gains from complaining, concerns with future performance of the product and 

welfare of other consumer’s personality, and customer’s anti-business attitude” (Jacoby & 

Jaccard, 1981, p. 19). Only a few studies followed up on the study of Jacoby and Jaccard (1981). 

Some potential drivers of illegitimate behavior have been suggested in the studies by Baker, 

Magnini and Perdue (2012), Reynolds and Harris (2005) and Huang, Zhao, Miao and Fu (2014). 

These studies altogether classify four types of drivers: individual drivers, organizational drivers, 

relationship drivers and environmental drivers. Among all drivers, financial greed has been 

cited most often as a prominent individual driver for customers to engage in complaint and 

deviant behaviors (Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Jacoby & Jaccard, 1981). Here, Landon (1977) 

mentions “consumers may complain if they feel they can get something out of it, whether they 

have legitimate concern over product performance or not” (p. 31). Yet, academics also 

recognize that such behaviors are not always economically driven. For example, there are other 

individual drivers such as the customer attitude towards complaining, past experiences, sense 

of entitlement and peer induced esteem seeking (Huang et al., 2014; Joosten, unpublished). 

With regard to organizational drivers, existing literature suggests that it is more likely for 

customers to complain towards organizations that have liberal redress policies in place (Jacoby 

& Jaccard, 1981; Wirtz & Kum, 2004). Also, customer justice perceptions based on the 

interactions between customers and organizations can serve as a driver for illegitimate 

complaints (Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010).  
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Joosten (unpublished) elaborated upon the study by Baker et al. (2012) by exploring and 

testing some of the possible drivers of illegitimate complaining behavior. Accordingly, several 

possible drivers of illegitimate complaints were found which can be divided into different 

categories. The first category of drivers represents the cause of the illegitimate complaint. This 

category involves the drivers attribution to self, attribution to organization and contrast effect. 

Here, the cause of the complaint was due to the complainants’ own fault, due to the fault of the 

organization or the experience with the product or service was not as expected (Joosten, 

unpublished; Anderson, 1973; Folkes, 1984).  

The second category refers to the intent. Customers attribute causes internally and 

externally (Kelley, 1973). Hence, there could either be foul play by the organization or the 

customer, referring to the drivers lack of morality organization and lack of morality self 

(Joosten, unpublished). In such situations, the customer feels like the organization intentionally 

wanted to take advantage of the customer or the customer admits he/she intentionally wanted 

to take advantage of the organization.  

Echoing this, the third category of firm-centered drivers, referring to liberal redress 

policy, plays a role. Here, a customer might have chosen to take advantage of the organization 

due to its liberal redress policy. Nowadays, the generous redress policies of organizations pro-

actively encourage customer complaints and often tend to give the customer the benefit of the 

doubt (Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010).  

 The fourth category refers to the timing of the illegitimate complaint. To illustrate, the 

timing of filing a complaint can be either pre-planned or the customer can use the opportunity 

to benefit from the situation at hand to further one’s self-interest, which refers to the driver 

opportunism (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010).  

Moreover, it is possible that various emotions play a role in the process of filing a 

complaint (Holloway, Wang & Beatty, 2009; Dasu & Chase, 2010). In particular, emotions 

such as anger and disappointment are crucial as both emotions result in the customer not 

wanting to look for solution in order to solve the complaint, but rather try to cause damage to 

the organization (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004).  

The sixth category describes the characteristics of the customer. The drivers loss of 

control, halo effect and assimilation effect fall into this category. The theory of reactance can 

be used to explain the driver loss of control. Here, a customer is motivated to reestablish the 

loss of control when the behavioral freedom is threatened (Brehm, 1966). For instance, when 

an organization does not respond to any questions and requests posed by the customer or does 

not adhere to promises that have been agreed upon (Joosten, unpublished). As such, the urge to 
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reclaim freedom might even increase more. Besides, it is possible that a particular product or 

service failure leads to several complaints, which signifies a halo effect (Halstead, Morash & 

Ozment, 1996). On the other hand, it is possible that a customer accepts a product or service 

failure and does not complain about it, indicating assimilation (Joosten, unpublished).  

The seventh category refers to the cognitions. Within existing literature on service 

recovery, justice theory has been acknowledged to serve as a theoretical framework (Tax et al., 

1998; Smith et al., 1999; Wirtz & Matilla, 2004; Schoefer, 2008). More specifically, perceived 

justice helps to explain how customers assess the organization’s responses to service recovery 

and encompasses three distinct dimensions labeled as distributive justice, procedural justice, 

and interactional justice (Smith et al., 1999). The three drivers are identified as a key cognitive 

influence on customer satisfaction and post-purchase intentions within service recovery 

(Schoefer, 2008; Ha & Lang, 2009; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003). Distributive justice 

refers to fairness of the solution as proposed by the organization, procedural justice refers to 

the perceptions on the complaint procedure and interactional justice refers to perceptions on 

way the customer was treated during the complaint procedure (Joosten, unpublished).  

Lastly, the category of social influence is considered important. The driver positive 

subjective norm influences the complaining behavior of an individual as the complainant feels 

like family or friends would have done the same in the situation at hand (Joosten, unpublished). 

In Appendix I an overview of all categories and associated drivers can be found. The 

abovementioned drivers by Joosten (unpublished) will be considered as sensitizing concepts. 

 

2.3 Types of illegitimate complainants  
Previous studies (e.g. Swan & Oliver, 1989; Bearden & Teel, 1983; Broadbridge & Marshall, 

1995) argue that as a result of a dissatisfying consumption experience, customers can respond 

with “action” or “no action”. This suggests that there are potentially different classes of 

complainers with regard to customers who are eager to take action concerning their complaint, 

or customers who believe it is not worth the time and effort invested in filing a complaint, and 

thus taking no action. However, it operationalizes complaining behavior as a single, 

dichotomous variable, assuming that the consequences of whichever cause to complain are the 

same for the different types of complainers. Moreover, this approach does not recognize that 

some complaints are very much reliant on the desired result of the redress seeking actions by 

customers. Accordingly, several researchers have attempted to categorize customers into 

groups with regard to the sort of response adopted by them (e.g. Bodey & Grace, 2006; Chebat, 

Davidow & Codjovi, 2005), such as “complainers” and “non-complainers”. 
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In existing literature, two types of illegitimate complaining behaviors can be 

distinguished. First of all, customers might deliberately exaggerate a complaint by either 

making up a new complaint or exaggerating the initial complaint. Such type of complaints is 

labeled as ‘fraudulent’ or ‘exaggerated’ (Ro & Wong, 2011). Next to that, it is possible that the 

product or service delivery of an organization is actually satisfactory, giving the customer no 

genuine reason to complain, yet, the customer recognized a chance to take advantage of an 

organization’s service and recovery efforts (Berry & Seiders, 2008). Hence, such type of 

complaints is labeled as ‘opportunistic’. 

 Moreover, existing literature on illegitimate complaining behavior distinguishes 

between different typologies of illegitimate complainants. A study by Reynolds and Harris 

(2005) has noticed four types of unjust complainants, namely: “opportunistic complainants”, 

“professional complainants”, “one-off complainants” and “conditioned complainants”. Firstly, 

the type of “opportunistic complainant” signifies customers who do not intentionally preplan 

to frame an illegitimate complaint, but rather will file a complaint if the opportunity to do so 

occurs (Reynolds & Harris, 2005). Therefore, this type of complainant will only file a complaint 

when a potentially beneficial situation arises. The second type of complainants, “professional 

complainants”, refers to customers who intentionally seek out occasions in which one can file 

a complaint, and thus deliberately make up a complaint (Reynolds & Harris, 2005). Next to 

that, “one-off complainants” refer to customers who have filed an illegitimate complaint just 

once, claiming that such actions are not typical for their behavior (Reynolds & Harris, 2005). 

Here, it appears that customers experience uncomfortable feelings during the complaint 

incident and will not engage in such behaviors again (Reynolds & Harris, 2005). The last type 

of complainants, referred to as “conditioned complainants”, characterizes customers whom file 

illegitimate complaints on a regular basis due to fact that they have learnt how to do so by 

observing complaining behaviors of others and noting they effectively benefit from it (Reynolds 

& Harris, 2005).  

It can be noted that within extant literature on the typologies of illegitimate complaining 

behaviors, often characteristics of complaints, perceived motives of customers and frequency 

of illegitimate complaints are combined (Joosten, unpublished). Therefore, this study 

distinguishes between three categories of illegitimate complainants, namely: want, can and 

must. These categories represent customers whom want to, are able to or need to file an 

illegitimate complaint (Joosten, unpublished). Here, customers who intentionally file a 

complaint fall into the want category. It is likely to assume that customers who file a complaint 

on purpose, score high on the drivers lack of morality organization, procedural injustice, 



 
  

11 

interactional injustice and distributive injustice (Joosten, unpublished). To illustrate, a customer 

could have felt the need to file an illegitimate complaint because it is assumed that the 

organization has disadvantaged him/her on purpose and has put its own need above that of the 

customer, resulting in the perception of the outcome, procedure and interaction as being unfair. 

 A customer that is purely opportunistic and, for example, is able to use of the situation 

at hand, falls into the can category. Here, it is likely to assume that the drivers attribution to 

self, liberal redress policy and the halo effect play a role (Joosten, unpublished). For instance, 

the cause of the complaint has been due to the customer itself, but the organization in question 

had a liberal redress policy in place and the customer was able to take advantage of the situation 

in order to get some form of compensation. 

 Lastly, customers who have no other choice then filing a complaint, being it a necessity, 

fall into the must category. Here, contrast effect and loss of control are assumed to be key 

drivers (Joosten, unpublished). For example, the customer might feel there was a big difference 

between the expectations and reality. Moreover, it could be the case that the customer felt like 

the organization did not respond (well) to the complaint and did not or no longer stick to the 

agreements. Therefore, the customer needed to file a complaint in order to get something done. 

The three categories, want, can and must, will be considered as sensitizing concepts. 

 

2.4 Neutralization theory 
In 1957, neutralization theory was first introduced by Sykes and Matza in an attempt to explain 

how juveniles are able to disregard societal norms in order to engage in deviant behavior. 

Succinctly put, the theory discusses how people engage in certain verbal or cognitive practices 

in order to convince themselves their behavior is acceptable or appropriate in a certain situation, 

regardless the societal norms in place (Sykes & Matza, 1957). The justifications for deviant 

behavior can follow from an act in order to protect the individual from remorse or blame but 

can also be used leading up to an act. That is, these neutralization techniques can be used by 

people to rationalize of the appropriateness of their actions. Nowadays, the number of 

customers engaging in illegitimate complaining behavior is increasing, and accordingly, it is 

argued that neutralization theory offers a useful point of view from which to study how 

customers rationalize their unjust complaining behavior (Harris & Dumas, 2009). However, 

existing literature on illegitimate complaining behavior largely neglects this perspective and 

will therefore be a focal point in this research study. 

A research into juvenile delinquency led Sykes and Matza (1957) to suggest five 

techniques of neutralization that explain this deviant behavior, namely: ‘denial of 
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responsibility’, ‘denial of victim’, ‘denial of injury’, ‘appealing to higher loyalties’ and 

‘condemning the condemners’: 

1. When using the technique of denial of responsibility, customers blame their deviant 

behavior on someone else or on the circumstances in order to reduce a negative self-

image. Here, customers believe they are not really guilty since the misbehavior is caused 

by forces beyond their control (Harris & Dumas, 2009). Accordingly, the customer 

states him or herself as lacking responsibility for his/her actions.  

2. In case the technique of denial of victim is applied, customers justify their misbehavior 

by claiming that the violated party has done something wrong and earned whatever 

occurred (Harris & Dumas, 2009). Here, customers view the organization as acting 

improperly and thus deserving whatever happens. Accordingly, customers review their 

own actions as a form of fair punishment, and do not see the organization as a victim.  

3. The technique of denial of injury is used when the customer argues the consequences 

of one’s misbehavior do not cause direct harm to others, making the deviant behavior 

more reasonable (Harris & Dumas, 2009). That is, one may acknowledge their behavior 

is inappropriate in general, but in this case, it was acceptable since no actual harm was 

done to anyone. Hence, the action was justified by minimizing the harm it has caused.  

4. The technique of appealing to higher loyalties is used by customers to rationalize their 

deviant behavior as it is in line with the honest obligations of a group to which they 

belong (Harris and Dumas, 2009). In this case, customers attempt to live up to a higher 

order ideal or value where a dilemma must be settled with the sacrifice of disrespecting 

a law or policy (Sykes & Matza, 1957).   

5. The technique of condemning the condemners is used when a customer shifts the 

attention towards those who criticize their misbehavior (Harris & Dumas, 2009). Here, 

the emphasize lies on drawing attention to the fact that others engage in similar unjust 

behavior and thus, making their own unjust behavior seem less important.  

Next to the five neutralization techniques introduced by Sykes and Matza (1957), other 

academics have identified techniques that are used by customers to justify misbehavior, such 

as ‘metaphor of the ledger’ (Klockars, 1974), ‘defense of the necessity’ (Minor, 1981), 

‘justification by comparison (Harris & Dumas, 2009), ‘claim of normalcy’ (Harris & Dumas, 

2009), ‘postponement’ (Cromwell & Thurman, 2003) and ‘denial of negative intent’ (Harris & 

Dumas, 2009): 
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1. Customers using the technique of metaphor of the ledger act on the belief that bad and 

good acts can be counterbalanced (Klockars, 1974). That is, a customer believes good 

will is gained by accomplishing good deeds that, accordingly, can compensate their bad 

actions (Piquero, Tibbetts & Blankenship, 2005).  

2. The technique of defense of the necessity is based on the proposition that in case 

disregarding rules is necessary, one should not feel guilty when obligating in the action 

of doing so (Minor, 1981). Here, the customer believes there was no other choice for 

committing the action, providing the possibility to put aside feelings of guilt.  

3. When using the technique of justification by comparison, customers compare the 

deviant behavior to the, in their eyes, even more aberrant behavior of others (Harris & 

Dumas, 2009).  

4. Customers using the technique of claim of normalcy state that such behavior is quite 

common, suggesting that everybody engages in such activities and cannot be labeled as 

illegitimate (Harris & Dumas, 2009). 

5. The technique of postponement is used when the incident is simply put out of mind 

(Cromwell & Thurman, 2003). 

6. Customers using the technique denial of negative intent argue that the action was not 

supposed to cause any harm, withdrawing from the responsibility for engaging in the 

act (Harris & Dumas, 2009). 

Even though empirical research on this topic in relation illegitimate complaining behavior is 

lacking, it is likely to assume that the different categories of complainants, can must and want, 

might use different techniques of neutralization in order to rationalize their deviant behavior. 

To illustrate, a customer might acknowledge to have filed an illegitimate complaint because 

there was an easy opportunity at hand to benefit from (can category), claiming the illegitimate 

complaint does not cause direct harm to others, hence, making the deviant behavior more 

acceptable. Next to that, when a customer feels like there was no other choice then filing an 

illegitimate complaint (must category), the behavior is regarded as necessary considering the 

circumstances, even if the specific behavior is regarded as unjust. Moreover, a customer that 

feels like the organization has disadvantaged him/her on purpose and has put its own need first 

(want category), could view the organization as acting improperly and thus deserving whatever 

happens. 

