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A B S T R A C T 

The higher education sector has evolved over the past decade due to the ever-changing needs of 
students who are its primary customers. As a result, most students have to deal with unmet expectations 

which subsequently lead to service failure. Even though service failure cannot be eliminated, higher 
education institutions are expected to provide an effective complaints management system to resolve 

student problems and service failure incidents. This study analysed service failure and complaints 
management in higher education institutions. A quantitative, descriptive and cross-sectional study was 

undertaken using 430 full-time students across three public universities in South Africa. The findings 
of this study showed that students encounter various forms of service failures in institutions of higher 

learning with the majority experiencing service failures in respect of funding and academic 
registration. Also, most of the students were generally satisfied with the complaints management 

system. Thus, this study can help institutional managers to understand service failure incidents 
confronting the sector. Furthermore, the study provides an opportunity for institutional managers to 

assess the effectiveness of the complaints management system and make improvements to ensure a 
better student experience.     

© 2021 by the authors. Licensee SSBFNET, Istanbul, Turkey. This article is an open access article 
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).    

 

 

Introduction 

Complaints handling is an integral part of the service recovery process and essential to addressing service failure. Chahal and Devi 

(2015) observe that few cases of service failures or complaints are reported and registered because people simply don’t know where 

to complain and there is limited time to complain. In some cases, poor service encounters or being assisted by non-responsive service 

providers may lead to customers believing that registering complaints is an exercise in futility because nobody will attend to the 

complaint or they will simply be ignored. Customer complaints may arise because of a service or product that is defective, unfulfilled 

customer expectation or a broken promise. Therefore, a poorly executed service, unreliable service and failure to meet commitments 

may all lead to customer complaints (Chan et al., 2016). Sometimes, there is a wrong belief among service employees that low 

complaints represent good performance to the extent that they do not value complaints (Tan et al., 2014).  

Service failures are context-specific and differ in frequency of occurrence. Besides, the reactions of customers concerning service 

failures are different from one organisation to another. In this regard, frontline employees play a crucial role in defining customer 

dissatisfaction (Khanmohammadi et al., 2014). Wilson et al., (2012) have noted that customers react differently to service failure. 

Emotions such as anger, discontent, disappointment, self-pity and anxiety can occur at any time. On the other hand, some scholars 

are of the view that service failures should not lead to panic. Customer complaints and service failure do not mean the end of the 

business but an opportunity to correct mistakes and improve customer satisfaction and relationship. Thus, it is only when service 

breakdown occurs that an organisation can evaluate its operations (Timm, 2011). Furthermore, customers who register complaints 

should not be viewed as charlatans or treated with contempt. Sometimes, service providers may take offence and be defensive when 
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customers complain about their service offering. However, they need to view complaints as feedback and a tool for managing service 

failure incidents (Harris, 2013). Bateson and Hoffman (2016) believe that complainers are true customers because they inform the 

service providers that they have operational or managerial problems which need to be sorted out. Thus, service providers should be 

concerned about non-complainers because they have either left or are prepared to leave and defect to the competition.     

The traditional method of addressing service or product failures is through the handling of complaints where aggrieved customers 

can make formal complaints regarding their experience. Complaints handling improves customer perception of the service orientation 

of the organisation even though it is inherently non-service oriented (Gronroos, 2007).  Abbas et al, (2015) posit that service providers 

must provide every possible channel to enable customers to launch complaints on matters relating to service breakdown. This will 

enable the service provider to gain an understanding of the problems and engage the customer to redress any defects found. In doing 

so, the service provider will be able to retain the customer and minimise defections. Several studies have been conducted on 

complaints management in different sectors of the economy. Extant research shows evidence of literature on complaints management 

in hospitals (Bendall-Lyon & Powers, 2001), banks (Bengül & Yılmaz, 2018), hospitality industry (Ramphal, 2016) and food 

processing industry (MacLeish, 2016).  However, there is a dearth of research on complaints management in the higher education 

sector, specifically in South Africa.  The South African higher education sector has not been immune to students’ problems. For 

instance, students complain of food and housing problems (Dominguez-Whitehead, 2017), shortage of resources such as laptops and 

data, delays in funding and release of allowances, poor infrastructure and increased workload due to some staff operating from home 

(Ncokazi, 2020). Thus, failure to address these complaints and many others lead to students’ dissatisfaction and in some cases protests 

