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Abstract 

In recent years, social media has become an important source of power for 

consumers, helping them put forward their opinions of the companies’ products and 

services and demand improvements. As contemporary consumers have been granted 

increasing power over brands via social media, their complaining behaviors are playing 

an important role in the daily business practices, which also offers new research 

opportunities for the study of consumer behaviors.  

Heeding the limited research on the underlying mechanism of consumer 

complaining behavioral intentions and social media empowerment, this experimental 

study examined the relationships between two dimensions of psychological 

empowerment (interactional and intrapersonal empowerment) and consumers’ 

complaining behavioral intentions in the social media context. At the same time, the roles 

of consumers’ prior trust and commitment with the brands, as well as their feeling of 

dissatisfaction were also investigated in this study.  

This study revealed two effects of psychological empowerment, including 

increasing consumers’ intention to perform certain complaining behaviors, as well as 

reinforcing the correspondence between their predisposition and behaviors. In addition, 

consumers’ prior trust and commitment with brands were found to serve as a buffer and 

mitigate consumers’ intention to take negative complaining behaviors. Both theoretical 

and practical implications in terms of the dynamics of power-induced dissatisfaction 

responses and other related factors were discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In recent decades, consumer complaining behaviors have gained importance in 

both industry practices and academic research (Kaur & Sharma, 2015; Ro, 2007). Since 

consumers have a lot of reasons to be dissatisfied, dealing with their concerns and 

maintaining a good organizational image become a key issue for public relations 

practitioners. In response to this issue, Susskind and Field (1996) proposed the “mutual 

gains approach” in order to help practitioners deal with the public. Susskind and Field 

(1996) emphasized the importance of understanding consumers and acknowledging the 

concerns of the consumer side.  

This approach echoes with the rapid growth of consumers on social networking 

sites (SNSs), which has in turn altered the dynamics of consumer-brand relationship, 

changing it from a one-way occurrence to a two-way relationship where consumers can 

voice their opinions (O’Brien, 2011). The SNSs empowered consumers require a more 

up-to-date understanding, and researchers need to further discover how social media has 

impacted the business-consumer relationship. Thus, research about consumer complaints 

on SNS brand pages is crucial. 

As many scholars suggested, SNSs can not only help individuals develop 

interpersonal connections (Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012), but also serve for 

many companies as an important public relations tool in brand promotion (Waters & 

Jamal, 2011). Brands’ presence on SNSs now attracts a larger number of visitors than 

traditional corporate branding platforms such as brands’ official websites (Neff, 2010). 

Given that an increasing number of companies now capitalize on social media (Waters, 

Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 2009), understanding SNS consumers becomes especially 
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important. SNSs grant consumers increasing control and power over the business 

practices (Li, 2015). As the interactive features of social media allow consumers to 

communicate directly with brand representatives and other users, SNS brand pages 

become an important platform for consumers to put forward their opinions of the 

companies’ products and services and demand improvements (Tsai & Men, 2013). 

Consumers can complain openly on social media and make their own voices heard when 

they have a dissatisfying experience. This study, thus, focuses on the following research 

questions: How does consumer empowerment influence their complaining behavioral 

intentions in response to dissatisfaction? How does an existing consumer-brand 

relationship alter the dynamics of power-induced dissatisfaction responses? 

The purpose of this study is to explore the complaining behavioral intentions of 

empowered consumers in the context of SNS brand pages. This study also intends to 

examine the moderating effect of consumers’ existing perception of their relationship 

with the brand. By doing so, this study could contribute to the limited scholarship on the 

underlying mechanism of consumers’ intentions to complain on SNS brand pages, and 

facilitate the theoretical development of the consumer empowerment construct. Also, for 

practitioners, complaints are one of the important tools that can be used to craft remedial 

actions. Such knowledge can aid organizations to establish coping strategies to handle 

consumers’ complaints and manage dissatisfaction (Plymire, 1991).  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Consumer Dissatisfaction and Complaining Behaviors 

Dissatisfaction as the Antecedent of Complaining Behaviors 

Dissatisfaction is considered one of the antecedents of consumer complaining 

behaviors (Li, 2015). Broadbridge and Marshall (1995) considered consumer 

dissatisfaction as the result of individuals’ cognitive unconformity between expected and 

actual performance. This definition of dissatisfaction originates from Oliver’s (1980) 

conceptualization of the disconfirmation between pre-consumption expectations and post-

consumption outcomes (J. L. Ferguson & Johnston, 2011). According to Oliver (1980), 

satisfaction is generated if the outcomes are better than expectation, while dissatisfaction 

typically comes from worse-than-expected outcomes. However, recent research proposed 

that dissatisfaction is not only the result of consumers’ cognitive process (i.e., 

disconfirmation of expectation caused by the service failure), but also an outcome of the 

affective process (Lu, Lu, & Wang, 2012). Dissatisfaction is considered to be a 

“relatively undifferentiated emotion” (Bougie, Pieters, & Zeelenberg, 2003, p. 379), 

which means that it is a general and common emotional reaction in a negative situation. 

