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Abstract 

The vast airline industry is particularly exposed to customer complaints. Especially when 

facing unavoidable adverse impact from the environment along with customers 

experience and service failures, measured as cause of complaint. The benefits of airlines 

maintaining a positive relationship with customers have been brought to light. 

Nevertheless, the literature on customer relationship has, to more extent, focused on 

service failures rather than customer complaints based on experience. Therefore, this 

paper explores complaints and their main causes by applying the Theory of the Marketing 

Firm in four studies, to investigate the consumer-firm bilateral contingency and how 

customer complaints affect recommendations, measured as Net Promoter Score (NPS). 

The first study examined Icelandair's consumers attitude where the results showed 

complaining customers (compared to non-complaining customers) are significantly less 

willing to maintain a customer relationship and by a larger effect recommend the airline. 

The second study revealed 6% of customer comments were considered complaints on the 

airline’s Facebook page. In addition, by applying netnography it provided variation, types 

and examples. The third study consisted of interviews with eight complaining customers 

to gain a deeper understanding of the cause of the complaint and their insights towards 

their relationship to the airline. Finally, the fourth study used a choice-based conjoint 

analysis to understand the real share of preference on consumer-firm relationship, when 

exposed to common cause of complaints. The findings reveal problems due to customer 

service complaints and the importance of baggage problems in terms of customers‘ 

preference on maintaining a relationship with the airline. These results, among further 

insights can be used by airlines to understand what actions to take for increasing 

recommendations, what are the most common causes of complaints in general and their 

importance on customer relationship.  

 

Keywords: Theory of the Marketing Firm, Customer Complaints, Customer 

Relationship, Net Promoter Score, Bilateral Contingency 
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 Introduction 

1.1 Problem Statement and Research Question  

Over the past century, global air travel has boomed as being one of the worlds 

largest industries, which is estimated to carry over 4.6 billion passengers in 2019 

(Statista, 2019a).  Domestic and foreign airlines serving the Icelandic passenger market 

carried a record 10.6 million passengers in 2018, which relates being 30 times higher 

than the entire country‘s population (Isavia, 2019). Therefore, problems are bound to 

occur. Customer complaints are well known in the airline industry. With 4.5 billion 

Internet users and 2.4 billion active monthly Facebook users worldwide, an increasing 

number of customers are using online technology to manage their complaints (Internet 

World Stats, 2019; Mattila & Mount, 2003; Statista, 2019b). Moreover, the industry‘s 

competitiveness and customers‘ exposure to multiple service providers provoke 

complaints even more (Atalik, 2007). This should draw airlines attention in terms of 

striving to understand the most common cause of complaint and implications to 

maintain customer’s current relationship (Mostert et al., 2009). Consumer complaint 

intentions and complaint behavior have been researched well past decades (Bolton & 

Bronkhorst, 1995). However, few have studied the relationship between customer 

complaints and customer relationship (Bolton & Bronkhorst, 1995; Edvardsson & Roos, 

2003). To lesser extent, the literature has not discussed the effects of customer 

complaints towards the popular Net Promoter Score (NPS). It’s indication of customer 

loyalty, and company growth is derived from a single question response, as it captures 

the likelihood of recommendation (Reichald, 2003).  

The focus of this paper will be on customer complaints based on customer 

experiences’ and how they will affect consumer-firm relationship and recommendation, 

operationalized as Net Promoter Score. It is done in collaboration with Icelandair, the 

flag carrier in Iceland. The focus is on online complaints, particularly, Facebook, as it is 

Icelandair’s most critical social media platform and has the most users worldwide of all 

social media platforms. In addition, online complaints are most of the airline's 

complaints, as they are effortless (Ingibjörg Ásdís Ragnarsdóttir, Director of Service 

and Customer Experience, personal communication, June 20, 2019).  

This paper contributes to airlines knowledge on what are the main concerns 

regarding cause of complaints and what customer’s preferences are to maintain a 
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customer relationship and recommendations. The paper draws on customer complaints 

and consumer-firm relationship through the lens of the Theory of the Marketing Firm 

(TMF) (Foxall, 1999) which the existing literature has not examined. The theory 

describes the marketing firm as a commercial organization that exists in competitive 

conditions, understanding the basics of both consumer behavior along with the 

managerial response and has the objective to do business (Foxall, 1999, 2018). The 

theory complements customer complaints and the consumer-firm relationship as 

complaints are considered consequences of dissatisfaction from consumer consumption 

and provide marketing intelligence for the firm to apply further reinforcements to 

customers (Bateson & Hoffman, 1999; Foxall, 2018). Therefore, this paper will apply 

the TMF for the purpose of studying bilateral contingencies between complaining 

customers on social media and the firm, in the setting of the international airline 

industry.  

This paper includes four studies. A triangulation method of collecting data was 

used through observation, interviews, and quantitative measurement. First, the attitude 

towards customer relationship and NPS was examined by comparing groups of 

complaining customers, non-complaining customers and those who encountered 

unpleasant experience. Second, customer complaints are revealed on the target airline’s 

Facebook page by using the method of netnography in addition to providing further 

variations, types and examples. Third, interviews were performed on Icelandair’s 

customers who recently complained through the airlines post-flight survey. They 

provided insights on their own experience and provided valuable thoughts on further 

relationship. Finally, a choice-based conjoint analysis on consumers preferences was 

performed to explore the real share of preference of what complaints have the most 

effect on customers willing to maintain the customer relationship.  

Based on these four studies, two research questions are addressed. First, can 

complaints from Icelandair’s customers, carry on the relationship between the 

customers and the firm, or will it lead them to be unwilling to travel again? Second, are 

these complaining customers still likely to recommend the airline to others?  

The paper will extend to the literature on the Theory of the Marketing Firm as 

being the first paper focusing on customer complaints and customer relationship 

through the bilateral contingencies. Also, this paper adds to the scars literature on 
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customer complaints towards Net Promoter Score along with providing important 

implications on what cause of complaint airlines should be concerned about in terms of 

customers willing to maintain a customer relationship. The structure of the paper is as 

follows. First, a short overview of Icelandair underlining specific actions and the 

customer complaints process. Next, relevant literature for this paper is introduced along 

with introducing the Theory of the Marketing Firm and how this paper will apply the 

bilateral contingency model towards the studies.Then, methods, data collection, and 

results are presented in study 1,2,3 and 4, respectively. Next, a discussion of the main 

findings from all studies is put forward, along with limitations, managerial implications 

and future research. Finally, the overall conclusion is presented.   
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 Overview of Icelandair 

 This chapter provides a short overview of the airline Icelandair, to sharpen the 

understanding of why complaints matter and ultimately provide reasoning for utilizing 

the Theory of the Marketing Firm (Foxall, 1999). 

 Icelandair is the flag carrier of Iceland with a history of more than 80 years. The 

airline is the daughter company of Icelandair Group and has throughout the 20th century 

been a leading force in Icelandic aviation, serving 4.4 million passengers in 2018. Its 

business strategy is centered around the country‘s geographical location, as it is located 

midway between North America and Europe (Icelandair,  n.d.-a). The airline offers a 

broad range of fare classes, a selection of economy and business seats on all of its‘ 

international flights, indicating its middle positioning through the airline industry 

(Icelandair, n.d.-b). Its route network connects Europe with North America through the 

hub in Iceland. This center positioning in the Trans-Atlantic entitles Icelandair to offer 

their customers multiple connections options and maximize their utilization of their fleet 

(Icelandair, 2019a). Icelandair operates in three different and independent passenger 

markets; the Icelandic domestic market (FROM market), the tourist market with Iceland 

as a destination, (TO market), and the international market between Europe and North 

America (VIA market). In 2019 tourist arriving in Iceland has increased and accounted 

for 37% of the passengers’ mix, opposed to 48% of the VIA market and 15% of the 

domestic market (Icelandair, 2019b) 

Icelandair operates a frequent flyer program “Icelandair Saga Club,” which is the 

airlines most considerable effort in maintaining customer relationship. It offers various 

benefits for all members, in addition to exclusive offers and benefits for the airlines 

most frequent flyers that behold both Saga gold and Saga silver status. In late summer 

2019, Icelandair announced a new strategy with five strategic initiatives. One of them 

declares the airlines aim to be the most customer-focused airline in operating markets 

(Icelandair, 2019b). Altogether, along with the vast international market coverage 

indicates the airline’s investment in consumer-firm relationship.    

The airline has recently been challenged, along with the worldwide airline context, 

to forge this relationship commitment as the worldwide suspense of  Boeing 737 MAX 

in early months 2019 has made a tremendous impact on the airline industry (Forbes, 
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n.d.). According to Bogi Nils Bogason, the President and CEO of Icelandair Group: 

“The grounding of Boeing’s 737 MAX jets since March 12 has greatly affected the 

company’s operation this year… This has had an effect on our passengers and caused 

complicated challenges within the company” (Vala Hafstað, 2019). Several managers at 

Icelandair were interviewed for this paper to gain insights on the customer complaint 

process and how the airline perceives these complaints. According to Ingibjörg Ásdís 

Ragnarsdóttir, the Director of Service and Customer Experience, customer complaints 

are handled very effectively and as agile as possible. There are two departments 

“Customer Relations” and “Customer Service” that service claims and complaints made 

to the airline and offer also 24/7 service on Facebook and Twitter. The airline monitors 

customers’ experience through a post-flight survey, therefore, gains insights whether the 

experience was positive or negative (Personal communication, June 20, 2019). 

Evidently, based on behavioral consequences, Icelandair’s customers will need to 

decide if they want to maintain this current relationship with the airline.  

Thus, for Icelandair it is important to gain knowledge on how that should be 

brought forward. To proceed, The Theory of the Marketing Firm provides the 

understanding of consumer-firm relationship through Icelandair’s consumer choices and 

their consequences, where the focus will be on customer complaints. However, first 

relevant literature will be addressed.  
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 Customer Complaints in the Airline Industry 

3.1 Customer complaints 

 Customer complaints are considered a consequence of dissatisfaction. When 

exposed to a service failure, customers can respond in a number of ways such as, 

engage in a negative word of mouth, switch service providers and complain (Bateson & 

Hoffman, 1999). The literature dealing with consumer complaint behavior and customer 

dissatisfaction is substantial (Schoefer & Ennew, 2004). Consumer complaints were 

first defined by Jacoby & Jaccard (1981, p. 6) “ as an action taken by an individual 

which involves communicating something negative regarding a product or service to 

either the firm manufacturing or marketing that product or service, or to some third-

party organizational entity”.  

The airline industry can be particularly exposed to complaints coming from 

service failures as there are multiple service providers along the customers' journey 

accompanied with the high number of passengers (Atalik, 2007). The immense 

challenge for airlines is managing diverse, complex elements of the customer 

experience as employees linked to the airline (i.e., customs, airports, security, and 

immigration) are not directly controlled by the airline (Verhoef et al., 2009). This leads 

customers exposed to various touchpoints where they experience satisfaction when their 

expectations are exceeded, or they can experience dissatisfaction if not (Gruber, 

Szmigin, & Voss, 2009). Thus, the complaint process must be continuous. The process 

can be described as the procedure where customers complain about their dissatisfaction 

to companies who offer a given service. Best & Andreasen (1977, p. 701) proposed a 

life cycle for complaints which could be divided into three stages “Perception of a 

problem, voicing of a complaint, resolution of the complaints”. When people perceive 

problems and dot not follow up on them as complaints to the service provider, they can 

be called  „unvoiced complaints.“ Thus, research reveals that only a small fraction of 

unhappy customers complain (e.g., Ling Sim, Joon Song, & Killough, 2010; Plymire, 

1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008). Voicing of complaints is important for airlines to gain 

insight on what factors to improve regarding their service, followed by the third stage 

where it gives an opportunity of resolving the issues at stake in the hope of retaining the 

customer for further business relations (Plymire, 1991).  
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Another theory proposed by Hirschman (1970) discusses the basic concept of 

two possible responses from customers; 1) when experiencing unpleasant service, they 

can exit (withdraw from the relationship and not retain), or they can voice (complaint). 

Both responses can explain the decline in customers relationship, although voice 

(complaints) will provide a better understanding of the reasoning. The focus of this 

paper will be on the act of perception of the problem or cause of complaint along with 

the act of voicing of a complaint. 

3.1.1 Cause of complaints 

 Customer complaints are timeless, as they have been around for many years.  

Since the 1980‘s airline passengers have filed complaints against airlines to the U.S 

Department of Transportation (DOT). Both, DOT and the International Air Transport 

Association (IATA) report monthly reports on air travel statistics, although DOT 

exceeds in reporting on customer complaints through the Air Travel Consumer Report 

(U.S. Department of Transportation, 2018). Airline passengers complaints to the DOT 

are frequently applied in the media and academic research (e.g., Bhadra, 2009; Gursoy, 

Chen, & Kim, 2005; Kim & Lee, 2009) as a proxy for the airline context (Wittman, 

2014). In June 2019 the DOT reported 12 most common causes of complaints, top five 

of them were: Flight problems, baggage problems, boarding/ticketing, customer service 

and refunds, see entier ranking in Appendix A (U.S. Department of Transportation, 

2019). The literature is abundant when it comes to focusing on these complaints (e.g., 

Bhadra, 2009; Chang, Khan, & Tsai, 2012; Cho, Y., Im, I., Hiltz, & Fjermestad, 2002; 

Chow, 2014; Enomoto, Geisler, & Noor, 2017; Etemad-Sajadi & Bohrer, 2019; Gursoy 

et al., 2005; Totten, Jones, & Wyld, 2005; Wen, Wu, & Fu, 2017; Zou & Hansen, 

2014). Although the literature is scarce when it comes to testing these cause of 

complaint in customers attributes of preference. Enomoto, Geisler, & Noor (2017) 

focused on flight delay and concluded that passengers’ complaints can be influenced by 

them and by the airline itself. Further, in order to improve customer satisfaction, thus 

lowering complaints, they implicate the importance for airlines to communicate the 

cause of delay to passengers, due to passenger like being informed. Totten, Jones, & 

Wyld (2005) concluded ways to improve baggage handling in their study, along with 

discussing the importance of baggage handling, when in trouble, to be an „all or nothing 

event“.  Finally, Cho et al. (2002) used data from online complaints websites and 
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conclude as one of their findings, that customer service was one of the most mentioned 

complaints.   

In 2018, 15.541 global complaints were filed to DOT, indicating its relatively low 

proportion of complaints compared to the number of passengers. To date, it is puzzling 

to see complaints decreasing from 18.156 in 2017 to 15.541 in 2018, while the number 

of passengers is increasing (Statista, 2019a; U.S. Department of Transportation, 2018). 

The author proposes the reason for a shift from regulatory complaints to overhead 

policy companies is due to the effortless move on social media.  

