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Abstract 
The mobile phone as an object has a great meaning for the youth in today's society. Young 

people perceive their mobile phone as an extension of themselves and cannot bear the thought 

of being apart from it. However, in different situations such as a customer complaint handling, 

the young customer has no other option but to hand it in for reparation. The customer 

complaints is something that is unavoidable and can be seen as a failure in itself but it is the 

handling of the customer complaint that decide if a customer complaint has been successful or 

not.  

 

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between the young consumer and their mobile 

phone and how this relationship might affect why they perceive a customer complaint 

handling as failed. Trough seven conducted interviews we asked our respondents to talk about 

their specific customer complaint situation and how they use their mobile phone. 

 

The results showed that the main reasons why our respondents found their complaint handling 

as failed depended on factors such as, waiting time, additional costs, poor substitute product 

and unfriendly personnel. It also showed that our respondents have an attachment to their 

mobile phone and because of this relationship the aforementioned factors might change 

dependent on how attached an individual is to his or her product. 
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II 

Sammanfattning 
 

Mobiltelefonen som ett objekt har en stor betydelse för ungdomarna i dagens samhälle. Unga 

människor uppfattar sin mobiltelefon som en förlängning av sig själva och kan inte uthärda 

tanken på att vara borta från den. Men i olika situationer som tillexempel ett 

reklamationstillfälle, har den unga konsumenten inget annat val än att lämna in sin 

mobiltelefon för reparation. Reklamation är något som är oundvikligt och kan ses som ett 

misslyckande i sig, men det är hanteringen av reklamationen som avgör om den anses vara 

lyckad eller misslyckad för kunden. 

 

Denna studie syftade till att undersöka relationen mellan den unga konsumenten och deras 

mobiltelefon och hur detta förhållande kan påverka varför de uppfattar en reklamation som 

misslyckad. Genom sju intervjuer har vi bett våra respondenter att prata om deras specifika 

reklamationstillfälle och hur de använder sin mobiltelefon i vardagen. 

 

Resultaten visade att de främsta anledningarna till att våra respondenter funnit sin hantering 

av reklamationen som ett misslyckande berodde på faktorer såsom väntetid, merkostnader, 

dålig ersättningsprodukt och ovänliga personal. Det visade också att våra respondenter har en 

anknytning till sin mobiltelefon och på grund av detta förhållande kan ovannämnda faktorer 

komma att ändras beroende på hur fästa en individ är till hans eller hennes produkt. 
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1 Introduction 
 

In this chapter we will introduce the background were the evolution of the mobile phone and 

it usage in Sweden is introduced.  It goes on to explain that there is a relationship or 

attachment between the user and their respective mobile phone and also that their might be 

situations were the user has no choice but to hand over their device for reparation.  

The introduction continues with a problem discussion were the relationship with the mobile 

phone and the absence of it lays the foundation for the purpose of this study. The purpose is to 

examine the relationship between the young consumer and their mobile phone and how this 

might affect why they perceive a customer complain handling as failed.  

 

1.1 Background 

 

In a report called “Swedes and the internet” by Olle Findahl (2013), the Swedish mobile 

boom is presented. Even though Sweden was an early adaptor of the mobile phone technology 

back in the 50´s it was not until the 80´s it reached its commercial status (Findahl 2013).  

 

The earlier mobile phones were limited in their usage capacity and functionality. It limited its 

utilizer to only a few functions such as text messaging, phone calls and a handful of 

entertainment options. The situation is different today, with the introduction of smart phones 

both capacity as well as functionality options has increased to such levels that many see it as a 

necessity in their everyday lives.  

 

Mobile phones with Internet access reached the world market during early 2000 but it was not 

until 2011 that it became a popular choice in Sweden (Findahl 2013). With this introduction 

the usage of mobile phones within everyday lives grew and even doubled with regard to the 

youth and their usage of smart phones (Findahl 2013). During 2013, 93 percent of the 

Swedish inhabitants between the ages of 16-35 had a smart phone likely to be of recent model 

(Findahl 2013). Almost all of them had smart phones purchased within the year and a 

stunning 78 percent of them used it to connect to the internet (Findahl 2013).  

 

According to an article in the Telegraph, the mobile phone has become the most essential 

technological device for the younger generation (Alleyne 2011). They use it to keep in contact 

with friends and family, to stay updated and informed via the social media, pay bills, 

shopping and a variety of other activities. Especially young people see the mobile phone as an 

extension of their everyday life and as such something they cannot see themselves without 

(Moeller, Powers & Roberts 2012).  

 

Mobile phones are no longer just a technological advancement, nowadays, when people speak 

about these devices they express themselves in an emotional manner (Vincent 2005). The 

underlying reasons to this emotional attachment is not the device itself, rather, its capability of 

lowering efforts for networking and relationship building together with its ability to store 

information as well as its personalization features, all of which can lead to emotional distress 

when absent (Vincent 2005).  

 

In a study called “The World Unplugged” written by Moeller, Powers and Roberts (2012) one 

thousand students from twelve universities residing in ten different countries were examined 
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in order to see the impact of their media consumption. All in all the study showed that 

students feel that they cannot live without media, they need their social webs, cellular phones, 

computers or mp3´s otherwise they would not know what they should do with themselves. 

Students emphasized that the mobile phone had become a prolongation of them and 

unplugging them from the internet was seen and felt like unplugging them from life itself 

(Moeller, Powers & Roberts 2012). As Vincent (2005) explains, the feeling of distress or 

panic when communication and/or information enabling devices such as a mobile phone are 

absent is mainly because of the unification of the actual user and the respective device. The 

mobile phone stands as a replacement for the absence of others (e.g. absent loved one), it 

creates the ability to be instantaneous (e.g. enabling spontaneous behaviours) as well as 

creating a physical attachment (e.g. carried about). It is the creation of dependency that 

contributes to the creation of emotional value (Vincent 2005). These functionalities and 

features contribute to the feeling of personal attachment to the mobile phone (Vincent 2005).  

 

All of the aforementioned entails the importance of the device; however, mobile phones are 

not bulletproof and can malfunction or break quite easily due to the fact that electronic 

components have a short lifespan (Slade 2006). Planned obsolescence, a well used business 

strategy, is another factor that should be borne in mind. Manufactured goods are through 

various methods manipulated to limit the lifetime of the product and thereby increase 

consumption (Slade 2006).  

 

Due to the previously mentioned this might prompt the customer to initiate a complaint 

instance. Although a customer complaint situation is unavoidable and is seen as a failure in 

itself a customer complaint handling process can be perceived as both successful and 

unsuccessful depending on the customer experience of the service encounter (Shi, Liu & 

Zhang 2011). 