The abovementioned techniques of neutralization will be considered as sensitizing 

concepts.  
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2.5 Relationship variables 
When a customer purchases a product or service from an organization, they both get into a 

relationship (Henning-Thurau & Hansen, 2000). A strong customer-company relationship 

provides benefits for both the organization as well as the customer (e.g. De Wulf, Oderkerken-

Schröder & Iacobucci, 2001; Rigby, Reichheld & Schefter, 2002). However, as 

aforementioned, quality failures and mistakes are inherent to the delivery of products and 

services (Hart et al., 1990). According to Casado, Nicolau and Ruiz (2008), the post complaint 

behavior of customers who seek redress is largely dependent on the customer’s 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction level with the organization’s response to the complaint. It appears 

that liberal redress policies are open for abuse and many service recovery attempts fail with 

severe consequences for customer satisfaction retention (Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010; 

Keaveney, 1995). Yet, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, illegitimate complaining 

behavior in relation to service recovery is not yet examined thoroughly in existing literature 

and will therefore be a focal point in this research study.  

1. Customer satisfaction is an evaluation of a post consumption experience which 

compares expected quality with perceived quality (Oliver, 1980). Earlier research shows 

that customer satisfaction is crucial in predicting customer loyalty (Cheng, Chiu, Hu & 

Chang, 2011). Service recovery and effective customer complaint handling result in 

improved customer satisfaction (Andreassen, 2001; Boshoff, 1997). Here, successful 

service recovery can lead to a more satisfactory experience compared to when the 

consumption experience had been performed correctly the first time, better known as 

the service recovery paradox (Hart et al., 1990). To illustrate, a good service recovery 

provides the opportunity to appease angry and frustrated customers and turn them into 

loyal ones. Moreover, Berry (1995) finds that strong service recovery positively 

correlates with customer satisfaction and positive word of mouth. Customer satisfaction 

could be affected after a customer files an illegitimate complaint. To illustrate, it is 

assumed that customers that fall into the can category are not necessarily deeply 

disappointed in the product or service delivery or bear grudges against the organization 

but encounter a certain opportunity to benefit from a situation at hand. This type of 

complainant could be amazed by the service delivered by the organization during the 

complaint handling process. Therefore, considering the service recovery paradox, post 

recovery satisfaction could be greater than before filing the illegitimate complaint 

influencing the overall customer satisfaction. 
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2. Customer loyalty is considered to be an outcome of customer satisfaction (Fecikova, 

2004). Moreover, it is commonly recognized in existing literature that there is a positive 

relationship between customer loyalty and profitability (e.g. Bowen & Chen, 2001; 

Fecikova, 2004; Reichheld & Sasser; 1990). Loyal customers are less likely to switch 

to competitors and purchase more often compared to non-loyal customers (Reichheld & 

Sasser, 1990). Customer loyalty can be distinguished into attitudinal loyalty and 

behavioral loyalty (Day, 1969; Dick & Basu, 1994). To illustrate, behaviorally loyal 

customers may stay with an organization until a better substitute in the marketplace has 

been found (Dick & Basu, 1994), whereas attitudinally loyal customers have some 

connection or commitment to the organization and are not easily persuaded by a 

somewhat more appealing substitute in the marketplace (Shankar, Smith & 

Rangaswamy, 2002). Customer loyalty can be affected in several ways. For example, 

as a complainant of the want category experiences low levels of justice and feels like 

the organization did not respond (well) to the complaint and did not or no longer stick 

to the agreements made, the customer might encounter a need to regain control. Since 

the customer is free to decide whether or not to purchase again, he/she might decide to 

not do so with the specific organization. However, as customer loyalty has been found 

to be an outcome of customer satisfaction, it is likely to assume that the service recovery 

paradox could influence customer loyalty as well, meaning that a good service recovery 

could increase customer loyalty. Thus, in similar vein as with customer satisfaction, it 

is assumed that post loyalty of customers falling into the can category could be greater 

than before filing the illegitimate complaint influencing the overall customer loyalty. 

3. Customer trust refers to the confidence that customers have in the reliability and 

competence of an organization (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). According to Berry and 

Parasuraman (1991), customer-company relationships need trust where the authors 

describe the degree of trust as a fundamental building block of the relationship. It is 

argued that customer trust involves cognitive and affective trust. On the one hand, 

affective trust relates to the belief that organizations genuinely concern for customer 

needs, even though they seek to maximize profits (Rempel, Holmes & Zanna, 1985). 

Cognitive trust, on the other hand, concerns the fact that customers are confident that 

the organization is competent and keeps its promises (Rempel et al., 1985). Moreover, 

customer trust influences the development of customer commitment due to positive 

experiences with the organization (Olaru, Purchase & Peterson, 2008). Here, it is likely 

to assume that complainants that fall into the must category, experiencing there was a 
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difference between the expectations and reality, might be disappointed and the 

customer-company relationship could be affected in a way that the customer’s trust in 

the organization is damaged. 

4. Customer commitment is referred to as the desire to maintain a relationship (Moorman, 

Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). If customer commitment is 

lacking, the relationship with an organization will soon come to an end. Therefore, 

customer commitment is recognized as an essential element for a successful long-term 

customer-company relationship (Anderson & Weitz, 1992; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

Customer commitment is associated with the satisfaction of the complaint handling 

(Tax et al., 1998). Complainants that fall within the can category file complains just 

because they are able to, without necessarily having experienced a product or service 

failure. Therefore, again considering the service recovery paradox, it is likely to assume 

that the customer-company relationship of this type of complainant will be affected in 

terms of commitment as the complainant could be amazed by the service delivered by 

the organization during the complaint handling process. Contrarily, it is assumed that 

customers falling into the want category, perceiving injustice during the complaint 

handling process, might be less committed to the organization after service recovery. 

5. Customer word of mouth refers to oral, person-to-person communication between a 

sender and a receiver whom the receiver recognizes as being non-commercial, regarding 

a product or service (Henning-Thurau & Walsh, 2003; Bone, 1995; Arndt, 1967). Word 

of mouth is considered one of the most influential channels of communication in the 

marketplace as it perceived more credible than marketer-initiated communications 

(Allsop, Bassett & Hoskins, 2007). In general, the degree of (dis)satisfaction with the 

consumption experience is argued to be the key antecedent of customer word of mouth 

(Arndt, 1967; Reichheld & Sasser; 1990). Nevertheless, the term itself does not posit a 

positive or negative valuation. Therefore, word of mouth can either be positive or 

negative. It is assumed that customer word of mouth largely depends on service 

recovery. Yet again, customers falling into the can category could be amazed by the 

service delivered by the organization during the complaint handling process. Therefore, 

considering the service recovery paradox, post recovery word of mouth can be more 

positive than before filing the illegitimate complaint. On the other hand, Blodgett, Hill 

and Tax (1997) argue that positive word of mouth is associated to high perceptions of 

justice, specifically distributive and interactional justice. Therefore, it is assumed that 
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customers falling into the want category, experiencing low levels of justice, would not 

engage in positive word of mouth, but rather in negative word of mouth. 

The concepts of customer satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment and word of mouth will be 

considered as sensitizing concepts. 

 

2.6 Conceptual model 
In figure 1 below the conceptual model of this research is illustrated, based on the theories 

discussed in the previous paragraphs.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 1: CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
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3. Methodology 
This chapter describes the methodology that has been used for the research study. First, the 

research strategy is explained followed by a sample description and the means of data 

collection. Thereafter, the data analysis procedure is discussed and lastly, an overview of the 

considered research ethics is provided. 

 

3.1 Research strategy 
A review of the literature on illegitimate complaining behavior shows that existing research has 

primarily focused on complaints as a result of product or service failures wherein genuine 

feelings of dissatisfaction have been experienced by the individual filing a complaint (e.g. Day, 

1980; Singh, 1990; Prim & Pras, 1999). Only a few academics recognize the fact that 

individuals might deliberately feign incidences of service or product failure (e.g. Reynolds & 

Harris, 2005; Berry & Seiders, 2008; Daunt & Harris, 2012). Given the poorly understood 

nature of the concept of illegitimate complaining behavior, in order to explore, develop and 

refine the core theories, for the sake of providing insights into this neglected issue, a qualitative 

research approach is deemed appropriate for this research study. In particular, the grounded 

theory approach is considered to be suitable as the aim of this study is to find explanations for 

the relationships between the drivers, and, accordingly, the related use of neutralization 

techniques and relationship variables. Therefore, the study has the purpose to understand the 

social truth from the eyes of the people who are involved with the phenomenon of illegitimate 

complaining behavior.  

The grounded theory approach was first introduced by Glaser and Strauss in 1967 and 

is concerned with building theories about phenomena. Moreover, grounded theory deals with 

patterns and relationships, rather than statistical analyses and involves a constant interplay 

between data collection and analysis in order to produce a theory during the research process 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Most of times, a grounded theory is derived inductively through the 

continual data collection and analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), however, in this study, 

sensitizing concepts will be used. Sensitizing concepts provide the researcher with a general 

sense of reference, as they merely suggest directions and can be used as a starting point from 

which to study the data (Charmaz, 2006; Bowen, 2006). Considering the exploratory nature of 

this research, the study uses in-depth interviews in order to disclose thoughts and experiences 

of customers who have filed an illegitimate complaint. 
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3.2 Sample description 
Within the grounded theory approach, theoretical sampling is placed central. In theoretical 

sampling, a sample is chosen in light of the phenomenon under study (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

In order to produce a knowledgeable sample, participants have been subjected to certain 

selection requirements.  First of all, participants have been selected on grounds of having filed 

an illegitimate complaint within the last year. This is to suggest that the participant has had an 

authentic experience with this deviant behavior that he/she can recall. Next to that, considering 

the highly sensitive nature of the subject, participants need to be willing to talk about their 

actions and experiences as a deeper insight into the concept of illegitimate complaints could 

only be developed when respondents are honest in their answers and stories. Given that people 

do have a natural tendency to answer in a way that they perceive as socially desirable, the 

interviews have been conducted with people that are close to the researcher as it is assumed that 

the need for being socially desirable then decreases. Here, the sampling procedures are in line 

with Gummesson’s (1991) proposition that qualitative research should not be focused on the 

need for representativeness of a particular population, but rather by the need for data quality. 

Accordingly, at first the convenience sampling method was used to recruit participants for the 

research study. Convenience sampling is a form of nonprobability sampling where respondents 

are selected based on practical criteria such as the basis for accessibility and the willingness to 

participate (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016; Morse, 2007). This method was used at the 

beginning of the study in order to get a grasp on the studied phenomenon. Based on the results 

from the first data analysis, new participants were recruited trough convenience sampling, but 

were purposively selected based on the type of complaint (complaint/claim) as it seemed that 

the drivers, neutralization techniques and customer-company relationships differed among 

these types of complaints. Here, additional data was gathered in order to confirm what was 

already found or to disconfirm previous findings (Morse, 2007). Moreover, convenience 

sampling was used due to the limited time available to conduct the research study and bearing 

in mind the sensitive subject the research study addresses. Here, every individual willing to 

participate in the research study was extremely valuable. Because of the aforementioned 

reasons, a convenience sample, yet taking into account selection requirements and theoretical 

sampling guidelines, was deemed appropriate for this research study. In Appendix II an 

overview of the research participants can be found.  
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3.3 Data collection 
The data for this research has been collected by means of in-depth interviews. The interviews 

were semi-structured. Conducting semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to ask 

follow-up questions and modify the order of questions in case deeper understanding was 

required (Bleijenbergh, 2013). Next to that, it allowed the research participants to explain and 

elaborate upon their answers and specific examples that one experienced when filing the 

illegitimate complaint. It is crucial that respondents were able to share their experiences and 

motives as this is key for a deep understanding of the concept of illegitimate complaining 

behavior, its antecedents and consequences. By conducting semi-structured interviews, it has 

been assured that the same questions have been asked to every participant, providing 

consistency among the gathered data and thus increasing the reliability of the research study 

(Leung, 2015). In order to achieve theoretical saturation, both Charmaz (2006) and Creswell 

(1998) recommend 20-30 interviews for grounded theory studies. Together with two other 

researchers who also study the topic of illegitimate complaints, a total of 29 interviews have 

been conducted and transcribed. Data has been collected until the point of theoretical saturation, 

at which no new insights or themes had been identified for a certain data category (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  

 A topic list for the interviews has been developed based on the sensitizing concepts as 

derived from the literature review. The interview guide has been developed in cooperation with 

the two other researchers. The interview had been divided into different parts. First, a general 

introduction was given by the researcher to explain the purpose of the interview and to ask for 

permission to record the interview in order for transcribing purposes. Next, the interviewee was 

asked to describe the general situation concerning the illegitimate complaint in order to get 

them into the topic of the interview. Then, questions about the specific situation, concerning 

the motivation for filing the complaint, were asked. Hereafter, questions regarding the 

rationalization of the deviant behavior were asked, followed by questions about the customer-

company relationship. The interview guide can be found in Appendix III. In order to increase 

validity of the research study, open ended questions were used as this accounted for the 

possibility to ask additional questions and explanations in case deeper understanding was 

needed (Bleijenberg, 2013). Using open-ended questions provided the researcher with a 

variation in information, which is crucial to the exploratory nature of this research in which the 

researcher is not only interested in the situation of the illegitimate complaint, but also to gain 

new insights into an individual’s behavior concerning its antecedents and consequences.  

 



 
  

21 

3.4 Data analysis 
The interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants and in turn have been 

transcribed in a verbatim transcript, which means that the interviews have been typed out word 

by word. The interview transcripts have been transcribed anonymously. Participants have been 

assigned the last name of the researcher and a number. Moreover, names and organizations 

mentioned during interviews have been omitted from the transcripts.  

Accordingly, the interview transcripts have been analyzed in order to structure the collected 

data. Following the grounded theory method when analyzing data entails a sophisticated 

process of converting raw data into concepts that are selected to represent categories. 

Accordingly, the categories are then developed and integrated into a theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Within grounded theory, the data analysis process can be distinguished into three 

elements: 

1. Open coding: This first process was to find out which topics existed in the data. Here, 

the interviews were compared with other interviews in order to find similarities and 

differences. The purpose was to create new insights about the studied phenomenon. 

Accordingly, conceptual labels (codes) were provided to similar 

events/actions/interactions in order for the codes to be grouped together to form 

(sub)categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This way of coding assured the researcher to 

remain “open to all possible theoretical directions” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46), fitting into 

the explorative nature of this research study.  

2. Axial coding: Next, the codes that had been defined were further developed and 

relationships between codes are explored. Here, the sensitizing concepts, as derived 

from the literature review, have been used as a starting point for the analysis of the 

research data. The sensitizing concepts were used in examining fundamental codes with 

a purpose to developing thematic categories from the data (Bowen, 2006). The 

sensitizing concepts as derived from theory were used tentatively as it was considered 

that any sensitizing concept may needed to be refined or even discarded (King, 2012). 

Also, new thematic categories emerged from the data. In order to use the same axial 

codes for every interview, a general code scheme was produced. This scheme can be 

found in Appendix IV.  The used codes were shared among the two other researchers in 

order to make sure the same codes were used for each interview. Initially, each 

researcher coded his or her own conducted interviews and later all interviews were 

checked by the other researchers in order to ensure the inter-rater reliability of the 

research.  
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3. Selective coding: In the last process, all axial codes have been compared and patterns 

within each interview as well as interviews combined have been analyzed. This 

procedure led to the careful reexamination of data that was coded during the axial 

coding process and as a consequence, a few axial codes were refined. Ultimately, this 

last process allowed the researcher to find patterns in the phenomenon of illegitimate 

complaining behavior. Specifically, selective coding helped the researcher to identify 

connections and relationships between drivers, which led to find the different types of 

complainants. Accordingly, the related use of neutralization techniques and relationship 

variables for each type of complainant could be explored. An overview of the outcomes 

of the coding procedure can be found in Appendix V. This last step of coding was 

carried out without the collaboration of the other two researchers. 