3.2 Online complaining behavior 

 One of the reason why customers complain online instead of the traditional way 

is the user-friendly option that increases customers motivations to voice their 

frustrations in a platform among other complaining customers. In addition, the 

convenience of time and effort also have an effect on customers complaining (Berry, 

Carbone, & Haeckel, 2002; Voorhees, Brady, & Horowitz, 2006).  

Online complaints can indicate customers either seeking redress from the 

company at fault as well as exploiting the internet to complaining publicly about the 

company (Grégoire, Tripp, & Legoux, 2009; Ma, Sun, & Kekre, 2015). To date, airlines 

encourage their customers to go online,  specifically on their website, to file a 

complaint. Most major airlines have forms available on their websites in order for their 

customers to file a complaint and seek the appropriate claim. In fact, Icelandair follows 

Zairi‘s (2000) advice and goes as far as promoting the complaint platform, as this makes 

the complaint process more efficient as well as in their customers best interests. 

Consequently, because of the immerse industry of third party websites with the sole 

purpose of making claims for airline customer in exchange for compensations (Ásta 

Benonýsdóttir, Customer Experience Support Manager, personal communication, July 

14, 2019). To understand the phenomenon of online complaint behavior, attitudes and 

intentions towards complaining must be addressed. Attitudes are defined as „goodness“ 

and „badness“ of complaining to firms not related to specific factor of dissatisfaction 

(Singh & Wilkes, 1996). When consumers have positive attitudes towards complaining 

they will express their complaints, as they have the likelihood to retain and repurchase 

(Chang & Chin, 2011). Kim, Kim, Im, & Shin (2003) found that positive attitude 
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towards complaining have positive influence on complaint intentions. In addition, 

Chang & Chin (2011) concluded that online consumer intention to complaints online 

exceeds the offline action. The proposed explanation is that complainers have more 

positive attitude towards complaints and is in line with one of the elements that Singh 

(1990) discussed. Therefore, their behavior does not accompany their attitudes.  

When customers engage in online public complaining the typical scenario occurs 

when they have been exposed to service failure and followed by failed recoveries. The 

reason being to voice their complaints “louder” as the firm has failed to address their 

private complaints (Ward & Ostrom, 2006). Becwhati & Morrin (2003) and Bonifield & 

Cole (2007) discussed that customers who complain online are victims of multiple 

service failure scenarios and therefore leads them to voice their complaint in more 

frustration for revenge and avoidance. This paper, with all studies included, discusses 

customers that have been in these very scenarios.  

3.2.1 Complaints on Facebook 

Social media provides various options for consumers to voice their complaints to a 

company in public (Einwiller & Steilen, 2015). Facebook is the largest platform when it 

comes to social media, with more than a 2.4 billion active monthly users (Statista, 

2019b). The literature proposes that online consumers behave differently than others. 

Online complaints are increasing, especially on social media, where customers voice 

their concerns as their final attention to their complaint issue (Grégoire et al., 2009; 

Harrison-Walker, 2001). It has also been noted that customers who complain on 

Facebook more often complain about a product or a service (Einwiller & Steilen, 2015). 

This paper will address these complaints in Study 2, related to service failure and 

unpleasant experience measured as cause of complaints.   

3.3 Customer Experience  

Customers’ experience towards a service has an inevitable impact on how 

customers feel about the company along with the their behavior in the future (Laming & 

Mason, 2014). To date, experience economy is evolving, where creating a strong 

customer experience has become a popular management objective (Lemon & Verhoef, 

2016). This growing attention towards the relevance and importance of customers 

experience has been recognized in the airline industry. In 2011 Etihad Airways 
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introduced a new focus towards its passenger with building a customer experience 

department (Laming & Mason, 2014). Following years, various airlines continued the 

new trend, American Airlines, British Airways, and Icelandair, to name a few. 

Despite, the growing focus on experience, customers still complain when feeling 

dissatisfied from experience, as customer complaints are considered an expression of 

dissatisfaction. This gives customer experience high importance as a prevention stage of 

complaints (Kowalski, 1996).  In addition, complaints based from customer experience 

can occur from customers when they receive something else then they expected 

(Mueller, Palmer, Mack, & McMullan, 2003). Laming & Mason (2014) discussed the 

lack of using customer experience data within the academia, due to costly actions, 

although it has been mainly provided by the airlines themselves and IATA. As 

mentioned before, the focus has been on data provided from DOT (U.S. Department of 

Transportation, 2019).  

Customer experience is not limited to customer’s single interaction towards a 

service (Verhoef et al., 2009) Moderately, it is a combination of experiences which 

evolve through the whole customer’s journey of searching for a service or a product, 

purchase, consumption and post-consumption (Neslin et al., 2006).  

3.3.1 Complaining customers and non-complaining customers 

As this paper examines airline customers experience, it is beneficial to cover 

their different experiences during their journey. They can be discussed in two different 

groups; Complaining customers and non-complaining customers, as the they can lead to 

different behavioral outcomes (Kau & Wan-Yiun Loh, 2006). Those customers who 

complain are more likely to have endured an unpleasant experience due to service 

failures by the airline or another mishap during the customer journey (Rothenberger, 

Grewal, & Iyer, 2008). 

3.4 Customer Relationship   

 When companies have formed relationships with their customers, the necessity 

of maintaining these relationships becomes extensive in order to hold on to them 

(Mostert, Meyer, & Rensburg, 2009). Airlines most effective effort towards retaining 

current customers is through their customer retention program known as frequent flyers 

programs (Bejou & Palmer, 1998). If these loyalty programs are the grounds for 
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rewards on cumulative purchasing, then there is an explicit attempt to improve retention 

(Lewis, 2004). In other words, these efforts can be perceived as keeping customers 

committed, which has been along with trust, discussed as one of an antecedent of 

customer relationship development (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).  

When customers are exposed to service failures their commitment towards the firm 

is tested. Bejou & Palmer (1998) tested in their study the effects of service failures on 

airline passengers‘ strength‘s anticipation of the airline relationship (i.e., if a customer 

experiences a service failure the response could be broken, weakened, unchanged or 

strengthened). Amongst Lacey's (2007) conclusions were customers who are perceived 

as committed are expected to maintain a customer relationship, in addition to increasing 

their purchase level or travel retention. This should be further studied through the lens 

of customer complaints and causes of complaints.  

Ma et al. (2015) concluded that firms should address customer complaints actively 

as the results of more positive customer relationship. Although research in the airline 

industry has documented customer relationship to some extent, only a few have 

examined the equivalent of customer complaints on customer relationship (Bejou & 

Palmer, 1998; Bolton & Bronkhorst, 1995; Mostert et al., 2009). As other alternatives, 

complaints have been primarily examined through the lens of complaint management 

and customer satisfaction (Davidow, 2003; Tax, Brown, & Chandrashekaran, 1998; 

Zairi, 2000). Table 1, on next page will present studies relevant to this paper.   
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Table 1  

Background research on Customer relationship 

Author Year Main findings 

Mostert, Meyer & Rensburg 2009 

Dissatisfied airline passengers indicated their 

relationship was weakened or broken along with 

less likely to travel again after a service failure 

experience. Satisfied airline passengers felt their 

relationship was unchanged or strengthened, along 

with more frequent travel or equivalent to before 

the service failure.   

Bolton & Bronkhorst 1995 

Overall, they found 83,1% of satisfied customers 

keep an ongoing relationship after complaining, 

whereas 37% of dissatisfied customers did not. 

The overall results indicate the importance of 

doing things well the first time, as considerable 

effort attends to customers complaints. 

Bejou & Palmer  1998 

Any level of service failure decreased 

commitment and trust towards the relationship 

with the airline. Major service failures had more 

effect than those who were considered minor.  

Edvardsson & Roos 2003 

Majority of interviewed complaining customers 

found they would not change their relationship 

with the company. 

  

Bolton & Bronkhorst (1995) conducted a study in the context of cellular 

communication. They found that 83,1% of satisfied customers keep an ongoing 

relationship after complaining, whereas 37% of dissatisfied customers did not. The 

overall results indicate the importance of doing things well the first time, as 

considerable effort attends to customers complaints. Interestingly, Mostert et al. (2009) 

studied the effects of airlines service failures on their customer relationship as well as 

the effects of airline service recovery. The results showed the majority of participants 

had limited their flight travel with the airline (42,3%), or they had not flown with the 

airline after a service failure (14,1%). Overall, dissatisfied participants indicated a 

weaker relationship with the airline or even to the extent of not returning at all, whereas 

satisfied participants relationships status remained unchanged or stronger. This is highly 

related to this paper, although Mostert’s examined all participants exposed to service 

failure, and not distinguishing a difference between complaining customers and non-

complaining customers to examine the difference in effect. The data between those two 
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can differ, as customer complaints are linked with a problem that is more extreme than a 

regular service problem (DeSouza, 1992). Finally, Edvardsson & Roos (2003) 

concluded from empirical qualitative interviews that majority of interviewed 

complaining customers found they would not change their relationship with the 

company. 

3.5 Net Promoter Score  

To date, the world most prestigious companies have become fixated on adopting  

Net Promoter as the challenging effort to improve customer loyalty (Keiningham, Cooil, 

Andreassen, & Aksoy, 2007). The airline industry is no exception. The use of Net 

Promoter Score as a benchmark towards other companies or between industries is a 

relatively common active, performed typically by managers. The metrics popularity has 

been growing ever since Reichheld (2003) introduced the Net Promoter Score (NPS) in 

2003. Derived from survey responses, the Net Promoter is a metric that captures the 

likelihood of recommendation in a single question. This willingness to promote a 

company is a strong indicator of customer loyalty and growth, considering that 

customer would not risk their reputation from this recommendation unless they are 

deeply loyal (Reichheld, 2003). An example of the NPS question and the 11-point 

satisfaction scale (0-10) is shown in Figure 1.  

„How likely is it that you would recommend (company x) to a friend or 

colleague? 

0          1          2          3          4          5         6         7          8          9          10 

Extremely unlikely              Extremely likely 

      

Figure 1. Net Promoter question and satisfaction scale (Reichheld, 2003)          

Respondents that offer a rating of 9-10 are known as „promoters” whereas 

respondents who offer a rating of 6 or lower are known as “detectors”. Those who offer 

a rating of 7-8 are passively satisfied known as “passives”. To calculate the Net 

Promoter Score, the percentage of detectors is subtracted from the percentage of 

promoters (Keiningham et al., 2007; Reichheld, 2003). The primary message from 

Reichheld (2003), is that word-of-mouth designed into Net Promoter is the most reliable 
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indicator to the company‘s capability to grow. Furthermore, to emphasize the 

importance, he reported the Net Promoter being a more accurate score for estimating the 

growth for the whole company than to predict the behavior of individual customer 

(Reichheld, 2006). The Net Promoter has also been compared to other loyalty metrics 

equivalent to customer satisfaction and retention. The NPS popularity is due to its 

simplicity and timely data, which are easily interpreted and communicated. Correlated 

with companies growth, it becomes useful for motivating and actionable measures 

(Reichheld, 2003). Ever since the Net Promoter was introduced, there has been an 

ongoing debate between academia and experts in regard to its performance compared to 

other customer metrics, for instance, customer satisfaction (Van Doorn, Leeflang, & 

Tijs, 2013). Keiningham et al. (2007) have noted a bias in the data analytics that 

supports the Net Promoter but has not been proved. They challenges Reicheld‘s (2003) 

and Satmetrix's (2004) analysis on the NPS as they applied it on 12 industries, as some 

of them did not display a significant positive correlations among Net Promoter and 

growth. Nonetheless, for the sake of its comprehensive use, the results can be 

fascinating. 

To date, no research that the author is aware of have been conducted to measure 

the effect of customer complaints on NPS, the reverse effect of customer satisfaction. 

Consequently, the NPS survey question is taken at the end of its customer journey, 

which can obscure other factors happening along the way of not helping out to 

identifying improvements. However, as mentioned before Net Promoter has been linked 

to company growth as few studies have examined this very relationship (Keiningham, 

Cooil, Andreassen, & Aksoy, 2007; Reichheld, 2003). The aviation industry resulted in 

strong correlations between NPS and an airline three-year average growth rate from 

1999 to 2002. Remarkably, these findings appeared to explain the respective growth 

rates through the entire industry; hence, no airlines increase their average growth 

without improving their NPS (Reichheld, 2003).   

 The existing literature has now been concluded for upcoming studies. Next, the 

Theory of the Marketing Firm will be discussed and how it will contribute on the 

proposed studies.  
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 Theory of the Marketing Firm  

 The Theory of the Marketing Firm (TMF) portrays relationship within an 

economic- phycological framework, indicating bilateral contingencies as the marketing 

firm connects with the market through reinforcements and response cost (Foxall, 2018). 

According to Foxall (2018, 1999), the marketing firm is a commercial organization that 

exists in competitive conditions, understanding the basics of both consumer behavior 

along with the managerial response and has the objective to do business. This indicates 

that marketing firms are elaborated in relationship with their customers. This goes well 

with Icelandair's focus on customer relationship as the airline strives to be the most 

customer-focused airline in operating markets (Icelandair, 2019b). Thus, the TMF is 

befitting as it excels in offering the understanding of consequences from consumer 

consumption and provides knowledge towards managerial behavior of what to offer 

customers. First, it is important to understand the underlying ground of the nature of a 

firm, as Coase (1937) puts forward in his paper, laying the base along with other 

extensions for the TMF model.The TMF framework describes the relationship in two 

ways, the first being between the marketing firm and its consumers or suppliers, and the 

second being from the firm‘s entrepreneurial aspects to other components (Foxall, 

1999). Hence, the firm holds a relationship with both customers and businesses, 

operating in B2C (business-to-consumer) and B2B (business-to-business) markets. This 

paper is only concerned with the former.  

 As the framework builts on consumer behavior, the very base of its analysis is the 

“Three-term contingency.” To present the bilateral contingency model this paper is 

based on; it’s underlying framework will first be introduced.  In Figure 2, Foxall (1999) 

describes this relationship in a paradigm where discriminative stimulus (SD) is an 

environmental factor that will lead the consumer to response (R), which has been 

reinforced by SD occurring from the reinforcing or punishing stimulus (SR/A).  

SD→R→SR/A 

Figure 2. The Three-term contingency (Foxall, 1999) 

 This paradigm is elaborated into a consumer behavior model, known as the 

Behavioral Perspective Model (BPM), to stimulate the analysis of consumption made 
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by the consumer in the market (Foxall, 1990). In Figure 3, the model gives a deeper 

explanation of the relationship between the three-term contingency.    

 

Figure 3. Summative Behavioral Perspective Model (Foxall, 2018) 

 As indicated, the SD is an environmental factor that can affect the response of a 

consumer, where his learning history is included as well as the behavior setting of the 

consumer. The setting displays prior activities of search, consumption, and evaluation. 