  

A service encounter occurs when the necessity prevails for a consumer to interact directly 

with a service which in our case is the service of complaint handling (Bitner, Booms & 

Tetreault 1990). The way this particular service is conducted also lays the foundation for how 

the consumer will perceive the encounter (Wong 2004). A successful service encounter can 

create loyalty within dissatisfied customers as well as contributing to good word-of-mouth. It 

can also lead to positive emotions and thereby a higher degree of commitment to the 

organization (Wong 2004). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion  

 

During the background we have seen that the usage of cellular smart phones have become 

more frequent, especially concerning the younger population and their smart phones (Findahl 

2013). Because of the features and functionalities these devices offer their users, such as 

communication, internet access and enjoyment they have become important in people's lives 

to such an extent that they see it as something they cannot live without (Moeller, Powers & 

Roberts 2012). The users have in other words created an attachment towards the mobile phone 

(Vincent 2005). The absence of devices that allows a younger population access to media 

have shown to mediate responses such as “how am I supposed to live without it” and “it’s my 

drug” (Moeller, Powers & Roberts 2012).  

 

Now on the other hand, mobile phones might malfunction or break regardless if it is due to 

manufacturing errors, aging technology or if it has been subjected to planned obsolescence. 
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These factors might result in a customer complaint initiation. During the customer complaint 

handling process, if unfortunate, one could be without ones mobile phone for a period of time.  

 

Because of the aforementioned factors, the importance of the mobile phone and the 

attachment to the mobile phone, it would be interesting to study the relationship the young 

consumer has towards the product and especially when they have to be absent from it. 

Therefore the customer complaint situation would act as a natural setting where the young 

consumers have had to submit their telephone for repair or other services. 

 

1.3 Purpose  

 

The purpose of this study is to gain insight into the relationship between the young consumer 

and their mobile phone and how the absence of the mobile phone might explain why the 

consumer sees their customer complaint as failed. 

  

In order to fulfil our purpose the following question needs to be answered;  

 

How do young customers perceive a failed customer complaint handling of a mobile phone? 

 

1.4 Definition of key terms 

 

Customer complaint: Refers to the process a customer goes through when a problem occurs 

with a product/service, and decides to complain to the store were the product/service was 

bought.  

 

Customer encounter: Refers to the actual meeting between the customer and the service 

personnel.  

 

Customer complaint handling: Is the process of a customer complaint seen from a business 

perspective. 

 

1.5 The structure of the thesis 

 

To ease the reading of the paper it has been sectioned into different chapters.  

 

1. The first chapter begins with a background description of the thesis subject, which lays the 

foundation for the following problem discussion. In the problem discussion it is described 

why the topic is of interest which in terms leads to the purpose of the study.  

 

2. The second chapter introduces the theoretical frame of reference that has been chosen to 

support our empirical findings. 

 

3. In the third chapter we introduce the methods that have been used to fulfil the purpose of 

the study and describe the steps that have been made to collect the empirical results and how 

these have been processed.  
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4. The fourth chapter presents the empirical data that was collected through the interviews. 

The data is presented in different themes together with quotes from the various participants.  

 

5. In the fifth chapter the empirical results have been analyzed and presented.  

 

6. In the sixth and final chapter our conclusions together with our discussion are presented as 

well as suggestions for further research within our chosen field. 
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2 Theoretical frame of reference  
 

In this chapter we will present our selected theories that will be used as a toolbox to explain 

and guide ourselves as well as the reader towards the understanding of our empirical finding. 

The first section explains the attachment one can have towards a product and how this 

attachment might emerge. The second section explains the behaviour a consumer might have 

in a certain situation and how emotions might affect how they behave. The final section 

defines different kinds of justice and how the consumer might define the situation, procedures, 

and encounter with personnel as being fair or unfair.  

 

2.1 Consumer product attachment  

 

People can be attached to a wide variety of things, may that be the blanket we used for 

comfort as a child (Passman 1987), our beloved car, (Autotrader 2013) a specific brand, 

(Thomson, MacInnis & Whan Park 2005) or as in our case the mobile phone (Vincent 2005). 

However these attachments are personal and based on meanings that the product enhances 

with its utilizer, hence, the product itself should be exceptional in the view of its utilizer. 

(Shifferstein, Mugge & Hekkert 2004). For instance, a blanket would not have been seen as 

something exceptional if it did not bare the memory associated with the owner’s childhood 

which makes it irreplaceable for the owner and as such seen as something extraordinary 

(Kleine and Baker 2004). These kinds of attachments towards a product makes its disposal 

difficult and undesirable for its owner, as by its disposal its special meaning is disposed as 

well which results in protective behavior towards that certain product (Schultz, Kleine & 

Kernan 1989). This in turn leads to the  creation of strong emotional bonds in which other 

substitutes are seen as non-relevant, as the product is seen as something special (Mugge 

2007).   

 

According to Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim (2008) the degree of consumer product 

attachment is defined as “the strength of the emotional bond a consumer experiences with a 

durable product”. In short it is an emotional connection between an individual and an object, 

it implies the importance of the object for the individual and as such the feeling of emotional 

loss when the object is absent as it is seen as indispensable (Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-

Pelgrim 2008). When such emotions towards an object occurs the object is usually handled 

with care by the user, when broken it is taken in for reparation (Govers & Mugge 2004). The 

attachment towards a product usually evolves over time and depends on the amount of 

reoccurring contact the user has with the object (Mugge 2007). There are also different levels 

of attachment, stronger and weaker, where the stronger attachment is connected to a greater 

sense of connection, affection, love and passion (Mugge, Schifferstein & Schoormans 2010).  

 

Mugge, Schifferstein & Schoormans (2006) have distinguished four possible determinants of 

product attachment. The first one is Self-expression; this is related to the personal identity and 

the need people have to express it. One way people like to express themselves is through the 

use of products. This enables them, not only towards themselves but also towards others, to 

express their individuality. A product that usually creates a stronger attachment for people, for 

example clothing, is a great example that is used to display and maintain one's identity.  

The second determinant is group affiliation, and what this expresses is that people have a need 

to connect to other people. One way to do this is through a product that somehow marks them 
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as belonging to a specific group of people, may this be friends, family or other social groups. 

As such, the more important the social group or the person becomes, the stronger the 

attachment. Memories is the third determinant which creates an attachment towards the 

product through memories. People tend to connect specific memories with an object and the 

more the object reminds them about the past the greater the attachment becomes. The last 

determinant is pleasure which specify the attachment as; the pleasure the product brings to the 

person. It could be such things as games, music and products that give the person enjoyment. 

The person is more likely to create an emotional bond to products that they hold dear (Mugge, 

Schifferstein & Schoormans 2006). 

 

2.2 Emotions towards products 

 

Emotions enhance approximately all of our experiences with either pleasant or unpleasant 

perceptions (Desmet 2003). An individual’s perceived well-being is mostly influenced by that 

individual’s day-to-day felt emotions (Diener & Lucas 2000).  The construct of emotions is 

broad and undetermined, with regard to products, as products or objects can ignite several 

types of emotions, from a blanket baring childhood memories all the way to the actual 

appearance of a product. However, the emotions are still personal, as we all are different in 

how we emotionally perceive a given product, i.e. some prefer Android smart-phones some 

chose the IOS even though they are both mobile phones. Products such as mobile phones 

usually bring forth a compound of these emotions rather than one, as emotions towards such 

products are born not merely by the products artistic features but others as well such as 

functionality, brand and associated meanings (Desmet 2003). With regard to emotional 

expressions towards products one can distinct between the emotions in which the product 

solely stands essential (i.e. the design of a certain lap-top or mobile device) or emotions 

induced by the product through association or fantasy (I.e., a reminder of loved ones or a 

vacation ahead) (Desmet 2003).  As described by Tan (2000), emotions can be divided into 

two categories, A-emotions related to the actual material object and R-emotions which are 

relations and representations of things unrelated to the actual object itself.  More easily put, 

A-emotions are real emotions towards an actual object (i.e. one can love the design of a lamp) 

and R-emotions are imaginative existing only in ones imagination (i.e. the lamp reminds me 

of my grandmother) (Tan 2000).   