 

3.5 Research ethics 
As aforementioned, the nature of this subject is rather sensitive which stresses the importance 

for the researcher to have taken into account several ethical principles while conducting the 

research. First of all, research participants had been given time to decide to participate in the 

research project and had been informed that participation is completely voluntary. Moreover, 

time for questions have been taken into account prior to every interview. With regard to privacy 

issues, research participants have been asked for permission to record the interview. Next to 

that, interview transcripts have been completely anonymized. When analyzing the data, the 

researcher has done her utmost to make sure to report information in an accurate manner with 

regard to selecting quotes from the interviews. Considering the developments around Covid-19 

and the qualitative nature of the research study, the researcher has followed all updates and 

restrictions as proposed by RIVM in order to assure the well-being of the participant.  
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4. Results 
In this chapter the results of the interviews are presented. The interviews provide several 

insights into the types of complainants, the drivers, the neutralization techniques and 

relationship variables related to these types.  

 The gathered data led to the appearance of several customer complaining behaviors that 

could be labeled as ‘illegitimate’. That is, complaint behaviors were described by respondents 

in which they acknowledged to having partially or fully made up or exaggerated a complaint or 

claim and/or whereby the blame was wrongfully placed with the product, the service or the 

firm, without having necessarily experienced genuine product or service failure. During the 

interviews, respondents described the situation in which they had fabricated or exaggerated 

incidences of product or service failure, how they rationalized the illegitimate complaint/claim 

and explained the effect on the customer-company relationship. During data analysis it 

appeared that there are differences between complaints and claims with regard to their 

antecedents and consequences. Hence, respondents were purposively selected based on the type 

of complaint in order to get a good grasp on the phenomenon of illegitimate complaining 

behavior. Whereas complaints can be filed with any type of organization, claims are specifically 

filed with insurance firms. The sample consisted of 13 complaints and 16 claims.  

 

4.1 Drivers of illegitimate complaints and types of complainants 
Coding procedures revealed several types of illegitimate complainants and a diverse range of 

drivers of illegitimate complaints. Throughout data analysis it appeared that particular drivers 

of illegitimate complaints were mostly, but not exclusively, mentioned in relation to the forms 

of illegitimate complaining behaviors. Therefore, it is important to note that individual drivers 

are not exclusively related to a single type of complainant but rather that some drivers emerged 

as the main motives to engage in such complaining behavior in a particular situation as stressed 

by the research participants. From the data analysis emerged that there are three types of 

illegitimate complainants. These are labeled; “able to complainants”, “need to complainants” 

and “want to complainants”. Every paragraph consists of subcategories that were revealed 

during the coding process in order to structure the paragraph.  

 
4.1.1 Able to complainants 

Complainants that are labeled as ‘able to’ complainants seem to be customers who complain in 

an unjustified manner when a potentially beneficial opportunity arises in which they are able 

and/or encouraged to complain illegitimately. In total, 22 respondents have been labeled this 
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type of complainant. One respondent described two situations in which one of them she was 

labeled as this type of complainant. Interestingly, during the interviews it was mentioned by 10 

respondents to not complain easily. Below the drivers for engaging in such complaining 

behavior are discussed.  

 
Timing.  It appeared that this type of complainant is mostly driven by opportunism and 

will make use of the situation at hand to further his or her self-interest, rather than pre-plan 

filing an illegitimate complaint or claim. Here, 19 respondents took the opportunity of the 

situation at hand in order to get an advantage. One respondent stated: 

 
“… It was not planned, it was more taking advantage of the opportunity” (Vos_9, 
F, 23, complaint). 

 
Three respondents mentioned to purposively having pre-planned the illegitimate complaint or 

claim: two respondents filed the illegitimate complaint due to the awareness of the organization 

having a liberal redress policy of which one of them wanted to test this and the third respondent 

was driven by getting a financial compensation. To illustrate: 

 
“I filed a complaint because the product did not arrive on time and then I got a 
gift voucher so easily, that I thought I might as well file another complaint, 
because then I will get a gift voucher again” (Cremers_9, F, 29, complaint).  

 
Financial compensation. The interviews indicated that most respondents (16) were driven 

by financial gains for articulating the illegitimate complaint or claim. To illustrate: 

 
<So, the situation arose, and you thought maybe a nice opportunity to…> “… 
To get my money back in an easy manner” (Vos_3, M, 53, complaint). 
 
“Normally, I have always paid for and getting repaired damage myself, but it was 
an expensive phone, just new and when I heard this was possible I thought: this 
will save me 400 euros, that is nice” (Moeskops_1, M, 22, claim). 

 
Rather than receiving financial compensation, two respondents indicated that getting free goods 

or a replacement product motivated them to file the illegitimate complaint or claim. They stated: 

 
“So, we figured if we can get free food, we can always try of course” 
(Cremers_10, F, 24, complaint).  
 
<So, it was not so much about financial compensation, but you wanted a new 
laptop?> “Well actually yes, because I knew it was going to be a new laptop 
anyway, not a financial compensation” (Moeskops_6, M, 27, claim). 
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Firm-centered drivers. During data analysis it emerged that an organization providing a 

fair compensation to customers motivated respondents in their opportunistic complaining 

behavior, where respondents would take advantage of the procedure to get some form of 

(financial) compensation. With regard to both illegitimate complaints and claims, the liberal 

redress policy of an organization or insurance firm motivated some respondents (7) to 

complain/claim illegitimately as it was known that generous compensation was given by the 

organization or insurance firm following a complaint or claim. To illustrate: 

 
<Okay, to sum it up: You could say that there was a good warranty policy for such 
a laptop at XXX and you just used that?> “Exactly, yes” (Moeskops_6, M, 27, 
claim).  

 
“… That is just the way it goes at XXX and then maybe you just take advantage of 
that more easily, because you know they have a good arrangement” (Vos_4, F, 
48, complaint). 

 
It is interesting to note that concerning illegitimate claims, it was mentioned by several 

respondents (6) that profiting from the insurance firm’s good service encouraged respondents 

to claim illegitimately as it created opportunities to engage in dysfunctional behaviors. To 

illustrate: 

 
“…Since I always lose everything and drop everything, it seemed wise to close an 
insurance policy. So, at first it was a preventative thing and later I thought: it 
works. Then I exploited that a little bit.” (Moeskops_10, M, 25, claim). 

 
Moreover, it was mentioned by one respondent that insurance firms cannot do anything to prove 

that the story about an illegitimate claim is not correct. Hence, the respondent appeared to be 

motivated due to the low expectancy to get caught. He stated: 

 
“They actually cannot do anything to prove that it is not the case and that was my 
motivation to do it that way” (Moeskops_7, M, 23, claim). 

 
In addition, the ease of filing an illegitimate complaint or claim was implied by nine 

respondents. Regarding illegitimate claims, respondents (3) indicated that having proof and/or 

twisting facts a little bit made it easy to file the claim illegitimately. With regard to claims and 

complaints in general, respondents (4) mentioned that it was easy to file the complaint/claim 

due to anonymity. To illustrate: 

 
“I was like how am I going to prove that? Then you think like hey, I have another 
receipt and yes, that was the solution and it was immediately accepted” (Vos_5, 
M, 53, claim). 
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“If I should have called or something, then it would have been more difficult. Now 
you just fill it in on paper, which is fairly anonymous. That is quite easy” 
(Cremers_8, M, 53, claim). 
 

Another respondent mentioned that it was not even necessary to file an official claim, as the 

claim handling was done via telephone. Moreover, one situation occurred in which the service 

delivery of the organization was not up to expectations, making it easy to file an illegitimate 

complaint while the respondent acknowledged the cause of the claim was because of her own 

fault. She stated: 

 
“… We had taken pictures from the box how it had arrived in case the tent was 
damaged, so that we had proof of how it was delivered … We broke it ourselves, 
so it was actually not fair what we did” (Vos_9, F, 23, complaint).  

 
Cause.  The above-mentioned example of admitting the cause of the complaint was due 

to respondent’s own fault, attributing the cause internally (to self), seems typical for this type 

of complainant as this was mentioned by almost all respondents (19). To illustrate: 

 
<With whom would you put the cause of filing the illegitimate complaint?> “Of 
filing that claim at all? Yes, with myself, I broke the laptop myself” (Cremers_1, 
M, 23, claim). 
 
“The cause of filing the complaint really lies with me, and in the end, I just used 
the fact that they had an image by which they are known to often deliver damaged 
products” (Vos_1, F, 23, complaint). 

 
However, some respondents (3) attributed the cause of the complaint/claim externally as they 

argued the cause of complaint/claim was due to the fault of the organization. Here, different 

arguments were used by all respondents. To illustrate: 

 
“Beforehand, we were really like well I wonder how it is at the checkout, if they 
would deduct the discount, but once it was not deducted, we were like yes, come 
on… There is a sticker on it … Then they should have paid more attention” 
(Vos_4, F, 48, complaint). 
  
“Uhm, yes you know, if they would not be so easily with gifting, then I had 
probably not called that often. So, I actually think that they have themselves to 
blame” (Cremers_9, F, 29, complaint). 

 
Intent.  As respondents put the cause of the complaint/claim with themselves, it is also 

recognized by many respondents (15) to take advantage of the situation to the detriment of the 

organization’s interest, by intentionally making abuse of the organization. To illustrate: 
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“Well at the beginning I thought like: is this okay what I am doing, because it is 
of course not entirely fair because I dropped it outside the house, but then I 
thought gosh yeah they do not even know that it did not happen inside the house” 
(Vos_7, F, 24 claim). 

 
<But do you then have the idea that you deliberately made abuse of that insurance 
firm?> “Uhm yes actually in this case” (Cremers_7, F, 22, claim).  

 
Social influence.  Data analysis shows that the complaining behavior of some respondents 

(4) is influenced by family and/or friends. Here, respondents feel like family or friends would 

have done the same thing in the situation at hand. Moreover, it appeared that several 

respondents (6) were influenced by the behavior of others, leading to awareness of the 

opportunity. To illustrate:  

 
“Well this was the first time, but I must say after stories of others that I heard 
before” (Cremers_5, F, 27, claim). 

 
“I heard once that with someone else one very small thing was not good, and then 
he got sent a whole box of food … Then we thought, we can just try it” 
(Cremers_10, F, 24, complaint).  

 
One respondent seemed to be influenced by customer reviews, which encouraged her to 

ultimately file the illegitimate complaint. She states: 

 
“So, I had been looking on the internet for complaints about XXX, and then I saw 
a lot of people complaining about the posters … And then I thought to myself, then 
mine will not stand out” (Vos_1, F, 23, complaint). 

 
Emotions.  When respondents were asked if and what kind of emotions played a role in 

submitting the complaint or claim, respondents seem to have experienced different kind of 

emotions in the situation of filing the complaint or claim. Emotions such as excitement, fear, 

relief, happiness, annoyance and distress were mentioned. Only the emotion of guilt was 

mentioned by several respondents (4), all other emotions were just mentioned once. Some 

respondents (11) did not experience any emotions while submitting the complaint or claim. 

 
4.1.2 Need to complainants 

Complainants that are labeled as ‘need to’ complainants seem to be customers who complain 

in an unjustified manner when they see no other alternatives for doing so in order to get, in their 

eyes, what they are entitled to. In total, three respondents have been labeled this type of 

complainant. During the interviews it was mentioned by two of the respondents to not complain 

easily. Below the motives for engaging in such complaining behavior are discussed.  
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Cause.  All of the respondents (3) indicated that the cause of the complaint was the fault 

of the organization. It appeared that respondents genuinely felt like the organization did not 

deliver a sound product or service, which led them to file the illegitimate complaint or claim. 

Even though one respondent admitted the product had gained flaws due to her own mistake, the 

predominant feeling was that the organization did not deliver a sound product. She stated: 

 
“Should I have known that I shouldn’t be carrying a bag on it, I think that’s a bit 
weird. Then they should have put a disclaimer with it maybe, so I think indeed that 
the product is not sufficient, I think something like this should not happen” 
(Vos_8, F, 23, complaint). 
 

It appeared that this type of complainant is typically driven by the presence of the contrast 

effect. Here, two respondents indicate the expectations of the product are not met, resulting in 

a discrepancy between the expectations and the actual performance which led them to file the 

illegitimate complaint. One respondent was brought to the attention of this by a friend studying 

law. To illustrate: 

 
“At first, I didn’t necessarily think about filing a complaint, but then my friend 
said too, who studies law, they actually must deliver a proper product, legally 
speaking. So yeah, they didn’t do that” (Vos_8, F, 23, complaint). 

 
“I thought it was strange that the sole came off after only three months and I just 
really wanted it to be compensated anyhow” (Cremers_6, F, 23, complaint).   

 
The other respondent was mainly disappointed in the insurance system as a whole, where he 

would only receive financial compensation for the current value of the product, whereas he 

believed he should receive compensation for the actual value. He states:  

 
“I thought it sucked that I had to lie to get back what I thought I was entitled to. 
So, I had to lie in order to be properly insured” (Moeskops_4, M, 27, claim). 

 
Financial compensation. In order to make up for the discrepancy between the delivered 

product or service and the actual product or service, all respondents (3) were driven by getting 

a financial compensation. However, one respondent indicated a replacement product would be 

satisfying as well. She stated: 

 
“Preferably I of course just received a compensation in the means of a product or 
money, so that I could get or buy a new coat” (Vos_8, F, 23, complaint). 
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Emotions. When submitting the complaint or claim, the emotion of annoyance appeared to 

play a role. Here, respondents (2) felt annoyed because the product was broken so quickly but 

did not feel angry or irritated towards the organization. To illustrate: 

 
<Were there any emotions that played a role while submitting the complaint?> 
“No, not really. I only think it is a bit annoying that the sole quickly loosened but 
since it was settled so quickly, it was not like I was irritated or so” (Cremers_6, 
F, 23 complaint).  

 
The other respondent indicated to have felt emotions of injustice and disappointment. Here, the 

respondent seemed displeased with the amount of money he would receive from his insurance 

firm when filing the claim, while he felt he deserved more than that. He stated: 

 
“I especially felt injustice. I just thought it was unfair how much money I would 
get back for something like that … Still somewhat disappointed that the amount I 
got back from the insurance, despite I had claimed too much, still couldn’t buy 
what I was entitled to” (Moeskops_4, M, 27, claim). 

 
Timing.  It appeared that all respondents (3) took the opportunity to get an advantage of 

the situation at hand. No illegitimate complaint or claim was pre-planned in advance, it 

appeared that rather the product or service discrepancy led to the motivation to file the 

complaint or claim. To illustrate: 

 
<So, after the flaw was too severe, you came to the idea to file that complaint?> 
“Yes exactly” (Cremers_6, F, 23 complaint).  

 
4.1.3 Want to complainants 

Complainants that are labeled as ‘want to’ complainants seem to be customers who mostly hold 

feelings of anger and revenge and thus complain in an unjustified manner as they perceive the 

organization to be unfair. In total, five respondents have been labeled this type of complainant. 

One respondent described two situations in which one of them she was labeled as this type of 

complainant. During the interviews it was mentioned by two of the respondents to not complain 

easily. Below the motives for engaging in such complaining behavior are discussed.  

 
Cognitions. It appeared that most of the respondents (3) experienced some way of perceived 

injustice during the complaint handling process, which led them to exaggerate the complaint. 