The discriminative stimulus (SD), is contingent on the behavioral response (R) of the 

consumer (Foxall, 2018). The BPM aspects show how the consumer situation influence 

both the maintenance and shaping of consumer behavior in a specific environment 

(Foxall, 2001). Therefore, the consumer situation is the intersection of consumer 

behavior setting and the consumer learning history (Foxall, Oliveira Castro, James, & 

Schrezenmaier, 2011). Furthermore, the reinforcing and punishing consequences of 

consumer behavior are two kinds, utilitarian or informational. Utilitarian is related to 

owning, obtaining, and using an economic product or service, whereas informational 

comes from social and symbolic consumption (Foxall, 2018).  

 There are three marketing operations that the marketing firm must achieve. First, 

gaining marketing intelligence is important to understand in what market to operate in 

and how to get there. Generally, this involves information gathering and further analysis 

as well as performing market research. Secondly, the firm must also determine its vision 

and strategy path by setting goals and achieving them, building the befitting Marketing 

Strategy.  Finally, in line with the current strategy the firm must create a suitable 

Marketing Mix (utilities of product, price, promotion, and place) in order to deliver the 

firms products or services to customers in the pursuit of profitable consumer response 

(Foxall, 2018).   
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4.1 Bilateral Contingency model 

 In nature, the relationships described between the marketing firm and its 

customers can be conceptualized as of bilateral contingencies (Foxall, 1999). This paper 

uses the TMF and the bilateral contingencies model (Foxall, 1999, 2018) for 

investigating the relationship with Icelandair and their complaining customers.  In 

Figure 4, the relationships are further explained.  

 

 

Figure 4. Bilateral contingency model (Foxall, 2018, p. 386) 

 The role of the marketing management is to plan and implement marketing mixes, 

to boost rewarding consequences and delivering profits for the firm. Marketing mix can 

appear as discriminative stimuli (SD) for consumers to browse, purchase, or consume. 

The effects of Rm (managerial behavior) manage to fulfill the requirements from 

marketing management, which have been created by the customers and generating 

profit (UR) and reputation (IR) for the firm (Foxall, 2014). Moreover, this consumer 

behavior (RC) acts as discriminative stimuli (SD), adding marketing intelligence 

activities and implementation of marketing mixes fitting for the customers (Foxall, 

1999, 2014; Vella & Foxall, 2011; Vella & Foxall, 2013).  

4.2 Applying the Theory of the Marketing Firm  

In order to understand the consumer-firm relationship, which the TMF and the 

Bilateral Contingency model offer, they are placed in the context between Icelandair 

and its customers. Figure 5 shows the definition of the Bilateral Contingency framework 
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applied to Icelandair, where the consumer-frim relationship is described, and consumer 

consequences are understood as, NPS or customer complaints a discriminative stimuli 

for Icelandair. 

 

Figure 5. Bilateral Contingency model applied to Icelandair 

 As an airline, Icelandair offers diverse services (Rm) to its customers, e.g., 

tickets, on-board service, baggage handling, and customer service. First, this service is 

offered to a customer through its marketing mix. Then, the customer browses these 

options (SD) (e.g., online destinations, and in-flight menu). Next, the customer makes 

the choice (RC) on which service to exploit, undertaking the feeling furthermore, or how 

he experiences these options, whether he likes it or not (IR/UR). If the customer 

experiences dissatisfaction with the service,  he has the option of voicing in the act of 

complaint to Icelandair. In comparison, if the customer is satisfied, resulting from a 

positive experience, he has the option of recommending the company, increasing the 

Net Promoter Score (NPS).  

 Gaining this information is important for Icelandair in order to create an 

effective customer relationship strategy, adapt to the consumer, and create effective 

marketing mixes as it is the SD that initiates a consumer response. Although, customer 

complaints are defined as consequences of dissatisfaction they do not have to be a bad 

thing (Bateson & Hoffman, 1999). Customer complaints should be encouraged as they 

can be attended as opportunities by gaining insight to the detected problems and having 
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the opportunity to repairing them (Plymire, 1991). As mentioned before, Icelandair 

offers various ways of connecting with its customers where they can voice their 

complaint. To explain these kinds of relationships between customers and firms, Foxall 

(1999) proposed the TMF. The theory excels in understanding consequences of 

consumers consumption in addition to providing managerial knowledge of what to offer 

customers. According to Foxall (2018), firms should create a strategy by gathering 

marketing intelligence to focus on building a long-term relationship with their current 

consumers, along with seeking to attract new ones. However, limited studies in the 

airline context have carried out the bilateral contingencies between a consumer-firm 

relationship (Foxall, 2015; Sigurdsson et al., 2019; Vella & Foxall, 2011; Vella, 2015). 

Thus, one of this paper contributions is adding to existing literature on the TMF with 

focus on aviation, consumer-firm relationship, consumer consequences, and provide 

marketing intelligence to for implications to the airline.  

 This paper‘s focus is on these relationships applied in four studies. Study 1, 2 

and 4 will provide findings from consumer consequence based on choice consumption. 

In addition, study 2 will provide marketing intelligence for managerial behavior. 

Finally, study 3 will specify insights from consumer interviews based on consumer 

options, choice consumption and their functional outcomes and status. 
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5 Study 1 Consumers attitudes: Complaints towards 

Customer relationship  

Study 1 reveals the difference between complaining customers and non-

complaining focusing on customer relationship with an independent sample T-test and 

how they affect NPS. In addition, it will also compare the difference with customers’ 

experience. Its purpose was to analyze the consumer-firm relationship in the context of 

bilateral contingencies. 

5.1 Introduction 

Consistent with the literature, this paper focuses on data based on airlines 

customers‘ experience, although literature and data from the U.S. Department of 

Transportation (DOT) will be used as support towards findings. When complaints occur 

from customers experience they are based on different expectations (Mueller, Palmer, 

Mack, & McMullan, 2003). These complaints are only limited number of dissatisfied 

customers (Ling Sim et al., 2010; Plymire, 1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008). Therefore, this 

first study will show the difference in groups of overall dissatisfied customers, those 

who complain and those who encountered an unpleasant experience, however, did not 

complain. The focus was applying independent samples t-test to compare the means of 

two independent groups to resolve the question of statistical evidence if the groups 

behavior was different in regard to maintaining a customer relationship or the NPS.  

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Data 

 The data was collected from Icelandair‘s customers through an online survey, 

sent out on July 30th. The Getfeedback survey software was utilized for the online 

output of the survey. Icelandair sent out the link to ten thousands of its customers with 

further instructions regarding the survey. Before launching the survey, it was tested on 

several Icelandair employees, with minor comments. The data was collected after three 

days. The author coded the data manually and entered the coded data into the statistical 

software SPSS and analyzed it by using descriptive statistics as well as conducted an 

Independent samples t-test.   
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5.2.2 Participants 

The participants in this study were 523 Icelandair‘s customers, who all flew with 

the airline between July 2018 and July 2019. The majority of participants were 

Icelandic (36%) followed by Americans (30%), and their purpose of travel was 81% 

leisure. In Table 2, a detailed demographic profile is offered. Participants were not 

asked to reveal their gender, as it was not relevant for the survey along with forgoing a 

request from the airline. No incentives were given to those who completed the survey, 

and all participants received the same survey of 13 questions.  

Table 2 

Demographic profile of survey participants  

Variable n             Percentages  

Age    

24 or younger 7 1% 

25-34 58 11% 

35-44 93 18% 

45-44 127 24% 

55-64 107 20% 

65-74 96 18% 

75 or older 31 6% 

n/a 4 1% 

Purpose of Travel   

Business 69 13% 

Leisure 423 81% 

Other 31 6% 

Nationality   

USA 159 30% 

Icelandic 187 36% 

Europe 116 22% 

Other 61 12% 

 

5.2.3 Procedure 

The data was analyzed through Independent samples t-test. There were four 

independent variables (IV) constructed to describe the relationship with the dependent 

variables to answer the proposed research questions. Two of the variables Experience 

and Complaints were dummy variables, whereas Relationship Status and Complaint 

cause, and were count data. There were two dependent variables (DV) both accounted 

for count data. The overview and explanation of the variables are shown in Table 3.   
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Table 3  

Overview of dependent and independent variables 

Variable Scale Explanation 

Travel retention Count Indicates how likely or unlikely customers are willing to 

travel again with the airline 

NPS Count Indicates how likely customers are willing to recommend 

the airline to a friend or a colleague 

Relationship status Count Indicates how customers perceive their status with the 

airline after encountering an unpleasant experience 

Complaints Dummy Indicates if customers voiced their complaint 

Experience Dummy Indicates if customers encountered an unpleasant 

experience  

Complaint cause Count Indicates what was the cause of their complaint  

Note. NPS = Net Promoter Score     

5.3 Results and discussion 

5.3.1 Descriptive statistics  

The descriptive statistics provide frequency and percentages as well as means and 

standard deviations for each of the four independent variables and the two dependent 

variables. The results are shown in Table 4 and Table 5. 

Table 4  

Frequency and percentages for dependent variables 

Variable Frequency Percentages 

Travel retention   

Highly likely 280 53.55% 

Likely 147 28.1% 

Neither likely nor unlikely 53 19.1% 

Unlikely 22 4.2% 

Highly unlikely 21 4.0% 

NPS   

0 12 2.3% 

1 2 0.4% 

2 6 1.1% 

3 12 2.3% 

4 18 4.3% 

5 33 6.3% 

6 28 5.4% 

7 48 9.2% 

8 115 22.0% 

9 72 13.8% 

10 177 33.8% 

Note. NPS= Net Promoter Score 
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Table 5  

Frequency and percentages for independent variables  

Variable Frequency Percentages 

Complaints   

Yes 61 11.7% 

No 462 88.3% 

Relationship status   

Strengthened 18 3.4% 

Unchanged 84 16.1% 

Weakened 47 9.0% 

Broken 14 2.7% 

Skip question 360 68.8% 

Experience   

Yes 163 31.2% 

No 360 68.8% 

Complaint cause   

Baggage problem 7 1.3% 

Customer service problem 17 3.3% 

Flight cancellation 8 1.5% 

Flight delay 21 4.0% 

Refund problems 3 0.6% 

Other 50 9.6% 

Skip question 360 68.6% 

Multiple problems 57 10.9% 

Note. Skip question was not provided to all participants, only those who answered “yes” 

towards complaining.   

 The trend showed that, Travel retention, most of the participants were highly 

likely to travel again with Icelandair or 53.5%. Only 4% of participants were unlikely to 

travel again with the airline. For the NPS, most of the participants rated the NPS a 10, 

or 33.8%. Among participants, there were 88.3% that did not complain about an 

unpleasant experience whereas 11.7% did complain about it. Regarding Relationship 

Status, not all participants were asked that question. Only complaining customers were 

asked to measure the outcome of the relationship after having complained. Therefore, 

68.8% of participants did not get the opportunity to answer the questions. However, 

16.1% of complaining customers believed their relationship with the airline remained 

unchanged after having voiced their complaint opposed to 2,7% of participants believed 

their relationship broke. Table 6 shows the results for mean and standard deviations. 
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Table 6  

Mean and standard deviations for dependent and independent variables 

Variable M (SD) 

Dependent   

Travel retention 4.23 1.06 

NPS 7.89 2.36 

Independent   

Relationship status 3.65 0.79 

Complaints 0.12 0.32 

Experience 0.31 0.46 

Complaint cause 6.58 1.40 

Note. NPS = Net Promoter Score 

Both dependent variables produced the highest level of mean and also had high standard 

deviations, NPS 7.89 (SD = 2.36) and Trave retention 4.23 (SD = 1.06). Out of the four 

independent variables, Relationship status had the highest mean of 3.65 (SD =0.790).  

5.3.2 Independent-Samples T-test  

Using SPSS, Independent-samples t-test was applied to investigate, whether 

complaints and experience affected Travel retention and NPS. In Table 7 and Table 8 

the results are presented.  

Table 7 

Mean, standard deviations and effect sizes for complaints  

  Mean (SD) 

  Dependent variable   No complaints   Complaints   Effect size (d) 

                  

  Travel retention   4.29 (1.01)   3.74 (1.26)   0.48   

                  

  NPS   8.18 (2.10)   5.74 (3.03)   0.94   

                  

There was a significant decrease in Travel retention from no complaints (M = 4.29, SD 

= 1.01) and complaints (M = 3.74, SD = 1.26), t(70) = -3.30, p < 0.001 (two-tailed). 

There was also a significant decrease in NPS from no complaints (M = 8.18, SD = 2.10,) 

and complaints (M = 5.74, SD = 3.03), t(67) = -6.01, p < 0.001 (two-tailed). To provide 

better understanding of the results in terms of showing how effective these complaints 

are, Cohen‘s (1988) effect size convention is reported. The results reveal that the 

difference led to medium and large effects (Cohen‘s d is 0.48 and 0.94 for Travel 

retention and NPS, respectively). These results suggest that there is a difference in 

behavior between complaining customer and non-complaining customers towards 
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customer relationship with the airline (Travel retention) and recommendation (NPS). In 

addition, complaints have stronger effect on recommendation than customer 

relationship.  

Table 8 

Mean, standard deviations and effect sizes for experience  

Mean (SD) 

Dependent variable 

   

Experience 

   

Unpleasant experience 

  

Effect size (d) 

  
Travel retention   4.47 (0.92)   3.69 (1.14)   0.75   

                

NPS   8.69 (1.60)   6.13 (2.77)   1.13   

 

There was a significant decrease in Travel retention from experience (M = 4.47, SD = 

0.92) and an unpleasant experience (M = 3.69, SD = 1.14), t(261) = -7.67, p <  0.001 

(two-tailed). There was also a significant decrease in NPS from experience (M = 8.69, 

SD = 1.60) and an unpleasant experience (M = 6.13, SD = 2.77), t(212) = -10.97, p<  

0.001 (two-tailed). The Cohen‘s effect size results reveal the difference between groups 

led to medium and large effects (Cohen‘s d is 0.75 and 1.13 for Travel retention and 

NPS, respectively). These results suggest that there is also a behavioral difference  

between customers who encountered an unpleasant experience opposed to those who 

did not, and how they react towards customer relationship (Travel retention) and 

recommendation (NPS). In addition, unpleasant experience has stronger effects on 

recommendation than customer relationship. 

 Through the lens of the TMF, the study provided findings on consumer 

consequences (utilitarian reinforcements) based on the consumers choice consumption. 

Thus, it also contributed to the firm‘s profit and functional outcomes, where the 

measures of NPS (Keiningham, Cooil, Andreassen, & Aksoy, 2007; Reichheld, 2003) 

has shown the linear linkage between NPS and company growth rate. As the study 

showed how the two groups can differ towards the customer relationship and 

recommendation, it is important to investigating further these complaining customers 

and gain further insights to what their complaints are.   
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 Study 2 Content analysis on Facebook 

Study 1 focused on the effects of customers attitudes towards customer 

relationship and NPS, compared in different groups. However, it did not examine what 

the main causes of customer complaints are. Therefore, study 2 reveals customer 

complaints on the target airline’s Facebook page by applying the method of 

netnography. This includes the overall number, ratio, variation, types and examples. 

