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Abstract: Customer complaint behaviour, in response to
service failures, has been shown to vary based on numer-
ous factors, such as the nature of the service encounter,
the setting, culture, gender and the presence of others.
The gender-based study reported in this paper demon-
strates the impact of two of these factors, i.e. the presence
of others and gender, on the intent of Ecuadorian cus-
tomers to voice their complaints about service failures in
a restaurant setting. Employing a theoretical framework
of impression management and cultural orientation, and
with specific reference to Hofstede’s work on cultural
differences, this study found that Ecuadorian customers
were less likely to complain in the presence of other cus-
tomers than when they were alone. Impression manage-
ment and concern for others were shown to be more signif-
icant among women than men. Women were found to be
more motivated to manage their public image and create
positive impressions in other people’s minds, leading to
less intent to complain in the presence of other customers
than when they were alone. Male customers, on the other
hand, exhibited less concern for others and did not show
any significant difference in their complaint intentions,
whether they were alone or in the presence of others.
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1 Introduction

Customer complaint behaviours have been well studied
and documented in the service literature (e.g., Day et al.,
1981; Singh, 1988, 1990a, 1990b; Bodey and Grace, 2006;
Lin and Mattila, 2006; Mattila and Ro, 2008; Mattila, Cho,
and Ro, 2009; Gelbrich and Roschk, 2010; Wan, Hui, and
Wye, 2011;Vaerenbergh et al., 2014). However, most of
this research was conducted in the United States and in
Western Europe, and more recently was extended into Asia
for cross-cultural comparison purposes (e.g., Mattila and
Patterson, 2004a, 2004b; Chan and Wan, 2008; Zhang,
Beatty, and Walsh, 2008; Chan, Wan, and Sin, 2009; Kim,
Wen, and Doh, 2010; Wan, 2013). Very little research has
been done on the topic in the South American setting (for
an exception, see Valenzuela et al., 2005). In order to fill
this gap in research and to make a contribution to the
theory on consumer complaint behaviour in the hospital-
ity setting, in particular, the current study was conducted
among restaurant customers in Ecuador, a country rec-
ognised not only for its masculine cultural tendencies but
even more so for its extreme levels of collectivism (www.
geert-hofstede.com).

Culture refers to a group of people identified by a
shared history, values and patterns (Lindsey, 2009). The
best-known cultural framework is Hofstede’s (1980, 2001)
five-dimensional structure: individualism vs. collectiv-
ism, masculinity vs. femininity, long-term vs. short-term
orientation, power distance and uncertainty avoidance.
Hofstede defines culture as ‘the collective mental pro-
gramming of the human mind which distinguishes on
group of people from another’ (www.geert-hofstede.com).
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Among the five cultural dimensions, the most fre-
quently investigated in service research is the compar-
ison between individualism and collectivism (Triandis,
1994). In Hofstede’s culture index (www.geert-hofstede.
com), Ecuador is described to be having one of the most
collectivistic cultures in the world, scoring a low 8 on
the individualism index, while the United States and the
United Kingdom score as high as 91 and 89 by compari-
son. Compared with individualists, who tend to be more
self-focused and independent, collectivists tend to have
more interdependent self-construal levels: they tend to
be more sensitive to the needs of others (Chan, Wan, and
Sin, 2009) and try to maintain a harmonious atmosphere
around them.

Previous research has shown that a society’s individ-
ualist-collectivist orientation influences people’s com-
plaint behaviours (Liu, Furrer, and Sudharshan, 2001; Liu
and McClure, 2001), and thus this study was conceived
based on the belief that customer complaint behaviour
in Ecuador, because of its extreme position on the indi-
vidualism-collectivism rating scale, might be significantly
different from that of consumers in the United States and
Western Europe, where the majority of the research on the
customer complaint behaviour topic has been conducted
so far.

This study, which was primarily gender-based, used
impression management theory as its theoretical basis for
discussion. Impression management refers to the process
by which people attempt to control the images that others
form of them (Leary and Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker and
Weigold, 1992; Baumeister, 1998). After a review of the rel-
evant theory on the topic, this article presents a discus-
sion of the study methodology and its outcomes before
highlighting its contributions to the theory and its prac-
tical implications.