One respondent experienced two dimensions of injustice: distributive and interactional 

injustice. Here, the respondent experienced distributive injustice as he believed the 

organization’s proposal to resolve the complaint was unfair. Next to that, in total, two 
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respondents experienced interactional injustice, whereby they perceived the way the 

organization treated them during the complaint handling as impolite. Moreover, one respondent 

experienced procedural injustice, arguing that the organization’s complaint handling procedure 

was slow and difficult. To illustrate: 

 
“… Then I received a very blunt answer from the customer service, that it was 
probably my own mistake because I hadn’t clicked on the 30 days free trail and 
that was the end of the story for XXX. I thought that was so unfair, I really was 
like that is not the way you treat your customers … so I sent an email back that I 
thought it was very customer unfriendly and that I really clicked on it, that was of 
course a little bluff because I had no proof at all that I clicked on those 30 days 
free trial” (Vos_1, F, 23, complaint).  

 
“We ordered food at Thuisbezorgd, but eventually it was delivered too late and 
that’s why we wanted our money back and they wouldn’t give that, and then I 
started making up other excuses so they might give it back eventually” 
(Cremers_2, M, 22, complaint). 
 

Cause.  Whether or not respondents experienced perceived injustice, it appeared that this 

type of complainant is also typically driven by the contrast effect. Comparable to the ‘need to’ 

complainant, respondents (3) indicate the expectations of the product or service are not met, 

resulting in a discrepancy between the expectations and the actual performance which led them 

to file the illegitimate complaint or claim. In addition, most respondents (4) indicated that the 

cause of the complaint was the fault of the organization. To illustrate: 

 
“My motivation is the hope that this man is reprimanded incredibly. I actually 
don’t want money, but I would like this man to be fired.” <So, the disappointment 
in the way this man acted gave you the motivation, because, in your eyes, the way 
the man acted is unacceptable?> “Yes” (Moeskops_5, F, 53, complaint).  

 
Intent.  Few respondents (2) implied the organization’s lack of morality, reflecting the 

unwillingness of an organization to provide the service as, in the eyes of the respondent’s, they 

should. To illustrate: 

 
“I didn’t trust them at all. And I thought you guys are just bluffing that I did not 
click on that, you really cannot see that in your systems, so I am just going to bluff 
as well that I really did it. That is not how you deal with your customers, it is 
actually a matter of principle” (Vos_1, F, 23, complaint).  

 
Next to that, a few other respondents (2) indicated the lack of morality self, acknowledging to 

have intentionally tried to use the organization as a consequence of the mistakes the firm had 

made. To illustrate: 



 
  

31 

<Do you think that you have intentionally tried and used the organization?> “Yes, 
I of course could not have done it … But I think that the postal company should 
feel it a little bit” (Cremers_3, F, 22, complaint). 

 
Emotions. During data analysis it emerged that this type of complainant was always driven 

by some emotions of anger or revenge, making them different from the ‘need to’ complainant. 

Here, it appeared that the aforementioned drivers represented eventual feelings of anger and 

revenge, resulting in all the respondents (5) complaining illegitimately. To illustrate: 

 
“I did what I had to do and then they make such stupid mistakes and then are 
being difficult about everything, that I was like, guys go figure it out. You screw 
me, I screw you” (Moeskops_8, M, 25, claim). 
 
“It was more that we mostly wanted to screw that man, because he was so 
annoying. I mean, there was damage, but not for that much money. If he had done 
this by accident and said sorry, we wouldn’t have said anything about it” 
(Moeskops_5, F, 53, complaint). 

 
Next to emotions of anger and revenge, respondents (2) experienced emotions of indignation 

during the complaint handling and one respondent felt disappointed in the service delivery. 

Here, the respondents were indignant that they were not taken seriously during the complaint 

handling. To illustrate: 

 
“I just felt outraged that they did not take me seriously at all” (Cremers_3, F, 22, 
complaint). 
 

Timing.  It appeared that all respondents (5) took the opportunity to get and advantage of 

the situation at hand. No illegitimate complaint or claim was pre-planned in advance, it 

appeared that rather the feelings of injustice, discrepancy between expectations and the actual 

performance of the product or service and the emotions of anger and revenge led to the 

motivation to file the complaint or claim.  

 
Financial compensation.  It seemed that only one respondent was motivated by receiving 

financial compensation from the organization, after they had made a mistake. This appears from 

the following statement: 

 
<What was the motivation to file the claim, can you tell something about that?> 
“I spent more than 100 euros, eventually, of course what I said before, a part of 
it was lost anyway. But yes, I spent money that I wouldn’t have to spent if they 
didn’t make a mistake. That was the reason, to get it back” (Moeskops_8, M, 25, 
claim). 
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4.2 Neutralization techniques 
In order to justify the illegitimate complaining behavior, it appears that respondents make use 

of neutralization techniques. Whereas some respondents only describe one argument, others 

discuss multiple arguments to rationalize the appropriateness of their actions. The techniques 

of neutralization emerged when respondents were asked explicitly how they rationalized their 

behavior as well as during the interview. It appeared that the justifications for deviant behavior 

can follow from an act, in order to protect the individual from remorse or blame but can also be 

used leading up to an act. Below the neutralization techniques used by respondents per type of 

complainant will be discussed.  

 
4.2.1 Able to complainants 
Most of the respondents (22) are labeled as ‘able to’ complainants, resulting in numerous 

explanations of neutralization techniques. It appeared that this type of complainant typically 

used the denial of injury technique as this technique was used by 19 respondents. Respondents 

often felt like no harm was caused and/or the organization was so large and/or had so many 

(financial) assets, it would not be harmful if they would file an illegitimate complaint or claim. 

This appears from the following statements: 

 
“They just can resell it and there is actually nothing wrong and uh the only thing 
that the company misses is the purchasing margin on that thing and let that be 
two euros and that’s it. You don’t bring any damage of 30 euros, but it is only a 
little bit” (Vos_3, 53, M, complaint). 
 
“… Well yeah it is only 100 euros for the insurance firm, a large organization like 
that does not suffer much from that” (Cremers_7, F, 22, claim). 
 
“Look, it’s one laptop. I think with an organization like that one laptop does not 
matter. But of course, you know it is actually not okay, but I don’t care that I did 
it” (Moeskops_6, M, 27, claim). 

 
Interestingly, during data analysis it appeared that there is a difference between complaints and 

claims with regard to the neutralization techniques used by this type of complainant. The second 

most used technique is referred to as paying for the service. This neutralization technique 

appeared to be typical for ‘able to’ complainants filing an illegitimate claim as this technique 

was used by 11 respondents, showing that this technique was used by almost all ‘able to’ 

complainants that filed an illegitimate claim (15). Here, it seems respondents rationalize their 

deviant behavior because they argue to be paying for the service and thus think it is in one’s 

right to engage in such behavior and benefit from the act. To illustrate: 
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“I have paid a good 250 euros to the insurance firm. At that moment I thought, 
‘why wouldn’t I get back what I have put into it?’ That was the mindset behind it, 
back then” (Moeskops_2, M, 23, claim). 

  
“… Then instead of 50 euros I just had said 100 euros and yes, that was more 
because I thought like I already pay a lot for that insurance and I never claim 
anything, and then I would just get back the amount that I had paid a few months 
before” (Vos_6, F, 24, claim). 

 
In addition, the technique first time using the paid service was used by several respondents (8) 

filing an illegitimate claim. Here, respondents argue that it is the first time claiming something 

from the insurance firm, making the act of filing an illegitimate claim seem less important. To 

illustrate: 

 
“… Actually, I thought like I have never made use of it and if I do it once, it doesn’t 
do any harm (Vos_7, F, 24, claim). 
 

The technique of defense of necessity was the fourth most used technique by respondents (5) to 

rationalize their deviant behavior. It appeared that respondents knew they were morally wrong, 

but felt they had to file the complaint or claim illegitimately anyway. To illustrate: 

 
“This has been easy for me because I just thought I had to do it, so you don’t have 
to think about it … for me it was only difficult because I didn’t know what was 
going to happen … I was willing to exaggerate because I thought it was so 
annoying” (Vos_2, anonymous, claim).  
 

The techniques denial of victim, denial of negative intent, claim of normalcy and complaint is 

close to reality have all been used by a few respondents (3). Here, respondents argue the 

illegitimate complaint or claim was a justified price for the specific organization in light of the 

circumstances, focus on the intention before the actual complaint or claim or on the bigger 

picture. To illustrate:  

 
“It is not like it didn’t happen and we tried to receive money while there has been 
no damage. No, it is actually dealing with the situation” (Cremers_8, M, 53, 
claim). 
 
“You couldn’t demonstrate the reality, and this just came very close” (Vos_5, M, 
53, claim). 

 
The techniques denial of responsibility, only doing it once, a little white lie, condemning the 

condemners, frequent customer, justification by postponement and justification by comparison 

have all been used just once by this type of complainant. Hence, it seems that these techniques 

were really reliant on the situation of the illegitimate complaint or claim. 
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4.2.2 Need to complainants 

Only three respondents are labeled as ‘need to’ complainants. Nevertheless, multiple 

neutralization techniques have been used by this type of complainant. It appeared that this type 

of complainant always used the technique defense of the necessity. Here, respondents were 

aware of the fact they were morally wrong but did not feel guilty of engaging in the deviant 

complaining behavior as the act of doing so was perceived as necessary. To illustrate: 

 
“I think if I am insured and become the victim of something then I am insured for 
a reason, in this case. So, I feel I have the right to get back what was taken from 
me and if I have to lie in order to get that, it gets hard. I think it’s a shame to have 
to lie to get back what I am entitled to, but I think that’s what I am entitled to and 
that’s why it’s easy for me” (Moeskops_4, M, 27, claim). 

 
Here, the same respondent as quoted above also used the technique denial of victim as he felt 

the deviant behavior could be seen as some form retaliation, arguing that he was a victim of a 

crime himself and entitled to a certain amount of money by the insurance firm in order to replace 

his stolen good. Next to that, besides defense of the necessity, one respondent also used the 

technique denial of injury, arguing that the specific organization was so large and possessed 

financial assets, that it would not be detrimental to file the illegitimate complaint. She stated: 

 
“I have to say I would find it more difficult if it would, for example, be a smaller 
organization. If I would send something back or edit something like that, then I 
would find it more difficult with a small organization. Because with something like 
XXX you do have something like, they do have the money” (Cremers_6, F, 23, 
complaint).  

 
4.2.3 Want to complainants 

In total, five respondents have been labeled as ‘want to’ complainants. Similar to the other types 

of complainants, this type of complainant also used multiple neutralization techniques. Data 

analysis shows that all of the respondents (5) used the technique denial of victim. Here, 

respondents rationalized the deviant behavior by arguing that it was a justified punishment 

concerning the circumstances which led to the illegitimate complaint or claim. Not only was 

the focus shifted to the circumstances, sometimes the focus was lied with another person or 

organization instead of the respondent him or herself. To illustrate: 

 
“I am not the one who made the mistake, so yes then you can do something for me 
in return” (Moeskops_8, M, 25, claim).  

 
“… And I thought yes if you get screwed by a company like that, then that has a 
certain price I thought” (Cremers_2, M, 22, complaint).  
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Hereafter, the technique defense of necessity was most used by respondents (3). It appeared that 

respondents not only shifted the focus to the conditions, but they invoked the urgency of the 

situation. Hence, rationalizing the act of filing an illegitimate complaint or claim.  To illustrate: 

 
“I also thought this cannot happen more often, it does not work that way. Perhaps 
nine people think nothing because the package is found, but then the delivery 
person will not be called upon it, for example” (Cremers_3, F, 22, complaint). 

 
Next to these two techniques of neutralization, the above quoted respondent used the techniques 

denial of injury, appeal to higher goals and metaphor of the ledger. As the quote shows, the 

respondent felt the need to control the situation both for herself as well as for others, referring 

to the technique appeal to higher goals. Moreover, it was argued that the large organization 

would not be harmed by the illegitimate complaint and, in the perspective of the respondent, 

she always shows good behavior, referring to the denial of injury and metaphor of the ledger. 

Another respondent used the technique a little white lie next to the techniques denial of victim 

and defense of necessity. This respondent felt it was a lie with a good intention. He stated: 

 
“I have done that illegitimately and I would do the same in the future … I just call 
it a little white lie, I don’t care” (Cremers_2, M, 22, complaint). 

 

4.3 Relationship variables 
It appears that the customer-company relationship is affected by service recovery. Data analysis 

shows that the extent to which the relationship is affected in a positive or negative manner, is 

dependent on the situation of the illegitimate complaint or claim.  

 
4.3.1 Able to complainants 
As aforementioned, in total 22 respondents have been labeled as ‘able to’ complainants. During 

data analysis it emerged that 21 respondents labeled as ‘able to’ complainants had a positive 

experience with service recovery. With regard to illegitimate complaints, it appeared that all 

respondents (7) had a positive experience after filing the complaint. In general, respondents (7) 

felt satisfied with the specific organization due to the complaint handling. Some respondents 

indicated to be more satisfied due to the complaint handling, while other respondents argued 

there was not much of a change compared to before filing the illegitimate complaint, but they 

were still satisfied with the organization. Hence, most respondents (5) indicate to be loyal to 

the organization with regard to repeat purchase, however, some respondents (4) argue it 

depends on the prices of competition. Also, one respondent indicated that the organization 

would not necessarily be the first choice of preference with a similar purchase, but it would 



 
  

36 

depend on the circumstances. Nevertheless, all respondents (7) would (still) engage in positive 

word of mouth. Moreover, most respondents (5) have trust in the organization. To illustrate: 

 
“They couldn’t do anything about the fact that it broke. That cap is very good 
besides that small thing that broke. So, I still have a lot of confidence in their 
products. They just have been very customer friendly to be very easy in giving that 
compensation. So, if I would purchase something again, I would have much more 
confidence in that because I think if there is really something that breaks, then I 
have trust they will handle it well” (Moeskops_9, M, 25, complaint).  
 
“My idea about XXX is confirmed. Like they always respond well to complaints 
and they are always very customer friendly and always try to put the customer in 
favor if it doesn’t go too far and that is what I have now experienced again” 
(Vos_4, F, 47, complaint). 
 

With regard to illegitimate claims, it appeared that 13 respondents had a positive experience 

with service recovery. In general, respondents (10) indicated to be satisfied with the specific 

insurance firm due to the claim handling. While some argued to be more satisfied after filing 

the claim due to the ease of the settlement and the claim handling overall, others indicated to 

be just satisfied with the offered service. Hence, most respondents (11) have (more) trust in the 

organization and would (still) engage in positive word of mouth. In terms of commitment, 

several respondents (8) admit having the desire to maintain the relationship with the insurance 

firm. Here, some respondents (6) indicate to be still insured with the insurance firm. Moreover, 

several respondents (7) indicate to be loyal towards the organization, but some respondents (3) 

acknowledge they would switch to another insurance firm if the prices at the competition are 

lower. Two respondents indicated to have switched to another insurance firm due to personal 

circumstances. To illustrate: 

 
“Well, actually I am more satisfied because they handled it well, so to speak. 
Suppose it would be a legitimate claim, then they have handled it well so, yes I am 
more satisfied due to what they have shown” (Cremers_5, F, 27, claim). 

 
“I do intend to remain a customer at this company … Of course, this depends on 
how much the price would increase, but I honestly think yes (Moeskops_1, M, 22, 
claim). 