6.1 Introduction 

Netnogrpahy is an online qualitative market research that provides consumer 

insights (Kozinets, 2002). Introduced to consumer research by Kozinets (1998, 2002), 

as adapted netnography on the internet, studying the vast online society. Netnogrpahy is 

concentrated on cultural insights and pays close attention to context, where the 

researchers immerse engagement gives deeper understanding (Kozinets, 2010). It is 

easily triangulated with other methods, which strengthens the empirical data and the 

better possibility of generalizing the results (Seraj, 2012). 

Netnography is a specifically relevant technique for this study as it depends on 

participation on a company‘s open Facebook account and online observations in an 

unobtrusive manner. Also, the topic related to aviation has become one of the most 

frequently discussed matter, commercially, as a hobby along almost becoming addictive 

for some users (Seraj, 2012). Recent publications have studied Facebook along with the 

aviation industry using netnography to explore value creation in online communities, 

consumer engagement tactics on Facebook to optimize target messaging and explore 

online communicative behavior (e.g., Hvass & Munar, 2012; Roth-Cohen & Lahav, 

2019; Seraj, 2012). Interestingly, these publications oversaw the opportunity on using 

the Theory of the Marketing Firm, which explores the same relationship with customers 

and the firm along providing marketing intelligence along with addressing the 

consequences from online interaction with the firm.  

This study will implement the bilateral contingencies between the complaining 

customers and Icelandair. It contributes as the first study applying netnography through 

the lens of TMF, resulting in deeper understanding for Icelandair on their complaining 

customers and what to offer them to excel in their service. This study focuses on the 

negative consequences of consumer choices, hence, complaints, as an expressed online 
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dissatisfaction. When applying netnography, there are six common steps utilized; 

research planning, entrée, data collection, interpretation, ensuring ethical standards, and 

research representation (Kozinets, 2010). This study will follow these steps and take on 

the role of observing Icelandair‘s Facebook page to gain insights on the causes of 

complaints and other influencing factors.  

6.2 Method 

6.2.1 Sampling  

First, a random set of dates were chosen to cover the customers comments on 

Facebook. A purposive sampling method was chosen as utilized by Kozinets (2002) as 

the findings will be explained throughout the specific data,  therefore not crucial for the 

sample to represent other populations. In addition, the author made clear that 

Icelandair‘s Facebook page is inline with Kozinets (2010) guidelines of the suitable 

content page for observational netnography. The page being observed should be 

relevant, active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous, and data-rich (Kozinets, 2010). 

As a preliminary study or entreé,  the Facebook page was observed for four days to 

confirm its activity, although the author was already familiar with its activity. Techincal 

features were also tested to determine that “all comments” were always selected 

imposed to default “most relevant”.  

6.2.2 Data collection 

The data collection was conducted from Icelandair‘s Facebook page from 

November 1st, 2018, until June 1st, 2019. A total of 7761 comments were read, which 

spanned over seven months. It was decided to use this time frame for the study, to limit 

the content‘s data size in order to not over complicate the studies findings. Kozinets 

(2010) proposes three ways to collect data. First, archival data, that is pre-existing from 

the online community. Second, elicited data, which is co-created interactions between 

the author‘s and community members. Lastly, fieldnote data, that are the author‘s note 

from own observation, based on the community and its members. In this study, both 

archival data and fieldnote data were employed. Archival data were gathered through 

reading „all comments“ under each post. The comments were then analyzed carefully, 

and complaining comments towards Icelandair were collected. Simultaneously, the 

author wrote field notes from interesting observations, that were not shared with others. 
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The data coding was performed manually by the author and presented in descriptive 

tables in results.  

6.2.3 Data Analysis  

This study involves an inductive approach to analyze qualitative data. The 

coding technique was applied, where the data were drawn into categories through a 

close reading of the data and field notes (Kozinets, 2010). All Icelandair‘s Facebook 

comments during the seven months mentioned above were read and simultaneously 

coded into categories from the core meaning of every comment. In line with this papers 

research questions, the author was only interested in the complaining comments towards 

Icelandair. To identify the complaints, the author read every single comment and 

manually listed the date and the cause of complaint in an excel sheet, in 2 weeks. If a 

comment would include multiple causes of complaints, the author detected the root 

cause of the complaint (i.e., what was the original cause of the complaint) and 

categorized that comment accordingly. Moreover, this was done to forego the double-

counting issue, where comments are counted more than once, resulting in over-

estimation of the total comments (McCollough, Berry, & Yadav, 2000).  

All complaining comments were made anonymous. The data was coded 

manually by the author, regardless of available software as the purpose was to conduct 

an immerse observation as possible along with gaining valuable insights. Descriptive 

statistics were conducted from the data and presented in the findings.  

6.2.4  Inter-coder reliability test 

A Choen‘s Kappa independent inter-coder reliability test was conducted to test 

how the Facebook posts were assigned to different categories. The individual that 

analyzed the data was provided with definitions and examples, in Table 10. 

Furthermore, the individual read through the method chapter of this study before 

assigning the post to different categories. The coder was also reminded about the 

function in Facebook regarding showing “all comments” not just “relevant comments”.  

A random sample of one month from the selected data was utilized, accounting for 

n=635 comments. The author and the individual did not agree five times as the author 

found 75 complaints, whereas the individual found 70 complaints. 
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The Cohen's k was run to determine if there was an agreement between the two 

coders, and to support further what should be the main causes of complaints. There was 

a statistically significant substantial agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977) between the two 

coders, k=.075, p < 0.005 (Viera & Garrett, 2005). 

6.2.5  Ethical considerations 

When gathering online data, the ethical dilemma of a researcher cannot be 

ignored. The potential harm for internet users is when members are unaware of their 

comments being analyzed until the results are published (King, 1996). This is called a 

nonreactive study, where the risk can be minimized if the data cannot be linked directly 

to those being observed (Keith-Spiegel & Koocher, 1985). Therefore this study will 

follow these guidelines. Icelandair‘s Facebook page is open to everyone on Facebook. 

The author did not have to request access, as in a closed group, to uncover the content. 

Icelandair, the owner of the Facebook page, was made aware of this study. This 

minimized the ethical considerations. In addition, all comments and quotes that will 

remain in this study will be anonymous to protect the customers privacy. 

6.3 Findings and discussion 

The following chapter will include the results and descriptive statistics on the 

analysis of the complaints. The data analysis will include percentages and complaining 

comments from Facebook users as well as analysis on influencing factors and main 

causes of complaints.  

6.3.1 Influencing factors on complaints 

 As this study delves on the negative side on the consumer-firm relationship, only 

complaining comments were observed and categorized. In Table 9, the percentage split 

is shown between overall comments towards complaining comments and non-

complaining comments.  
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Table 9 

Overall percentages split of Facebook comments 

Comments on Facebook  n  Percentages of total comments  
 

Complaining comments 

  

480 

  

6% 

  
Non-complaining comments  7281  94%  

Total    

  
          7761 

  

 

100% 

  
 

The author made an interesting observation where the complaints did not always match 

the company‘s Facebook posts. Seemingly, customers were voicing their unpleasant 

experience from other encounters, based on the customers external environment which 

had led to unavoidable adverse impact and therefore increasing the number of 

complaints. Figure 6 shows the total number of complaints on a weekly basis.   

 

Figure 6. The total number of complaints every week 

The weekly results displayed three considerable increases in customer complaints. First, 

on March 12th due to the company’s suspended operations of its Boeing 737 MAX eight 

aircraft. Second, on March 28th due to the collapse of WOW air, the second-largest 

Icelandic airline. Finally, on April 11th due to extreme weather conditions in Iceland, 

resulting in inevitable flight disruptions.  
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The March 28 event was discovered from comments below two Facebook posts. The 

two posts (in Icelandic and English) included a discounted airfare advertisement 

regarding WOW air ‘s collapse overnight. An example of these posts is provided in 

Appendix B. This impacted thousands of passengers stranded and suddenly in need of 

airfare. Overall, the number of complaints considered linked to the posts were 128. The 

March 12 and April 11 events were discovered from the customer comments. As 

mentioned before, the Boeing 737 MAX incident has impacted passengers all ower the 

world. Surprisingly, the weather did have more impact on the complaints than the 

Boeing event,  in the analyzed period,  as customers comments were more related to 

questions rather than complaints due the Boeing event. Bujisic, Bogicevic, Parsa, 

Jovanovic, & Sukhu (2019) agree with these results as they conclude that weather 

factors drive consumer complaint behavior in the restaurant context. Throughout the 

years, airlines have continuously been exposed to unavoidable adverse impacts from the 

physical environment. Therefore the relevance of including these influencing factors are 

inevitable. 

6.3.2 Analyzing the cause of complaints 

As a continuation of weeks of observation, all 480 complaints were analyzed based on 

their main cause. Performing cross-validation of the data is important to avoid 

misunderstanding of the interpretation of the findings (Kozinets, 2002). Therefore, 

definitions for each category are presented. On the next two pages, Table 10 offers 

detailed list of all causes of complaints. In addition, percentages, definitions and 

examples from Facebook users are displayed to give a deeper understanding. 
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Table 10 

Cause of complaints, percentages, definitions, and Facebook examples  

Cause of complaint Percentages Definitions Examples 

Customer Service 

problems 

40% When customers 

experience trouble 

contacting customers 

service, inefficient 

answering to customers 

contact. Additional, if 

employee of customers 

service are not friendly or 

unhelpful.  

“Totally NO help at all!!! Hotline 

is ALWAYS busy! NO counter or 

helper at the airport. We can just 

fill out the form and send email 

but time is running out. 

TOTALLY NO RESPONSE from 

Icelandair at all! ” 

Flight Cancellation 14% A cancellation occurs 

when the airline does not 

operate the flight at all for 

a certain reason. The flight 

can be canceled on the 

same day, day after or 

longer. 

“This time you have really 

started the service?! 

In autumn, when you originally 

intended to start it, all flights 

were canceled (including my 

booked flight) ” 

Price increase 9% When a customer is not 

satisfied with the 

increasing airfare price.   

“One-way price: $60 to/from 

Europe, and $100 to/from North 

America (excluding taxes and 

fees).It is not fixed price, they 

just mark up the price and give u 

a tiny discount... ” 

General anger 9% When a customer voices 

his general anger towards 

the airline, for no 

actionable cause. 

“I hope people think twice before 

they travel with Icelandair. They 

only kick you around ” 

Refunds  6% When a customer receives 

unpleasant experience, 

they often file for refunds. 

This is often a debate 

between customer and the 

airline on service quality 

and the fair amount in a 

given situation, and the 

time of redress.  

“Please refund the money you 

stole from me when trying to fly 

to my wedding in Scotland..... 

You marked us as a “no show” 

yet you charged us for bags at 

the counter then refused a 

refund... ” 

Baggage problems 4% When customer baggage is 

lost during flight and the 

customers does not receive 

it again or if there is a 

delay on the baggage and 

the customer does not 

receive it on time. 

“Really enjoyed my trip to 

Iceland (without my luggage) but 

Icelandair still hasn’t returned 

my lost bag and I am now home 

and it has been 9 days! ”  

Hidden baggage cost 

 

 
 

3% When a customer has to 

pay extra for checking in 

hand baggage.  
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Cause of complaints Percentage Definitions Examples  

On-board service 3% When a customer 

complaints towards the 

service or the amenities 

on-board. 

 

“My son (16-years old) is flying 

home. got message from him 

between the flights that No 

food was served...And the  

entertainment system didn't work 

either” 

Missing destination 3% When a customer felt 

angry about the airline did 

not fly to particular 

destination or flights were 

canceled to particular 

destinations. 

“We are trying to visit Iceland, 

but our flight on Icelandair was 

canceled from Cleveland, Ohio! 

We are supposed to leave in 

August, we haven't heard from 

you yet! ” 

Flight delay 2% A flight delay occurs when 

the airline flights arrive or 

depart later than it was 

scheduled time.   

“... Two and a half hours of delay 

to add to that 7-plus hour flight. I 

want to like you guys!! How 

about learning to be an airline? 

You probably angered ten 

thousand people here today! ” 

Not in zink with 

Facebook post 

2% When the airline posted a 

Facebook post and 

customers felt the service 

was not in zink with that 

message. 

“This is totally false advertising. 

If you’re genuinely here to help 

you would release whatever seats 

you have at the rescue rate” 

Booking problem 1% When customers 

experience problems when 

booking airfare. 

“Hi Icelandair, I’m still waiting 

to hear back. How do I make this 

booking?...I hope it works bc 

they will go a follow up” 
 

 

Trust issues 

 

1% 

When a customer 

complains about not 

trusting the airline. 

 “Cannot trust this company. 

Avoid at all costs! ” 

Worst experience 

ever 

1% When customers complain 

about their experience was 

the worst they have ever 

received. No other 

actionable cause.  

“If you want to make your dream 

trip to Iceland a nightmare then 

choose Icelandair. An amazing 

place to visit with the worst 

Airline I´ve ever experienced ” 

Check-in 1% When customers had an 

unpleasant experience 

while checking in their 

baggage. 

“This airline has issues. Their 

service at JFK is horrific. They 

have no one to check you in until 

2 hours before the flight... ” 

Loyalty points 1% When a customer had 

unpleasant experience 

about Saga points, the 

airlines loyalty points. 

“They took all my loyalty 

points....I'll never fly with this 

airline” 

Limited legroom 1% When customer 

complained about limited 

legroom between seats in 

the aircraft. 

“I have flown Icelandair many 

times and have never had a 

problem with them. My only 

complaint is the seats are too 

close together. No knee space” 

       

https://www.facebook.com/Icelandair/?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/Icelandair/?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/Icelandair/?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/Icelandair/?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/Icelandair/?hc_location=ufi
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Customer service plays the biggest role in terms of complaints (40%), followed by 

flight cancellations (14%). The complaints towards Price increase (9%) were highly 

affected by the influence of the WOW air event March 28th, as customers were not 

satisfied due to Icelandair‘s increasing prices at the time. Therefore this was not 

considered as a main cause of complaint. Various customers voiced their general anger 

(9%) towards Icelandair with no other accountable cause of complaint. Therefore, this 

was not actionable enough to state as a main cause.  