(Tjønneland, 2017). It is against this background that there was a need to ascertain students’ perception of service failure and 

complaints management. According to Price Waterhouse Coopers (2014), the momentum of change in higher education will continue 

to be robust and it is only institutions that respond appropriately to the present challenges that will be able to remain competitive, 

attractive and vibrant, while those that maintain the status quo will face challenges in meeting their goals. This study analysed service 

failure and complaints management system in higher education institutions with specific reference to South Africa. Specifically, the 

study analysed the following: 

i. Student perception of the causes of service failure 

ii. Student perception of the nature of the service provided during the service failure  

iii. Student perception of complaints management   

The following section provides a theoretical background on service failure and complaints management. Service failure and 

complaints management concepts are discussed. The research methodology that guided this study is provided, followed by results 

and a discussion of the findings. Lastly, this study provides a conclusion which encompasses recommendations and a suggestion for 

future research. 

Literature review 

Conceptual Background 

Service failure  

Michel (2001) notes that since services production and consumption cannot be separated, service performance and delivery can be 

attributed to several factors such as the behaviour of front-desk employees, the capacity of the system and the behaviour of customers 

that are part of the transaction. The perception of customers regarding the variation from the service norm or blueprint is viewed as 

service failure if it does not meet the customers’ expectation of an ideal outcome or process. In some cases, customers treat incidents 

as service breakdown even when the process of the service rendered is in tandem with the service norm. Thus, the reported incident 

is treated as a service breakdown and leads to customer dissatisfaction. Extant research has categorised service failure in different 

ways. Failure categorisation is a very important aspect of failure analysis because it helps to identify types of frequent service failure 

incidents and provides insight into why these types of service failure incidents occur. It further provides information to minimise the 

occurrence of similar incidents in future (Gonzalez et al., 2005). Categorising or classifying service failures is very important for 

organisations. Previous research suggests that most firms fail to document service failures and this makes learning a challenge (Tax 

& Brown, 1998).        

According to Bitner et al., (1990), the classification of service failure incidents is based on three categories, viz. employee response 

to service delivery system failure, employee response to customer needs and requests and unprompted and unsolicited employee 

actions.  On the other hand, Ishaque et al., (2016) believe that service failure consists of four major categories viz. employees' response 

to service delivery system, employees' response to implicit/explicit customer requests, unprompted and unsolicited employee' actions 

and problematic customer behaviour. Service delivery system failure represents product or service defects, slow/unavailable service, 

facility problem, unclear policy and when the food at the student cafeteria is not delivered acceptably. When lecturers fail to re-

schedule classes, due to timetable clashes or there are some seating problems for the students, the service failure is categorized as 

employee’ responses to implicit and explicit customer requests. Another important category due to the employee’ unprompted and 

unsolicited employee’ actions involve employee’ behaviour, wrong grades being given, lost examination results, and over-charging 
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students fees on the statement. Lastly, sometimes service fails due to problematic student's behaviour or is more likely due to aberrant 

student’ behaviour such as making noise and drunkenness. 

Complaints Management 

Complaints management is a process that is deemed as a key battleground where stakes are high and the outcome is not known. Thus, 

the complainant may leave the scene dissatisfied and less likely to return. On the other hand, if the service provider can address the 

problem to the satisfaction of the customer, the customer may leave the scene satisfied and will be likely to patronise the service or 

business in the future (Rust et al., 1992). Therefore, complaints handling should deal primarily with the outcome and secondly, the 

process. When the provision of speedy service recovery is not possible due to other matters such as lawsuits, the service provider 

must make sure that customers are updated on the issues surrounding their complaints (Stone, 2011). 

Customer complaints provide the service provider with meaningful information which can prove useful in helping the firm to 

recognise their problems, recover from a service failure and maintain a sustainable relationship with customers. Therefore, laying 

out a clear complaints procedure will enable customers to know how to launch complaints, where to complain and this initiative 

should be favourably considered by service providers (Quy & Lan, 2015). Besides, Service managers have no choice, but to learn 

about service failure incidents if service recovery is to be achieved. In this regard, customer complaints are essential and crucial 

feedback that helps managers to conduct a thorough analysis of the root cause of service failure and to detect areas within the 

operation that are leading to this (Lervik-Olsen et al., 2016). Therefore, service providers should create an environment or provide 

an experience that enhances customer perception of the likelihood of complaints being addressed satisfactorily or reaping some 

reward. Previous experience of the customer can be positive only if the service provider can do things right every time (Azam et al., 

2013).  