 
It appeared there was only one respondent who felt dissatisfied with the proposed solution by 

the organization after the claim was filed. Hence, the respondent felt no explicit desire to 

maintain the relationship with the company and would base his choice of insurance firm on 

price. He stated: 
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“I switched health insurances and that had more to do with the fact that it was 
cheaper elsewhere. Well further commitment, I almost had no commitment and 
still don’t have it now” (Cremers_1, M, 23, claim). 
 

Another respondent argued to not have any relationship with the organization where the claim 

was filed due to the fact that it was not his own’s insurance (firm).  

 
4.3.2 Need to complainants 

As aforementioned, three respondents are labeled as ‘need to’ complainants. It appears that one 

of the three respondents had different outcomes with regard to the effect of service recovery on 

the customer-company relationship. Two respondents felt more satisfied with the organization 

due to proper complaint/claim handling. Moreover, the respondents indicated to have trust in 

the organization and would (still) engage in positive word of mouth. While one respondent did 

not experience a change in this compared to before filing the complaint, the other respondent 

was positively influenced by the service recovery. Both respondents indicate to be loyal to the 

specific organization, but with boundaries to price competition. To illustrate: 

 
“Yeah I always go to XXX … And I think it’s a nice company, good communication 
and itself a good service that they deliver. They respond quickly” … <Is the 
chance, after filing the claim, that you make another purchase at this company, 
even if the price is lower with competition bigger of smaller?> “If it’s significantly 
lower and the service at the competitor is just as good or even better than I will 
easily switch” (Moeskops_4, M, 27, claim).  

 
“I recently ordered something again over there. In that respect I think it is just a 
pleasant company to order with”… <Has the chance that you recommend XXX to 
others become bigger or smaller?> “Uhm, I think somewhat the same, because I 
was already aware of how their customer service works” (Cremers_6, F, 23, 
complaint).  

 
One respondent indicated to be dissatisfied with the specific organization after filing the 

complaint due to the complaint handling. The respondent indicated to not having the desire to 

maintain the relationship with the organization. Hence, there was no loyalty and trust towards 

the organization. She stated: 

 
“Now I really have told myself like okay, I will never place an order again with 
that company. Certainly also because of that jacket, but on the other hand, maybe 
it might also really be the material of that jacket and then I think it’s still their 
responsibility to resolve that, because they sell it. I am never going to order there 
ever again” (Vos_9, F, 23, complaint). 
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4.3.3 Want to complainants 

As aforementioned, five respondents are labeled as ‘want to’ complainants. Data analysis shows 

that all five respondents had the same outcome with regard to the effect of service recovery on 

the customer-company relationship. All respondents (5) indicate to be dissatisfied with the 

specific organization after filing the complaint or claim. Hence, respondents (4) indicate that 

they would engage in no or negative word of mouth and show no loyalty towards the specific 

organization with regard to repeat purchase. Moreover, respondents (3) do not have trust in the 

organization and show no commitment in terms of maintaining the relationship. To illustrate: 

 
“While before I ordered there every month with the whole house and ever since I 
have never ordered their again and as far as I am concerned, the whole group has 
never ordered their again” (Cremers_2, M, 22, complaint). 

 
“I will never order anything again. I would not recommend it to other people. 
They just screwed up and I still don’t trust the company and that it is now properly 
resolved” (Vos_1, F, 23, complaint). 
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5. Conclusion and discussion 
First of all, this chapter will provide the conclusions and discussion of the results of the research 

study. Also, the theoretical contributions will be discussed. Hereafter, the managerial 

implications will be elaborated upon. The chapter ends with an overview of the limitations of 

the research study and suggestions for further research. 

 

5.1 Conclusions and discussion 
Over recent years, customer complaining behaviors have been studied from numerous different 

perspectives. In practice, most organizations treat the customer with the benefit of the doubt 

and the phrase ‘the customer is always right’ is often used. However, a few academics 

acknowledge that some customers may file complaints that are deliberately fabricated (e.g. 

Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Berry & Seiders, 2008). Hence, it can be argued whether or not 

customers are always genuine in their complaining. Therefore, in 2017, Joosten (unpublished) 

investigated the phenomenon of illegitimate complaining behavior and it was confirmed that 

many customers file exaggerated complaints to service providers, indicating that customers 

indeed are not always fair in their complaining (Joosten, unpublished). Hereafter, Van 

Bokhoven (2018) and Van de Laar (2018) investigated the possible drivers of illegitimate 

complaining behavior in a quantitative study and several possible drivers of illegitimate 

complaints were found. However, these studies only provided statistical relationships between 

the drivers and illegitimate complaints but did not provide any insights into the substantive 

connection between variables. Hence, the aim of this study was to explore if certain drivers are 

interrelated with each other and could possibly be divided into types of illegitimate 

complainants, and how these types relate to neutralization techniques and relationship variables. 

Therefore, the following research questions were set up: (1) What types of illegitimate 

complainants can be distinguished? (2) How do the drivers of illegitimate complaints relate to 

these types? (3) How do the types of illegitimate complainants relate to neutralization 

techniques? and (4) How do the types of illegitimate complainants relate to relationship 

variables? In light of the lack of research on the topic of illegitimate complaining behavior, a 

key contribution of this study to existing literature is that it constitutes a systematic attempt to 

explore and describe the antecedents and consequences of illegitimate complaining behavior 

by providing insights into the substantive connection between variables rather than finding 

statistical relationships. Studying neutralization techniques and relationship variables in the 
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context of illegitimate complaining behavior has not yet been examined thoroughly in extant 

literature, which increases the knowledge on this phenomenon. 

 Based on a grounded theory study with 29 semi-structured interviews, several 

conclusions can be drawn. Overall, it can be concluded that there are different types of 

illegitimate complainants, that, in general, make use of different neutralization techniques and 

experience different effects on the customer-company relationship. However, it seems to be a 

rather complex subject. Therefore, the research questions will provide structure in the 

discussion and conclusions of the study’s findings. 

 
5.1.1 Types of illegitimate complainants 
The first research question can be answered as follows: From the data analysis emerged that 

there are three types of illegitimate complainants that can be distinguished, namely: ‘able to’ 

complainants, ‘need to’ complainants and ‘want to’ complainants. The three types of 

complainants are formed by several drivers leading to the illegitimate complaining behavior 

which will be elaborated upon in the next paragraph. First of all, ‘able to’ complainants are 

customers who complain in an unjustified manner when a potentially beneficial opportunity 

arises in which they are able and/or encouraged to complain illegitimately. Secondly, ‘need to’ 

complainants are customers who complain in an unjustified manner when they see no other 

alternatives for doing so in order to get, in their eyes, what they are entitled to. Lastly, ‘want 

to’ complainants are customers who mostly hold feelings of anger and revenge and thus 

complain in an unjustified manner as they perceive the organization to be unfair.  

 The types of complainants correspond to the suggested categories of complainants that 

are able to, need to or want to file an illegitimate complaint (Joosten, unpublished). One 

respondent described two situations, in which one she was labeled as an ‘able to’ complainant 

and in the other as a ‘want to’ complainant. Hence, as aforementioned, it should be noted that 

individual drivers are not exclusively related to a particular type of complainant, but rather that 

these drivers emerged as the main motives to engage in such complaining behavior in a 

particular situation as stressed by the research participants.  

 
5.1.2 Drivers of illegitimate complaints and types of complainants 

The second research question is answered as follows: Firstly, the ‘able to’ complainant holds a 

negative attitude towards complaining but is typically driven by opportunism and tries to benefit 

from the situation at hand in order to obtain a financial compensation from an organization. 

Here, this type of complainant takes advantage of an organization’s good service or liberal 



 
  

41 

redress policy. Oftentimes this type of complainant acts on the belief that family and/or friends 

would do the same thing, or the behavior of others leads to the awareness of an opportunity. 

Also, factors that make it easy to file the illegitimate complaint/claim motivate this type of 

complainant to engage in the deviant behavior. As such, this type of complainant typically 

attributes the cause of the complaint/claim internally and acknowledges to intentionally tried to 

take advantage of an organization. Secondly, the ‘need to’ complainant is especially driven by 

the contrast effect, believing that the organization did not deliver a sound product or service, 

and therefore attributes the cause of the illegitimate complaint/claim to the organization. Here, 

often feelings of annoyance play a role since the product was not up to standards. In order to 

make up for the discrepancy between the delivered product or service and the actual product or 

service, this type of complainant is driven by getting a (financial) compensation. Lastly, the 

‘want to’ complainant is also driven by the contrast effect, believing that the organization did 

not deliver a sound product or service, and/or experiences some form of perceived injustice 

(interactional, distributive and/or procedural) during the complaint handling process. This 

results in the perception of the organization’s lack of morality, emphasizing the unwillingness 

of an organization to provide the service as they should. The aforementioned causes are 

eventually reflected by predominant feelings of anger and revenge. An overview of the types 

of complainants and the associated drivers can be found in figure 2 below.  

 
Type of complainant  Associated drivers 

‘Able to’ complainant Customers who complain in an 
unjustified manner when a potentially 
beneficial opportunity arises in which 
they are able and/or encouraged to 
complain illegitimately 

Opportunism, financial compensation 
attribution to self, lack of morality 
self, profiting of insurance firm’s 
service, liberal redress policy, the 
ease of filing an illegitimate 
complaint/claim, others' behavior 
leading to awareness of opportunity, 
positive subjective norm, and a 
negative attitude towards 
complaining  

‘Need to’ complainant Customers who complain in an 
unjustified manner when they see no 
other alternatives for doing so in order 
to get, in their eyes, what they are 
entitled to 

Attribution to organization, contrast 
effect, (financial) compensation and 
feelings of annoyance 

‘Want to’ complainant Customers who mostly hold feelings 
of anger and revenge and thus 
complain in an unjustified manner as 
they perceive the organization to be 
unfair 

Interactional, distributive and 
procedural injustice, contrast effect, 
attribution to organization, lack of 
morality organization and feelings of 
anger and revenge 

FIGURE 2: TYPES OF COMPLAINANTS AND ASSOCIATED DRIVERS  
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While it was assumed that certain drivers would play a key role with certain types of 

complainants, it appeared that some drivers of illegitimate complaints were not exclusively 

mentioned in relation to the types of illegitimate complainants but played an important role 

with multiple types of complainants. Here, both the ‘need to’ and ‘want to’ type of complainant 

are driven by the contrast effect, emphasizing that there was a discrepancy between the 

expectations and the actual performance by the product or service. In addition, both types of 

complainants attribute the cause of the complaint/claim to the organization. Nevertheless, other 

than the ‘need to’ complainant, often experiencing feelings of annoyance due to the fact the 

product quickly gained flaws, the ‘want to’ type of complainant experiences some form of 

perceived injustice, lack of morality by the organization and strong feelings of anger and 

revenge which motivated the respondent to ultimately file the complaint/claim. This 

corresponds to existing literature which argues that perceptions of injustice and lack of morality 

by the organization could lead to feelings of revenge which is reflected by customers engaging 

in deviant behavior (Grégoire, Laufter & Tripp, 2010; Grégoire & Fisher, 2008; Fullerton & 

Punj, 2004). Furthermore, both the ‘able to’ and ‘need to’ type of complainant are driven by 

getting some form of (financial) compensation. This driver had not yet been tested by Joosten 

(unpublished) but is in line with earlier studies that cite financial greed as an important driver 

for customers to engage in complaint and deviant behaviors (Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Jacoby 

& Jaccard, 1981). While ‘need to’ complainants see no other way then filing an illegitimate 

complaint/claim in order to get, in their eyes, what they are entitled to, it explains that ‘able to’ 

complainants, holding a negative attitude towards complaining, have the predominant feeling 

they can get something out of filing the illegitimate complaint/claim even though they do not 

necessarily have a genuine concern over the product or service performance (Landon, 1977), 

emphasizing that this type of complainant is mostly driven by opportunism in order to benefit 

from a situation at hand to further one’s self-interest. Next to that, the ‘able to’ type of 

complainant is motivated by an organization’s liberal redress policy and as assumed, typically 

attributes the cause of the complaint/claim internally and acknowledges to intentionally tried to 

take advantage of an organization by using the opportunity to benefit from the situation at hand, 

which corresponds to existing literature arguing that liberal redress policies are open to be 

misused (Wirtz & McColl-Kennedy, 2010). Also, new drivers emerged that motivated this type 

of complainant. Here, the behavior of other people leading to the awareness of an opportunity, 

the ease of filing an illegitimate complaint/claim and the insurance firm’s service played a role 

to ultimately engage in the deviant behavior. The motivation of using an insurance firm’s good 

service emerged typically in relation to illegitimate claims, where the respondent exploits the 
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good service that is offered by the insurance firm. The newly emerged drivers broaden the 

knowledge on the motivations for filing illegitimate complaints and hints there might be a 

difference in motivations with regard to the sorts of complaints. Therefore, the researcher urges 

future researchers to delve into this matter in more detail. 

 
5.1.3 Neutralization techniques 
The third research question is answered in the following way: Firstly, the ‘able to’ complainant 

typically uses the neutralization technique denial of injury to rationalize the opportunistic 

complaining behavior. The predominant feeling with this type of complainant is that no harm 

is caused to the specific organization, and if so, the organization is large enough and/or 

possesses enough (financial) assets to cover the costs, hence making the deviant behavior seem 

less important. Yet, it appeared there is a difference between complaints and claims with regard 

to the neutralization techniques used by this type of complainant. That is, customers filing an 

illegitimate claim frequently use the excuse to be paying for the service and using the paid 

service for the first time. Moreover, the techniques defense of necessity, denial of victim, denial 

of negative intent, claim of normalcy and complaint is close to reality are used. In the end, all 

techniques provide customers with excuses that make the opportunistic complaining behavior 

more acceptable concerning the situation at hand, regardless the societal norms in place. 

Secondly, the ‘need to’ complainant predominantly uses the technique defense of necessity. As 

this type of complainant sees no alternatives for filing the complaint, this technique provides 

the customer with the excuse the deviant behavior is necessary considering the circumstances, 

even if the specific behavior is considered as unjust. Lastly, the ‘want to’ complainant typically 

uses the technique denial of victim and the technique of defense of necessity is used. Due to the 

strong emotions this type of complainant holds, feelings of guilt are put aside as it is perceived 

that the organization in question did something wrong and deserved whatever occurred, hence, 

the act of filing an illegitimate complaint/claim is often regarded as necessary. 

While illegitimate complaining behavior may be regarded to as dysfunctional, the 

study’s findings contribute to existing literature as it shows that for some customers such 

behavior is completely rational and normalized. It appeared that ‘able to’ complainants typically 

used the technique denial of injury. Moreover, depending on the situation of the illegitimate 

complaint/claim, the techniques defense of necessity, denial of victim, denial of negative intent 

and claim of normalcy were used. This corresponds with existing literature on these 

neutralization techniques (e.g. Harris & Dumas, 2009; Minor, 1981; Sykes & Matza, 1957) that 

argue such techniques provide customers with excuses that make the deviant behavior more 
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acceptable concerning the situation, regardless the societal norms in place. Interestingly, new 

techniques emerged during data analysis that described the excuses used by respondents to 

rationalize the deviant behavior. That is, the techniques complaint is close to reality, paying for 

the service and first time using the paid service were used. The technique complaint is close to 

reality was used to defend the complaint is close to reality and accordingly, one is justified to 

file the complaint/claim. The other two techniques arose typically in relation to respondents 

that filed an illegitimate claim. Here, respondents rationalize their deviant behavior because 

they argue to be paying for the service and using it for the first time, thus believing it is in one’s 

right to engage in such behavior and to benefit from the act. Hence, the neutralization 

techniques used by customers might differ among different types of complaints. Yet, as existing 

literature on illegitimate complaining behavior largely neglects the perspective of neutralization 

techniques, it serves as a fruitful area for further research and the researcher therefore urges 

future researchers to delve into this matter in more detail. Next to that, the ‘need to’ complainant 

feels like there was no other choice then filing the complaint/claim and, as assumed, principally 

uses the technique defense of necessity. This is in line with existing literature on the reactance 

theory as proposed by Brehm (1966), in which it is argued that an individual is motivated to 

reestablish one’s freedom after a displeasing experience. Therefore, making the deviant 

behavior seem less important. Moreover, the ‘want to’ complainant typically uses the technique 

denial of victim and the technique defense of necessity is often used. As this type of 

complainant holds feelings of anger and revenge, these techniques can be explained by the 

strong emotions that motivated respondents to file the complaint/claim. That is, earlier research 

of Zeelenberg and Pieters (2004) found that strong emotions such as anger are crucial in the 

process of filing a complaint as it results in the customer not looking for a solution, but rather 

trying to cause damage to the organization, and thus taking revenge by arguing that the 

organization in question deserved whatever occurred.   