2 Theoretical background

2.1 The social presence of other customers
and impression management

As social psychology indicates, ‘self’ is not a single
concept; it is a multi-faceted concept, which includes
‘private self’ and ‘public self.” ‘Private self’ refers to how
people know and understand themselves. ‘Public self’
is people’s perception of how they are seen by other
people (Baumeister, 1998). People may have a relatively
stable self-concept and exhibit consequent behavioural
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codes that are chronically accessible, but they may also
have multiple selves and their behaviours are activated
by various social factors and may vary in different social
situations (Aaker, 1999; Mandel, 2003; Zhang and Mittal,
2007; Alden, He, and Chen, 2010). Wyer and Gordon (1982)
suggest that an individual presents himself/ herself differ-
ently based on his/her different social roles (e.g. profes-
sor, customer, parent or friend) and in different situations
(e.g. at work, in a restaurant, at home or at a party).

One of the most influential factors in social contexts
is the presence of others (Dahl, Manchanda, and Argo,
2001; Argo, Dahl, and Manchanda, 2005; McFerran et al.,
2010; Karaosmanoglu, Bas, and Zhang, 2011). Previous
research has demonstrated that people’s judgments and
behaviours are shaped in part by the ‘actual, imagined,
or implied presence of others’ (Allport, 1985). In a service
context, in particular, the presence of other customers can
greatly impact the focal consumer’s service experience
and the consequent evaluation of that experience (Miao,
Mattila, and Mount, 2011). Furthermore, it can alter the
consumer’s responding attitudes and behaviours (Dahl,
Manchanda, and Argo, 2001).

As it is human nature, people usually try to create
certain desired impressions of themselves in the eyes
of others, because the impressions they make on others
have implications on how others perceive, evaluate and
treat them, and on how they view themselves (Leary and
Kowalski, 1990). People constantly monitor their own
behaviours, aiming to gauge the impressions that others
form of them in order to ensure that their ‘public selves’
remain intact. This process is referred to as ‘impres-
sion management’ (Schlenker and Weigold, 1992) and it
explains how people take actions to ensure that others see
them the way in which they would like to be seen (Leary
and Kowalski, 1990; Baumeister, 1998).

The impression management (or ‘self-presentation’)
literature has been well established within the social psy-
chology domain (e.g., Goffman, 1959; Schlenker, 1980;
Tedeschi, 1981). Goffman (1959) suggests that many social
interactions may be influenced by each individual’s need
to effectively portray his or her desired ‘self’; like an actor
on a stage, a person may adopt behaviours, expressions
or props that will communicate a desired role to a salient
audience.

Puntoni and Tavassoli (2007) found that the social
presence of others could lead to automatic activation of
impression management behaviours, and that it there-
fore increases the accessibility of words and behaviours
that are applicable to social desirability. Motivated to
project a positive public self (Miller and Leary, 1992;
Puntoni and Tavassoli, 2007), consumers usually refrain
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from behaviours or activities that project negative images
of themselves in public (Argo, Dahl, and Manchanda,
2005). People desire to make a good impression, and the
fear of a negative evaluation becomes more salient when
their behaviours are observed by others (Geen, 1989).
Therefore, an important consequence of a social audience
is how this influences the behaviours of consumers that
are aimed at either making a good impression or avoiding
a bad one (Geen, 1989).

Downstream or negative outcomes are likely to
occur when one’s social image is perceived as damaged
in the eyes of others during a negative event (Dahl,
Manchanda, and Argo, 2001; Webster et al., 2003; Argo,
Dahl, and Manchanda, 2005; Wood and Hoeffler, 2013). In
a service failure context (i.e. a negative event), complaint
behaviours expressing negative emotions that reflect indi-
vidual desires, such as anger, are discouraged and per-
ceived as improper in collectivist cultures (Azuma, 1984;
White and LeVine, 1986). In the culture literature, studies
show that people from an individualist culture (e.g. United
States and Western Europe) tend to have an independent
self-construal (Singelis, 1994). Individualists are self-suf-
ficient, autonomous and self-oriented (Hosted, 1980; Hui
and Triandis, 1986; Markus and Kitayam, 1991; Triandis,
1994). In contrast, collectivists (e.g. China, Japan and
Ecuador) tend to have a more interdependent self-con-
strual and to view themselves as part of an encompass-
ing social relationship (Hofstede, 1980; Hui and Triandis,
1986; Singelis, 1994; Triandis, 1994). Collectivists are oth-
er-oriented: the connection with others and fitting in a
surrounding context are particularly important to them
(Markus and Kitayam, 1991).

Based on the individualism-collectivism dichotomy,
previous studies in service research have found that con-
sumers in a collectivist culture are less likely to show
their dissatisfaction with a service failure as compared
to consumers in an individualist culture (Liu, Furrer, and
Sudharshan, 2001; Liu and McClure, 2001; Zhang, Beatty,
and Walsh, 2008) because of the collectivist consumers’
concern for social others. Therefore, this study argues
that, in order to maintain a positive public image and a
good impression in front of others, consumers in a col-
lectivist culture may not be willing to voice their dissat-
isfaction with a service failure when other customers are
around, as compared to when they are alone. Thus, this
study proposes the following:

H;: In the collectivist society of Ecuador, consumers
are less likely to complain in the presence of other
customers than when they are alone.