As part of continuous improvement, institutional managers need to communicate to students the various channels that can be used to 

voice their concerns or to register complaints (Hoffman and Lee, 2015). Students will derive satisfaction from a service recovery 

process if satisfied with the process of seeking the remedy. Furthermore, a fair complaint process that facilitates student flexibility 

and control is crucial to achieving student satisfaction. Universities are advised to come up with policies and a communication 

framework that is clear to students and which facilitates prompt and timely feedback to complainants (Waqas et al., 2014). Thus, 

service providers’ complaints management system must be flexible to respond with speed in an event of service failure to ensure that 

the customer is not disadvantaged as a result of substandard service. The longer it takes to enforce service recovery, the higher the 

level of compensation needed (Ibrahim & Abdallahamed, 2014). Service providers should establish good complaint management and 

service recovery system to avoid the spread of negative word-of-mouth accounts about the organisation and its products from 

disappointed or dissatisfied customers (Okyere & Kumadey, 2015).     

Customer complaints should be seen as both an opportunity and a problem. Complaints can create discomfort and fear. Conversely, 

organisations can view complaints as an opportunity to receive constructive customer feedback and to strive to use this to enhance 

their reputation, credibility, customer confidence and satisfaction (Scriabina & Fomichov, 2007). This view is reinforced by Garin-

Munoz et al., (2016) who have noted that service providers should view complaints as opportunities since they provide the service 

provider with a second chance to make things right. One of the most important strategies is to encourage and track complaints. 

Service failure occurs when least expected and sometimes without the knowledge of the service provider such that it takes the 

customer to inform the service provider. Consequently, organisations can encourage and track complaints by developing a mindset 

that complaints are good, by making complaining easy, by being an active listener, by asking customers about specific issues and 

through conducting short surveys (Wilson et al., 2012).  

Research and Methodology 

This study followed a descriptive, quantitative and cross-sectional approach. Thus, in descriptive research, data is used to provide 

explanations regarding the characteristics of people and situations. Furthermore, descriptive studies play an important role in 

explaining the attributes of a given scenario such as market segments and factors influencing customer behaviour (Sekaran & Bougie, 

2016). A total of 430 students were used in this study. Judgemental sampling which is a non-probability sampling technique was 

used to ascertain students’ perception based on their service failure experience using a self-administered questionnaire. The 

proponents of purposive sampling believe that, by focussing on respondents or traits that are considered helpful, the researcher can 

pick only those that can articulate views relevant to the study (Churchill et al., 2010). Besides, the choice of the sampling method 

was made because there is no sampling frame that allows the researcher to work only with students who have experienced service 

failure (Leow, 2015).  

Data and analysis 

A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect data. The respondents were met at their respective universities and a hard copy 

of the questionnaire was presented to them. A consent form requesting their approval to participate in the study was given to the 

students and it was also pointed out to them that their participation is voluntary such that they can withdraw from the study at any 

point without providing reasons. For the current study, data were analysed using descriptive statistics. Data analysis for descriptive 

statistics was computed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 24.0. Tables were drawn to present information 
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using frequency percentages. The descriptive statistics provided information relating to the demographic background of participants, 

causes of services failure, the nature of service provided during the service failure and complaints management. A Likert scale was 

used to gauge student feelings on complaints management with the designs ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = 

Uncertain, 4 = Agree and 5 = Strongly Agree. However, for the purpose of analysis, the scales were collapsed into three viz. Disagree, 

Uncertain and Agree.  

Ethical clearance and permission to conduct the study were obtained from the three public universities. The final survey earmarked 

a sample of 460 students across the three public universities. However, a total of 430 usable questionnaires were received by the 

researcher. This represents a response rate of 93.5 percent which is considered very high.  

Results  

Demographic information 

The findings of this study show that the majority of respondents were South Africans (98.6 percent) followed by other nationalities 

(1.4 percent). The gender participation comprised of 44.7 percent females and 55.3 percent males. In terms of the race composition, 

the majority of the respondents were Africans (95.6 percent) followed by Indians (2.8 percent) and Whites (1.6 percent). In terms of 

students’ participation, the sample respondents from the three universities were 30 percent, 49.8 percent and 20.2 percent respectively. 

Students perception of the causes of service failure 

As indicated in Table 1, the majority of respondents had experienced service delivery system failure (42.1 percent) followed by 

unfulfilled needs and requests (24.2 percent), unprompted and unsolicited action (23.7 percent), while service failure as a result of 

problematic customers (students) amounted to 10 percent. Table 1 shows the categories of the causes of service failure. 