 
5.1.4 Relationship variables 
The fourth, and last, research question is answered as follows: Firstly, in general, the ‘able to’ 

complainant is satisfied with the specific organization which is often due to the complaint/claim 

handling. Therefore, this type of complainant experiences an improved relationship with the 

organization in question after service recovery. Hence, organization trust, commitment and 

word of mouth are positively influenced. However, customer loyalty with regard to repeat 

purchase is positively influenced to a certain extent, as this type of complainant would probably 

switch to another organization if the prices at the competition are lower. Secondly, in similar 
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vein, the ‘need to’ complainant commonly felt more satisfied with the organization in question 

due to proper complaint/claim handling. Therefore, this type of complainant also experiences 

an improved relationship with the specific organization after service recovery. Hence, 

organization trust and word of mouth are positively influenced. Customer loyalty is also 

positively influenced, but also with boundaries to price competition. Lastly, the ‘want to’ type 

of complainant experiences a deteriorated relationship with the organization after filing the 

complaint/claim. This type of complainant is dissatisfied with the organization after filing the 

complaint/claim and would engage in no or negative word of mouth. Moreover, organization 

trust, commitment and loyalty are negatively influenced.  

Several effects in relation to the customer-company relationship were found for each 

type of complainant. This contributes to existing literature as it provides a deeper understanding 

of service dynamics and recovery, including the illegitimate complaining behavior of 

customers. It appeared that the extent to which the customer-company relationship is affected 

in a positive or negative manner, is dependent on the situation of the illegitimate 

complaint/claim. This can be explained by the fact that post complaint behavior of customers 

who seek redress are mostly dependent upon the customer’s satisfaction/dissatisfaction level 

with the organization’s response to the complaint (Casado, Nicolau & Ruiz, 2008) and no 

situation of respondents have been exactly the same. However, both the ‘able to’ and the ‘need 

to’ type of complainant is generally satisfied with the specific organization after filing the 

complaint/claim, often due to the proper complaint/claim handling. The positive influence on 

the customer-company relationship can be explained by the service recovery paradox, which 

considers that successful service recovery can lead to a more satisfactory experience compared 

to before filing the complaint/claim (Hart et al., 1990; Berry, 1995). To illustrate, ‘able to’ 

complainants are pleased and sometimes amazed by the service delivered by the organization 

during the complaint handling process. Moreover, ‘need to’ complainants are even more 

satisfied after the complaint handling process, compared to when the product or service delivery 

had been performed correctly the first time. Next to that, the ‘want to’ complainant, however, 

experiences a deteriorated relationship with the organization in question after filing the 

complaint/claim. This type of complainant, perceiving the organization to be unfair, is 

dissatisfied with the organization after service recovery. This can be explained by existing 

theory about perceptions of injustice (Tax et al., 1998; Smith et al., 1999), where the 

organization’s responses to service recovery are assessed by the respondent and strong 

emotions such as anger and revenge accompanying this perception, ultimately see to eliminate 

the customer-company relationship.  
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5.2 Managerial implications 
The findings of this research study are important for various kinds of organizations that enable 

complaint handling processes. As aforementioned, most organizations treat the customer with 

the benefit of the doubt and hold onto the principle of ‘the customer is always right’. However, 

as appeared in this study as well as earlier studies on the topic of illegitimate complaining 

behavior (e.g. Reynolds & Harris, 2005; Berry & Seiders, 2008; Joosten, unpublished), 

customer complaints are not always legitimate. Thus, insights into the types of illegitimate 

complainants, why they complain illegitimately, how they justify the deviant behavior and how 

this affects the customer-company relationship is rather important for practitioners as a lot of 

time and money is spent on service recovery processes (Joosten, unpublished). Hence, the 

findings of this research study address several managerial implications. 

 First, insights into the particular drivers that form a certain type of illegitimate 

complainant enables organizations to prevent from customers acting as a certain type of 

illegitimate complainant. As appeared from the findings of the research study, a customer being 

a certain type of complainant might depend on the circumstances of a specific situation and not 

on personal characteristics per se. Particularly the customer-company relationship of the ‘want 

to’ type of complainant is negatively affected after service recovery and ultimately the 

relationship with the organization in question is ended, which emphasizes the fact that this type 

of complainant is not favorable for organizations. Hence, organizations might want to avoid 

circumstances that result in customers acting as this type of complainant and, consequently, 

filing an illegitimate complaint/claim. As this type of complainant is mostly driven by feelings 

of anger and revenge, and thus complains in an unjustified manner as they perceive the 

organization to be unfair, organizations should prevent such emotions with the customer. That 

is, organizations should prevent customers to perceive injustice during the complaint handling 

process and thinking that the organization tries to take advantage of them on purpose. To 

illustrate, after a customer’s experience with the product or service is not as expected, 

organizations might want to apologize and take the customer complaint seriously in order to 

prevent the customer from developing strong feelings of anger and revenge and, as a 

consequence, exaggerate the complaint. As such, organizations might want to empower 

employees handling customer complaints, for example by giving authority to make decisions 

(e.g. Lewis & Clacher, 2001), that could appease angry and frustrated customers in order to 

create the opportunity to turn them into loyal ones.  

 Second, the findings of the research study show that ‘able to’ and ‘need to’ complainants 

experience an increase in satisfaction, word of mouth, commitment, trust and loyalty towards 
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the organization in question after service recovery. As it is argued that keeping current 

customers is cheaper than finding new ones (Liu, Guo & Lee, 2011), organizations might want 

to retain customers by setting up a liberal redress policy. Nevertheless, the findings of this 

study, as well as the results of an earlier study by Wirtz and McColl-Kennedy (2010) show that 

such policies are open to abuse and, strikingly, give customers the opportunity to complain 

illegitimately, particularly for ‘able to’ complainants. While a liberal redress policy provides 

the opportunity to satisfy ‘need to’ complainants, ‘able to’ complainants could abuse the good 

service and liberal redress policy. Yet, an organization has the full power of designing the policy 

and might want to set up the policy in such a way it rules out ‘able to’ complainants, seeking 

an opportunity to complain illegitimately, yet still providing ‘need to’ complainants a satisfying 

solution to their complaint/claim. Besides, organizations might wish to reconsider the notion 

‘the customer is always right’ and train employees in complaint handling techniques that could 

identify and manage suspected types of illegitimate complainants. It might be wise for 

employees to ask questions about the motivation and cause of the complaint/claim in order to 

find out if, for example, customers are genuinely disappointed in the product or service delivery 

or seem opportunistic in their complaining behavior. Next to that, employees should be aware 

of the different neutralization techniques used by customers. The three types of illegitimate 

complainants mostly use different neutralization techniques when rationalizing their deviant 

behavior and hindering customers from using a certain neutralization technique might prevent 

organizations from receiving illegitimate complaints. To illustrate, it appears that ‘able to’ 

complainants typically use the technique denial of injury. In order to stop customers from using 

this technique, reasoning that no harm is caused to the specific organization, and if so, the 

organization is well able to afford the costs, organizations could be transparent towards 

customers about the financing of service recovery attempts. 

 

5.3 Limitations and further research 
Even though the research has been well thought out and carried out with care, as with every 

study of this nature, the findings and contributions of this research study are constrained by 

some limitations with regard to the research design and methodology adopted. In the above 

sections, possible research inquiries have been proposed which are aimed at further research on 

the implications of this research study. In this section, the limitations on the research design 

will be discussed, which in turn propose fruitful areas for further research.  

 First, the explorative nature of this research brings consequences to the generalizability 

of the study’s findings. Despite a fairly large sample size, the findings of the research study 
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cannot be generalized to the entire population. As such, the findings of the research study should 

be further verified and specified by future research. Therefore, it is suggested for following 

studies to empirically validate the findings by means of a quantitative research. Moreover, as it 

was chosen to select respondents based on a convenience sample, yet taking into account 

selection requirements and theoretical sampling guidelines in order to get a good understanding 

of the studied phenomenon, it does not permit the sample to be representative of the entire 

population (Etikan et al., 2015). However, as aforementioned, due to the highly sensitive nature 

of the subject, participants needed to be willing to talk about their actions and experiences as a 

deeper insight into the concept of illegitimate complaints could only be developed when 

respondents were honest in their answers and stories. Therefore, this form of sampling was 

deemed appropriate for this research study. Nevertheless, the sample consists of Dutch 

individuals that are in general highly educated and is mostly represented by individuals between 

the age of 22 and 29. Future studies could focus on quota sampling, which aims to include 

respondents of different ages, levels of education and cultures in order to collect data regarding 

a broad range of customers (Babbie, 2013).  

 Second, although one fundamental aspect of the grounded theory approach is to let 

theory emerge from the data, regarding to the qualitative analysis as used in this research study, 

one limitation involves the subjectivity during the research process (Kolb, 2012). Whereas the 

coding procedure has been discussed and checked by the all three researchers, the categories 

that have been formed and the interpretation of these categories partly remains a subjective and 

interpretative endeavor done by the researcher alone. Future research could overcome these 

shortcomings by involving multiple researchers in the selective coding process or use multiple 

data sources and research methods to triangulate findings.  

 Third, theoretical saturation was reached on a more general level as for some types of 

complainants only a few respondents were labeled that specific type. Considering the 

exploratory nature of this research, getting an idea about the studied phenomenon fits the 

research purposes, however, ideally, future studies could focus on a more in-depth 

understanding of the types of illegitimate complainants by achieving saturation on a more 

detailed level.   

 Fourth, the decision was made to classify respondents based on the main drivers as 

stressed by the research participant depending on the situation of the illegitimate 

complaint/claim. However, some respondents discussed multiple drivers, belonging to different 

types of complainants. Next to that, one respondent was found that described two different 

situations in which both she was labeled as a different type of complainant, suggesting it might 
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be possible that an individual cannot be labeled as a specific type of complainant, but rather 

that the situation leads a customer acting as a specific type of complainant. Accordingly, future 

studies might take into account the notion that a customer being a type of complainant is 

dependent on the situation of the illegitimate complaint/claim, rather than the individual itself. 

 Fifth, in terms of further specification, the current research study provides insights into 

the drivers and neutralization techniques used for illegitimate complaining behavior and shows 

that not every driver is equally important for ultimately filing the complaint/claim and that the 

justifications for deviant behavior can follow from an act, in order to protect the individual from 

remorse or blame, but can also be used leading up to an act. Hence, additional research into the 

timing and sequence of both the motivations and excuses would be useful for understanding the 

nature of illegitimate complaining behavior. 

 In the end, this research study made an attempt to distinguish types of illegitimate 

complainants based on the drivers of illegitimate complaints and relate these to the 

neutralization techniques and relationship variables. Due to the qualitative nature and several 

limitations of the research study, the overall power of the study is limited. However, the 

researcher hopes that future researchers continue to study the phenomenon of illegitimate 

complaining behavior and take into account the findings and limitations of this research study.  
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7. Appendices 

Appendix I: Categories, associated drivers and items 
 

Categories Drivers Items 

Cause 1) Attribution to self 

2) Attribution to organization 

3) Contrast effect 

 

1) The cause of the complaint was my 

own fault 

2) The cause of the complaint was the 

fault of the organization 

3) My experience with the product or 

service was not as expected 

Intent 1) Lack of morality organization 

2) Lack of morality self 

1) The organization intentionally tried to 

take advantage of me 

2) I intentionally tried to take advantage 

of the organization 

Firm-centered drivers 1) Liberal redress policy 1) The organization had a good warranty 

policy and I took advantage of that 

Timing 1) Planned 

2) Opportunism 

1) I pre-planned to try and get a benefit 

from the situation 

2) I took the opportunity to benefit from 

the situation 

Emotions 1) Disappointment 

2) Anger 

1) I was disappointed in the organization 

2) I was angry with the organization 

Customer-centered drivers 1) Loss of control 1 

2) Loss of control 2 

3) Halo effect 

4) Assimilation effect 

1) The organization stopped responding 

to my questions and requests 

2) The organization did not stick to the 

agreements made 

3) After I discovered a defect in the 

product or service, I discovered even 

more flaws 

4) The product or service had other flaws, 

but I did not complain about that 

Cognitions 1) Distributive justice 

2) Interactional justice 

3) Procedural justice 

4) Negative attitude towards complaining 

1) To me, the organization’s proposal to 

resolve the complaint was unfair 

2) The way the organization treated me 

during the complaint handling was 

impolite 

3) The organization’s complaint handling 

procedure was slow and difficult 

4) I am someone who does not complain 

easily 

Social influence 1) Positive subjective norm 1) I think my family or friend would have 

done the same in the situation at hand 

FIGURE 3: CATEGORIES, DRIVERS AND ITEMS (JOOSTEN, UNPUBLISHED) 
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Appendix II: Overview research participants 
 
Participant Gender Age Level of education Type of 

complaint 
Cremers_1 Male 23 WO Claim 

Cremers_2 Male 22 VWO Complaint 

Cremers_3 Female 22 WO Complaint 

Cremers_4 Male 25 WO Claim 

Cremers_5 Female 27 WO Claim 

Cremers_6 Female 23 HBO Complaint 

Cremers_7 Female 22 HBO + Pre-master Claim 

Cremers_8 Male 53 PhD Claim 

Cremers_9 Female 29 HBO Complaint 

Cremers_10 Female 24 HBO Complaint 

Moeskops_1 Male 22 HBO Claim 

Moeskops_2 Male 23 MBO Claim 

Moeskops_3 Male 23 HBO Claim 

Moeskops_4 Male 27 HBO Claim 

Moeskops_5 Female 53 HBO Complaint 

Moeskops_6 Male 27 HBO Claim 

Moeskops_7 Male 23 WO Claim 

Moeskops_8 Male 25 WO Claim 

Moeskops_9 Male 25 WO Complaint 

Moeskops_10 Male 25 WO Claim 

Vos_1 Female 23 HBO + Pre-master Complaint 

Vos_2 Anonymous N/A N/A Claim 

Vos_3 Male 53 WO Complaint 

Vos_4 Female 47 HBO Complaint 

Vos_5 Male 53 WO Claim 

Vos_6 Female 24 HBO + Pre-master Claim 

Vos_7 Female 24 HBO + Pre-master Claim 

Vos_8 Female 23 WO Complaint 

Vos_9 Female 23 HBO Complaint 

FIGURE 4: OVERVIEW RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
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Appendix III: Interview guide 
The interviews have been conducted in Dutch. Therefore, a Dutch as well as an English 

interview guide are presented below. The interview guide has been developed in cooperation 

with the two other researchers Moeskops and Cremers (unpublished). 