Regardless of these categories, the author made an important observation in regard to 

multiple problem scenarios which various customers were exposed to, therefore 

including multiple causes of complaints. The literature discusses the challenges in the 

airline context of limiting service problems due to the many customers' touchpoints, 

indicating these findings (Atalik, 2007). Following complaint reveals this multiple 

problem scenario from a Facebook user: 

This airline needs serious help. My flights been canceled 4 times and I can‘t 

get ahold of anyone to receive a refund. I‘ve tried calling and Facebook 

messaging a million times. Flight 852 out of Chicago. Don‘t fly Iceland 

Air!!! Not worth the headache. (Facebook user: April 10, 2019: The official 

Facebook Page of Icelandair) 

As these multiple problem scenarios are well known in the airline context, they will be 

further tested on airline customers in study 4, to investigate how they affect the 

consumer-firm relationship.  

When taken into account influencing factors above, along with previous research 

on customer complaints in aviation (e.g., Bhadra, 2009; Gursoy et al., 2005; Kim & 

Lee, 2009) and the proxy of DOT (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2019), it became 

clear who were the main causes of complaints based on customers‘ experience, which 

were coded into five categories; Customer service(40%), Flight cancellation(14%), 

Refunds(6%), Baggage problems(4%), and Flight delay(2%).  

These findings reveal the main causes of online complaints from Icelandair’s 

customers. Through the lens of the TMF, this study contributes to the marketing 

intelligence for Icelandair, where the customers provided feedback for managerial 

behavior (Rm) and what managers should act on to produce a positive reputation (Foxall, 

2014). Moreover, it provided knowledge on consumer behavior consequences based on 
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consumer consumption. The findings agree with previous studies that discussion about 

limited number of customers complain, in this case 6% (Ling Sim et al., 2010; Plymire, 

1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008). Further in-depth investigation on these very customers 

would lead to exploring other dimensions of the TMF.  

 Study 3  Consumer Interviews  

Study 2 did not provide in-depth insights from complaining customers and their 

behavior towards consumer-firm relationship and actions on recommendations. 

Therefore, study 3 will conduct interviews with complaining customers of Icelandair to 

understand these actions along with additional influencing factors. This study will also 

analyze consumer-level complaining behaviors in the context of bilateral contingencies 

7.1 Introduction 

To predict and control consumer behavior, qualitative interviews are broadly used in 

market research. This technique is sensitive and powerful in a way to capture the 

experience of the subjects everyday world. When researching consumers, it is important 

to dig deep under the surface meaning of a product or a service and gain the symbolic 

meanings it has for the customers (Kvale, 1996). Edvardsson and Roos (2003), studied 

complaining customers in the telecommunication industry to understand customer 

dissatisfaction and their consequences. As discussed in the literature, the focus of 

customer complaints in the airline context has been limiting. The focus has been more 

on service failures (Bejou & Palmer, 1998; Edvardsson, 1992; Weber & Sparks, 2004). 

Although, analyzed in the context of aviation and service offering, the researchers could 

have gained further reputation insights by using the Theory of the Marketing Firm. As 

the TMF addresses the consumer-firm relationship, the focus of previously mentioned 

studies has not been on the bilateral contingency relationship.  

7.2 Method 

7.2.1 Participants 

Purposive sampling was utilized for the collection of participants, which allows for 

sampling participants in a strategic way, to ensure relevance to the research questions 

(Bryman & Bell, 2018). It was fundamental for the study to acquire customers that had 

previously complained to Icelandair, to gain a deep understanding of what lead to that 
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complaint and their insight towards their relationship to the airline. In collaboration with 

Icelandair, an e-mail was sent to 64 customers that had recently voiced their complaint 

with Icelandair through an online post-flight survey. There were 11 customers who gave 

their consent towards participating in the interview. The author called 11 customers, 

with only eight responding to the call. Purposefully, the majority of the participants 

sample reflected Icelandairs customer segmentation; six were other nationalities than 

Icelandic, and two were Icelandic. Therefore, the sample size was a total of eight 

participants, five women, and three men. Table 11 provides an overview of participants, 

presented in the order in which the interviews were conducted, as all participants will 

remain anonymous. 

Table 11 

Overview of participants listed by the date of the interview 

Interview Gender Age Nationality 

A Female Over 54 Icelandic 

B Female 35-44 Icelandic 

C Female Over 54 British 

D Male Over 54 Canadian 

E Male Over 54 Swedish 

F Male 45-54 American 

G Female 45-54 American 

H Female Over 54 American 

 

 Data collection 

The data collection took place on July 5th - July 11th, 2019, with eight 

interviews that were semi-structured, with open-ended questions. All of the interviews 

lasted 15 minutes; however, Interview A and H lasted 20-23 minutes, as these 

participants were more dissatisfied than other participants. Two of the interviews were 

conducted in Icelandic, as it was the authors and the participants native language. The 

following six interviews were conducted in English. Before conducting the interviews, 

the author pilot tested them on two individuals, who fit the criteria of having flown with 

Icelandair and complained about an unpleasant experience. Pilot testing interviews are 

helpful for the researcher to boost its confidence and gives a clear focus on the subject. 

It also allows flaws to be reduced so that the questions can be refined before the 

proposed interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2018). An interview guide with 12 questions was 

made both in Icelandic and English (see English version in Appendix C).  
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Regardless of the number of set questions, the author also asked spontaneously 

and probing questions when the author felt the participant did not give a satisfying 

answer. Furthermore, all participants were asked the same prompting questions (Q2, 

Q6, and Q8) to link all the answers from the participants to the TMF. In addition to the 

questions the author gained access to the NPS rating from each participant from their 

Icelandair‘s post-flight survey. This was used as a benchmark to study further the 

impact of complaints on the NPS, see Table 14. Each interview began with an 

introduction to the research and its main objectives. In addition, the participants were 

provided information about the structure of the interview and the number of questions 

followed by permission to record the interview. Last and most important, the 

participants were made clear that all answers and the entire dialog would be 

confidential, and the participants would remain anonymous through this research and 

answeres untraceable.  

 Data analysis 

All interviews were conducted through telephone, as for a geographical limitation 

between the author and six of the participants. However, as the setting around the 

interview evolved around difficult and negative responses, conducting the interviews 

through telephone could lead to less distress among the participants, making the 

interview more effective. To ensure no mismatch in the observation the interviews with 

the Icelandic participants were also conducted through telephone (Bryman & Bell, 

2018). The interviews were audio-recorded using two devices, one for making the calls 

(set on speaker mode) and other for recording. The recordings were transcribed 

verbatim by the author for subsequent data analysis (Kvale, 1996).  

 Setting and observation 

The setting took place in a quiet room in Reykjavik University, as the interviews 

were conducted in the late afternoon followed by the evening, due to the time difference 

and participants world‘s location. There were no disruptions during all of the 

interviews, although two participants were at work, and the author picked up some 

phonecalls in the background. Participant B, C, D, E, F, G  were likable and polite. 

However, participant A and H showed remarks of frustration and dissatisfaction 

towards Icelandair. Therefore, these two interviews lasted longer, as they felt the need 

to vent. For each interview, observations were made on non-verbal behavior like sighs 
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laugh, pauses, or other marks. Next, the transcripts were printed out and read through 

very carefully before conducting the analysis.  

 Coding  

The main coding occurred under the lens of the Theory of the Marketing Firm. 

As the TMF discusses consumer-firm relationship and how consumer choices and 

consequence affect these relationships (Foxall, 1999). Therefore, the coding was 

conducted with that in mind. During the process, the codes were reviewed multiple 

times as well as the transcripts. This process is a part of the deductive process, where 

the transcripts are coded into themes befitting to the TMF (Bryman & Bell, 2018). 

Simultaneously, the author coded the transcript with the research questions in mind. 

Table 12 shows the codes that were developed from the data. Further interpretation and 

findings will be introduced in the next chapter.  

Table 12 

Themes through the lens of the modified TMF  

Themes Sub-themes Sub-themes 

Consumer options   

Consumption Cause of complaint  

Functional Outcomes/Status   

Managing consumer choices   

Consumer Choice Customer relationship Recommendation 

 

7.3 Findings and discussion 

The findings will contribute to the theory as well as answering the research 

questions. Surprisingly, qualitative coding through the lens of the TMF has not been 

contributed relatively often in research. The bilateral contingencies, analysis the 

relationship between the marketing firm and the consumer, how the consumer 

experiences his purchase from the firm, how he reacts, and what are the consequences. 

Examples of these very themes based on the TMF are presented in Appendix D. Finally, 

each theme will be discussed separately. First four themes will focus on customers 

insights and the last theme will focus on the research questions.  

 



COMPLAINTS AND RECOVERY STRATEGIES: HOW TO MAINTAIN A 

CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP AND RECOMMENDATION? THE CASE OF 

ICELANDAIR                                                                        
 

45 
 

Consumer options 

In line with the TMF, Icelandair offers its passengers many options to choose from.  

In particular, the airline offers a mix of marketing variations (product, price, promotion, 

place) striving for consumers engagement and rewarding consequences (Foxall, 1999, 

2018). When participants were asked if the price matters when buying an airfare, all 

except one (Participant H) said that it did. Participant B, who showed a frustrated 

behavior throughout the interview answered determined: “Yes! Price matters”. Study 2 

agrees with these findings, as many customers complained about increasing prices. 

Contrarily, the majority felt the opposite about a promotion where the participants felt 

less need for promotion when making a decision on traveling with Icelandair, as 

participant D said: “We pick that place we want to go, and then I research it, and I look 

around whether or not they spent money on advertising. I‘m always looking for the best 

deal ”. All participants agreed that the place does matter when buying an airfare: “Yeah. 

I mean, I do it online. If that were difficult to reach, I don‘t think I would do it ” 

(Participant G).  

When the author asked if it mattered to them what kind of product is being offered, the 

answers were more controversial. Participant A who‘s behavior was polite and 

conservative said: “Yes, the service does matter. I want to have nice meals and good 

seats. That's important to me”. These findings show that the participants focus more on 

low price and easy access when deciding to travel with the airline, rather than making 

promotion count.  

Consumption  

The act of consuming an offered product has an impact on what the consequences 

will be (Foxall, 1999). When participants were asked to describe the procedure the last 

time, they purchased a service from Icelandair; the majority participants described their 

online behavior like participant B: 

I was at home and went on my computer on skyscanner.net and browsed 

for a direct flight to Bergen, which would not cost me much (laughs). Then 

I found the flight and went on to the Icelandair website and booked the 

ticket from there.  
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Furthermore, a conservative participant described unconsciously the importance of 

using a computer (not a phone) when booking a ticket:  

My son asked me to go online on my computer at home to book him 

a ticket, because he was on a holiday and just had his phone with him 

and had a gift certificate and wanted to use it. (Participant A) 

Cause of complaint 

 This part of the interview made all participants talkative, as they all had a unique 

experience and wanted to share it with the author. When asked about the cause of 

complaint they mentioned customer service (Participants B and H), flight delay 

(Participant C), on-board service (Participant A and D), Seat change (Participant E and 

F), flight cancellation (Participant F), baggage problems (Participant F and G) and 

refund redress (G).  The results agree with study 2, seat change not included. Participant 

G, who up until this question, gave relentless short answers, suddenly changed her 

behavior and answered in detail. The participant described encountering multiple 

service failures, having her flight canceled and rebooked through another airline, 

waiting for refunds and added cost due to baggage:  

 

I don't know what happened to the Icelandair flight but all the passengers were 

moved over to another flight on the day that we flew. No problem. There were no 

issues, but they didn't transfer the extra luggage peace. So I had to pay again for 

the extra luggage peace with KLM. And KLM told me that I had to get reimbursed 

from Icelandair for that extra luggage peace. Wich, I have not still been reimbursed. 

So I'm still waiting to hear from them. And then on the flight back, I was really 

mad because I flew the same thing that I flew over with. Obviously, I didn't 

purchase anything extra I just had to fly with my mom and then when I came back, 

and they made me check my hand luggage claiming it was too much. I mean it was 

fine on the flight there and then on the flight back, and then I had to pay almost a 

100 USD because it was not ahead of time, but you know at the counter it was 

really expensive. And I've never had to pay, I‘ve flown with Icelandair very often, 

and I‘ve never had to pay for my hand luggage before. You know that's a lot of 

money.  

Participant F seemed excited to receive this question as he also experienced multiple 

service failures and was eager to tell his story:  
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I experienced multiple problems on the flight. First, the air flight entertainment 

system did not work for a 6,5-hour flight. Second, they changed the seat, I had paid 

additional money for that seat, which was not comfortable. And third, my flight 

was the original flight that I purchased was canceled. I was rebooked on a departing 

flight that left 2 hours before my original flight was scheduled to arrive in Iceland. 

So my flight was already gone for 2 hours when I got there, no additional flights 

were leaving to Berlin, so I was put on a SAS flight and my bags were sent to 

Brussels to go to Berlin and my bags were lost for 2 days when I arrived in Berlin.  

 

 The author made an interesting observation where “lack of information” was 

mentioned simultaneously throughout the interviews, especially when participants were 

exposed to flight delay or flight cancelation. Passengers want to be informed, as 

participants C describes: “What I was disappointed about was the lack of information 

and what was going on and the time it took to sort everything out the whole day at the 

airport ”. Results from study 2 also support this finding, where this is mentioned 

various times in the main cause, customer service. The potential reason for this problem 

repeating itself is the regulatory environment airlines are bound to operate in, i.e., 

IATA‘s resolution 830 (International Air Transport Association, 2019). Up until 

recently (June 2019), it prevented airlines to contact passengers who bought airfare 

through third party websites and not through Icelandair‘s website, as the split is 

accounted for 50/50 (Ásta Benonýsdóttir, Customer Experience Support Manager, 

personal communication, July 14, 2019).     

 

Functional outcomes/Status  

According to Foxall (2018) the consumer-firm relationship provides each parties 

with utilitarian (UR) and informational (IR) reinforcement or punishment. They are 

typically considered functional or social. To understand the participants status, they 

were asked why they chose to fly with Icelandair, and if the reason was functional or 

social. Participants mentioned price (Participant A, B, C, E, F and G) and convenience 

of the flight schedule and stopover (Participant D, G, H). All participants mentioned the 

reason being functional, except one (Participant E) said it was due to social reasons. 

Participant B who from the interview gave the author a feeling of the participant’s clear 

frustration towards Icelandair in general,  made the answer clear: “Because of practical 

reasons, because Icelandair was 60.000 ISK cheaper than Norwegian, otherwise I 
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would have flown with Norwegian”. The author noticed the participants mainly stated 

their utilitarian reasons (IR), and the potential reason could be due to the what they 

encountered and therefore dissatisfaction towards the airline. Participant E, who is a 

frequent flyer with the airline, experienced a seat change on his journey. He provided 

understanding regarding the incident and mentioned informational reasons (IR) for 

choosing the airline.  

Managing consumer choices 

 As mentioned before, the role of the marketing firm is to offer customers, 

service or products through the marketing mix management, which they are likely to 

react positively towards to (Foxall, 2018). For managerial behavior (Rm), the 

participants were questioned what the airline should offer in their service. Although 

with a heterogeneous sample the answers remained similar from the participants, as 

their attempt to think of any instructive ideas was noted by the author. Participant C 

stated: “They give you a bottle of water, I always think that is a nice idea, and soft 

drinks and tea and coffee is also offered, I’d think I don’t expect anything else”. 