The impact of other customers and gender on consumer complaint =—— 23

2.2 Gender

According to Stephens and Gwinner (1998), consumers’
reactions to service failures are rooted in their cognitive
processes and influenced by both external factors such as
the presence of other customers, as described above, and
on internal factors such as individual traits and charac-
teristics (e.g. demographics, personality and attitudes).
Mattila, Cho and Ro (2009) found that consumers’ gender
has an impact on their satisfaction towards service failure
recovery. In a similar vein, the current study proposes
that, in a collectivist culture, the presence of other cus-
tomers will influence their voiced complaint intentions,
and that such intentions will vary across the two genders.

According to Hofstede’s guidelines on the masculin-
ity index, a highly masculine society tends to be driven
by competition, achievement and success. Alternatively,
a feminist society tends to exhibit higher levels of care
for others and for the enhancement of the quality of life
(www.geert-hoftsede.com). Ecuadorian culture exhibits
masculine tendencies, according to Hofstede: its score
of 63 is not extreme (for example, Sweden by compari-
son scores a 4 and Japan a 95), yet it is sufficiently high
to conclude that Ecuadorian culture is status-oriented,
competitive and collectivist, rather than individualis-
tic and caring. Competition is directed to members of
other groups rather than towards members of one’s own
in-group. Ecuadorians tend to seek membership in groups
that give them status and rewards and tend to sacrifice
leisure for work (www.geert-hofstede.com).

One of the fundamental gender differences in social
psychology reflects females’ communal tendency versus
males’ agentic tendency (Wood and Eagly, 2012; Meyers-
Levy and Loken, 2015). Communal-agentic theory sug-
gests that females are characterised by communal goals,
whereas males are characterised by agentic goals (Bakan,
1966). Communal goals reflect women’s ‘other-orienta-
tion’, thus leading to nurturing attitudes and behaviours.
In contrast, men’s agentic goals elicit a greater concern
for self and are associated with self-focus, self-assertion
and competitiveness (Bakan, 1966; Broverman et al., 1972;
Bem, 1974; Zhang, Feick, and Mittal, 2014).

Applying the female ‘other-orientation’ vs. the male
‘self-focus’ to the current context, this study proposed that
female consumers pay more attention to others around
them than males. Consequently, impression manage-
ment in the social presence of others has a greater impact
on females, which may lead them to behave differently
in public as compared to in private. Males, on the other
hand, tend to focus on their own feelings and experiences,
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rather than think about others’ opinions of them. Thus,
the following hypotheses are posited:

H,: In Ecuador, female consumers show less com-
plaint intentions in the presence of other customers
(vs. alone).

H,: In Ecuador, male consumers show no significant
difference in complaint intentions in the presence of
other customers (vs. alone).

3 Methodology

To test the proposed hypotheses, a 2 (other customer:
alone vs. coworker) by 2 (consumer gender: female vs.
male) between-subject quasi-experiment was conducted.
Quasi-experimental design is employed when certain
variables cannot be manipulated (i.e. gender in this
study). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
two manipulated service failure scenarios and gender was
measured.

3.1 Participants

The study employed a snowball sampling technique to
collect the necessary number of participants. Twenty-
five participants (who were asked to envision themselves
consumers in a restaurant setting) were first recruited
fromtwo universities in Cuenca, Ecuador and they were
employed in the universities. Additional participants from
the general population were referred to the survey by this
first batch of participants. The final usable sample for the
study was composed of 118 participants. The average age
was 26 and the gender split was 43.2% female and 56.8%
male. About 96.4% of the respondents indicated they had
at least some form of college education.

3.2 Stimuli

The service experience employed in this study featured
a hypothetical service failure in a casual dining restau-
rant. The context was chosen because of its relevance and
familiarity to general consumers. The service failure and
the social presence of other customers were manipulated
through two different service failure scenarios.
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Scenario 1: You decide to go out for a relaxing dinner
by yourself. You enter the restaurant and are seated at
the table. It takes the server 15 minutes to acknowl-
edge that you are there. Once you place your order,
you continue to wait patiently. The server never refills
a drink for you and when the meal finally arrives, you
realise that it is wrong. The server goes back to the
kitchen and comes back with the correct order after
30 minutes or so.