 
Interview guide Dutch 

Introductie  

Goedendag, 

Ik ben ..., student Marketing aan de Radboud Universiteit te Nijmegen. Voor mijn 

afstudeerscriptie doe ik een onderzoek naar illegitieme klachten. Bij een illegitieme klacht kunt 

u denken aan een iets overdreven en/of deels tot volledig verzonnen klacht/claim, waarbij u al 

dan niet ten onrechte het bedrijf, het product of de service de schuld geeft. 

Ik zal een aantal onderwerpen laten passeren die te maken hebben met mijn onderzoek. Het 

interview duurt ongeveer 30 minuten. Wanneer u tijdens het interview vragen heeft, kunt u mij 

altijd aanspreken. Daarnaast vraag ik uw toestemming om de besproken informatie te gebruiken 

in mijn onderzoek. Het interview zal daarbij volledig anoniem zijn. Op deze wijze zullen uw 

persoonlijke gegevens niet vermeld worden in het onderzoek. U mag zelf weten wat u wil 

benoemen in het gesprek en wat niet. Naar wens kunnen geslacht, leeftijd, hoogst genoten 

opleidingsniveau en eventuele andere details ook verwijderd worden.  

Voor een goede verwerking van het interview, zou ik het gesprek graag willen opnemen. Ik 

vraag daarom uw toestemming om het interview op te nemen met audioapparatuur. 

Hartelijk bedankt! Dan zullen we nu verder gaan met het interview. 

Personalia 

• Geslacht  

• Leeftijd  

• Hoogst genoten opleidingsniveau 
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Algemene situatie 

1. Heeft u ooit een illegitieme (overdreven en/of verzonnen klacht waarbij al dan niet ten 

onrechte het product, de service of het bedrijf de schuld gegeven wordt) klacht of claim 

ingediend? 

2. Kunt u het verhaal van deze klacht/claim beschrijven? 

• Waarover gaat de klacht/claim?  

• Wat maakt de klacht/claim illegitiem? 

• Betreft de klacht een product of service? 

• Bij welk soort bedrijf is de klacht of claim ingediend? 

• Wat was de relatie met het bedrijf op dat moment?  

• Hoe is afhandeling van de klacht of claim verlopen? 

• Bij wie zou u de oorzaak of schuld van de klacht of claim leggen? 

 

Specifieke situatie 

Motivatie 

3. Wanneer kwam u op het idee om deze klacht/claim in te dienen?  

• Heeft u van tevoren gepland om een voordeel te behalen? / Heeft u van de 

gelegenheid gebruik gemaakt? (Timing) 

4. Wat was de motivatie om deze klacht/claim in te dienen? 

• Ligt de oorzaak van de klacht/claim aan het bedrijf, het product of service of bij 

uzelf? (Cause) 

• Heeft u het idee dat het bedrijf opzettelijk misbruik van u probeerde te maken? 

/ Heeft u geprobeerd zelf opzettelijk misbruik te maken van het bedrijf? (Intent) 

• Was er een goede garantieregeling waar gebruik van is gemaakt? (Firm-

centered drivers) 

• Heeft het bedrijf onvoldoende gehandeld in afspraken of communicatie 

waardoor er een klacht is ingediend? (Customer-centred drivers) 

• Zijn er meer gebreken ontdekt na het ontdekken van het eerste gebrek? / Waren 

er meerdere gebreken waar niet over is geklaagd? (Customer-centred drivers) 

• Heeft het bedrijf onvoldoende gehandeld in het proces van klachtafhandeling, 

in termen van; de oplossing, persoonlijke behandeling tijdens het proces, de 

traag- en moeilijkheid van het proces? (Cognitions) 

• Dient u makkelijk een klacht/claim in? / Gebeurt het vaker dat u een klacht/claim 

indient of vrijwel nooit? (Cognitions) 
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• Zouden anderen in dezelfde situatie hetzelfde gedaan hebben als u? (Social 

influence) 

5. Welke emoties speelden een rol bij het indienen van deze klacht/claim? 

• Was er eventueel sprake van teleurstelling of boosheid? (Emotions) 

 

Rationalisatie 

6. Met wat voor gevoel kijkt u terug op deze klacht/claim?  

7. Dacht u hier ten tijde van het indienen van de klacht/claim hetzelfde over of is dit in de 

loop van de tijd veranderd? 

8. Hoe heeft u het indienen van de illegitieme klacht/claim voor uzelf gerechtvaardigd?  

• Vind u dat de verantwoordelijkheid voor het indienen van de illegitieme 

klacht/claim niet bij u ligt? 

• Vind u dat niemand schade heeft ondervonden of ondervindt aan het indienen 

van deze illegitieme klacht/claim? 

• Vind u dat u bent fout geweest met het indienen van de illegitieme klacht/claim, 

maar dat de beklaagde dit verdiende? 

• Vind u dat diegene die de fout toeschrijven aan u of u bekritiseren voor het 

indienen van de illegitieme klacht, zelf fout zijn? 

• Vind u dat u fout bent geweest, maar dat u deze illegitieme klacht/claim heeft 

ingediend voor een hoger doel of groter belang? 

• Vind u dat het nou eenmaal nodig was om de illegitieme klacht/claim in te 

dienen? 

• Vind u dat het oké is dat u deze illegitieme klacht/claim heeft ingediend, 

aangezien u verder wel ‘legaal’ gedrag vertoond? 

• Vind u het niet zo erg dat u deze illegitieme klacht/claim heeft ingediend, 

aangezien iedereen dit wel eens doet? 

• Vind u dat het oké is dat u deze illegitieme klacht/claim heeft ingediend, 

aangezien u de klacht/claim niet met een verkeerde intentie heeft ingediend? 

• Vind u dat deze illegitieme klacht/claim niets voorstelt vergeleken met anderen 

die dit ook doen, of andere ‘foute’ vormen van gedrag? 

• Probeert u zo weinig mogelijk na te denken over het indienen van de illegitieme 

klacht/claim? 

9. Op welk moment heeft u het indienen van de illegitieme klacht/claim gerechtvaardigd? 

Was dit voor het indienen van de klacht/claim of pas achteraf? 
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10. Denkt u dat de rechtvaardiging voor het indienen van de illegitieme klacht/claim een 

bewust of onbewust proces was en waarom?  

 

Relatie 

11. Wat is nu uw relatie met het bedrijf, na het indienen van de klacht/claim? 

12. Is uw relatie met het bedrijf veranderd na het indienen van de klacht/claim? 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u tevreden bent met het 

product, de service of het algehele merk of bedrijf, groter of kleiner? 

(Satisfaction) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat er een blijvend verlangen is 

om een relatie met het bedrijf te onderhouden, groter of kleiner? (Commitment) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u opnieuw een aankoop doet 

bij dit bedrijf, groter of kleiner? (Loyalty) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u het bedrijf als eerste keuze 

ziet bij een vergelijkbare aankoop, groter of kleiner? (Loyalty) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u opnieuw een aankoop doet 

bij dit bedrijf als de prijs omhooggaat, groter of kleiner? (Loyalty) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u opnieuw een aankoop doet 

bij dit bedrijf als de prijs bij de concurrentie lager ligt, groter of kleiner? 

(Loyalty) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u dit bedrijf aan anderen 

aanraadt, groter of kleiner? (WOM) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u dit bedrijf vertrouwt, groter 

of kleiner? (Trust) 

• Is de kans, na het indienen van de klacht/claim, dat u vertrouwen heeft in de 

betrouwbaarheid en integriteit van het bedrijf, groter of kleiner? (Trust) 

Afsluiting 

13. Wat is uw mening over de gehele afhandeling van de klacht of claim, van het bedrijf?  

14. Wat maakt het indienen van een illegitieme klacht/claim makkelijk of moeilijk voor u?  

15. Wat is uw mening in het algemeen over het indienen van een illegitieme klacht/claim? 

16. Hoe denken anderen in uw omgeving over het indienen van een illegitieme 

klacht/claim? 

17. Denkt u dat meer mensen zoals u denken of denkt u dat er ook mensen zijn die een 

onterechte klacht/claim met andere motivaties of rationalisaties indienen? 
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Interview guide English 

Introduction 

Good day, 

 

I am…., Marketing student at Radboud University Nijmegen. For my Master thesis I am 

researching the topic of illegitimate complaints. Illegitimate complaining is, as it were, the 

submission of an incorrect complaint or claim to a certain organization. You can think of a 

slightly exaggerated complaint/claim or a completely made-up complaint/claim, at which you 

essentially wrongly blame the organization, product or service. 

 

I will pass on a number of topics related to my research. The interview will take approximately 

30 minutes. If you have any questions during the interview, you can always interrupt me. In 

addition, I would like to request your permission to use the information discussed in my 

research. If desired, this interview can be made anonymous. In this way, your personal data will 

not be included in the investigation. 

 

For proper processing of the interview, I would like to record the conversation. I therefore ask 

for your permission to record the interview with audio equipment. 

 

Thank you very much! Then we will now proceed with the interview. 

 

Personal details 

• Sex 

• Age 

• Highest level of education enjoyed 

 

General situation 

1. Have you ever filed an illegitimate (made-up, exaggerated, or wrongly blamed the 

organization or product or service) complaint or claim? 

2. Can you describe the story of this complaint/claim? 

• What is the complaint/claim about? 

• Does the complaint concern a product or service? 
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• What kind of company does it concern? 

• What was the relationship with the company at the time? 

• How did the complaint handling go? 

• Who would you blame for the complaint? 

Specific situation 

Motivation 

3. When did you get the idea to file this complaint/claim? 

• Have you planned in advance to get a benefit? / Did you take the opportunity? 

(Timing) 

4. What was the motivation for submitting this complaint/claim? 

• Does the cause of the complaint belong to the company, the product or service 

or yourself? (Cause) 

• Do you feel that the company was deliberately trying to abuse you? / Have you 

tried deliberately abusing the company yourself? (Intent) 

• Was there a good warranty policy that has been used? (Firm-centered drivers) 

• Has the company acted insufficiently in agreements or communication that 

caused a complaint to be submitted? (Customer-centered drivers) 

• Have more flaws been discovered after discovering the first flaw? / Were there 

multiple defects that were not complained about? (Customer-centered drivers) 

• Has the company acted insufficiently in the complaint handling process, in terms 

of; the solution, personal treatment during the process, the slowness and 

difficulty of the process? (Cognitions) 

• Do you easily file a complaint? / Is it common that you file a complaint, or do 

you hardly ever file a complaint? (Cognitions) 

• Would others in the same situation at hand have done the same as you? (Social 

influence) 

5. Which emotions played a role in submitting this complaint/claim? 

• Was / Is there the feeling of disappointment or anger? (Emotions) 

Rationalization 

6. How do you feel about this complaint / claim? 

7. Did you feel the same about this at the time of submitting the complaint / claim or has 

this changed over time? 
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8. Have you justified the complaint/claim for yourself in any way? 

• Do you feel that the responsibility for submitting the complaint / claim does not 

lie with you? 

• Do you think that no one has suffered or is harmed in submitting this 

complaint/claim? 

• Do you think you made a mistake in filing the complaint/claim, but that the 

defendant deserved it? 

• Do you think that those who blame you or criticize you are wrong? 

• Do you think that you have been wrong, but that you have submitted this 

complaint claim for a higher/greater purpose or interest? 

• Do you think it was necessary to file the complaint/claim? 

• Do you think it is okay that you have submitted this complaint/claim, since you 

also show "legal" behavior? 

• Do you not mind that you have submitted this complaint/claim, since everyone 

does this sometimes? 

• Do you think it is okay to have submitted this complaint/claim as you have not 

submitted the complaint with an incorrect intention? 

• Do you think that this complaint is nothing compared to others who do this, or 

other wrongful behaviors? 

• Do you try to think as little as possible about submitting the complaint? 

9. When did you justify submitting the illegitimate complaint/claim? Was this before 

submitting the complaint / claim or afterwards? 

10. Do you think that the justification for filing the illegal complaint / claim was a deliberate 

or unconscious process and why? 

Relationship 

11. What is your relationship with the company after submitting the complaint/claim? 

12. Has your relationship with the company changed after filing the complaint/claim? 

• After filing the complaint, is the chance that you are satisfied with the product, 

service, or overall brand or company greater or less? (Satisfaction) 

• After filing the complaint, is the likelihood of an ongoing desire to maintain a 

relationship with the company, in terms of commitment, greater or less? 

(Commitment) 
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• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you will make a new purchase from 

this company greater or less? (Loyalty) 

• After filing the complaint, is the chance that you will see the company as the first 

choice with a comparable purchase greater or less? (Loyalty) 

• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you will make another purchase 

from this company, even if the price goes up a little bit, greater or less? (Loyalty) 

• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you will make a new purchase from 

this company, even if the price at the competition is lower, greater or less? 

(Loyalty) 

• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you recommend this company to 

others greater or less? (WOM) 

• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you trust this company greater or 

smaller? (Trust) 

• Is the chance, after filing the complaint, that you have confidence in the 

reliability and integrity of the company greater or less? (Trust) 

Closing 

13. What is your opinion on the entire complaints handling of the company? 

14. What is your opinion about submitting an illegitimate complaint/claim? 

15. How do others in your environment feel about filing an illegitimate complaint/claim? 

16. Do you think that more people like you think or do you think there are also people who 

file a wrongful complaint/claim with other motivations or rationalizations? 
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Appendix IV: General coding scheme 
Some codes of the coding scheme are based on the sensitizing concepts as derived from the 

literature review, whereas other codes emerged during the interviews. 
CONCEPT CODE DEFINITION EXAMPLE 
DRIVERS Cause -

Attribution to self 
The cause of the 
complaint was due to 
my own fault 

‘That is completely my own fault’ 
(Cremers_7) 

 Cause - 
Attribution to 
organization 

The cause of the 
complaint was the fault 
of the organization 

‘I did not make that mistake’ 
(Moeskops_8) 

 Cause – Contrast 
effect 

My experience with the 
product or service was 
not as expected 

‘I thought it was strange that the 
sole came off after only three 
months and I just wanted it to be 
compensated anyhow’ 
(Cremers_6) 

 Intent - Lack of 
morality 
organization 

The organization 
intentionally tried to 
take advantage of me 

‘It does not happen by accident of 
course. It was mainly because it 
happened intentionally’ 
(Cremers_3) 

 Intent - Lack of 
morality self 

I intentionally tried to 
take advantage of the 
organization 

‘So, then we thought well then at 
least we can take a little advantage 
out of this’ (Vos_9) 

 Firm-centered 
drivers - Liberal 
redress policy 

The organization had a 
good warranty policy 
and I took advantage of 
that 

‘You could say there was a good 
redress policy for such a laptop at 
XXX and you just used that’ 
(Moeskops_6) 

 Firm-centered 
drivers - Profiting 
from insurance 
firm’s service 

The insurance firm had 
a good service and I 
took advantage of that 

‘Since I always lose everything 
and drop everything, it seemed 
wise to close an insurance policy. 
So, at first it was a preventative 
thing and later I thought: it works. 
Then I exploited that a little bit’ 
(Moeskops_10) 

 Firm-centered 
drivers - The ease 
of filing an 
illegitimate 
complaint/claim 

Circumstances made it 
easy to file an 
illegitimate 
complaint/claim 

‘I was like how am I going to prove 
that? Then you think like hey, I 
have another receipt and yes, that 
was the solution and it was 
immediately accepted’ (Vos_5) 