 

2.3 Emotions in service encounters 

 

During service encounters, emotions, weather positive or negative, are often expressed and 

experienced by both the customers as well as the employees (McColl & Kennedy 2006). Even 

in the briefest of service transactions customer’s emotions influence their assessment of the 

encounter and the overall service (Mattila & Enz 2002). Most of these service encounters are 

inconsequential; however, those that are reminisced are usually those that have gone "wrong" 

(McColl & Kennedy 2006). During these encounters (when something has gone wrong) 

attempts are made in order to find a solution for the problem which is called service recovery. 

The process of service recovery tends to bring about emotions of frustrations, annoyance, 

anger and even rage at some stages (Andreassen 2001), with anger being the most 

experienced negative emotion during a service encounter (McColl & Kennedy 2006). This is 

maybe not as odd as one can think; service failures and recovery encounters have various 

aspects and attributes as well as being occurrences over time, this creates various sources for 

the creation of positive and negative emotion. The range is wide, i.e. emotions can be related 
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to experiences gained in the past, employee behaviours or for instance past experience with 

similar type of service (McColl & Kennedy 2006). 

 

2.4 ACT 

 

ACT (Affect control theory) presumes that people act in a certain kind of manner in order to 

verify their thoughts about themselves as well as others present in a specific context (Chebat 

Ben-Amor & Davidow 2010). For example, if a customer complaint handling is seen as 

unsuccessful from the customer's perspective, he or she may never return to that specific 

dealer in order to avoid damaging his or hers self image. Shortly put, ACT assumes that 

individuals act in a manner deemed appropriate for the actual scenario (Chebat & Slusarczyk 

2005). Now, dependent on the situation at hand these behaviours may vary, an unsuccessful 

customer complaint handling (e.g. to low compensation) may prompt the customer into 

expressing emotions such as anger or frustration (Chebat & Slusarczyk 2005). These emotions 

are ways for the consumer to handle stressful situations such as a complaint. ACT specifies 

that emotions guide behaviours, and as such, experiences that have led to negative emotions 

may shape future behaviour as well (Chebat, Ben-Amor & Davidow 2010). 

 

2.5 Dimensions of justice 

 

In service situations, such as a customer complaint, interactions with service personnel, 

company rules and regulations, as well as the actual outcome of the complaint handling, are 

all something that comes into context. The way that customers perceive these matters are 

covered in different levels in a three-dimensional rapprochement called the dimensions of 

justice. The three dimensions are called distributive justice, procedural justice and 

interactional justice (Maxham & Netemeyer 2002).  

 

Distributive justice regards the way individuals consider themselves fairly treated. People 

tend to compare the fairness in treatment as, the efforts they put in and the results that are 

reached, in order to reach a final score, representing their perception of the total outcome. In 

the dimension of distributive justice, customers define fairness as reaching a score that is 

equivalent to others, or more simply put, customers’ perceptions in whether or not they were 

fairly treated, based on the final outcome (e.g. refunds) of their complaint in comparison to 

the outcome of others (Maxham & Netemeyer 2002).  

 

Procedural justice implicates the procedures consumers go through in order to reach the final 

outcome of their in e.g. customer complaint, such as waiting period and company policies 

(Chebat & Slusarczyk, 2005). Consumers may vary in how they deem these procedures as fair 

or not dependent on their perception. For instance, consumers, may find a customer complaint 

handling process as fair, if the timeframe is within their accepted limit, and as such the 

opposite applies if they were to deem the timeframe as too long. Procedural justice may also 

be of importance, when measuring the total perception of a firm or dealer from the customers’ 

perspective (Maxham & Netemeyer 2002).  

 

Interactional justice is concerned with the actual fairness of the interpersonal exchange, for 

instance politeness or empathy encountered during a customer complaint by the service 

personnel. It is seen as central to how individuals evaluate and behave upon situations 

(Martínez-Tur, Peiró, Ramos & Moliner 2006). It is shown that customers gain more positive 
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attitudes towards a certain firm or dealer when they experience interactional justice. For 

instance, a customer will probably not consider itself justifiably treated if the service 

personnel do not treat them with the courtesy, commitment and trust that they expect. 

Consumers feel that they have been treated with justice based on the service personnel’s 

treatment of them and if they are deemed fair or not (Maxham & Netemeyer 2002).  

 

These aforementioned dimensions of justice might be applicable as determinants for customer 

satisfaction. As the customer expects the output of a certain input to be fair, it is normal for 

them to express negative reactions when subjected to unfair or unjust outcomes. This feeling 

of unfairness and dissatisfaction might lead the customer to switch to another firm or dealer 

(Martínez-Tur et al. 2006). Interactional as well as distributive justices are both two 

fundamental dimensions with regard to consumer’s negative word-of-mouth. They are 

prompted by the sense of unfairness in either the actual interaction made between the 

consumer and service personnel or because of the actual outcome of a customer complaint 

(Chebat & Slusarczyk, 2005).  

 

Another point of dissatisfaction from the customers’ perspective is that of procedural justice. 

Here issues such as speed and accessibility are of importance in order for the customer to feel 

fairly treated and as such satisfied, in e.g. waiting too long will prompt dissatisfaction. 

However, the sense of unfairness is not merely of economical importance for the consumer, as 

both interactional as well as procedural justices are social exchange theories and as such 

presumes humans as social animals; it even emphasizes the socio-emotional value inhabited 

by the consumers (Martínez-Tur et al. 2006). 
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3 Methodology  
 

This sections starts off with the approach we have taken and which steps we have followed to 

be able to conduct our research. This is followed by how we carried out our interviews; how 

we chose our sample and how we processed the information we gained. The last part 

concerns our research credibility and what we have done to secure it.    

 

3.1 Approach  

 

Before we chose our topic for the study, we did an extensive literary review. We focused our 

search on topics such as customer complaint, customer behaviour and customer emotions to 

gain further insight about these subjects. With the knowledge we obtained we developed our 

interview questions, which were gathered in an interview guide.  

 

Because our research paper aimed at understanding the relationship between the young 

consumer and their mobile phone and how this might affect their perception of the customer 

complaint we were interested in their words rather than in measuring numbers and therefore 

decided to collect our data via semi-structured interviews which is an approach in qualitative 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As Bryman and Bell (2011) states, quantitative research is 

more focused on statistical measurements and it was therefore discarded due to its misfit for 

the purpose of this research which aimed at capturing customers own expressions and 

experiences about their customer complaint and the relationship they have with their mobile 

phone. 