Table 1: Categories of the causes of service failure 

Categories of the causes of service failure  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Service delivery system failure 181 42.1 42.1 

Unfulfilled needs and requests 104 24.2 66.3 

Unprompted and unsolicited action 102 23.7 90.0 

Problematic customers (students) 43 10.0 100.0 

Total 430 100.0   

 

Nature of services provided during service failure 

The results as depicted in Table 2 reveal that the majority of students experience service failures in respect of funding (24.9 percent) 

followed by service failure during the registration process (24.2 percent), service failure in respect of accommodation or student 

housing (17.7 percent), administrative service failure (14.7 percent),  service failure in the classroom (7.2 percent), service failure in 

respect of student cafeteria (5.1 percent), service failure in respect of the library (4.7 percent) while other service failures amounted 

to 1.6 percent.  Table 2 shows the breakdown of the nature of services provided in the higher education institutions where students 

can experience service failure.                                                                                         

Table 2: Nature of the service failure for the services provided at universities 

 

Nature of service failure  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Service failure during the registration process 104 24.2 24.2 

Service failure in respect of funding 107 24.9 49.1 

Administrative service failure 63 14.7 63.7 

Service failure in the classroom 31 7.2 70.9 

Service failure in  respect of the library 20 4.7 75.6 

Service failure in respect of accommodation 76 17.7 93.3 

Service failure in respect of student cafeteria 22 5.1 98.4 

other 7 1.6 100.0 

Total 430 100.0   
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Students perception of the complaints management system                                                               

This section provides a discussion of findings relating to students’ perception of complaints management in their designated 

universities. Students were requested to ascertain whether the university or employees encourage them to complain when they face 

problems. As shown in Table 3, 23.9 percent (103) of the respondents disagree while 29.1 percent (125) were uncertain. The majority 

of respondents (47 percent; n= 202) agree that the university and its employees encourage students to complain. With respect to 

whether the university provides different platforms for registering complaints, the results show that 21.4 percent (92) of the 

respondents disagree while 33 percent (142) of the respondents were uncertain. Furthermore, 45.6 percent (196) (which represents 

the majority of respondents) agree that the university has different platforms or communication channels for registering complaints. 

Further to the above-highlighted statements, students were asked whether the university publicise where to register complaints. The 

results reveal that 38.8 percent (167) representing the majority of respondents disagree, followed by 33 percent (142) of the 

respondents who agree and 28.1 percent (121) who were uncertain as to whether or not they knew where to register a complaint 

because the university has publicised.         

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the complaints management system in universities, students were also asked whether it 

was easy, fast and convenient to register a complaint. The findings show that the majority of the respondents (41.2 percent; n=177) 

disagree while 27.9 percent (120) were uncertain. Thus, 30.9 percent (133) of the respondents agree that it was easy and fast to 

register complaints at their institution of higher learning. With respect to whether there was an authority to settle complaints by 

members of staff, the results show that 30.5 percent (131) of the respondents disagree that members of staff had the authority to settle 

complaints while 32.3 percent (139) of the respondents were uncertain. The findings further show that the majority of the respondents 

(37.2 percent; n=160) agree that members of staff had the authority to settle or address complaints registered at the university.  

Table 3: Frequency distribution of complaints management 

Complaints Management Disagree  Uncertain Agree   Total 

   n    %   n % n % n % 

Encourage complaints 103 23.9% 125 29.1% 202 47% 430 100% 

Platforms for complaints   92 21.4% 142 33% 196 45.6% 430 100% 

Knew where to complain 167 38.8% 121 28.1% 142 33% 430 100% 

Easy to register complaints 177 41.2% 120 27.9% 133 30.9% 430 100% 

Authority to settle complaints 131 30.5% 139 32.3% 160 37.2% 430 100% 

 

Discussion 

This study assessed students’ perception of service failure and complaints management in higher education institutions. A descriptive 

analysis of demographic information, causes of service failure, the nature of service failure experienced by students and the 

complaints management system utilised in higher education institution was performed. The findings of this study show that the 

majority of students’ encounter service delivery system failure and the least experienced service failure is caused by other students 

known as problematic students. Previous research suggests that customers are normally upset when other customers do not adhere to 

service processes or norms. Moreover, the dissatisfaction of customers who adhere to procedures escalates when front-desk 

employees do not respond appropriately because in any organisation there are explicitly or implicitly established service norms that 

customers should abide by (Gursoy et al., 2017).  Thus, a better service experience can be achieved if customers or students are 

oriented on avoiding problematic or uncivil students who can affect their perception of the service provider and service rendered 

(Torres et al., 2017).  

