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Abstract

After experiencing library service failure, the user may directly or indirectly voice his/her com-
plaint, which is the best prescription to improve library public services. The paper explores the aca-
demic librarians and users’ attitudes towards complaints. Through surveying six hundred students
from twenty universities and applying descriptive and inferential statistical techniques, the study
investigates student users’ complaint preference and behavior afterwards, and perception of complaint
handling and outcome. The study reports and compares their attitudes and perspectives towards library
complaints. It further examines the differences in attitudes and behavior intention among respondents
who had prior experience in filing complaints at libraries, did not complain, and had no prior experi-
ence in service failure. An ultimate analysis was made to contrast the user’s perception towards com-

plaint handling of the library and of for-profit organization.
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Complaint Attitudes and Behavior in Academic Libraries

Shiao-Feng Su'

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

User complaints in libraries are usually a
result of service failures and can be viewed as
a direct or indirect request for service recovery
or improvement. Complaints can be explicit or
implicit. The former includes written complaints
submitted via physical or electronic channels
and direct face-to-face complaints to librarians.
The latter includes avoidance of future library
visit and word-of-mouth complaints to friends
or family, which are more difficult for the
libraries to detect. Libraries should treat user
complaints positively and use the feedback to
improve services.

Service failures may occur during
service encounters or afterwards. It could
cause users’ negative behavior (Goodwin &

Ross, 1992). A multitude of factors influence a

patron’s complaint behavior, e.g., the intensity of
negative emotions, loyalty to the library, and
personality. Prior research shows that patrons
who experience stronger negative feelings or
are loyal consumers to a service organization
are more likely to adopt a formal and explicit
complaint action. Moreover, personality greatly
affects complaint behavior. Some patrons may
never take an action to complain about a service
failure (Hirschman, 1970; Singh, 1988).

This paper explores users’ attitudes
toward complaints and complaint behavior in
academic libraries. It examines the differences
in attitudes and behavioral intention among
users who experienced failure, with or without
taking action to voice a complaint, and who did
not. Patrons’ behavioral intention after service

recovery is attempted to find out whether the
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organization’s remedial service is effective. An
ultimate analysis was made to contract the user’s
perception towards complaint handling of the library

and for-profit organizations in general.

2. Methodology

The research explores users’ attitudes and
behavioral intention toward library complaint
through questionnaire survey and face-to-
face in-depth interviews. Data are collected
in five stages. First, 93 academic libraries
were surveyed through questionnaire to
understand how serious their user complaints
were. Twenty two libraries were selected for
user survey based on university types and the
result of user complaints from the previous
survey (see Table 1). However, during survey
implementation, two of the universities
were found unqualified for the sampling
criteria. Therefore, only 20 universities were
represented in our sample data.

Prior to survey design, the researcher
interviewed tens of university students to

understand why and how service failures occur

to enhance the questionnaire design. Later,
twelve students participated in the survey
pretest to modify the questionnaire. Finally,
the formal survey was administered in the 22
chosen universities. Online survey and face-to-
face survey at the 22 academic libraries were
used together to obtain 600 valid returns for

subsequent analyses.

3. Findings
3.1 Sample demographics

Of the 600 survey respondents, 58.5%
were female, and 41.5% were male. Nearly half
of the respondents (43.8%) visited the library
once or twice every week; one third of them
(33.2%) visited 3 to 4 times; and nearly one
fifth (19.2%), 5 to 7 times.

As to the experiences of service failures
and complaints, fourty two percent of the
respondents (265/600) experienced service
failures and 55.8% (335/600) did not. Among
those who did, 120 respondents voiced their
complaints to the library (representing 20.0% of

the sample)

Table 1. Types of the Sample Academic Libraries

Quantity of User

Sample size in the type of Universities

Complaints General universities Normal universities Technical universities Total
High 4 3 0 7
Medium 3 3 7
Low 6 0 2




3.2 Complaints attitudes and behavioral inten-
tions

3.2.1 Behavior types

Table 2 shows the behavioral intentions
of respondents when experiencing a library
service failure.

Exit respondents showed lower intention
to react to the library or the university via
direct and indirect channels. The correlations

of their other behavior types were: advising

Complaint Attitudes and Behavior in Academic Libraries

others not to use specific or all library services
(r=.10, p<.05, and r=.30, p<.01 respectively);
do nothing (r=.10, p<.0). Those who directly
or indirectly complained did orally expressed
their dissatisfaction (F=8.95, p<.01; F=11.37,
p<.01) and advise others not to use that specific
or all library services (F=9.54, p<.01; F=23.30,
p<.01).

The Chi-square analysis and a posteriori

comparisons showed that the behavior variations

Table 2. The Behavioral Intentions after Experiencing a Service Failure

Percentage (All Percentage Percentage
Behavioral Intentions respondents, (Resp(?ndents (Respondent's
(check all that apply) n=600) who did not who complained
PPy complained, n=120)
n=145)

Negative oral complaint

Complain to faculty, classmates, or friends 49.8% 50.6% 46.7%

Adv'lse frlends or'classn%ates n(?t to use the 19.6% 20.0% 18.3%

specific library service causing service failure
Indirect complaint

Complam via library e-mail, bulletin board, 44.6% 41.8% 5539

mailbox, etc.