 

After conducting our interviews we then regressed to the literature to find relevant theories 

that could relate and support our findings. The secondary data, which is one of two ways to 

collect data, the other one being primary data such as data collected via interviews, was 

collected from various sources such as research papers, books, reports and newspaper articles 

(Bryman & Bell 2011). These were found both via Boras Universities library search engine, 

the actual library, Google scholar and other internet sources.  

 

3.2 Interview 

 

A semi-structured interview allows the interviewer to keep the session open, allowing room 

for additional unthought-of information to be brought up, in addition to the interview 

questions in the interview guide (Bryman & Bell 2011). The aim was to keep the interview 

flexible so that the interviewees would have the opportunity to speak freely about topics they 

thought were of interest but also so that the opportunity would arise for the ability to ask more 

relevant questions in order to reach specific information. This flexible approach is one of the 

advantages of semi-structured interviewing (Bryman & Bell 2011). As such, this approach 

seemed in line with the data that we were interested in gathering, due to its ability to capture a 

broader understanding of the sole consumer’s perceptions.  

 

For our study seven candidates were chosen and interviewed. Each interview lasted 

somewhere between 20 and 30 minutes. The reasons why each interview were so short varies 

between the interviews, some were simply satisfyingly answered in this period of time whilst 

others might have been stressed for various individual reasons. Whichever the case we still 
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feel that we have gained the information we needed trough each interview as the aim was to 

capture our respondents’ perception regarding their respective failed complaint handling. 

 

The interviews were held at different venues, some face to face, others through 

communication apps and platforms such as Skype and Facebook Messenger´s calling 

function. The advantage of interviews conducted without the presence of the interviewer is 

the non-involvement and as such the interviewer’s characteristics and/or attributes will not 

affect the comfort of the interviewee (Bryman & Bell 2011. s206). The interviews started out 

with the interviewees being asked to describe their entire complaint encounter from the 

beginning, the problem, to the end, the solution. This was done in order to gradually enable 

the interview questions to get more detailed in its nature, but also because we wanted them to 

speak as freely as possible about their individual encounter. We tried to keep the interview as 

dynamic as possible in order to come up with possible attendant questions. 

 

3.2.1 Interview guide 

 

For our interviews we constructed an interview guide (Appendix A) which is a common tool 

used in semi-structured interviews (Bryman & Bell 2011). In the guide we had a list of the 

questions we wanted to cover in our respective interviews. The questions were based on the 

topics we studied in our literately review and were constructed so that they might help us 

answer our research question. The first question in the guide was always the start-up question 

since this one lay the foundation for the rest of the interview. All the questions in the guide 

were answered for all the interviews but they were not always conducted in the same order 

which is not uncommon in semi-structured interviews (Bryman & Bell 2011). An advantage 

of using semi-structured interviews is that you may ask questions outside of the defined ones 

in the interview guide (Bryman & Bell 2011). This was something that occurred in several of 

our interviews when we found something of interest in what our respondent were speaking 

about and we wanted more information about that particular subject.  

3.2.2 Sample 

 

We chose our targeted audience through a subset of non-probability sampling called 

convenience sampling (Bryman & Bell 2011). Due to the lack of time and a restricting budget 

our respondents were chosen from our own social network, they were contacted trough 

Facebook, over the phone or trough friends’ friends. For the purpose of the interview each 

candidate's experience needed to have been seen or considered as a failed reclamation of any 

smart phone. 

 

Our segment of choice was young people between the ages of 20-30, three men and four 

women. They were chosen because they are those who are the most frequent users of our 

product of choice. Some were students at the University of Boras whilst others were 

unemployed or employees at various organizations/corporations. 

 

3.3 Processing the results 

 

The interviews were recorded with a mobile phone and after each interview session, the 

content was transcribed so that otherwise none captured information could be collected and 

thereby remembered. Transcribing the interviews has given us the opportunity to examine the 
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information more thoroughly, which Bryman and Bell (2011) explains is an advantage of 

transcription. The transcriptions were done in the language they were recorded in, six in 

Swedish and one in English. We wrote down a fairly detailed account of each interview and 

only chose to exclude such things as sounds that are not considered to be actual words. There 

are several ways to code qualitative data, no one more correct than the other (Bryman & Bell 

2011). We started our coding by going through the transcriptions several times to locate 

keywords and key phrases to find relevant relations in the participant's accounts. The words 

and phrases we searched for were those that were repeated in more than one of our 

interviewees’ accounts, not necessarily the exact same word or phrase but the ones that could 

be interpreted to have the same meaning. These keywords and phrases were then colour coded 

for the purpose of categorizing them into different themes. When finished, we ended up with a 

total of 8 themes and they were: the importance of the mobile phone, time is important, 

substitute phone, angry, accused, deceived the complaint encounter and cost aspect. After this 

was done we translated the quotes from our respondents, from Swedish in to English.   

 

3.4 Research credibility  

 

In order to verify our research credibility we have followed certain set of criteria’s. To assure 

the correctness of the interviews, these have, with the consent of the interviewees, been 

recorded and transcribed. We have tried to the extent of our ability not to impact or influence 

our respondents during the interviews. To guarantee the truthfulness of our interviews we 

have allowed for a respondent validation (Bryman & Bell 2011). By letting the respondents 

read the transcription of their respective interviews and enabling them the ability to confirm 

its correctness, we feel that we have assured the validation of our empirical data. We do 

however realize that because of the translation of the respondents’ quotes it can never be an 

exact translation; we have however tried to translate them so that the meaning of them stays 

true to the original quotation.  

 

One way that could increase the credibility of the study is the sample size for the empirical 

data. Because of limited time we were only able to conduct seven interviews. The small 

sample size can be seen as a disadvantage because the bigger the sample size is the more 

reliable the data becomes (Bryman & Bell 2011). Another thing that might affect the 

credibility is our way of sampling, when choosing a convenience sample it is impossible to 

generalize the finding since it is just a random group of people (Bryman & Bell 2011).  If time 

was not essential the ultimate way to gather a bigger and broader sample would be to gain 

access to an organizations registry over customer complaints where the mobile phone has 

been the product.  

 

Because we had limited time and resources one could argued that a focus group would have 

been a better option than our semi-structured interviews. However, since we were interested 

in individual accounts, a focus group was not an option because the respondents can affect 

each other’s opinions and answers (Bryman & Bell 2011). Although data produced from 

focus groups can be quickly generated, the data is much harder to organize and analyze, 

therefore, it would be much harder for us to locate the soul individual’s perception.  
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4 Empirical data 
 

This section starts of with a presentation of the participants that we interviewed and a short 

explanation as to why they made a customer complaint. Following this our empirical data is 

presented in different themes which are grounded in the interviews we made. 

4.1 Participants 

 

The participants in our interviews are briefly presented below:  

 

Participant A  
Is a female student at the University of Borås and is 24 years of age. Her customer complaint 

was due to dissatisfaction with a repair service.  