Therefore, dissatisfaction consists of both cognitive and affective processes. Fornell and 

Wernerfelt (1987) offered a more comprehensive definition, in which dissatisfaction is 

described as “a state of cognitive/affective discomfort caused by an insufficient return 

relative to the resources spent by the consumer at any stage of the purchase/consumption 

process” (p. 338).  

Existing research regarding satisfaction in the service industry suggests that there 

is a potential link between consumers’ lower levels of satisfaction and their following 
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intention to complaint (Stephens & Gwinner, 1998; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). 

Thøgersen, Juhl, and Poulsen (2009) argued that consumers’ dissatisfaction with defects 

or deficiencies happened with products or services is an essential antecedent of their 

complaints to brands. Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000) proposed that consumer satisfaction 

may mediate the effect of service quality on behavioral intentions. Li (2015) found that 

dissatisfaction is one of the emotive/cognitive antecedents that lead to consumers’ exit, 

voice, and revenge responses. Li (2015) further suggested that this process is mediated by 

consumers’ desire for avoidance and desire for revenge. In sum, when consumers feel 

more dissatisfied with services, their complaining intention increase.  

More specifically, empirical studies on consumer complaining behaviors indicated 

that when there comes a service failure, consumers’ feeling of dissatisfaction typically 

generate negative complaining behaviors. For example, dissatisfaction can lead 

consumers to exit (Keaveney & Parthasarathy, 2001; Sánchez-García & Currás-Pérez, 

2011), complain about the dissatisfying experience openly (Sánchez-García & Currás-

Pérez, 2011; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004), engage in negative WOM communication 

(Sánchez-García & Currás-Pérez, 2011), and have third-party complaints (Bougie et al., 

2003). Therefore, the complaining behaviors that are generated by dissatisfaction can 

usually deteriorate the brand image. Given that dissatisfaction is an important 

psychological state in a service failure, this study will investigate consumer 

dissatisfaction as the context of the proposed hypotheses and provide additional empirical 

findings to help further the understanding. 

Typologies of Complaining Behaviors 

According to Kaur and Sharma (2015), consumer complaining behaviors 
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represent the group of all responses by consumers, whether behavioral or non-behavioral, 

to a dissatisfied consumption experience. Research on consumer complaining behaviors 

started in the 1970s. The theoretical starting point is the typology proposed by Hirschman 

(1970), which specified consumer complaining behaviors into three categories: “exit”, 

“voice” and “loyalty”. “Exit” is described as a termination of the relationship with the 

company or brand by consumers and usually accompanied by switching patronage to 

other products or services; “voice” refers to consumers’ communication about their 

dissatisfaction or proposals for change in order to repair or improve the relationship; 

“loyalty” means that consumers stick with the company or brand and believe that “things 

will soon get better” (p. 38).  

In the taxonomy proposed by Day and Landon (1977), consumers were divided 

into two categories: those who will “take some actions” and those who will “take no 

action”. “Taking some actions” can be either public (e.g. redress-seeking complaint to the 

provider, third-party or legal complaint) or private (e.g. negative WOM, personal boycott 

of the provider), while “taking no action” means remaining silent (Day & Landon, 1977). 

In the subsequent research, Day (1980) suggested that “taking some actions” can be 

further classified into three categories based on the motives, including seeking solutions 

from the service/product providers, communicating dissatisfying experiences for reasons, 

and discontinuing purchase behaviors. Similarly, based on Day and Landon’s (1977) and 

Hirschman’s (1970) taxonomies, Singh (1988) also proposed three categories of 

consumers’ behavioral complaining, including voice (e.g. redress seeking complaint), 

private (e.g. negative WOM, switch) and third-party actions (e.g. taking legal action, 

reaching out to consumer agencies).  
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However, studies have found that consumers would be forgetful of the 

dissatisfying situation (Farrell, 1983; Kolarska & Aldrich, 1980). Based on the three 

categories specified by Hirschman (1970), Rusbult, Zembrodt, and Gunn (1982) thus 

introduced “neglect” as a new category and proposed the Exit-Voice-Loyalty-Neglect 

(EVLN) model. “Neglect” depicts the situation in which consumers passively let their 

relationship with the service/product providers to deteriorate (Rusbult et al., 1982). It 

differs from “loyalty” in that the consumer taking the “neglect” behavior does not expect 

the company to solve the issue (Withey & Cooper, 1989). According to the EVLN model, 

all four consumer complaining behaviors differ from one another along two dimensions: 

active versus passive, and constructive versus destructive. More specifically, “exit” is 

considered active and destructive; “voice” is generally active and constructive; on the 

other hand, “loyalty” is passive and constructive, while “neglect” is passive and 

destructive.  

Most recently, Ro (2007) extended Singh’s (1988) taxonomy by identifying two 

extra consumer complaining behaviors under the “voice” category: “friendly complaint” 

and “opportunism”. A “friendly complaint” is a form of constructive advice given by the 

consumers so as to resolve the issue, similar to the concept of “considerate voice” 

proposed by Hagedoorn, Van Yperen, Van de Vliert, and Buunk (1999). “Opportunism” 

means that consumers exaggerate some facts of the service failure because they intend to 

take advantage of the company’s fault and gain some additional benefits (Ping, 1993; Van 

Kenhove, De Wulf, & Steenhaut, 2003). 