Scenario 2: You decide to go out for a relaxing dinner
with your co-workers. You enter the restaurant and are
seated at the table. It takes the server 15 minutes to
acknowledge that you and your co-workers are there.
Once you and your co-workers place your orders, you
continue to wait patiently. The server never refills
drinks for you or your co-workers and when the meals
finally arrive, you realise that they are wrong. The
server goes back to the kitchen and comes back with
the correct orders after 30 minutes or so.

In this study, co-workers were selected as the manipula-
tion of ‘other customers’ to avoid the possible confound-
ing effect caused by other types of manipulated ‘other
customers.’ For example, if other customers were manipu-
lated as family members, collectivist consumers might be
more likely to complain as they might have fewer impres-
sion management concerns in front of intimate in-group
members, or they might not complain because they would
try to maintain a harmonious atmosphere with close family
members around them (Fan, Mattila, and Zhao, 2015).

The scenarios and survey questions were initially
written in English and then translated into Spanish by a
native speaker of Spanish. After that they were back trans-
lated to English by two independent bilingual (English
and Spanish) researchers and differences in syntax and
meaning were addressed in the Spanish language version
to ensure that it accurately reflected the original version in
English (Brislin, 1970).

3.3 Measures

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two
scenarios (alone or with co-workers). Next, they were
directed to answer a questionnaire, consisting of several
parts of questions. The questionnaire’s first part captured
consumers’ complaint intentions. Questions were adapted
from Singh’s (1988) consumer complaint behaviour (CCB)
scale. Three items were included: ‘If I am in this scenario, I
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will be likely to / be inclined to / definitely complain about
the service failure’ (Cronbach’s o = .759). All questions
were measured by 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

The realism of the scenario was also checked (‘How
realistic was the scenario you read?’) with a 7-point Likert-
type scale of 1=highly unrealistic and 7=highly realistic.
Results of the realism check conveyed that, consistently
across the two experimental conditions, participants
found the scenario to be highly realistic (M = 5.390). In
addition, as a manipulation check, participants were
asked to recall whether any other customers were present
in the scenario and what their relationship was to the focal
consumer. Finally, demographic questions were asked,
including age, gender and education levels.

The impact of other customers and gender on consumer complaint = 25

conducted to test the proposed hypotheses. The descrip-
tive statistics of the experimental cells are exhibited in
Table 1.

Results of the ANOVA test revealed a significant main
effect on complaint intentions in the form of the presence
of other customers (M, = 6.036, M_ ... = 5.516; Fim
= 5.548, p-value = .020). Consumers were less likely to
complain in the presence of co-workers than alone, and
hence, H, was supported.

In addition, a marginally significant interaction effect
emerged between the presence of other customers and
focal consumer gender on consumer complaint intentions
(F s = 3-861, p-value = .052). The ANOVA table is shown
in Table 2. As visualised in Figure 1, in the presence of
co-workers (vs. alone), female consumers showed a sig-
nificantly lower level of intent to voice complaint (M
= 6462, M = 5.450; F, = 8.054, p-value = .005).
Hence, H, was supported as well. Conversely, male con-

Alone

Coworker

4 Results sumers exhibited similar levels of intent to voice their
complaints, regardless of whether they were alone or with
A 2 (other customer: alone vs. co-workers) by 2 (consumer  others (M, =5.647, M, =5.556; F =091, p-value =
gender: female vs. male) between-subject ANOVA was .764). H, was therefore also supported.
Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations of Test Results
Dependent Variable: Complaint Intention
Other Customer Consumer Gender Mean Standard Deviation N
Alone Male 5.647 1.393 34
Female 6.462 924 31
Total 6.035 1.219 65
Co-worker Male 5.556 1.160 33
Female 5.450 1.605 20
Total 5.516 1.331 53
Table 2: ANOVA Table for Complaint Intentions
Dependent Variable: Complaint Intention
Source Type 11 SS df MS F p-Value
Corrected Model 18.817 3 6.272 4.055 .009
Intercept 3763.412 1 3763.412 2432.871 .000
Scenario 8.583 1 8.583 5.548 .020
Gender 3.548 1 3.548 2.294 .133
Interaction Effect 5.973 1 5.973 3.861 .052
Error 176.347 114 1.547
Total 4167.778 118

Note: N =118.
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Figure 1: Complaint Intention

5 General discussion

5.1 Theoretical implications

According to He, Chen and Alden (2012), the process of
internalisation suggests that an individual will be par-
ticularly sensitive to the outcome of a service encoun-
ter when there is a social audience. Consequently, due
to the heightened alertness produced by the presence of
others (Zajonc, 1980), an individual’s reaction to a service
encounter will be more pronounced with a social audi-
ence. That is, consumers may feel more dissatisfied when
a negative service encounter happens in the presence of
other customers (vs. alone).