Con'lplaln to Fhe gnlver51ty or to an authority 11.6% 9.5% 20.0%

outside the university

Complain via a student delegate 7.6% 7.1% 9.2%
Direct complaint

Complain directly to the library staff 35.7% 30.7% 55.8%
Exit

Stop using that specific library service causing 30.0% 33.0% 18.3%

service failure

Stop using all library services 3.4% 3.6% 2.5%
Inaction

Let it go and do nothing 20.0% 22.1% 11.7%

10
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of the respondents who complained, who never

complained and who did not experience service

failures were as follows:

e The respondents who complained: direct
complaint (y°=12.93, p<.01); complaint via
library channels (x°=12.93, p<.01); complaint
to the university or outside authorities
(*=12.93, p<.01)

e The respondents who never complained:
giving up that specific service (y°=9.48,
p<.01); inaction (y°=6.29, p<.05)

3.2.2 Attitudes toward complaining

Of the 600 respondents, most were

positive about and were not embarrassed by
complaining after experiencing a library service
failure (40.8% agreeable; 36.3% neutral). Most
considered complaining a laborious task (35.5%
agreeable; 31.5% neutral) and were uncertain
about result of complaining (46.3%). Those
who were pessimistic about a satisfactory
result accounted for 34.0%. Most respondents
said they would not complain until they could
not bear the situations. Only 18.0% said they
promptly reacted to any problematic situation.

The ANOVA analysis showed that those
who did not complain held a more negative
attitude toward the complaining behavior;

39.2% of whom were unaware of the complaint

channels. Once the information was available,

89% would initiate a complaint.
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3.2.3 The complaint process and subsequent
behavior

Most users are concerned about privacy,
accountability, and transparency of patron
complaint handling Most respondents also
considered the problems causing complaints
were usually improvable. But a large proportion
of respondents were pessimistic about the
results of complaining.

If not satisfied with the library’s complaints
handlings or the result, the respondents tend
to adopt one or more of the following steps
(in decreasing order): to complain through
an alternative channel in the university, to
complain again using the same channel, to
complain to the university’s top adminstration,
to voice complaints to external authorities, and

to resort to the mass media.

3.3 Further analyses

The analysis revealed that there exists
significant differences between respondents
who had experienced service failures and
those who had not in valuing library services.
The top three reasons for respondents who
had experienced service failures but did not
complain included: too laborious (57.0%),
lacking knowledge of the appropriate channel
for complaint (39.4%), and pessimism of the

complaint result (35.9%).
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Table 3. Attitudes toward Complaining

Attitudes toward Complaining Avg. Mode gftliltiri AI\EI?)VA ccf)r?li)talrli:f)n
Personal characteristics
One should always voice his/her dissatisfaction 3.85 2 Disagree 8.437 C,NS>NC
Complaining is embarrassing 2.78 3 Neutral 8.134 NC>C,NS
Complainers are nitpickers 244 2 Disagree 5979 NC>C,NS
Altruism
It helps to improve the library 406 4 Agree 8.885 C,NS>NC
It helps other library patrons 398 4 Agree 7.746  C,NS>NC
Process
It is laborious 302 3 Neural 10547 CNONC
It causes more unpleasant experiences 2.80 2 Disagree 6.983 NC>C,NS
I 261 2 Disagree 4055 NC>C,NS
Result
It may not result in a satisfactory resolution 3.18 3 Neutral 6.706 C,NS>NC

Note. C: Respondents who had experienced service failures and complained; NC: Respondents who

had experienced service failures but did not complain; NS: Respondents who had not experienced

service failures.

For the 120 respondents who had
complained, most of them had complained once
(53.3%). The most frequently used complaint
channels included direct complaint to librarians
(73.95%), complaint slips (24.3%), email
(19.1%), library web sites (18.3%), electronic
bulletin boards (BBS) (15.7%), telephone
(11.3%). Most complaining respondents received
a reply within three days and perceived the

library processing as positive and improving.
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4. Conclusion

Users are tolerant of library failures;
they do not complain unless facing highly
dissatisfactory situations or being constantly
mistreated. Although being positive
about librarians’ attitudes toward user
complaints, most of the respondents do not
place confidence in librarians’ aptitude
and willingness for effectively solving their

problems. The lack of knowledge in complaint
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channels, the requirement of revealing identity,
and pessimistic anticipation of final results
all reduce the patrons’ intention in filing a
complaint. However, most of the users who
experienced a library service failure incline
toward disseminating their negative experience.
It is suggested that libraries strengthen their
efforts in user complaints handling and make
efficient service recovery to minimize the

negative influences of service failures.
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