Ro (2007) also suggested that “friendly complaint” and “opportunism” can be 

combined with the EVLN model and with other consumer complaining behaviors along 
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the active versus passive dimension and constructive versus destructive dimension. The 

“active versus passive” dimension refers to the activeness of consumers’ response to the 

dissatisfaction, while “constructive versus destructive” refers to the impacts of the 

responses from the company’s standpoint (Ro, 2007; Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow, 

1986). The following diagram was proposed by Ro (2007): 

Figure 1 

 
The Typology of Consumer Complaining Behaviors 

 

 
On the active-passive continuum, “loyalty” and “neglect” are both passive 

responses, which means that consumers do not take any action in response to the 

situation. However, “loyalty” and “neglect” are different from each other along the 

constructive-destructive continuum. “Loyalty” means consumers keep passive because 

they still hope that there is a chance for the company to improve the situation, whereas 

for the “neglect” behaviors, consumers remain silent only because they give up on their 

relationship with the company (Ro, 2007). 

In Ro’s (2007) model, consumers’ redress seeking complaint depicts the response 

that consumers communicate their dissatisfaction with the company and provide 
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opportunities to resolve the issue, which is considered a constructive and active response. 

Also, in the active-constructive quadrant, consumers’ friendly complaint means that in 

response to the dissatisfaction, consumers provide their feedback in a more considerate 

and amicable tone in order to further improve their relationship with the company (Ro, 

2007). Compared to redress seeking complaints, friendly complaints are more 

constructive (Ro, 2007). 

The other four complaining behaviors positioned in the active-destructive 

quadrant, according to Ro (2007), differ with each other in terms of the activeness. 

Consumers’ third-party actions and opportunism behaviors are both detrimental to the 

company’s reputation and often require a determined plan. Switching patronage and 

negative WOM both can also generate negative influences on the company, but they tend 

be context-specific and can be adopted in a more casual manner. Thus, consumers’ third-

party actions and opportunism behaviors are generally more active than switch and 

negative WOM complaint (Ro, 2007). 

Ro’s (2007) typology has been applied and validated in the recent research on 

consumers’ responses to dissatisfying situations. Kaur and Sharma (2015) examined the 

reliability and validity of the construct of consumer complaining behaviors with the total 

of eight actions, including redress-seeking complaint, friendly complaint, opportunism, 

third-party complaint, WOM complaint, switching, loyalty and neglect, in the context of 

the Indian service industries. Kaur and Sharma (2015) suggested that Ro’s (2007) 

typology satisfied all the criteria of reliability and validity, and can be used by researchers 

and professionals to understand various types of consumer complaining behaviors in a 

variety of industries. Other studies also adopted this typology and investigated the 
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relationship between income differences among consumers and their complaining 

behaviors (Mat, Said, Bakar, Kori, & Munir, 2016), attitude toward complaining, 

seriousness of service failure, and emotional bonding as the antecedents of complaining 

behaviors (Ro, 2015), as well as the influence of specific negative emotions (anger, 

disappointment or regret, worry) on consumers’ complaining intentions (Mattila & Ro, 

2008). Additionally, consistent with the Ro’s (2007) approach, Tjemkes and Furrer (2010) 

loosely used the “active versus passive” and “constructive versus destructive” dimensions 

and also adapted them with additional variables: aggressive voice, creative voice, and 

opportunism to these two dimensions to fit their context of strategic alliance 

relationships. 

Consumer Empowerment on Social Media 

SNS Empowerment 

SNSs now is recognized as a new form of consumer empowerment (Cova & Pace, 

2006). Empowerment is a very common term concerning development of the Internet and 

SNSs, which describes “the dynamic process of gaining power through action by 

changing the status quo in current power balances” (Labrecque, vor dem Esche, 

Mathwick, Novak, & Hofacker, 2013, p. 258). Recent studies building upon the Uses and 

Gratifications Theory (UG) have identified empowerment as one of the original 

motivations that is distinct to social media usage (Boyd, 2007; Tsai & Men, 2013). 

Consumer empowerment can be viewed as the use of social media to exert influence and 

enforce excellence (Tsai & Men, 2013).  

In this study, power is a consumer’s perceived ability to influence a company, in 

response to dissatisfied experience, in a way that the consumer will find advantageous. 
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Consumers’ psychological empowerment is determined by their understanding of the 

potential of connectivity with other consumers in the virtual sphere, as well as the 

collective power that they can put to use over brands through SNS brand pages (Li, 

2015). SNSs offer “dynamic messaging capabilities, numerous interactive features, and 

formal social networks” (Saxton & Waters, 2014, p. 280). Consumers can engage in 

direct conversations to exert their influence on other people or brands and get more 

control over the companies’ marketing process (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008). Also, 

with SNS brand pages, strong and weak social ties among users can be formed through 

information and social support exchange (Tanis, 2008). Wentzer and Bygholm (2013) did 

a study about online community and found the narratives of collective empowerment 

resulted from a shared identity among users with common interests, needs, and desires.  