A further analysis was conducted regarding the nature of service failure experienced by students. The results reveal that the majority 

of students’ experience service failure in respect of funding and the least problem experienced by students is in respect of other 

service failures. According to Clarke (2015), students who have registered through the South African tertiary education funding 

scheme known as NASFAS are sometimes informed that their names are not reflecting in the system such that this makes it difficult 

for them to access tuition fees and meal allowances. In order to ascertain the perception of the complaints management system used 

in higher education institutions, students were asked whether the university or its employees encourage complaints. The findings 

reveal that the majority of the students agree that universities encourage them to complain when they have problems.  Merlo et al., 

(2018) argue that one of the powerful strategies is for firms to encourage customers to register complaints. Thus, this will enable the 

firm to understand customer needs and find ways of addressing them. Similarly, Soares et al., (2017) observe that organisations 

should encourage customers to provide feedback when they are not happy with the service rendered. Encouraging dissatisfied 

customers to give feedback is important. Rather than treating customers as annoyances, service managers should view complaints as 

a tool for gaining customer trust. In sectors where there is cut-throat competition, an organisation should work hard to retain current 
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customers and transform dissatisfied customers into brand ambassadors. Thus, to build customer trust, an organisation must take 

deliberate initiatives to champion the welfare of customers by rectifying errors. In particular, service-oriented organisations should 

provide incentives as one way of encouraging customers to provide feedback on any service failure. 

Students were also requested to evaluate if the university provides different platforms for registering complaints. The findings show 

that the majority of the students agree that the university provides them with different platforms for registering complaints. According 

to Villi and Koc (2018), higher education institutions need to set up appropriate complaint systems as one way of encouraging 

students to express their dissatisfaction easily. Brief customer satisfaction surveys in various forms may be administered to collect 

information and to monitor student satisfaction levels continuously. In addition, mobile phone applications, SMS and web-based 

portals can be used to assist students to register complaints (Badhe et al., 2017). Additional analysis was conducted to ascertain 

whether the university publicises where to register complaints. The results show that the majority of students disagree that the 

university publicises where to register complaints. Kloviene and Pazeraite (2017) believe that feedback from the students is beneficial 

and this is the reason why universities should make it clear or publicise to their students that any type of feedback is encouraged. 

Thus, organisations should strive to do the right things from the beginning. Even though things may not always go according to the 

service blueprint, a good complaint management system can help to restore customer satisfaction and lead to a sustainable 

relationship.     

Students were further requested to evaluate whether it is easy, fast and convenient to register a complaint. The majority of the students 

disagree that it is easy, fast and convenient to register a complaint. Kloviene and Pazeraite (2017) add that higher education 

institutions should make sure that the complaint management procedures should be easy to understand by both students and the 

employees of the institution. Dissatisfied students should clearly understand how to file the complaint and employees need to know 

who is to accept those complaints. Lastly, this study sought to evaluate student perception of whether university employees had the 

authority to address complaints. The results show that the majority of the students agree that the employees had the authority to 

address their complaints. According to Chan et al., (2017), service encounter quality is determined by employees who are empowered 

and are familiar with the complaint’s management blueprint. Therefore, management should ensure that training focussing on 

resolving customer complaints and service recovery is provided. In addition, cases registered by the organisation should be reviewed 

on regular basis as one way of fostering continuous improvement.  

Conclusions  

Service failures are a common phenomenon in the service sector, specifically in higher education institutions. However, an effective 

complaints management system can be useful in addressing the challenges students are facing or whenever they are confronted with 

a service failure scenario. This study aimed to analyse student perception of service failure and customer complaints management 

system in the South African higher education sector. The various service failure incidents that students encounter in higher education 

institutions range from student funding, registration, administrative failure, classroom, library, accommodation and student cafeteria 

among others. The findings of this study showed that service delivery system failure and service failure in respect of funding 

accounted for the majority of the service failures. Thus, the management of higher education institutions is advised to pay particular 

attention to the aforementioned service failure incidents and create an enabling environment where student problems can be registered 

and resolved efficiently.     

Based on the findings of this study, the management of higher education institutions is encouraged to facilitate the training of 

customer-facing employees so that they gain new skills on how to deal with student problems. Furthermore, there is a need for 

institutional managers to provide a good complaints management system that encourages students’ complaints. Furthermore, 

institutions should avail several platforms for registering complaints and give authority to members of staff to resolve students’ 

complaints. There is nothing so frustrating for students than having to deal with a clueless academic staff or employee who does not 

have the authority to address their problems. This study has contributed to the literature on service failure and complaints management 

in the higher education sector. Future research should focus on how institutions can address the reported service failure incidents. 
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