Existing participants wanted to gain access to more improved booking system 

(Participant A), quicker response time in communication (Participant B), keep serving 

water bottles to passengers (Participant C and D), introduce more varieties of low-cost 

airports (Participant G) and improve customer service (Participant H).   

Consumer Choices 

It is a known fact that consumers have preferences when it comes to air travel, and the 

interviewed participants were no exception. When the participants were asked about 

which factor are important to them when traveling with an airline, various answers 

followed. Participants mentioned price (Participant C and G), convenience of the flight 

schedule and stopover (Participant E, F, G and H), friendly employees (Participant D 

and H), safety (Participant A and C), seat comfort (Participant D and G), no flight delay 

and baggage problems (Participant F) and finally participant B mentioned the 

importance of the airline providing good information to their customers: “ …That there 

is provided good information. Things can always go wrong which can lead to delay or 

something”.   
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Interestingly, price is mentioned as an important factor while deciding to travel with 

an airline. However, the participants never mentioned this as a cause of complaint, 

although mentioned several times in study 2. In the TMF, Foxall (2018) describes the 

consumer choice as important for the firm to have actions to respond to in order to 

satisfy both customers and the firm‘s goals.  

Customer relationship and Recommendation 

 Committed customers are expected to maintain a customer relationship in 

addition to increasing their purchase level or travel retention (Lacey, 2007). When 

asked whether the participants would be likely to travel again with the airline and if they 

would recommend it after having voiced their complaint, the answers differed. In next 

pages, Table 13 and Table 14 show participants answers towards customer relationship 

and recommendations.  
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Table 13 

Summary of participants answers to customer relationship questions 

Interview A B C D E F G H 

Questions: 

 

        

How likley or 

unlikely are you 

to travel again 

with Icelandair? 

Likely It depends on where I'm 

traveling. They are 

expensive. I would 

consider if they were 

cheaper. 

I would travel 

again with 

them and give 

them a chance.  

We would 

likely travel 

again with 

them.  

Very likely, 

I just 

booked my 

September 

trip last 

week.  

They would 

have to 

reimburse my 

last travel  

  

Fairly likely, it 

depends on how 

they treat my 

luggage claim.  

 

 

Unlikely 

         

What would 

Icelandair have 

to do in order 

for you to 

remain a 

customer? 

We don’t 

have much 

choice. We 

are on this 

island, and if 

we need to go 

anywhere, we 

must travel 

with 

Icelandair.  

Improve their 

information procedure 

and offer better 

solutions to customers 

when they experience 

these kinds of problems, 

perhaps they could 

improve their cabin 

crew customer service. I 

sometimes get a 

negative feeling from 

the service experience. 

What I was 

disappointed 

about was the 

lack of 

information 

and what was 

going on and 

the time it took 

to sort 

everything out 

the whole day 

at the airport.  

If they will 

respond to the 

unsatisfactory 

results from 

their customers 

and make some 

changes. 

Just keep 

doing what 

they are 

doing. 

They would 

have to make 

my last travel 

right and just 

inform their  

passengers 

about the 

flights. 

Don't make me 

hand the hand 

luggage at a cost 

point. If they say 

the flight is full, 

which they claimed 

that flight was 

fairly full that they 

can't take the extra 

luggage, then don't 

make me pay for it.  

At this point we are 

going to try other 

airlines. This is the 

second time this has 

happened to us.  
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Table 14 

Summary of participants answers to recommendations questions 

Interview A B C D E F G H 

Questions:         

On the scale 0-10, 

how likely are you 

to recommend 

Icelandair to a 

friend or a 

colleague? 

While Wow air was 

operating, then I did 

not recommend 

them. I’d probably 

put me on a scale of 

5. (0) 

Very unlikely. I 

would say maybe a 

5. (2) 

 

7 (0) 

 

 

 

Right now, it would 

be around 4. (3) 

 

I would say 9 

or a 10, let's 

call it a 10. 

(2) 

0 (0) 

 

I would say 

right now 

around 6-7, 

before it 

was a 9-10. 

(0) 

0 (0) 

Why did you 

choose this score? 

 

It has to do with 

theses extremely 

old airplanes, I find 

them very 

uncomfortable and 

to my fear of flying. 

 

I’ve experienced a 

negative service 

onboard. And I feel 

like the employees’ 

attitude towards the 

passengers is…like 

there is missing a 

smile and the 

customer service. 

They have paid 

some 

compensation 

towards the 

incident; you 

know they have 

reacted in a right 

way on that one. 

Because of the 

issues I talked 

about, it doesn't 

make sense having 

that many people on 

a plane with 2 

washrooms 

available. 

They just 

had one little 

hiccup. 

 

Because of the 

incident I had 

with them. 

 

Due to 

what I 

experience

d. 

 

Customer service and 

the expense that they 

cost us. I would not 

want to put anyone 

else through that, 

that's why. Because 

if they were a friend 

before I recommend 

it, they wouldn’t be 

after they had 

problems. 

If unlikely, what 

would Icelandair 

have to do for 

your 

recommendation? 

 

Not MAX 737 or 

nearly related to 

that. They would 

have to get new 

airplanes. Or I 

would wish that 

they could do that. 

 

They would have to 

cater to their 

customers’ needs 

and inform their 

passengers.  

However, to help me 

find another flight, it 

was like pulling the 

kidneys out of the 

woman. 

They would have 

to provide more 

information 

when passengers 

need them. I 

want to be kept 

informed.  

Whether they bump 

up the price of the 

ticket, but I think an 

onboard meal, 

obviously they are 

issues around that. I 

think that on a 7-

hour flight a meal 

should be included. 

I ‘m pretty 

happy with 

them and 

recommend 

them. 

They would 

have to make 

up for the 

inconvenience 

that I had. 

 

If this gets 

finely 

handled 

and I get 

reimbursed. 

Then I 

could get 

back up at 

9-10. 

 

There‘s nothing that 

they can do. 

Note. In the first question, each answer from a participant ends with a number in brackets(). This represent each participants NPS before the interview. Retrieved from 

Icelandair’s post-flight survey.  



COMPLAINTS AND RECOVERY STRATEGIES: HOW TO MAINTAIN A 

CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP AND RECOMMENDATION? THE CASE OF 

ICELANDAIR                                                                        
 

52 
 

 The author noticed the answers related to different causes of complaints and the 

magnitude of the problem. Participant E, who was throughout the interview 

understanding and positive, said: “Just keep doing what they are doing”. When asked 

what Icelandair had to do in order for him to remain a customer. He experienced minor 

problem of seat change whereas other participants (B, C, D, F, G and H) experienced 

multiple problems, therefore had more negative comments.  

An interesting finding regarding the NPS was made by the author. From the 

airline’s post-flight survey, the author gained knowledge on how these customers had 

rated their recommendations to the airline, before the interview. A substantial increase 

occurred during the interview, when participants were asked to rate the airline again, see 

all participants answers in Table 14. The author proposes the reason related to i) 

attention, The act of both the author and Icelandair showing an interest in the 

participants complaint and ii) time, as there was on average a month between the 

ratings.  

Overall, these findings revealed five out of eight complaining participants 

willing to maintain a current relationship with the airline. All except one stated it being 

due to functional reasons. Regardless of the NPS increase, only one participant would 

be willing to recommend the airline, considered as “promoter”, while others would give 

lower NPS, therefore considered “detectors” or “passives”. Through the lens of the 

TMF, this study contributes to the consumer options, functional outcomes, their choice 

consumption and consequences based on them. Several factors on complaint behavior 

were revealed to have an influence on customers relationship with the airline. Also, 

main causes of complaints have now been revealed. Hence, it is relevant to examine 

further what complaint has the most effect of customers willing to maintain the 

consumer-firm relationship.  
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 Study 4  Consumer preferences: Complaints towards 

Customer relationship  

 Previous studies have examined complaining customers and their main causes of 

complaints and how complaints affect the consumer-firm relationship along with NPS. 

However, they did not examine their preference towards specific cause of complaints to 

maintain the relationship with the airline. Therefore, study 4 involved a survey with 

choice-based conjoint analysis design. The focus is on consumer choice and their 

changing preferences. In addition, study 4 will present replicated results from study 1 

through Independent samples t-test to provided further benchmark on other airlines.   

8.1 Introduction 

 The conjoint analysis helps to predict consumer preferences when exposed to 

multiple attribute options in products and services (Green & Srinivasan, 1978). These 

preferences are tested by separating them into compatible impact scales, where the 

original assessment can be altered (Gustafsson, Herrmann, & Huber, 2013). This helps 

to resolve the most important preferences towards the service offered from airlines to 

customers and gives valuable information about the relative impact of various factors 

triggering the complaints. Choice-based conjoint analysis (CBC) is one favored type of 

preference measurement that is often used in market research. It has been established in 

the transportation industry as well as operations management and food studies (Halme 

& Kallio, 2011).  

Various studies have been analyzed through the CBC method, with regards to the field 

of aviation as well as customer complaints in general (e.g., Bassig & Silverio, 2016; 

Chiam, Soutar, & Yeo, 2009; Didow & Barksdale, 1982; Guillet & Xu, 2013; Teichert, 

Shehu, & von Wartburg, 2008), although to lesser extent, academic research have not 

undertaken this type of analyses on complaining customers in aviation. Therefore, this 

paper contributes to extend the literature on conjoint analysis in regards the customer 

complaints in the airline context. Overall, the theory of conjoint analysis notes 

customers given various attributes and levels to consider, placing a certain utility 

(value) on each of them. This results in determining the overall utility by summing up 

the value of its parts (levels) of that product or service (Orme, 2002). In addition to the 

CBC method, this study will also replicate study’s 1 results, with an Independent 
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samples t-test on participants stated preferences to compare the means of two groups 

complaining customers and non-complaining customers. 

 Through the lens of the TMF this study will examine the relationship between 

causal dimension and responses from consumers, by conducting an conjoint experiment,  

where main causes of complaints (from study 2 and 3) are displayed in a hypothetical 

online scenarios. The experiment will reveal consumers preferences on what are the 

most important attributes for customers willing to maintain a relationship with an 

airline. Therefore, the TMF reveals the true consumers choices and the consequences of 

making those choices. 

8.2 Method 

8.2.1 Attributes and Levels 

 The most fundamental part of designing valuable conjoint analysis is defining 

the appropriate attributes and levels. Attributes are independent aspects of a product or a 

service and should be both independent and mutually exclusive. Each attribute has 

varying degrees, or levels. (Orme, 2002). The inevitable challenge is reducing the 

number of attributes to set size in terms of reliable estimation procedures, along with 

being well-fitting with consumer preferences (Green & Srinivasan, 1978). This is why 

attributes are in general not more than six factors, and levels are at least two for each 

attribute but not more than five to reduce any information overload (Green & 

Srinivasan, 1978; Orme, 2002).  

 In order to identify appropriate attributes and levels for the CBC, various sources 

were used 1) interviews with managers, 2) interviews with consumers (study 3), 3) 

background research build on customer complaints in aviation (Bhadra, 2009; Gursoy et 

al., 2005; Kim & Lee, 2009) and 4) content analysis on Facebook complaints (study 2). 

As mentioned before, no research to the authors knowledge has been conducted with 

similar attributes and levels in this setting. Therefore this study will use previous studies 

in this paper along with support from other references. Table 15 presents the total 

attributes and levels utilized in this study. In addition to attribute description and 

examples of reference.  
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Table 15 

Attributes and levels for the conjoint analysis survey 

Attribute 

name 

Attribute 

description 

 

Levels 

Examples of 

reference  

Baggage 

problems 

 

  

Indicates when 

customers 

complain when 

experiencing 

problems 

regarding baggage.  

None 

Damaged 

Delayed 

Lost 

 

 
 

Totten et al. (2005) 

Chow (2014) 

SITA (2019) 

Study 2 

Study 3 

Customer 

service 

problems 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Represents when 

customers 

complain when 

their expectations 

are not met 

through customer 

service employees.  

None 

Poor response: online and call center 

Unhelpful employees 

Lack of information 

 

 

 

 

  

Chang, Khan, & 

Tsai (2012) 

Cho et al. (2002) 

Study 2 

Study 3 

Flight 

disruption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Indicates when 

customers 

complain when 

experiencing flight 

cancelation and 

flight delay.  

None 

Delayed 15 min - 3 hours 

Delayed 3+ hours - 5 hours 

Canceled and rebooked another day 

Canceled and rebooked same day 

  

Gursoy et al. (2005) 

Bhadra (2009) 

Zou & Hansen 

(2014)  

Etemad-Sajadi & 

Bohrer (2019) 

Wen, Wu, & Fu 

(2017) 

Study 2 

Study 3 

Refund 

problems 

 

  

Represents when 

customers 

complain from en 

unpleasant 

experience and are 

anticipating over 

the refund redress, 

making it a factor 

whether to 

maintain the 

relationship with 

the airline or not. 

None 

Less than two weeks waiting time 

2-4 weeks waiting time 

More than four weeks waiting time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Taylor (1994) 

Guillet & Xu (2013) 

Study 2 

Study 3 

 

Attribute 1: Baggage problems 

In late 2018, a growing number of airlines promoted baggage tracking as one of its key 

points in the customer journey (SITA, 2019). Undoubtedly, a response to the 

International Air Transport Association’s (IATA) 753 resolution, where airlines are 
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compelled to track baggage at four key points in the journey. This is intended to 

encourage airlines to reduce their baggage mishandling (IATA, n.d.). In 2018, 4.36 

billion travelers checked in more than 4.27 billion bags, increasing the strain on the 

infrastructure and give operations challenging effect (SITA, 2019). Totten et al. (2005) 

found airlines devoting an extensive amount of time, money, and energy to meddle 

manually to reunite passengers with their baggage when the system fails. They also 

discussed the nature of delivering baggage being an event that includes “all or nothing." 

Finally, Chow (2014) concluded that customer complaints increased with higher 

number of damaged bags.  

Moreover, logistics and geography are involved, whereas if the baggage is not 

located on the airplane, the airline’s ability to offer an immediate solution to the service 

failure is difficult. In 2018, there were mainly three reasons why 4.27 billion bags are 

mishandled, 77% of bags were delayed, 18 % were damaged, and 5% were lost (SITA, 

2019). In this regard, the four levels for this attribute will include, “None,” “Damaged,” 

“Delayed,” and “Lost.”  

Attribute 2: Customer service problems 

In the airline context, studies have focused on the relationship between customer 

service and customers complaints, resulting in a negative relation, whereas higher levels 

of customer service predict lower levels of customer complaints (Steven, Dong, & 

Dresner, 2012). In the restaurant industry, Chang et al. (2012) discovered undesirable 

service experience affects complaint behavior amongst customers. Both study 2 and 3 

gave important insights for constructing this attribute, along with this being the main 

cause of complaint in study 2. Moreover, the studies provided insights on complaints 

due to both unhelpful employees and poor responses from the customer service team. 