In particular, Labrecque et al. (2013) identified four sources of consumer power 

that are offered by SNSs, including two individual-based power sources (demand-based 

and information-based power) and two network-based power sources (network-based and 

crowd-based power). While early research focused more on the Internet’s ability to 

empower consumers through providing more profound information access and greater 

behavioral advantages to impose sanctions on brands through voice and exit (Bickart & 

Schindler, 2001), emerging social media technologies allow consumers to have more 

choices beyond these individual-based power sources and move to dynamic and 

composite network-based power sources. With network-based power sources, SNSs can 

facilitate consumers’ collaborative efforts that challenge their disadvantageous position in 

the consumer-company relationship, and collectively develop alternative solutions to 

overcome hurdles in achieving their shared goals.  
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In terms of the effects of being empowered, research by Galinsky, Gruenfeld, and 

Magee (2003) found that empowered participants had an increased action orientation. 

Cova and Dalli (2009) suggested that highly empowered consumers are becoming 

increasingly influential to the brands they interact with. Menon and Bansal (2007) also 

found that high-power individuals believe they can influence the situation to their 

advantage. In online environments, Berthon, Pitt, and Campbell (2008) and Bronner and 

de Hoog (2011) found that consumers had high awareness of their influence that they can 

exert over brands through virtual brand communities. The idea that one can change 

others’ perceptions or get a brands to make advantageous changes is an important and 

sometimes decisive motivator for consumers to engage in online brand-related activities 

(Muntinga, Moorman, & Smit, 2011).  

Research found that consumers are more demanding than ever before and have 

huge expectations of their relationship with a company (O’Brien, 2011). There is an 

emerging egocentrism among SNS users as a result of being empowered and endowed 

with more control in the social media landscape. The social consumers are “cynical, 

untrusting and highly demanding” (O’Brien, 2011, p. 38). This study, thus, moves onto 

investigating how consumer power affects their interaction with business on SNS brand 

pages. 

Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power 

Power plays an important role in the mutual relationship between consumers and 

organizations. The degree to which both parties agree that they have relatively balanced 

power to influence each other, which is named as “control mutuality” in public relations 

studies, is an important construct reflecting the quality of relationship (Hon & Grunig, 
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1999). For a positive relationship, companies and consumers should have an appropriate 

degree of control over each other.  

At the individual level of analysis, the need for control is also considered one of 

the key social motives for human psychological functioning (Smith & Galinsky, 2010). 

Whether or not an individual has control can influence his or her perceived capability to 

achieve the goals through his or her own efforts and the social environment. Thus, 

according to Hon and Grunig (1999), unilateral attempts to alter the balance of mutual 

control by one side are often related to decreases in satisfaction in terms of the 

relationship and increases in the negative perceptions of the communicator and the level 

of activism. 

Social psychology research has provided explanation to the underlying 

mechanism behind the relationship between power and action. By definition, power is 

“an individual’s relative capacity to modify others’ states by providing or withholding 

resources or administering punishments” (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003, p. 265). 

This capacity comes from the actual resources that the individual has and or the 

punishments that can be imposed on others (Keltner et al., 2003). According to the 

Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power proposed by Keltner et al. (2003), individuals’ 

behavioral intention is basically driven by two fundamental behavioral systems: the 

behavioral approach system (BAS) and behavioral inhibition system (BIS). The BAS 

motivates individuals’ approach-related behaviors such as seeking rewards and 

opportunities in the environment (Carver & White, 1994; Higgins, 1997). By contrast, the 

behavioral inhibition system (BIS) functions more like an alarm system that responds to 

potential threats and punishments (Carver & White, 1994; Sutton & Davidson, 1997). 



13 
 

The Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power (Keltner et al., 2003) proposes that power can 

influence individuals’ psychological states and change the relative activation level of 

these two behavioral systems. Elevated power can activate the BAS and suppress the 

BIS. As the result, powerful individuals are more determined to pursue their goals, 

surrounded by more abundant resources, and less constrained by others’ evaluations or 

the potential consequences of their behaviors. In contrast, lacking power makes 

individuals become more aware of the constraints placed upon their behaviors and feel 

the surrounding environment is less resourceful (Keltner et al., 2003; Smith & Bargh, 

2008). 

In line with the previous research, a large number of studies have found that 

individuals’ power status can influence cognitive and behavioral outcomes of the 

approach-related system (Keltner et al., 2003). As a result, people with greater power 

tend to initiate more prosocial acts (Keltner et al., 2003), pay more attention to rewards 

and less attention to threat in the external environment (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002), and 

become more active in seeking rewards (Zander & Forward, 1968) than those having less 

power. Also, research found that individuals with high power status are more likely to act 

out in order to pursue their goals than low-power individuals (Galinsky et al., 2003).  