 

Participant B  
Is an unemployed male at the age of 27 living in Norway. His complaint was about a new 

smart phone which was malfunctioning from the time of purchase in which he took his device 

back to the store.  

 

Participant C  
Is a female student at the University of Borås whom just turned 30. Three weeks after 

purchasing her smart phone it started to lag and she therefore decided to make a customer 

complain at the store where she bought it.  

 

Participant D  
Is a student at university of Borås and is a male at the age of 26. His mobile phone shut down 

spontaneously and therefore he felt that it was necessary to return it to the store.  

 

Participant E  

Is a young working woman at the age of 22 residing in Malmo. After a couple of months her 

mobile phone started showing strange behaviour e.g. it restarted or locked it-self. It was 

bought in an online store but she complained at the retailer’s physical store.  

 

Participant F  

Is a female student at the University of Borås at the age of 29. In the process of ordering her 

phone she changed her mind because of a better offer and this led to delivery issues which 

resulted in a customer complaint at the retailer’s store.  

 

Participant G  

Is a working male at the age of 24 living in Landskrona. A few week after he bought his 

phone it broke down because of damage by damp. He returned to the store where he bought it 

and made a customer complaint. 

 

4.2 Themes  

 

During this section we will present the themes derived from our interviews chosen by their 

commonality and as such relevance.   
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4.2.1 The importance of the mobile phone 

 

When asked the question, how important the mobile phone was for them, the participants’ 

answers showed that the mobile phone was of great importance in their everyday life. Before 

we asked them about this specific subject, previous answers already indicated the importance 

of the mobile phone for the interviewee’s. It was emergent that the respondents where much 

attached to their mobile phones and dependent on them for, as seen by them, ordinary 

everyday functionalities. Our interviewees describe these functionalities in terms of calling, 

texting, keeping in contact with others as well as accessing internet functionalities. However, 

what is frequently expressed during the interviews by our respondents is how they believe that 

the mobile phone is or does everything for them, or is used for practically all purposes.  

 

“It is extremely important, I mean, I don't know how I would manage without it. It 

does everything for me, I don’t need hard cash anymore, I don’t need money to be 

able to call or text it is enough to have an internet connection. It is extremely 

important; I cannot live without my mobile phone”. (Participant E). 

 

“Very important, I used for mostly everything, it is with me everywhere. Use it for 

phone calls, texting, everything, it’s very important; you keep in contact with your 

surroundings with your mobile phone”. (Participant D). 

 

4.2.1.1 Time is important 

 

All the interviewees mentioned the time aspect of the customer complaint process, whether it 

is one hour or several months, it was something they found important. One would recommend 

the venue she used only because the service was performed very quickly and she therefore 

would get her phone back in an acceptable time. All of the participants that had to wait for a 

longer period of time, expressed that the time for the particular service needed to be 

shortened. Most of the unsatisfied respondents, regarding time, appointed their dissatisfaction 

to the absence of their respective mobile device, expressing in terms the importance of its 

presence in their lives (e.g. functionalities). Others could accept, as seen by them, a more 

reasonable time span than the actual occurrence with regard to their complaint handling. 

Furthermore, when our participants were informed by the service personnel, as seen by our 

respondents, an unbearable recovery time, some of them used emotional expressions such as 

panic or shock. 

 

“Very important, that is why I pointed out that time was very important, that the 

time to fix it was quick because I had panic without it, just during one day, so it is 

very important” (Participant A). 

 

“I had hoped that it would go faster than it did, three weeks felt like it was a little 

bit too long, one week would have been more understandable”(Participant D). 

 

4.2.1.2 Substitute phone  

 

Some of the participant that were to be without their mobile phones, for a longer period of 

time, was presented with a phone that they could borrow for the duration of the process. All 

that were offered in terms of features and functionality with this substitute mobile phone felt, 
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from our respondents point of view, inadequate and did not live up to their expectations nor 

the standards they were used to with their own mobile phone devices. Respondents could 

imagine being without their respective mobile phones for a shorter period of time, however, if 

the time span were to be longer than what our participants perceive as bearable, they all 

expected a substitute mobile phone equivalent to the one they use for the time being. Some of 

our respondents even rejected to accept the offer provided for a substitute mobile phone when 

the offered device was not up to expectations.  

 

“Now in hindsight, given that it took three weeks, I had at least expected a better 

replacement phone” (Participant D). 

 

“I did receive a replacement phone but I didn't want it, I borrowed my sister's 

phone instead, she had an extra that was much better” (Participant E). 

 

4.2.2 Emotions 

 

All the participants expressed themselves in an emotional way, either through specific 

emotional words or through expressions about how they felt in a, or about a, certain situation. 

The respondents emphasized their emotional distress by themselves before any inquiry was 

made by us. 

 

4.2.2.1 Angry 

 

Anger seems to be the most common emotion that the participants express or feel when 

something goes wrong or when things doesn’t work out the way they expected them to do. 

This was shown even during our interview sessions as the respondents frustrations was shown 

not only in their answers but also by their way of expression as well as their tone of voice 

when regarding the matter. The underlying reason for each of the respondents negative 

emotion were unique in itself, some were emotionally upset because they knew their legal 

rights, some because of time consuming efforts, others due to repeat visits for the same 

malfunction. Their anger appears directly in expressions that emphasize what the respondents 

should receive (e.g. a better phone or a new device upon complaint) or have or have not done 

(e.g. visited physical store on repeated occasions or have not caused the malfunction).  

 

“I had to send it in three times for the same defect and when I had done that I was 

very angry” (Participant D). 

 

“Then I got very angry, and I said –it cannot function like this because now I 

cannot get a similar phone and according to the Swedish consumer agency I 

should have a similar telephone!” (Participant C). 

 

4.2.2.2 Accused  

 

Many of the participants’ felt like they were the ones that were blamed for the situation, they 

felt accused or uncomfortable with the way they were treated or spoken to. What can be seen 

by their expressions was that the approach of the service personnel made them feel guilty and 

made them see themselves as victims. This negative approach by the service personnel, based 
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on the responders’ answers, was because of the questions asked as well as behaviour made 

towards the respondents (e.g. tone of voice, attitude in behaviour). Some felt accused from the 

beginning of their complaint and felt that they were not taken seriously, others felt that the 

questions asked made them uncomfortable as they seemed suspicious in their nature.  

 

“Well it went something like this, -WHAT have you done with your telephone?, it 

is completely ruined, if you check on the side it is bent. It felt a bit like they tried 

to patronize me” (Participant A). 

 

“They should handle it professionally but I felt accused from the very beginning” 

(Participant G). 

 

4.2.2.3 Deceived 

 

A strong reaction or feeling that some of the participants expressed were that they felt 

deceived or cheated in some way or another. One participant was promised a discount by a 

third-party, but when she tried to claim it she was denied. Another participant, who did not 

use the word deceived specifically, felt that she was cheated on the product. With regard to 

being seen as deceived, respondents expressed a great deal of negative emotions and laid great 

emphasis on remarks such as; I was promised or it was new. In the latter, they obtain the 

sense of a lower appraised value of their purchase in relation to the invested capital made by 

them.  