This study demonstrated a behavioural intention
pattern inconsistent with the above attitudinal pattern:
the social presence of other customers (vs. no other cus-
tomers) resulted in a lower level of voiced complaint
intention. The reasons identified in this study were found
in people’s impression management in public, as well
as Ecuador’s collectivist culture, as defined by Hofstede
(www.geert-hofstede.com). People from a collectivist
culture are prone to interdependency and have great
concern of others’ opinion in the social network, which
makes the impression management concept salient in
the social presence of othersThis study also contributes
to gender study in consumer research, which is rela-
tively scarce in the field of hospitality and is often light
on theory, despite its importance and relevance (Meyers-
Levy and Loken, 2015). With reference to Hofstede’s mas-
culinity dimension, it demonstrated that gender moder-
ates the impact of the presence of others on consumers’
intent to voice their complaints: impression management
and concern of social others were shown to be more sig-
nificant among women than men. Due to their focus on
social processes and their ‘other-orientation’, women
are more motivated to manage their public image and to
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create positive impressions in other people’s eyes. As a
result, female consumers showed less complaint intention
in the presence of other customers than when they were
alone. However, this impression management effect does
not impact men the same way as it does women: true to
the masculine-cultural orientation of Ecuadorian society,
male consumers showed no significant difference in com-
plaint intentions, no matter whether they were alone or in
the presence of other customers.

5.2 Managerial Implications

Hospitality companies have always strived to increase con-
sumers’ service satisfaction through improving the ‘soft-
ware’ of service quality and the ‘hardware’ of the physical
service environment (e.g. Servicescapes, Bitner, 1992). This
research provides hospitality practitioners with another
perspective to look at consumer service satisfaction: the
social environment (He, Chen, and Alden, 2012), and, in
particular, the social presence of other customers during
the service encounter. The current study shows that the
social environment (i.e. the presence of other customers)
could change consumers’ reaction to service failures: col-
lectivist Ecuadorian consumers are reluctant to voice their
complaints in front of other customers in order to keep a
positive social image in public. Therefore, to encourage
consumers to voice their dissatisfaction, which could
help hospitality companies to improve their future service
efforts and engage in service failure recovery, hospitality
practitioners may provide a more private and dyadic inter-
action between the focal consumer and service personnel
to attenuate consumers’ impression management con-
cerns in the presence of other customers. Hospitality prac-
titioners could change the social environment by modify-
ing the physical environment and/or complaint handling
procedures. For instance, after a service failure, a restau-
rant manager could invite the individual consumer who
has experienced service failure to a more private space for
service communication and complaint handling.

Furthermore, the gender difference discovered in this
study provides hospitality practitioners with a simple,
practical guideline for service delivery, complaint han-
dling and training as the social presence effect is stronger
for women than for men in a collectivist, masculine envi-
ronment. An effective management of the social environ-
ment is even more important when providing service to
female consumers, and hospitality practitioners may pay
more attention to female consumers, as they tend to be
more sensitive in public.
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6 Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. First, it used hypothet-
ical scenarios as stimuli. A field study is needed to fully
understand the gender differences across the two service
failure modes. Second, its measures were limited to the
intent to voice complaint. Future studies could examine
other vital forms of consumer complaint behaviours, such
as negative word of mouth and switching to competitor
companies.

A fruitful avenue for future research may be the
nature of the various other customers. Facing service fail-
ures, people may have different attitudes and behaviour
intentions when they have a different social distance to
other customers. For example, collectivist Chinese con-
sumers have different complaint patterns when they are
with in-group family members as compared to when they
are in the presence of out-group strangers (Fan, Mattila,
and Zhao, 2015). Thus, future studies may explore how
Ecuadorian consumers respond when they are with differ-
ent groups of other customers.

7 Conclusion

Using the theoretical frameworks of cultural dimen-
sions (Hofstede, 1980, 2001) and impression manage-
ment (Leary and Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker and Weigold,
1992; Baumeister, 1998), this study demonstrated the joint
impact of the presence of other customers and gender on
consumers’ intent to voice their complaints in a collectiv-
ist, masculine hospitality service environment. The study
found that Ecuadorian consumers were less likely to com-
plain in the presence of other customers than when they
were alone. Specifically, female customers showed less
complaint intention in the presence of other customers
(vs. alone) as compared to male customers who did not
show any significant difference in complaint intentions
when they were either alone or in the presence of other
customers.
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