Meanwhile, Keltner et al. (2003) proposed that the low power status can lead to 

the inhibition of social behaviors, which are observed as passive, withdrawn, and 

physically inactive behaviors. For example, studies demonstrated that individuals with a 

low power status tend to inhibit the direct expression of opinions, which can be reflected 

by their nonverbal and verbal behaviors. Low-power individuals were found to be more 

likely to inhibit their public speech (Holtgraves & Lasky, 1999), constrict postural and 
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gestural activities (Ellyson & Dovidio, 1985), and have increased hesitations (Hosman, 

1989).  

Thus, the following hypothesis can be proposed: 

H1: Consumers with a higher level of psychological empowerment are (a) more 

likely to have an active complaining behavioral intention, and (b) less likely to 

have a passive complaining behavioral intention for dissatisfaction, compared to 

consumers with a lower level of psychological empowerment. 

However, the approach system is also believed to modulate offensive aggression 

(Depue, 1995), which is considered a more proactive behavior (Keltner et al., 2003). 

Based the Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power, Smith and Bargh (2008) suggested that 

the approach or inhibition tendencies driven by the BAS and BIS can not only be 

reflected by the activeness of behaviors, which is simply operationalized as taking an 

action versus taking no action, but also be related to different types of actions and 

mannerisms. Thus, possessing power should facilitate behaviors approaching the rewards 

or opportunities, even if sometimes they are socially inappropriate, while lacking power 

is associated with inhibition of proactive behaviors and avoidance of potential conflicts or 

punishments (Smith & Bargh, 2008).  

Empirical findings supported the proposition that high-power individuals are 

more likely to initiate competitive interactions (Magee, Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 2007) and 

adopt aggressive negotiation techniques than low-power individuals (Anderson & 

Galinsky, 2006). Also, studies found that as the BAS is activated, the possession of power 

can decrease concerns for social constraints, which makes high-power individuals 

become more focused on self-benefits (Piff, Kraus, Cote, Cheng, & Keltner, 2010; Van 
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Kleef & Cote, 2007), overconfident in their own opinions (Fast, Sivanathan, Mayer, & 

Galinsky, 2012; Sivanathan & Galinsky, 2007), and less polite (Keltner, Ellsworth, & 

Edwards, 1993), compared to those have less power. In the marketing literature, 

Grégoire, Laufer, and Tripp (2010) demonstrated that power is directly related to revenge 

behaviors. In particular, Grégoire et al. (2010) suggested that highly empowered 

customers are more aggressive and inclined to engage in direct revenge such as 

destructive complaining behaviors because they are less fearful of counter-retaliation, 

while consumers with a lower power status are less likely to engage in direct revenge 

because of their concerns about the potential counter-retaliation. 

On the other hand, Keltner et al. (2003) made another proposition that low-power 

individuals are more likely to perceive themselves as collaborators in the process of 

achieving goals of high-power individuals. Li (2015) also speculated that people in low-

power situations tend to seek relatively more supportive or collaborative relationships. 

However, studies found that low-power status typically did not generate as strong effects 

as high-power status. Smith and Bargh (2008) found that high power status increased the 

intention of performing the BAS-related behaviors than low power status, but low power 

status did not generate an influence on the BIS-related behaviors. Powerlessness did not 

necessarily increase the likelihood of avoidance of conflicts and being supportive (Smith 

& Bargh, 2008). Previous studies conducted by Anderson and Galinsky (2006) and 

Hildreth and Anderson (2016) on individual negotiations and group interaction also 

provided similar empirical evidence, saying that the effects of power occurred primarily 

with high-power individuals, while the behaviors of low-power individuals were not 

much influenced by lacking power. Such asymmetrical effect can be explained by 



16 
 

previous conceptual analyses that both inhibition intention and avoidance intention can 

be facilitated by the BIS in a low-power status (Smith & Bargh, 2008), and that the 

inhibition intention might debilitate low-power individuals’ motivation to “improve their 

collaborative performance above and beyond being in a neutral position” (Hildreth & 

Anderson, 2016).  

Based on this line of thought, the following hypothesis can be proposed: 

H2: Consumers with a higher level of psychological empowerment are (a) less 

likely to have a constructive complaining behavioral intention, and (b) more likely 

to have a destructive complaining behavioral intention for dissatisfaction, 

compared to consumers with a lower level of psychological empowerment. 

Intrapersonal and Interactional Empowerment 

Psychological empowerment is described as a process in which “people, 

organizations, and communities gain mastery over their lives” (Rappaport, 1984, p. 3). 

Early research on empowerment focuses on the individual level of analysis without 

considering the influences from external environment, whereas the concept of 

psychological empowerment is developed through exploring the mutual influences and 

mechanisms of both societal and individual level power that impact cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral outcomes (Maton & Salem, 1995; Speer & Hughey, 1995; Zimmerman, 

1995). This conceptual understanding “embraces the divergent methods through which 

empowerment unfolds and the diverse outcomes which empowerment may yield” (Speer, 

2000, p. 51).  