 

“I felt deceived and very disappointed, I could have gone back to the first place 

and made a complaint, it was stupid of me that I didn't do that” (Participant A). 

 

“If I knew that I would get a telephone back that has already had two defects, then 

it feels like I haven't bought a new product, it feels like I have bought a second-

hand product for a lot of money” (Participant C). 

 

4.2.3 The complaint encounter 

 

The encounter between the customer and the service personnel has in some of the complaint 

situations been perceived as bad, where the participants felt they were mistreated or handled 

in a negative way. They expressed it in terms of how they perceived the encounter or how the 

personnel could have been better. They also gave examples of things the personnel had 

expressed to them and by that expressing the negative attitude of the personnel that was 

displayed.  

 

“And friendlier personnel, better, just friendlier” (Participant F). 

 

“It was really an aggressive, an aggressive treatment” (Participant C). 

4.2.4 Cost aspect 

 

Some of the participants expressed concerns about the additional costs that arose when they 

had to part from their mobile phone. Others expressed that payment still had to be made, even 

though they did not have actual access to the service anymore, because the particular service 
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could not be used without the mobile phone. There were also concerns about the fact that they 

had paid a lot of money for a product that was now unavailable.  

 

“If I don’t have an iPhone or something like a smart phone that I can install Viber 

on or something like that, I must go to the store and shop Comviq amigo and it 

costs so much. For two weeks it cost 1000 – 2000: - for me and it’s not suitable 

for me, this phone is not usable for me” (Participant B). 

 

I need my phone and now I am bound to this subscription for 24 months, which I 

pay for, and it isn't very fun to pay for something that I have no use for” 

(Participant E). 
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5 Analysis 
 

In this chapter the empirical results are connected together with the theories that are 

presented under theoretical frame of reference. 

 

5.1 The importance of the mobile phone  

 

When asked about the importance of the mobile phone, our respondents unanimously 

expressed themselves in terms of both functionality as well as emotional value. For instance, 

it was not uncommon for them to view their mobile phones as something that they could not 

be without in their everyday lives. This is then in tune with what Findahl (2013) describes that 

the mobile phone has become the most essential thing for the young in terms of both 

functionality as well as accessibility which in turn makes it as Shifferstein (2004) stated 

exceptional for its utilizer. However, even though we can see in our theoretical as well as 

empirical research that the mobile phones functionalities are of great importance to its user, 

there also seems to be an attachment to the device itself as our respondents’ relay how they 

cannot be without it and how they would panic if it was absent. These types of expressions are 

in line with what Vincent (2005) states; when the device is absent people experience panic 

because they are unified with the product and as Kleine and Baker (2004) put it, based on the 

memories or meanings attached to the product itself. These statements also indicate that our 

respondents would feel an emotional loss if their mobile phone was absent from them which 

is an additional indication of them having an attachment to the product as the strength of 

emotional bond between the consumer and the product defines its attachment levels 

(Schifferstein & Zwartkruis-Pelgrim 2008).  

 

Mugge, Schifferstein & Schoormans (2006) have distinguished four determinants of product 

attachment; self-expression, group affiliation, memories and pleasure. From the usage our 

respondents have with their mobile phone one out of the four determinants is concerned, 

namely, memories. Memories can be made through the taking of pictures and since these are 

also stored in the mobile phone it is something that can be reviewed at a later time. The same 

thing can be done with text messages where the user can go back and look at old 

conversations they have had with other people. The other three determinants cannot be 

confirmed by this study even though smart-phones have the ability to bring pleasure to its 

utilizer. These memories are in line with what Tan (2000) explained as R-emotions which 

basically means that they are imaginative associations to the actual product which in this case 

is the mobile phone. As neither the moment of a “picture” nor the actual moment of the text-

conversation will ever be repeated, their real meaning only exists in ones imagination.   

 

5.2 The importance of time 

 

Our respondents expressed the aspect of time as essential with regard to a customer complaint 

handling. As Maxham & Netemeyer (2002) describes, procedural justice highlights the 

perception of justice (fair or unfairly treated) a consumer perceives during procedures. When 

informed about an unbearable recovery time most of our respondents reacted in panic or 

shock. Respondents, when asked about the importance of time, replied in terms emphasizing 

its importance. One of the respondents when asked how she would feel if the repair time were 

to be one week, replied:  
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“I would have walked away and looked for another place. It wouldn't have 

worked, not a week!” (Participant A).  

 

As we could see in our theory chapter regarding procedural justice, individuals accept a 

timeframe they deem as reasonable otherwise they feel unfairly treated. As the answers of our 

respondents expressed dissatisfaction we have understood them to perceive themselves as 

unfairly treated with regard to time. As the underlying reason seems to be the absence of their 

mobile phones, one could affiliate this with their sense of attachment to their device and as 

such the feel of emotional loss when the device is absent. As Mattila & Enz (2002) put it, 

even the briefest service encounters bring about emotions that assess the overall encounter. 

Notifications of a longer waiting time in a service recovery may bring about negative 

emotions such as frustration, anger, annoyance and rage (Andreassen, 2001).  

 

5.3 Substitute phone 

 

The respondents that had to wait a longer time for their mobile phones to be repaired were 

offered a substitute phone. Most respondents could imagine receiving a substitute phone but 

when the substitute phone did not live up to their expectation, meaning that the device in 

itself, did not provide them with the same personalization features (ring tones, background 

and colour scheme), information access (e.g. photos, email, games and music) and connection 

abilities (calling, texting, internet), all of the respondent turned down the offer due to its 

ineffectiveness. As Maxham & Netemeyer (2002) pinpointed that company policies is one 

way to consider procedural justice, people will define a situation as fair based on their 

perception of the customer complaint handling. In this case, it is the policy of the company 

that shapes the reason as to why they hand out a mobile phone that is not of the same standard 

as the mobile phone that was handed in during the customer complaint. As such this lays the 

cause for the perceived unjust treatment experienced by our respondents probably once again 

due to their strong sense of both A-emotional and R-emotional attachment. One of the 

respondents expressed the perceived unjust treatment as:  

 

“It wasn’t good because I want a normal smart phone and it costs nothing for 

them and I have insurance also. If I have insurance, I pay more for insurance and 

I expect them to talk to insurance or somewhere and give me a similar phone.” 

(Participant B). 

 

 

As explained during our theoretical frame of reference, service recoveries can bring about 

strong negative emotions, such as annoyance, anger and rage (Andreassen, 2001). As the 

reasons for the upcoming of these negative emotions are of various aspects and attributes 

during a service recovery encounter (McColl & Kennedy, 2006), one may relate the issue of a 

substitute phone as one source for the upcoming of these emotions.  

 

5.4 Emotions 

 

One of the most frequent emotions expressed by our respondents were anger, reasons for the 

upcoming of this emotion seemed to vary between the amount of time spent on the total 

customer complaint handling, the process they had to go trough and regulation policies. Our 
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participants answers showed that seen from the consumers’ perspective, a perceived unfair 

company policy created negative emotions. With respect to time, the longer they had to wait 

or the more time they needed to spend on the complaint handling, the more anger was 

expressed.  