From the interviews (study 3), participants mentioned repeatedly the lack of information 

provided from Icelandair to the customers. Therefore, this attribute was used in the CBC 

analysis and the four levels of  “None” ,“unhelpful employees” and „poor responses 

through online and telephone” and “Lack of information”.   

Attribute 3: Flight disruption 

As suggested by Orme (2002), prohibitions should be avoided as they decrease 

the precision of the CBC. Therefore, an attribute of two causes of complaints (Fight 
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cancellation and Flight delay) was merged into one, Flight disruption. This attribute 

represents the following two problems:  

Flight cancellation 

Despite the vast majority of flights operating as scheduled, flight delays and 

cancellations do occur as a result of aircraft shortages. Weather conditions, mechanical 

problems, delays of incoming flights can all be reasons for this shortage, often managed 

through flight cancellations (Jarrah, Yu, Krishnamurthy, & Rakshit, 1993). This 

procedure is complex and results in severe unsatisfactory among passengers, given the 

immense impact it produces.  

In study 2, this attribute was the second most mentioned cause of complaint. 

Gursoy et al. (2005) include this as an important attribute while studying relative 

position on US airlines based on attributes and service quality. Lastly, in order to build 

this attribute levels, the author gained important insights from interviews with 

Icelandair‘s managers as to how flight cancellation scenarios can occur and what are the 

actions provided to customers. In many cases, the airlines flight schedules swifts due to 

reasons above, making it applied to cancel flights two weeks in advance and offer a full 

refund to the airfare. Another scenario might occur when the same-day cancellation 

occurs, making the company bound to rebook the airfare on another day or finding 

another available flight with another carrier on the same day. The four levels for this 

attribute in the CBC analysis will be based on these scenarios, “None”, “Cancelled and 

refunded”, “Rebooked another day”, “Rebooked with another airline, same day”.  

Flight delay 

Airlines are carefully monitored on their on-time performance. According to the 

U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), a flight is considered “on time” if it operates 

within 15 minutes of the scheduled time (Bowen & Headley, 2019). Flight delay has 

been concluded as a common cause of complaint in the airline context (e.g., Bhadra, 

2009; Etemad-Sajadi & Bohrer, 2019; Wen et al., 2017; Zou & Hansen, 2014). 

According to Regulation (EC) No 261/2004 passengers are entitled to compensations 

when the flight arrives at its destination more than three hours late from its scheduled 

flight time. Hence, if a flight is 30 minutes late, it is considered as flight delay without 

compensation, whereas if the flight is over 3 hours late passengers are entitled to 



COMPLAINTS AND RECOVERY STRATEGIES: HOW TO MAINTAIN A 

CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP AND RECOMMENDATION? THE CASE OF 

ICELANDAIR                                                                        
 

58 
 

compensation. Regardless of its impact on air travel and how it can alter passengers 

forwarding travel arrangements, this factor was the least mentioned cause of complaint 

in study 2. In this regard, for this CBC analysis there were three levels for this attribute; 

“None”, “15 min-3 hours” and “3+ hours-5 hours”.  

Attribute 4: Refund problems 

Obtaining refunds can be very important in terms of rectifying the unpleasant 

experience along with limiting the complaint, for the results of maintaining a customer 

relationship. For complaining customers, obtaining refunds are most often thought as 

the endpoint of the customer's journey. The levels for this attribute are based on findings 

from study 3 along with additional research, as insights from the participants revealed 

that they were waiting for to obtain their refunds in order to maintain the relationship 

with the airline or not. Next, Taylor‘s (1994) discussion on waiting on service were 

applied on airline regulations. According to Regulation (EC) No 261/2004 and DOT 

(U.S. Department of Transportation, 2019), refunds should be processed in between 20 

business days and up to a few weeks. Therefore proposed levels for this attribute are: 

“None”, “Less than 2 weeks”, “2-4 weeks” and “More than 4 weeks”.  

 8.2.2 Participants 

A choice-based conjoint analysis survey was used to collect information from 

542 participants. The participants were a random sample of Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(Mturk) users, the sample was specified to accept nationalities from USA, UK, 

Germany, Denmark, and Canada to match Icelandair's current customers base (Lára 

Margrét Möller, Brand Manager, personal communication, July 23, 2019). The sample 

size was adjusted in terms of participants who had never flown (6) and those who 

dropped out and did not complete the survey (34). Therefore 40 participants were 

discarded. Table 17 shows 502 participants with relatively even gender divide, 283 were 

female, and 218 were male, 56% and 43%, respectively. Most participants were at the 

age of 25 to 44 as they accounted for in total 67%. As expected, the vast majority of the 

participants were Americans or 84%. More details are provided in Table 16.  
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Table 16 

Demographic profile of CBC survey participants  

Variable n Percentage of total 

Gender   

Female 283 56% 

Male 218 43% 

Other 1 0% 

Age   

18-24 43 9% 

25-34 195 39% 

35-44 140 28% 

45-54 64 13% 

55-64 50 10% 

65 an older 10 2% 

Country of nationality   

USA 420 84% 

UK 16 3% 

Other 66 13% 

Purpose of Travel   

Business 125 24% 

Leisure 367 72% 

Other 10 2% 

Traveled with Icelandair   

Yes 27 5% 

No 475 95% 

 

8.2.3 Measures  

 The CBC survey was created using Sawtooth‘s software advanced version 

„Lighthouse Studio,“ its flagship software for producing and analyzing surveys. Before 

launching the survey, both questions and the survey was tested on 20 individuals, of 

mixed age, gender, and profession. Some minor adjustments to the questions were made 

from the testing. The survey was then pre-tested again in regard to volume and technical 

data processing on Mturk. The test survey showed a sample of participants that did not 

match Icelandair's top target nationalities segments. Therefore, the author made 

adjustments to the sample to match Icelandair‘s nationality segments. 

Ultimately, the survey was launched on Mturk, as the author´s aim was to collect as 

much heterogeneous data as possible, leading to distributing the survey through Mturk, 

a crowdsourcing marketplace with a distributed workforce performing these tasks 
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virtually. This method optimizes efficiency and increases flexibility, resulting in a 

valuable set of data (Amazon Mechanical Turk, n.d.). In order to support the survey‘s 

validity, only Mturk‘s super-users of 95% track record were utilized, and a termination 

question was added in the end of the survey, to exclude any speculations of robots. The 

survey was split into two parts. First, background questions and other stated preference 

and second, choice-based analysis questions. The survey included 13 total questions, 

which included 12 choice-based questions or tasks. The composition of the tasks shows 

attributes and levels which participants must choose from. Each task includes four 

options of attributes and different levels and a NONE option, if participants do not 

prefer any of the other options. Figure 7 shows an example of one task from the survey.  

 

Figure 7. Example of a task in the conjoint analysis survey 

 8.2.4 Procedure 

Participants were exposed to the survey through the Mturk platform. They were given 

minor details about the survey, and its time limits. The first page of the survey informed 

participants that the study is about the experience when traveling with an airline. They 

were told that the survey should take around 10 minutes of their time and that all 

answers will remain anonyms and not be shared.  Participants were told that for each 
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question to choose the most fitting answer. Participants had to answer all questions, and 

no debrief took place after the survey.  

8.3 Results and discussion 

Overall, the results will be concluded within the frame of the TMF, as in what are the 

main options (i.e., complaints) customers agree on upon and what should be offered to 

customers regarding exploring their ability to remain as customers with an airline. 

Furthermore, these findings will delve into to what extent it will have on the NPS.  

 8.3.1 Stated preferences 

While the study focuses on gaining results to see if the utility scores of the CBC 

scenario has an effect on customers relationship, participants were also asked to state 

their preference in the first part of the survey. To evaluate the impact of how complaints 

affect consumer-firm relationship and the NPS score an Independent samples t-test was 

conducted using SPSS. Similar variables were used as in study 1, which have the same 

descriptions. There were two dependent variables (Travel retention and NPS) and one  

independent variable (Complaints). The t-test shows the comparison between 

complaining consumers and non-complainants. Further, it shows the estimation of 

behavioral difference. Table 17 presents the results.  

Table 17 

Mean, standard deviations and effect sizes for complaints  

Mean (SD) 

Dependent variable   No complaints   Complaints   Effect size (d) 

                

Travel retention   3.97 (1.08)   3.19 (1.23)   0.67   

                

NPS   7.82 (2.99)   5.61 (2.95)   0.74   

                

There was a significant decrease in Travel retention from no complaints (M = 3.97, SD 

= 1.08) to complaints (M = 3.19, SD = 1.23), t(247) = -6.75, p <  0.001 (two-tailed). 

There was also a significant decrease in NPS from no complaints (M = 7.82, SD = 2.99) 

to complaints (M = 5.61, SD = 2.95), t(279) = -7.65, p < 0.001 (two-tailed). The 

Cohen‘s effect size results reveal the difference between groups led to medium effects 

(Cohen‘s d is 0.67 and 0.74 for Travel retention and NPS, respectively). These results 

suggest that there is a behavioral difference between non-complaining customers and 

complaining customers and how they react towards customer relationship (Travel 



COMPLAINTS AND RECOVERY STRATEGIES: HOW TO MAINTAIN A 

CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP AND RECOMMENDATION? THE CASE OF 

ICELANDAIR                                                                        
 

62 
 

retention) and recommendation (NPS). In addition, there is a stronger relationship 

between complaints and NPS (recommendation) than Travel retention (customer 

relationship). 

 8.3.2 CBC Results 

 In order to analyze the CBC results, a Hierarchal Bayes estimation was utilized 

as well as Aggregated Logit. Findings from study 2 and 3 showed that customers in the 

airline context are exposed to problems or unpleasant experience, they can experience 

multiple problems scenarios. Therefore, the CBC task scenarios are supported by those 

findings. Table 18 shows attribute importance and standard errors.  

Table 18 

Attribute importance and standard errors 

 

Attribute name 

Attribute 

Importance 

Importance 

standard error 

Lower 

95% CI 

Upper 

95% CI 

Baggage problems 40.71 0.53 39.67 41.75 

Customer service problems 17.95 0.79 17.16 18.75 

Flight disruption 25.13 1.11 24.42 25.84 

Refund problems 16.20 0.72 15.58 16.82 

NONE     

 

 Surprisingly, the Baggage problems attribute has the highest attribute 

importance, indicating that participants are most sensitive towards this problem when 

willing to travel again and maintain the relationship with an airline. The high 

importance of this attribute is more than likely due to the fact of customer‘s expectation, 

as nowadays customers expect this to be handled sufficiently and therefore are 

extremely sensitive when encountering problems. In line with study 2 and study 3, the 

importance of flight disruption was relatively high when it comes to customer 

relationship as it can offer severe consequences to the customer's experience. Refund 

problems are considered the least important attribute. The utility scores of the attributes 

were segmented into complainers and none-complainers, by using Hierarchal Bayes 

utility report. Table 19 shows conjoint average utilities for each segment.  
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Table 19 

Conjoint average utilities 

 

 

Attribute name 

 

 

Levels 

Average 

utilities 

No complaints 

Average 

utilities 

Complaints 

Baggage 

problems 

None 

Damaged 

Delayed 

Lost 

85.93 

-48.38 

26.61 

-64.15 

80.52 

-44.76 

27.51 

-63.27 

Customer 

service 

problems 

None 

Poor response: online and call center 

Unhelpful employees 

Lack of information 

38.78 

-20.85 

-17.71 

0.22 

30.62 

-18.64 

-11.72 

0.27 

Flight 

disruption 

None 

Delayed 15 min – 3 hours 

Delayed 3+ hours – 5 hours 

Canceled and rebooked another day 

Canceled and rebooked same day 

36.36 

19.43 

-8.86 

-41.28 

-5.65 

41.51 

26.34 

-7.36 

-52.11 

-8.38 

Refund 

problems 

None 

Less than 2 weeks waiting time 

2-4 weeks waiting time 

More than 4 weeks waiting time 

29.65 

5.17 

-9.91 

-24.92 

29.83 

5.05 

-8.66 

-26.22 

NONE  38.99 28.88 

 

 Overall, the none option in each utility was placed with the highest utility, which 

comes not to a surprise as participants all wanted to experience no problems in order to 

be willing to maintain the customer relationship. From the Flight disruption utility, there 

is an interesting difference within the complaining participants were “delayed 15 min- 

3hours“ is 26.34 and “Cancellation and rebooked another day“ is -52.11. The difference 

indicates that participants are more likely to maintain a customer relationship after 

experiencing this level of delay rather than cancellation. Despite the low utility score, it 

does not translate that the level is negative itself. This indicates only, that when 

participants compare two options of “delayed 15 min-3 hours“ and “cancellation and 

rebooked another day“ the participant is more likely to choose to travel again when the 

“delayed 15 min -3 hours is exposed” (Orme, 2002). Another interesting finding comes 

from the Customer service problems utility, which are similar amongst complaining 

participants and non-complainants. The level “lack of information” in both cases are 
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0.22 and 0.27, in second place after the none options. These findings agree with study 2 

and study 3, where this is repeatedly mentioned.  

 In this study, the NONE option represents the participants choices when not 

willing to maintain a customer relationship when exposed to the CBC scenario. The 

results show that complaining participants utility is 28.88 and none complaining 

participants utility is 38.99. This indicates that when participants area exposed in the set 

of CBC, the share of true preferences is revealed and complaining participants are more 

willing to maintain a customer relationship than non-complaining participants. Through 

the lens of the TMF, the study‘s contribution was towards consumer consequences 

based on the consumers choice consumption. Thus, this contributes to the firm‘s profit 

and functional outcomes, where the measures of NPS (Keiningham, Cooil, Andreassen, 

& Aksoy, 2007; Reichheld, 2003) has shown the linear linkage between NPS and 

company growth rate. 

 General discussion and conclusion 

9.1 Overall findings  

Overall, the results show that there is a significant difference between 

complaining customers and non-complaining customers compared to customer‘s 

relationship with the airline and NPS. Study 1 examined Icelandair's consumer attitudes 

when exposed to the airlines marketing mix. The result showed a group comparison 

between, complaining customers, non-complaining customers and customers who 

encountered unpleasant experience. This was done in order to extend to the literature on 

limited number of dissatisfied customers who voice their complaints (Ling Sim et al., 

2010; Plymire, 1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008). The study agrees with these findings as 

complaining customers were n=61 and non-complaining customers were n=462. 