Based on this multidimensional definition, community psychology research has 

provided three theoretical assumptions and related empirical findings to understand the 
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nature of psychological empowerment (Zimmerman, 1995; Zimmerman, Israel, Schulz, 

& Checkoway, 1992): first, personal characteristics can affect the psychological 

empowerment process, and it has different meaning and is represented in varying forms 

for different people; second, the settings and environments where people stay influence 

the empowerment process within these specific contexts; third, the forms and effects of 

psychological empowerment may fluctuate over time.  

Zimmerman (1995) further specified that the psychological empowerment 

consists of intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral dimensions. Intrapersonal 

empowerment refers to “the connection between a sense of personal competence, a desire 

for, and a willingness to take action in the public domain” (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 

1988, p. 725). Zimmerman (1995) states that intrapersonal empowerment includes three 

sub-dimensions: control, which refers to beliefs about the personal ability to exert one’s 

own influences over others in multiple contexts, self-efficacy, which refers to self-

evaluation of the ability and orientation to perform certain actions, and perceived 

competence, which refers to personal perceptions of the capability to well accomplish the 

tasks. Interactional empowerment addresses the empowerment from social environments, 

which reflects the level of awareness of the external resources available to achieve goals 

in a particular context (Zimmerman, 1995). Such cognitive understanding about the 

external environment helps to develop the necessary decision-making belief and 

awareness that can make people become empowered (Zimmerman et al., 1992). Finally, 

the behavioral dimension refers to the behaviors influenced by empowerment that may 

generate outcomes (Zimmerman, 1995). 

Empirical research studying online health-related support groups adopted 
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Zimmerman’s (1995) idea and revealed that the interactional empowerment established 

among online users through connectivity and collectiveness can facilitate the components 

of intrapersonal empowerment. Information and communication processes were found to 

help patients develop more effective strategies to deal with their conditions (Coulson & 

Knibb, 2007; Malik & Coulson, 2008) and become more self-confident in 

communication with physicians by being more knowledgeable (Malik & Coulson, 2008; 

Van Uden-Kraan et al., 2008). Previous studies also provided support for the role of 

online communities in building psychological capacities, such as enhanced self-esteem, 

increased optimism, increased feelings of control, and elevated power (Bartlett & 

Coulson, 2011; Seckin, 2011; Tanis, 2008; Van Uden-Kraan et al., 2008).  

Riger (1993) provided another line of thought on the multiple dimensions of 

empowerment. Riger (1993) also called for attention on both individual and collective 

factors underlying empowerment, but in contrast to Zimmerman (1995), she mentioned 

that the situations that can facilitate communion and collectiveness might be opposite to 

those that can foster individuals’ sense of empowerment. Riger (1993) argued that early 

research on empowerment put too much emphasis on either individualism and masculine 

concepts, which are not sufficient to capture the power change outcomes that are related 

to “connectedness in human life” (p. 286). The collective power may become stronger 

when people feel powerless because of a shared issue such as a crisis, but such power 

resulted from interdependence may no longer exist as each individual feels resourceful 

(Riger, 1993).  

Responding to the conceptual ideas proposed by Zimmerman (1995) and Riger 

(1993), Speer’s (2000) study provided some further theoretical propositions and 
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empirical evidences that personal sense of control and self-efficacy (i.e. intrapersonal 

empowerment) can generate different effects from the understanding of contextual power 

change (i.e. interactional empowerment). Individuals were found to “feel empowered 

without understanding how to act on that feeling to make changes in the conditions of 

their communities”; at the same time, individuals might “possess an understanding of the 

methods required to create social change but lack the sense of personal efficacy necessary 

to act on this understanding” (Speer, 2000, p. 59). 

Previous empirical studies about the distinction between intrapersonal and 

interactional empowerment have primarily centered on citizen participation (Speer, 

2000). According to Peterson and Zimmerman (2004), the development of psychological 

empowerment at the individual level can foster a citizen’s critical awareness and 

participatory competence, but not every citizen of an empowering community actively 

engages in public issues and influences social changes. However, empowering 

communities possess resources which are available to all citizens, such as mass media, 

which can facilitate the democratic process (Peterson & Zimmerman, 2004). In the 

context of this study, recent research showed that SNSs play a similar role in developing 

the interactional dimension of psychological empowerment because of the connectedness 

it can provide (Li, 2015), but the potential different outcomes resulted from intrapersonal 

empowerment and interactional empowerment suggested by Speer (2000) has not been 

thoroughly studied yet. 

Given such consideration, this study will tap into both intrapersonal 

empowerment and interactional empowerment. The following research question is posed: 

RQ1: Are intrapersonal empowerment and interactional empowerment equally 
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related to consumer complaining behavioral intentions? 