 

“You know I was so flipping mad, I couldn’t, I couldn’t sleep. I laid there and 

thought about it for several days.” (Participant C).  

 

Emotions enhance our experiences with either pleasant or unpleasant perceptions regarding 

different matters (Desmet, 2003). As described by McColl & Kennedy (2006) anger is the 

most experienced negative emotion during service recoveries. As these emotions influences 

the assessment of the overall service encounter (Mattila & Enz, 2002), and may root from 

various reasons (McColl & Kennedy, 2006) it could stand as an explanation to our 

respondents expression of anger. As Chebat & Slusarczyk (2005) described in their study, 

procedural justice affirms this behaviour as it considers that consumers perceive the outcomes 

of a procedure as fair or unfair based on their own perception of the matter. For instance, if 

the perception of our respondents is that the procedure has taken too long, they will not feel 

that they have gained procedural justice, and as such consider themselves as unfairly treated, 

which may result in the expression of an emotional frustration, such as anger.  

 

The underlying reason for this feeling could be related to product attachment, as it according 

to Schifferstein & Zwartkrus-Pelgrim (2008) describes the object as something indispensable, 

meaning that, its absence creates the feeling of emotional loss. As Chebat, Ben-Amor & 

Davidow (2010) described, ACT specifies that emotions guide behaviour, as our respondents 

have perceived the situation as unfair (emotionally) their behaviour of expressing anger is not 

unjustified from their perspective.  

 

Another emotion expressed by our respondents was their perception of being accused by the 

service personnel. They expressed that the manner in which they were confronted either 

resulted in that they felt guilt as if it was their fault or the feeling of being accused. Emotions 

are, as explained earlier, created based on a wide spectrum of reasons as well as being 

experienced by both the consumer as well as the employees (McColl & Kennedy, 2006). 

As explained by McColl & Kennedy (2006) emotions can be related to employee behaviours, 

such as being accusative which in a service recovery instance could bring about negative 

emotions such as the sense of being accused (Andreassen, 2001). Martinez-Tur et al. (2006) 

explains this emotion, with the individual need for interactional justice which concerns the 

fairness of a certain interpersonal exchange, and as Ben-Amor & Davidow (2010) described 

that emotions guide behaviour our respondents’ emotional expressions seem to be justified.  

 

The last emotion we found of importance through our empirical data was the emotion of 

deception. Some of our respondents expressed that they felt cheated or deceived during their 

customer complaint handling. Their respective reasons varied as to why they felt this emotion, 

some felt cheated on the product or some because of promises not kept. Whatever their reason 

was, all of the participants who had encountered this feeling expressed negative emotions. As 

Desmet (2003) puts it, emotions are personal, broad and undetermined as we all are different 

in our perception of things and as products can ignite several types of emotions, such as the 

emotion of deception. Whatever our respondents respective reasons where for their sense of 

deception (experiences in the past, employee behaviour, product etc), they feel that the service 

encounter has gone wrong as those are the ones that are reminisced (McColl & Kennedy, 

2006).  
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As Maxham & Netemeyer (2002) describes, distributive justice regards the way individuals 

consider themselves fairly treated based on their total input and their perceived total output. 

As our respondents have, based on their responses, perceived themselves as unfairly treated, 

with regard to their total customer complaint output, they have perceived themselves as 

deceived. 

 

5.5 The complaint encounter 

 

Some of the respondents expressed the complaint as a negative encounter because of the 

treatment they received from the personnel. Not only had they felt a negative attitude from the 

personnel during the customer complaint handling but also a hostile way of approach. Those 

of our participant who were engaged in such a situation could not understand the perceived 

approach of the service personnel as they thought they were not to blame for the reason of the 

complaint occurrence.  

 

“In my head I thought -what have I done to you to get such a hostile treatment? I 

just came in with a broken phone.” (Participant C). 

 

Suggestions that were brought up by our respondents, on how they perceive a successful 

interpersonal encounter with regard to customer complaint, were treatments such as more 

polite and friendlier personnel. As Maxhams & Netemeyer (2002) points out, interactional 

justice from a customer point of view would only be perceived as fair if the personnel treat the 

customer with some positive attitude such as politeness or courtesy. As our respondents have 

shown by their answers that their encounters have not lived up to customer expectations with 

regard to their perceived interactional justice, one can conclude that they did not perceive 

themselves as fairly treated. 

 

5.6 Cost aspect 

 

The aspect of cost was stressed upon by our respondents without any form of inquiry from our 

side. Our respondents informed that, by being absent from their mobile devices, regardless of 

the reasons as to why, it resulted in inflated costs. These could be expenses for substitute 

services, subscription charges, or costs that could occur if the company decide that the actual 

damage is not a product failure but instead caused by the customer. Or as in one of the 

respondent’s case, the refund that was offered did not match the product value of the original 

phone.  

 

“Oh, one other thing I forgot to mention. Before I could pick out a new phone, the 

girl at the counter had to fix the refund receipt for me so that I could pick out a 

new phone. But then the receipt was at 1500 SEK cheaper than what my phone is 

worth today because I bought it through a sales promotion, so I couldn't get an 

equivalent phone without spending more money.” (Participant C). 

 

As the dimensions of justice in order with the description made by Maxham & Netemeyer 

(2002) concerns how customers perceive all aspects of a certain event, both distributive as 

well as procedural justice are of interest dependent on as to why consumer costs have inflated. 

For instance, if the causes of the upcoming costs are because of the time span of a complaint 
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handling, then, according to Chebat & Slusarczyk (2005) procedural justice concerns the 

procedures consumers go through in order to reach a final outcome, such procedures could be 

acquiring substitute services or affected subscriptions. However, if the cause of the upcoming 

cost is because of the abovementioned case about the lessened product value, then according 

to Maxham & Netemeyer (2002), distributive justice, which concerns how individuals 

consider themselves treated in terms of input and output, is the one consumers are lacking. As 

situations can vary as to why the cost has occurred the feeling of unfair treatment exposed by 

our interviewees may have roots in different urges of justice. The mere product attachment is 

also worth baring in mind as attachments are personal and based on meanings that a product 

enhances with its utilizer (Shifferstein, 2004), hence, if the value offered will not cover the 

value of the lost product our respondents unpleasant perceptions of the matter are reasonable 

in their sense.  
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6 Conclusion 
 

In this final chapter we will present the conclusions of our research where we answer our 

research question. This is followed by a discussion and suggestions for further research.   

 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the relationship between the young 

consumer and their mobile phone and how the absence of the mobile phone might explain 

why the consumer sees their customer complaint as failed. After conducting both empirical as 

well as theoretical research and analysis, we have been able to see connections that enable us 

to draw certain conclusions.  

 

A complaint handling from a young consumer’s perspective can be perceived as unsuccessful 

due to a set of factors such as, a long time frame, a poor substitute phone, additional costs that 

can occur during the process and unfriendly personnel. All of these aforementioned bring 

about emotions within our respondents, they perceive themselves as unfairly treated (i.e. 

accused), and thus show emotions such as anger and because of this perceive the customer 

complaint handling as failed.  