Moreover, in regard to this paper‘s research questions the findings revealed that 

complaining customers have the most significant decreasing relationship towards 

recommendations (NPS), out of all the groups. These findings indicate complaining 

customers (M=5.74) represents “detectors” in the NPS scale whereas all other groups 

were „passives”. These results are in line with Reichheld's (2003) discussions, where 

the Net Promoter Score of 6 or lower are considered “detectors” and therefore they can 

lead to subtracting the overall NPS score. As mentioned, the literature is scarce when it 
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comes to examining customers complaints and NPS, these findings could be drawn to 

the conclusion of Kau and Wan-Yiun Loh (2006a) where they concluded in their study 

that complainants would lead to less positive actions for companies then non-

complainants. In addition, study 1 showed complaining customers also having 

significant decreasing effects on customer relationship, although dissatisfied customers 

who had an unpleasant experience had the lowest significant effect (M= 6.13). This 

indicates not only the importance of complaining customers, but also the overall 

dissatisfaction of customers.  

Study 2 also agrees with study 1 and the fact that limited number of customers 

voice their complaint (Ling Sim et al., 2010; Plymire, 1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008). 

The study showed that 6% of comments were considered complaints along, discovering 

five main causes of complaints; Customer service, flight cancellation, baggage 

problems, flight delay, and refund problems. The results agree with DOT‘s June 2019 

monthly report (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2019). The most common cause of 

complaint was customer service (40%) wich agrees with Cho et al. (2002) findings 

where they stated the importance of customer service towards customers satisfaction. 

Further, the study revealed the effect of the external environment on the bilateral 

contingency, through the discriminative stimulus (SD) were three major events increased 

online complaints. These findings have been notified by Bujisic, Bogicevic, Parsa, 

Jovanovic, & Sukhu (2019) as they concluded extreme weather conditions drives 

consumer complaint behavior in the restaurant context.  

The results from the consumer interviews in study 3 is important in terms of 

digging deeper into what previous studies in this paper have discovered. In study 3 the 

results shows, five out of eight participants were likely to remain as customers with 

Icelandair, after having voiced their online complaint. The results agrees with 

Edvardson & Ross (2003), where majority of their interviews with complaining 

customers found they would not change their relationship with the company. As 

mentioned before, another noticeable element that bears repeating is the dissatisfaction 

of customers service and the airline‘s lack of information towards them when exposed 

to a service failure. This is in line with the conclusion from study 2. The author 

proposes the reason being related to customers that book airfare through OTA‘s, or 

third-party websites and not through Icelandair‘s website, as the split is accounted for 
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50/50 (Ásta Benonýsdóttir, Customer Experience Support Manager, personal 

communication, July 14, 2019).  As mentioned before, up until June 1st, 2019 the 

airline did not have access to these customers personal information as this was 

considered ownership of the OTA‘s (International Air Transport Association, 2019), 

therefore acting as a major barrier for Icelandair to provide information to their 

customers. Study 3 also contributed results on the effect of complaints towards 

recommendation (NPS). Only one participant was willing to give the Net Promoter 

Score of 10 and therefore considered as “promoter”. Others were considered „detectors“ 

and one “passive”. The results agrees with study 1. Although, at first, these results do 

not seem promising for the airline, the author noticed a light at the end of the tunnel. 

There was a substantial increase in the NPS from the participants post-flight rating 

compared to the rating in the interview. Two factors can be addressed concerning this 

observation, attention and time. Both Icelandair and the author provided these 

participants their attention, by sending them an email (Icelandair) and interviewing 

them (author). This may have increased their perception of the airline and therefore 

their NPS. Also, there was a difference in time between the ratings which could indicate 

the increase. To the author's knowledge, this has not been supported in the literature, 

yet, and therefore could offer further investigation. 

Finally, in study 4 the choice-based conjoint survey was conducted on 

worldwide airline passengers to provide a benchmark for the previous findings. The 

participants stated preferences agree with study 3 and Kau & Wan-Yiun Loh (2006), 

where complaining customers are significantly less likely then non-complaining 

customers to maintain a customer relationship and recommend the airline (NPS). 

Moreover, the choice-based conjoint analysis revealed participants choice of baggage 

problem, being the most important attribute airlines should be concerned about when 

customers are willing to maintain a relationship. Totten et al., (2005) also discussed this 

baggage problem importance where the nature of the baggage redress is an all or 

nothing event. In addition, growing number of airlines have found baggage tracking a 

key factor in their customer journey (SITA, 2019). Customer service attribute followed 

next, then flight disruption and finally refund problems were considered least important 

attribute. The results agrees with Guillet & Xu (2013) as they found refunds also not the 

most important attribute.   
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9.2 Research and theory contributions 

This paper contributes knowledge to the airline industry on what attributes, 

measured as causes of complaints, airlines should be most concerned about in order to 

maintain a relationship with their customers. In addition, it provides findings, not yet 

discovered to the authors knowledge, towards effects of complaints towards NPS and 

what actions should be taken. This paper also extends the literature on being the first 

paper based on The Theory of the Marketing Firm in the context of punishing 

consequences towards consumer-firm relationship. Finally, this paper was conducted 

through multiple method‘s and studies for increasing validity and triangulation. In order 

to discuss this paper‘s theory contribution, existing studies will be applied to the 

bilateral contingency framework in Figure 8.  

 

Figure 8. Bilateral contingency applied to all studies 

 

Both studies 1 and 4, contributions affected consumer consequences, informational (IR) 

based on the consumers choice consumption. Thus, this contributed also to the firm‘s 

profit and functional outcomes, where the measures of NPS  has shown the linear 

linkage between NPS and company growth rate (Keiningham, Cooil, Andreassen, & 

Aksoy, 2007; Reichheld, 2003). In study 2 the contribution focus was through the 

marketing intelligence where Icelandair‘s customers provided feedback for managerial 

behavior (Rm) and what managers should act on to produce a positive reputation 
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(Foxall, 2018). Finally, the interviews in study 3 contributed knowledge on what 

marketing mix features they were exposed to (Consumer options), what choices they 

made (choice consumption) along with how did that affect the consumer consequences, 

informational (IR). 

9.3 Managerial Implications  

 As the airline finds itself in challenging times, the act of increasing focus on 

complaining customers could, therefore, contribute to more active consumer-firm 

relationship. The literature discussed that complaining customer could differ from non-

complaining customers (Kau & Wan-Yiun Loh, 2006), along with only limited amount 

of dissatisfied customers complain (Ling Sim et al., 2010; Plymire, 1991; Stauss & 

Seidel, 2008) Based on this paper ‘s findings there are key guidelines proposed for 

Icelandair.  

 First, Icelandair is in a privileged position as it has important knowledge of 

their complaining customers, from their online form, social media accounts, and from 

their post-flight survey. It‘s proposed that the airline makes more usage out of these 

complaints, as they are a good indicator of what is going on and what problems need 

repair. Implementing a “complaint heat map“ would be a good start, as they are a 

graphical representation of the data in hand and are useful in viewing various 

underlying trends about where the problems are located.  Next, Icelandair should study 

carefully the update from IATA´s resolution 830d which give airlines the power of 

contacting customers who buy airfare through third parties. Based on this paper‘s 

findings, lack of information to customers when exposed to problems is, the biggest 

cause of complaint that the airline faces. Thus, this opportunity should be used to it‘s 

fullest. The proposed implementation should be agile and should be in line with current 

communication to current Icelandair customers. Finally, to address the effect of 

complaints towards NPS, this paper‘s findings show that complaining customers should 

be given, attention and timeliness of redress. As mentioned before, the airlines conduct 

a post-flight survey on all customers. The implementation should be to carry on with the 

current survey, give special attention to complaining customers (by e-mail) and follow 

up on the NPS after 2 weeks time. Consequently, leading the complaining customer 

more satisfied and willing to recommend the airline.   
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9.4 Limitations  

9.4.1 Study 1 Limitations 

The main issue regarding the survey in study 1 was that customers were only 

asked to give their point of view about an unpleasant experience that occurred during 

their most recent flight experience. Another limitation is the limited number of 

complaining customers compared to total participants in the survey, which altered the 

possibility to conduct a multiple regression analysis to further test the causes of 

complaints.  

9.4.2 Study 2 Limitations 

  Conducting the content analysis on Icelandair‘s Facebook page only provided 

information about dissatisfied customers who voiced their complaints in the specific 

period. As mentioned, there are only few people who actually complain (Ling Sim et 

al., 2010; Plymire, 1991; Stauss & Seidel, 2008), thus, it is likely that only few percent 

voiced it on Facebook.  

 9.4.3 Study 3 Limitations 

 For geographical reasons, all interviews were conducted through telephone. 

Out of eight interviews, six interviewers were located in other countries, and two were 

located in Iceland which is the same place whereas the author lives. Therefore, less 

observation was possible, then from a face-to-face interview, which provided the author 

less possibility to discern possible confusion or discomfort (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

Another limitation is concerning the interview process itself.  The interviews which 

were conducted last may carry more quality as the author may have improved the 

interviewing techniques over time.  

 9.4.4 Study 4 Limitations 

 A choice-based conjoint analysis survey was launched in study 4 on Mturk, 

crowdsourcing platform to reach nationalities that represent the majority of Icelandair's 

customer base. The biggest challenge was that the CBC scenarios were extremely 

emotionally taxing as the participants had to process great amount of informations in a 

short time and repeat the same task 12 times. In addition, these tasks included online 

experimental scenarios that the participants may have encountered or not. Finally, the 

study provided only limited participants that had flown with Icelandair.    
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9.5 Future research 

 Future research should extend this paper‘s work on the choice-based conjoint 

analysis. The provided attributes, which represent main causes of the airline‘s customer 

complaints could be tested with more actionable levels, hence possible redress from the 

airline. This could give airlines further actionable insights on what to offer customers 

when exposed with an unpleasant experience 

9.6 Conclusion 

 This paper examined the main causes of complaints and their effects on customer 

relationship and recommendation, between Icelandair and it‘s customers along with 

other existing airline customers under the scope of the Theory of the Marketing Firm 

(Foxall, 1999, 2018). The focus was on bilateral contingencies, and the consumer-firm 

relationship implied as marketing firm‘s actions (service and products offered to 

customers) and proposed consequences, operationalized as complaints and Net 

Promoter Score, from customers‘ consumption. Four studies were conducted to manage 

these objectives.  

 The major findings of this paper show significant difference between 

complaining customers and non-complaining towards customer relationship and 

recommendation, measured as NPS. Hence, complaining customers are significantly 

less willing to maintain a customer relationship and less likely to recommend the 

airline. The proposed studies are consistent with the literature as they show limited 

amount of customers voice their complaints (Ling Sim et al., 2010; Plymire, 1991; 

Stauss & Seidel, 2008). More importantly, the results showed complaining customers 

having larger effects towards NPS than willingness to maintain the customer 

relationship. This interpretation is further strengthened in the consumer interviews 

(study 3) where majority of complaining customers would maintain the relationship 

whereas only one would be considered as „promoter“ from the Net Promoter Score. The 

recovery strategies should improve the airline‘s lack of information, a level in customer 

service, towards customers along with providing more attention to complaining 

customers. There is a disparity between study 2 and study 4 concerning main causes of 

complaints, as study 2 shows main cause of complaints being customer service and 

study 4 shows baggage problems. The reasons can be related to methodological reasons, 
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as study 2 is an content analysis on Facebook and study 4 a choice-based conjoint 

analysis. 

 Overall, this paper has contributed knowledge to the airline industry on what 

attributes, measured as causes of complaints, airlines should be most concerned about in 

order to maintain a relationship with their customers. In addition, it provides findings, 

not yet discovered to the authors knowledge, towards effects of complaints towards 

NPS and what actions should be taken. This paper also extends the literature on being 

the first paper based on the Theory of The Marketing Firm in the context of punishing 

consequences towards consumer-firm relationship and should evoke future research on 

consumer-firm relationships. 
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Appendix A 

 

Top 12 ranked airline customers complaints 

Complaints Ranking 

Flight problems 1 

Cancellation   

Display 

Misconnection 
  

Baggage 2 

Reservation/Ticketing/Boarding 3 

Customer Service 4 

Refunds 5 

Fares 6 

Disability 7 

Oversales 8 

Frequent flyer 9 

Discrimination 10 

Advertising 11 

Animals 12 

                                    Source: (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2019) 
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Appendix B 

Below are two posts from Icelandair‘s Facebook page which were posted due to an 

external influence, due to the collapse of WOW air, the second-largest Icelandic airline 

on March 28th. 
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Appendix C 

The Interview Guide  

1. Can you describe the procedure the last time you purchased a service 

from Icelandair? (Consumption) 

2. How did you experience that service? (Evaluation) 

What consequences are you looking for in a service, 

Practical/Functional? or social? 

3. Is this your first time informing an airline about an unpleasant 

experience? 

4. What factors triggered that you informed Icelandair about your 

unpleasant experience? 

5. How did Icelandair handle your case? 

6. Which factors are important to you when choosing to travel with an 

airline?  

What about the price? 

What about advertising (promotion)? 

What about the service (product)?  

What about where the service can be bought (place)? 

7. What service would you be interested in seeing offered from Icelandair? 

8. Why did you choose to fly with Icelandair? 

For practical or social reasons? 

9. How likely or unlikely are you to travel again with Icelandair?  

10. What would Icelandair have to do in order for you to remain a customer? 

11. On the scale 0-10 (0 being extremely unlikely and 10 being extremely 

likely), how likely is that you would recommend Icelandair to a friend or 

colleague? 

12. If unlikely, what would Icelandair have to do for your recommendation? 
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Appendix D 

Themes and examples of answers from participants 

Themes Example 

Consumer options Product: The services do (make a difference) but the 

reliability is the number one factor. 

                           

Price: Price, yeah I‘m always looking for the best 

deal I can get.      

                   

Promotion: Not so much. We pick the place we 

want to go and then I research it and I look around 

and whether they spent money on advertising"                                     

 

Place: Yes! I think now with modern age travelers 

and especially with younger people even our selves. 

The last 10 years I haven't phoned anybody (to buy 

an airfare online).  

Consumption 

 

 

I went online, bought the tickets online for that. Both 

the flight tickets and the extra suitcase which I 

decided on a few days later. And I purchased an 

extra luggage fees.I went to the Icelandair website 

and booked a flight there. This process was pretty 

easy and straight forward.  

 

  

Cause of complaint 

It was because it was a whole day delayed. I was 

flying out to Vancouver and Reykjavík was the 

stopover point, so it was a whole day. Obviously I 

lost some holiday. 

Functional outcomes/Status 
It was the price point and...I guess the flight 

time...because it's convenient, it's short. It was 

practical.   

Consumer Choice 
 

Comfort, good service, friendly service I guess. 

Recommendation 
I don't want to recommend them. I wouldn't want to 

put anyone else through that, that's why I didn‘t 

want to recommend them. 

       Customer Relationship 
 

We would likely travel again with them. 

Managing consumer choices 
Hopefully, they will respond to the unsatisfactory 

results from their customers and make some 

changes.  
 