Consumers’ Prior Perceptions of Relationship 

SNSs and Consumers’ Relationship with Organizations 

Most studies investigating the effects of power on behaviors have mainly 

considered this relationship among isolated individuals or situations (Galinsky et al., 

2003); however, elevated consumer empowerment does not alone guarantee that the 

consumer tends to, in fact, have a more active and destructive complaining behavioral 

intentions. For example, as Hirschman (1970) mentioned in the Exit-Voice-Loyalty 

model, the interplay of consumer loyalty with a brand can affect the cost-benefit 

assessment of whether to perform exit or voice. Where there is a long-term relationship 

orientation with the brand, the likelihood of perform exit behavior may be reduced, 

especially where outcomes of exit are not appealing. Consumers with a long-term 

relationship orientation with the brand become especially devoted to enhancing the 

company’s performance when their voice can be heard (Hirschman, 1970). Therefore, it 

is expected that consumers’ existing perception of their relationship with the company 

could potentially moderate the mechanism of power and complaining behavioral 

intentions on SNS brand pages. 

Public relations practice in the first place was seen as a merely narrow function of 

companies’ communication efforts, playing a role as publicity, brand promotion, media 

relations, and marketing support (Grunig, 1992). As M. A. Ferguson (1984) first 

recognized relationships as the central role of public relations and called for academia’s 

attention, the notion of relationship building as the kernel of public relations has become 

one of the prevalent perspectives in both practice and scholarship (Bruning & 
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Ledingham, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). The relational perspective of public 

relations considers public relations as a “management function that establishes and 

maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the publics on 

whom its success or failure depends” (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2005, p. 7). Research 

adopting this approach, which has developed in the past two decades, acknowledges the 

pivotal role of relationships in public relations and makes much efforts to map out the 

connections between companies’ relationship building efforts and public attitudes, 

perceptions, and behavior (Ledingham, 2003).  

Previous studies on consumer-company relationship found that the success of 

relationship management with publics can lead to effective relational outcomes, positive 

evaluation of brand reputation, and positive attitudinal and/or behavioral changes among 

targeted publics (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Research also suggested that brand communities 

established on SNSs have positive effects on the community participants in terms of 

shared consciousness, shared rituals and traditions, and these indicators in turn can 

generate positive effects on online and offline brand-related activities, including 

consumers’ social networking, engagement in the communities, brand use, as well as 

companies’ impression management (Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 

2012). The potential of using SNSs in enhancing organizational public relationship 

management practices has received growing attention in recent scholarship, such as the 

relational building strategies on social media (A. Yang & Taylor, 2010), the effects of 

blog-mediated public relations strategies (S.-U. Yang & Lim, 2009), and relationship 

management strategies and effects in the crisis situations (S.-U. Yang, Kang, & Johnson, 

2010). These studies shed important light on the research about the interactions on SNS 
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brand pages. 

Given the aforementioned meaningful outcomes of consumer-company 

relationship, scholars have made attempts in developing measurements to quantify the 

quality of relationships (Bruning & Ledingham, 1999; Hon & Grunig, 1999; Huang, 

2001). Among these efforts, Hon and Grunig’s (1999) PR Relationship Measurement 

Scale has been widely adopted by public relations scholarships (Briones, Kuch, Liu, & 

Jin, 2011; Bruning, Castle, & Schrepfer, 2004; Jo & Kim, 2003). Hon and Grunig (1999) 

came up with six dimensions to measure the relationship quality: trust (i.e., the extent to 

which one is confident and willing to open oneself to the other), commitment (i.e., the 

extent to which each party believes that it is worthwhile spending resources to maintain 

and enhance the relationship), control mutuality (i.e., the degree to which both sides 

agree that they have the appropriate power on each other), satisfaction (i.e., the degree to 

which each has a favorable feeling toward the other because of the positive perceptions of 

the relationship), communal relationship (i.e., the relationship where “both parties 

provide benefits to the other because they are concerned for the welfare of the other—

even when they get nothing in return”), and exchange relationship (i.e., the relationship in 

which “one party gives benefits to the other only because the other has provided benefits 

in the past or is expected to do so in the future”) (p. 3). According to Hon and Grunig 

(1999), the first four dimensions indicate the quality of relationships, and exchange and 

communal relationships, which are advanced based on interpersonal communication 

research (Clark & Mills, 1979), describe two types of relationships between organizations 

and public. 

However, this study aims to focus specifically on commitment and trust. There are 
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two reasons for this research purpose: 1) according to Morgan and Hunt (1994), 

commitment and trust both are key factors that are conducive to effective relationship 

marketing because they are found to lead to cooperative behaviors and promote the 

success of relationship marketing; 2) this particular study attempts to understand the 

effects of power in the dissatisfying situation, in which the manipulations could influence 

the perceptions of control mutuality and satisfaction; also, the types of organization-

public relationships are not the focus of the investigation. 

Trust, Commitment and Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

Trust is important to both human interaction and commercial activities (Gefen & 

Straub, 2004). According to Hon and Grunig (1999, p. 3), there are three dimensions of 

trust: integrity, which refers to the degree to which the public believe that an organization 

is “fair and just”, dependability, which means the degree to which the public believe that 

an organization will do what it promises to do, and competence, which means that the 

degree to which the public believe that an organization is able to do what it intends to do. 