 

We have also seen the importance of the mobile phone for younger (20-30) users and showed 

how they, because of the personal meaning of the device as well as different determinants (i.e. 

memories, pleasure), are attached to their mobile phones. The determining factors as to how 

consumers perceive an unsuccessful complaint handling seems to be decided by the level of 

product attachment they sense.  

 

Individuals can be attached to objects in different ways or for different reasons, dependent on 

the different determinants and/or meanings that lays the foundation for the product attachment 

and as such creates an emotional bond. What connects our respondents to their respective 

attachment is of lesser importance and could vary from respondent to respondent; however, 

what we could see clearly was that the mobile phone brings about emotions in at least one if 

not all of the determinants. This brings us to conclude that those factors that was pointed out 

by us as reasons as to why our respondents sees it as a failed customer complaint handling can 

be affected and changed dependent on how attached an individual is to his or her product. 

 

6.1 Discussion  

 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the relationship between the young 

consumer and their mobile phone and how the absence of the mobile phone might explain 

why the consumer sees their customer complaint as failed. After conducting both empirical as 

well as theoretical research and analysis we can see in this study that there is a connection 

between young consumers that have an attachment to their mobile phone and the factors that 

lead to a failed complaint handling, when the mobile phone is the targeted product.    

 

After analysing the result we have gained a wider understanding as to how our respondents 

are attached, both emotionally and physically to their mobile phone and how it brings up 

negative emotions when the mobile phone is taken away from them during a period of time. 

For instance emotions arisen because of the actual physical phone (A-emotions) or 

imaginative (R-emotions) both stand as reason for the upcoming of negative emotions due to 

the absentee of either one or both of the respective emotions (A- or R- emotions). Which of 
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these are important for our interviewees are of lesser importance, what is of importance is that 

one if not both of these are sensed by our targeted audience. As we have explained earlier 

such emotions towards products evolve when there is a strong attachment to the product itself, 

weather trough the actual products own attributes and qualities or trough associated meanings. 

As this attachment turns into a creation of a strong emotional bond towards the product, our 

audience consider their respective devices as something special and irreplaceable.   

       

We did not experience that our respondents consider the complaint handling as an unexpected 

occasion but rather as a natural process. However, almost all of our respondents had to hand 

in their mobile phone for reparation for several weeks and this seems to be the most negative 

part with the customer complaint handling which also contribute to the perceived failed 

complaint handling. As we have mentioned previously, when the attachment to the product is 

so great that it is seen as something special, when absent it is not uncommon to sense 

emotional loss. During a complaint handling instance it is the actual emotion felt during that 

instance that assess the overall outcome for the total complaint handling. In other words it is 

what the consumer feels during the process (i.e. sad, angry, happy) that results in weather he 

or she considers the service to be successful or not.  

 

One could draw the conclusion that time is the most important factor and that this is 

something that companies needs to take under consideration when they handle a customer 

complaint with a mobile phone as the targeted product.  As we saw in our results, one of the 

most frequent reasons as to why our respondents experienced negative emotions during a 

customer complaint was due to the absence of their respective mobile devices for a longer 

period of time and a substitute phone that did not live up to their expectations and/or needs. 

Because attachments could be of various attributes it becomes very hard for a substitute 

product to replace those attributes. When these boxes are not ticked for the consumer it 

naturally creates negative emotions and when told about a longer waiting time in order to gain 

those attributes by getting their device back, they, in accordance with previous research, tend 

to express emotions of anger and frustration. One could argue that if the time span was 

reduced throughout a complaint handling or the replacement phone is of interest to the youth 

that has an attachment to their phone, the outcome would results in an increased level of 

customer satisfaction.   

 

A suggestion that we would like to make is that companies could hand out a replacement 

phone that is of the same standard that was handed in where the consumer should have the 

possibility to transfer all of the information from their own phone onto the substitute phone. 

By doing so, we can perhaps lessen the emotional impacts of both the A- and R-emotions 

(physical and imaginative). This way, at least a part of what creates the attachment will be 

transferred and thereby the consumer will not experience the time span without their own 

mobile phone as difficult as they would otherwise do. 

 

Although we have seen in our results that there is a strong attachment to the mobile phone in 

the age range of 20-30 and that there are two factors that stand out from the rest when 

determining if a customer complaint is a failure, time and replacement phone, the sample size 

in this study is not representative for this group of people in large. The outcome of the 

determinant factors for a failed mobile phone customer complaint handling might be different 

with a larger sample size. However, together with the theory mentioned in this study and our 

result, the conclusion that young people are attached to their mobile phone can be drawn.  
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We could also with some certainty say that if a product attachment exists, negative emotions, 

such as anger, will increase if the product is absence. If the object could not be affiliated with 

any type of emotional attachment or personal meaning, would it then be as important to the 

consumer and would the underlying factors (time, cost, unpleasant personnel and poor 

substitute product) of a perceived, failed customer complaint, be the same?  

 

As it is the associations and attachments to the device that creates these emotions, our 

audience expectancies are high and as such they expect the output of their input to be fair 

during a complaint handling. When unexpected occurrences, such as longer waiting time or 

unfriendly personnel behaviour, exhibits itself, our targeted audience, besides their emotional 

expressions of anger and frustration, express their sense of being unjustly treated. This is not 

out of line with the theory as people act in a manner in order to verify their thoughts about 

themselves, which in another sense could mean that if they believe to be the bearers of justice, 

the will feel accused and unjustly treated if told that they are not. One may wonder why, but 

as emotions guide behaviour and our audience’s sense of unjust treatment have led them to 

negative emotions, this have resulted in that they see the customer complaint instance as 

unsuccessful.    

 

In this study we found that there are many factors that can affect if a customer complaint 

handling would be perceived as a failure from a young consumers’ perspective but these 

factors did not seem equally important. However, one thing is certain, young people are 

strongly attached to and in need of their mobile phones and if it is taken away from them, that 

itself is perceived as a failure.   

 

6.2 Suggestions for further research  

 

It would have been interesting to conduct a comparative study between a younger and older 

generation to see if they would have the same view of an unsuccessful customer complaint 

handling when the mobile phone is the target product. As we mentioned earlier, young people 

have a greater attachment to the mobile phone, and it causes negative emotions if they have to 

be without it. Would the older generation have the same attachment, both emotionally and 

physically?  

 

Another interesting angle would be if the target product was exchanged for another, would 

people perceive the unsuccessful customer complaint handling the same if it for example was 

a computer or a television? 
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8 Appendix A 
 

 

Can you tell us about the reclamation situation (from the beginning to the end) 
 

What were your expectations before you made the customer complaint? 
 

How did you feel when you realized that it would not go as you had expected? 
 

What should have been done differently for you to experience it as a successful 
reclamation? 
 

How do you perceive a successful reclamation should be carried out? 
 

Did you tell anyone about your unsuccessful experience? What did you say? 
 

Have you used social media to write about your unsuccessful experience?  
 

What do you use your mobile phone for? 
 

How important is your mobile phone to you? 
 

How did you feel when you realized that you wouldn't get you phone back in XXX?
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