 Customer-
centered drivers - 
Low expectancy 
to get caught 

There was a low 
expectancy to get 
caught and I acted upon 
that 

‘They actually cannot do anything 
to prove that it is not the case and 
that was my motivation to do it that 
way’ (Moeskops_7) 

 Timing - Planned I pre-planned to try and 
get a benefit from the 
situation 

‘I filed a complaint because the 
product did not arrive on time and 
then I got a gift voucher so easily, 
that I thought I might as well file 
another complaint, because then I 
will get a gift voucher again’ 
(Cremers_9) 
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 Timing - 
Opportunism 

I took the opportunity 
to benefit from the 
situation 

‘It was not planned; it was more 
taking advantage of the 
opportunity’ (Vos_9) 

 Emotions - 
Disappointment 

I was disappointed in 
the organization 

‘I don’t get angry very fast, but 
yes, a little disappointed. I did not 
like how it went’ (Cremers_3) 

 Emotions - Anger I was angry with the 
organization 

‘I haven’t had someone make me 
that angry in ages’ (Moeskops_5) 

 Emotions - Guilt I felt guilty  ‘I actually felt a little bit guilty 
because it was my own fault’ 
(Vos_1) 

 Emotions - 
Annoyed 

I was annoyed  ‘I only think it is a bit annoying 
that the sole quickly loosened but 
since it was settled so quickly, it 
was not like I was irritated or so’ 
(Cremers_6) 

 Emotions - 
Indignation 

I felt indignant towards 
the organization 

‘I just felt outraged that they did 
not take me seriously at all’ 
(Cremers_3) 

 Emotions - 
Revenge 

I wanted to take 
revenge  

‘I did what I had to do and then 
they make such stupid mistakes 
and then are being difficult about 
everything, that I was like, guys go 
figure it out. You screw me, I screw 
you’ (Moeskops_8) 

 Emotions - 
Injustice 

I felt like injustice was 
done 

‘I especially felt injustice. I just 
thought it was unfair how much 
money I would get back for 
something like that … Still 
somewhat disappointed that the 
amount I got back from the 
insurance, despite I had claimed 
too much, still couldn’t buy what I 
was entitled to’ (Moeskops_4) 

 Cognitions - 
Distributive 
justice 

The organization’s 
proposal to resolve the 
complaint was unfair 
 

‘Then I received a very blunt 
answer from the customer service, 
that it was probably my own 
mistake because I hadn’t clicked 
on the 30 days free trail and that 
was the end of the story for XXX. I 
thought that was so unfair, I really 
was like that is not the way you 
treat your customers’ (Vos_1) 

 Cognitions - 
Interactional 
justice 

The way the 
organization treated me 
during the complaint 
handling was impolite 

‘Then I received a very blunt 
answer from the customer service, 
that it was probably my own 
mistake because I hadn’t clicked 
on the 30 days free trail and that 
was the end of the story for XXX. I 
thought that was so unfair, I really 
was like that is not the way you 
treat your customers’ (Vos_1) 
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 Cognitions - 
Procedural 
justice 

The organization’s 
complaint handling 
procedure was slow 
and difficult 

‘I have been on the line with 
someone for ten minutes to hear 
‘oh it didn’t work, or it is not in the 
system’. Then I think like for what 
did I call for fifteen minutes?’ 
(Moeskops_8) 

 Cognitions - 
Negative attitude 
towards 
complaining 

I am someone who 
does not complain 
easily 

‘Then I thought ‘hmm okay then I 
can file a complaint’. Normally I 
don’t really do that, I think that’s 
too much trouble’ (Vos_8) 

 Social influence - 
Positive 
subjective norm 

I think my family or 
friend would have done 
the same in the 
situation at hand 

‘I also asked someone who is close 
to me like what would you do? And 
that person also said just sent it 
back’ (Vos_1) 

 Social influence - 
Others' behavior 
leading to 
awareness of 
opportunity 

Due to noticing or 
hearing about the 
behavior of others, I 
became aware of the 
opportunity 

‘Then I had heard from a friend 
like you can say that it fell at home 
if you haven’t done that often, then 
you can use your household 
insurance’ (Vos_7) 

 Social influence - 
Customer 
reviews 

Customer reviews 
motivated me to 
ultimately file the 
complaint 

‘So, I had been looking on the 
internet for complaints about XXX, 
and then I saw a lot of people 
complaining about the posters’ 
(Vos_1) 

 Financial 
compensation 

I wanted to get a 
financial compensation 

‘Preferably I of course just 
received a compensation in the 
means of a product or money, so 
that I could get or buy a new coat’ 
(Vos_8) 

 Replacement of 
product/free 
goods 

I wanted to get my 
product replaced or 
free goods 

‘Preferably I of course just 
received a compensation in the 
means of a product or money, so 
that I could get or buy a new coat’ 
(Vos_8) 

RATIONALIZATIONS  Denial of injury Customers argue the 
consequences of one’s 
misbehavior do not 
cause direct harm to 
others 

‘Well yeah it is only 100 euros for 
the insurance firm, a large 
organization like that does not 
suffer much from that’ 
(Cremers_7) 

 Denial of victim Customers claim that 
the violated party has 
done something wrong 
and earned whatever 
occurred 

‘I am not the one who made the 
mistake, so yes then you can do 
something for me in return’ 
(Moeskops_8) 

 Defense of 
necessity 

Customer argues that 
when disregarding 
rules is necessary, one 
should not feel guilty  

‘This has been easy for me because 
I just thought I had to do it, so you 
don’t have to think about it … for 
me it was only difficult because I 
didn’t know what was going to 
happen … I was willing to 
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exaggerate because I thought it 
was so annoying’ (Vos_2) 

 Metaphor of the 
ledger 

Customer believes 
good will is gained by 
accomplishing good 
deeds that, 
accordingly, can 
compensate their bad 
actions 

‘But I think I do behave pretty well 
and don’t do much harm to people’ 
(Cremers_3) 

 Denial of 
negative intent 

Customer focuses on 
the intention before the 
actual complaint 

‘It is not like it didn’t happen and 
we tried to receive money while 
there has been no damage. No, it is 
actually dealing with the situation’ 
(Cremers_8) 

 Denial of 
responsibility 

Customers blame their 
deviant behavior on 
someone else or on the 
circumstances in order 
to reduce a negative 
self-image. 

‘Yes, because probably if they 
hadn’t said that the second time, 
then I wouldn’t have called again’ 
(Cremers_9) 

 Postponement Customers simply put 
the incident out of 
mind 

‘After filing the claim, I haven’t 
thought about it anymore’ (Vos_7) 

 Condemning the 
condemners 

Customer shifts the 
attention towards those 
who criticize their 
misbehavior 

‘I think they know that as an 
insurance firm, so even if you do 
that, but if you don’t do it then I 
have the feeling that you shout 
yourself in the foot’ (Vos_2) 

 Claim of 
normalcy 

Customers stat the 
behavior is quite 
common, suggesting 
that everybody engages 
in such activities and 
cannot be labeled as 
illegitimate 

‘It also played a part that I thought 
like everyone would do this’ 
(Vos_6) 

 Justification by 
comparison 

Customers put their 
unjust behavior in 
perspective by 
comparing it to the, in 
their eyes, even more 
aberrant behavior of 
others 

‘If you are really not entitled to it 
and you do it more often then I 
think you should not take 
advantage of it’ (Vos_7)  

 Appeal to higher 
goals 

Customers feel the 
need to control the 
situation both for 
themselves as well as 
for others 

‘I also thought this cannot happen 
more often, it does not work that 
way. Perhaps nine people think 
nothing because the package is 
found, but then the delivery person 
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will not be called upon it, for 
example’ (Cremers_3) 

 Paying for the 
service 

Customers argue that 
they are paying for the 
service and 
accordingly, are 
justified to file the 
complaint 

‘I have paid a good 250 euros to 
the insurance firm. At that moment 
I thought, ‘why wouldn’t I get back 
what I have put into it?’ That was 
the mindset behind it, back then’ 
(Moeskops_2) 

 First time using 
the paid 
insurance 

Customers argue that 
they are using the 
service for the first 
time and accordingly, 
are justified to file the 
complaint 

‘Actually, I thought like I have 
never made use of it and if I do it 
once, it doesn’t do any harm’ 
(Vos_7) 

 A little white lie Customer argue that it 
was just a little white 
lie 

‘I have done that illegitimately and 
I would do the same in the future 
… I just call it a little white lie, I 
don’t care’ (Cremers_2) 

 Only doing it 
once 

Customers argue that 
they only have done it 
once and accordingly, 
are justified to file the 
complaint 

‘If it is that easy, then I don’t think 
it’s fair to do it more often. Then I 
just think okay just for once, it 
worked, and then it’s done’ 
(Cremers_10) 

 Complaint is 
close to reality 

Customers argue that 
the complaint is close 
to reality and 
accordingly, are 
justified to file the 
complaint 

‘It is not like it didn’t happen and 
we tried to receive money while 
there has been no damage. No, it is 
actually dealing with the situation’ 
(Cremers_8) 

 Victim of a crime 
yourself 

Customers argue that 
they are a victim of a 
crime him/herself and 
accordingly, are 
justified to file the 
complaint 

‘I think if I am insured and become 
the victim of something then I am 
insured for a reason, in this case. 
So, I feel I have the right to get 
back what was taken from me and 
if I have to lie in order to get that, 
it gets hard. I think it’s a shame to 
have to lie to get back what I am 
entitled to, but I think that’s what I 
am entitled to and that’s why it’s 
easy for me’ (Moeskops_4) 

 Frequent 
customer 

Customers argue that 
they are a frequent 
customer and 
accordingly, are 
justified to file the 
complaint 

‘And here it was more convenient 
for me and I am a loyal customer 
and for the time being will be. I 
have been a customer on that 
website for five years, yes okay 
fine’ (Vos_3) 
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RELATION Satisfaction Customer is satisfied 
with the 
product/service 

My idea about XXX is confirmed. 
Like they always respond well to 
complaints and they are always 
very customer friendly and always 
try to put the customer in favor if it 
doesn’t go too far and that is what 
I have now experienced again’ 
(Vos_4) 

 Loyalty Customer will make a 
new purchase from the 
organization (even if 
price goes up or 
competition has other 
prices) and sees the 
organization as a first 
choice 

‘I do intend to remain a customer 
at this company … Of course, this 
depends on how much the price 
would increase, but I honestly 
think yes’ (Moeskops_1) 

 Word of mouth Customer will 
recommend the 
organization to others 

‘If someone asks me which web 
shop has a good service then I 
would say that web shop has a 
good service’ (Vos_3) 

 Commitment Customer feels an 
ongoing desire to 
maintain a relationship 
with the organization 

‘Because I know they have a good 
service anyway, chances are I 
would buy a product again over 
there’ (Moeskops_6) 

 Trust Customer has trust in 
the organization 

‘They couldn’t do anything about 
the fact that it broke. That cap is 
very good besides that small thing 
that broke. So, I still have a lot of 
confidence in their products. They 
just have been very customer 
friendly to be very easy in giving 
that compensation. So, if I would 
purchase something again, I 
would have much more confidence 
in that because I think if there is 
really something that breaks, then 
I have trust they will handle it well’ 
(Moeskops_9) 
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Appendix V: Outcomes of the coding procedure 
Throughout data analysis it appeared that particular drivers of illegitimate complaints were 

mostly, but not exclusively, mentioned in relation to the types of illegitimate complaining 

behaviors. Therefore, it is important to note that individual drivers are not exclusively related 

to a single type of complainant but rather that these drivers emerged as the main motives to 

engage in such complaining behavior in a particular situation as stressed by the research 

participants. The selective coding procedure was based on types of complainants and helped 

the researcher to identify connections and relationships between drivers. From the data analysis 

emerged that there are three types of customer complainants. These are labeled; “able to 

complainants”, “need to complainants” and “want to complainants”.   

 
Able to complainants 
Typically, ‘able to’ complainants are characterized by the drivers: 

 
Timing – Opportunism 
 
(Financial) compensation  
 
Cause - Attribution to self 
 
Intent - Lack of morality self 
 
Firm-centered drivers - Profiting from insurance firm’s service  
Firm-centered drivers - Liberal redress policy  
Firm-centered drivers - The ease of filing an illegitimate complaint/claim  
 
Social influence - Others' behavior leading to awareness of opportunity  
Social influence - Positive subjective norm 
 
Cognitions - Negative attitude towards complaining  
 
The abovementioned drivers emerged as the main motives to engage in such complaining 

behavior as stressed by the research participants. But other drivers such as: Cause - Attribution 

to organization, Timing – Planning, Social influence - Customer reviews, Customer-centered 

drivers: Low expectancy to get caught and Replacement of product were also mentioned 

during the interviews. Specifically, the emotions during filing the complaint/claim seemed to 

differ among respondents. Here, emotions such as relief, happiness, excitement, fear, guilt, 

annoyance and distress played a role. As the emotions were just mentioned once by different 

respondents, they seem not to be typical for the type of complainant, but rather differ among 

situations. 
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Need to complainants 
Typically, ‘need to’ complainants are characterized by the drivers:  
 
Cause - Attribution of organization  
Cause - Contrast effect  
 
(Financial) compensation  
 
Emotions - Annoyance  
 
The abovementioned drivers emerged as the main motives to engage in such complaining 

behavior as stressed by the research participants. But other drivers such as: Emotions – 

Disappointment, Emotions – Injustice, Timing – Opportunism, Cause – Attribution to self 

were also mentioned during the interviews. 

 
Want to complainants 
Typically, ‘want to’ complainants are characterized by the drivers:  
 
Cognitions - Interactional injustice 
Cognitions - Distributive injustice 
Cognitions - Procedural injustice 
 
Cause - Contrast effect 
Cause - Attribution to organization 
 
Intent - Lack of morality organization 
 
Emotions – Anger 
Emotions - Revenge 
 
The abovementioned drivers emerged as the main motives to engage in such complaining 

behavior as stressed by the research participants. But other drivers such as: Timing - 

Opportunism (due to lack of service), Emotions – Indignation, Emotions – Disappointment, 

Financial compensation, Intent – Lack of morality self were also mentioned during the 

interviews. 

 
Overview of types of complainants 
In order to assign research participants to a certain type of complainant, each participant was 

scored against these drivers. The drivers were analyzed in light of the situation discussed during 

each interview and accordingly a certain type of complainant was assigned to the respondent.  

Participant Type of complaint Type of complainant 
Cremers_1 Claim Able to 
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Cremers_2 Complaint Want to 

Cremers_3 Complaint Want to 

Cremers_4 Claim Able to 

Cremers_5 Claim Able to 

Cremers_6 Complaint Need to 

Cremers_7 Claim Able to 

Cremers_8 Claim Able to 

Cremers_9 Complaint Able to 

Cremers_10 Complaint Able to 

Moeskops_1 Claim Able to 

Moeskops_2 Claim Able to 

Moeskops_3 Claim Able to 

Moeskops_4 Claim Need to 

Moeskops_5 Complaint Want to 

Moeskops_6 Claim Able to 

Moeskops_7 Claim Able to 

Moeskops_8 Claim Want to 

Moeskops_9 Complaint Able to 

Moeskops_10 Claim Able to  

Vos_1 Complaint Able to/Want to 

Vos_2 Claim Able to 

Vos_3 Complaint Able to 

Vos_4 Complaint Able to 

Vos_5 Claim Able to 

Vos_6 Claim Able to 

Vos_7 Claim Able to 

Vos_8 Complaint Need to 

Vos_9 Complaint Able to 

 