Consumers’ trust, at its essence, occurs in the situation where consumers have confidence 

in an exchange based on the company’s integrity, dependability and competence. 

Previous literature also recognizes trust as an important factor in building consumer-

company relationships as well as a preceding state which is essential for the development 

of commitment between a company and its consumers (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; 

Morgan & Hunt, 1994).  

Originated from the social exchange theory, commitment is one of the key 

concepts in relationship marketing research (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Hennig-Thurau, 

Gwinner, & Gremler, 2002). Hon and Grunig (1999, p. 3) specified two dimensions of 



24 
 

commitment: continuance commitment, which refers to “a certain line of action”, and 

affective commitment, which means public’s “emotional orientation”. Consumes’ 

commitment reflects their long-term orientation to maintain a valuable and meaningful 

relationship with companies (C. Moorman, Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992; Morgan & 

Hunt, 1994). On the other hand, Berry and Parasuraman (1991) also suggested that 

positive relational outcomes between product/service providers and consumers are built 

on the basis of mutual commitment.  

Trust and commitment with brands and companies have been examined as crucial 

elements in organizational relationship management (Johnson & Grayson, 2005), and in 

the online contexts (Wang & Emurian, 2005). Both elements have been suggested to have 

potential effects on consumers’ relationship perception and their related actions. For 

example, as previous literature found, a higher level of brand trust can contribute to brand 

loyalty (Lau & Lee, 1999), market share and advertising efficiency (Chatterjee & 

Chaudhuri, 2005). At the same time, both continuance commitment and affective 

commitment were found to mediate the relationship between brand satisfaction and two 

dependent variables: intentions to repurchase the brand and willingness to take behaviors 

to advocate the brand (Fullerton, 2009). 

In addition, although many relational factors can contribute to successful 

relationship marketing, commitment and trust are considered the central influencers 

because they encourage the brands to 1) “work at preserving relationship investments by 

cooperating with exchange partners”, 2) focus on the potential long-term benefits of 

bonding with existing consumers, rather than chase appealing short-term alternatives, and 

3) prudently deal with potentially high-risk behaviors “because of the belief that their 
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partners will not act opportunistically” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 22). Thus, a high level 

of commitment and trust can lead to cooperative and supportive behaviors that are 

beneficial to the success of relationship marketing, and facilitate positive relational 

outcomes. 

Some studies found that when a dissatisfying situation occurs, strong consumer-

company relationships can serve as a buffer and alter consumers’ reactions. For example, 

Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran (1998) found that previous positive experience can 

help to mitigate the negative effects of brands’ service failure on consumers’ perception. 

Garbarino and Johnson (1999) suggested that when consumers have close relationships 

with brands, trust and commitment become the central determinants of forming brand 

attitudes and perceptions, and play a more important role than the feeling of satisfaction 

in their re-patronage intentions. Moreover, consumers were found to be more tolerant of 

the service failure (Berry, 1995), more likely to forgive their dissatisfying experience 

(Palmer & Bejou, 2006), and retain higher levels of trust and commitment (Priluck, 2003) 

if they have established a positive bond with the service provider. In addition, Hess Jr., 

Ganesan, and Klein (2003) found that consumers who expect to continue the relationship 

with the company may lower their expectation in service recovery, which in turn, makes 

them more likely to feel satisfied with the company’s post-failure resolution. 

Specifically, trust is built upon a level of vulnerability from consumers (Doney & 

Cannon, 1997) and the integrity of the brand is crucial to cultivating consumers’ trust 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Hence, trust in the brand may make the consumer tend to 

believe that the service failure they experienced was a small lapse that will not happen 

again in the future purchase (Priluck, 2003). When a consumer trusts the company, he or 
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she would feel assured and relieved because of an implicit belief that the company’s 

decisions and actions will lead to positive results (Kim, Ferrin, & Rao, 2003), or at least, 

would not result in negative outcomes (Andaleeb, 1996). 

Commitment has “a stronger solidity, robustness and stability” than the general 

brand perceptions and attitudes (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007, p. 844). Beyond the 

short-term favorable or unfavorable feelings of the brand, commitment facilitates 

consumers’ repetitive behaviors (Scholl, 1981), which is crucial to long-term 

relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Commitment essentially means that consumers 

have an investment in the relationship (R. H. Moorman, Niehoff, & Organ, 1993). With 

such investment, consumers with a high level of commitment were suggested to be more 

loyal to a brand and more likely to be retained by the brand even when a service failure 

occurs (Priluck, 2003). Therefore, consumers who are engaged in relational exchanges 

and have a high level of brand trust and commitment may overlook the brand’s mistake 

because they want to retain the potential benefits the relationship can provide.  

In consumer marketing research, the relationship between dissatisfaction and 

consumers’ brand perception (i.e., trust and commitment) has also been studied. Some 

researchers found that trust is a critical determinant of consumer satisfaction in the 

exchange relationship between consumers and product/service providers (Kim et al., 

2003; Lin & Wang, 2006). In this sense, consumers’ existing trust can affect their level of 

dissatisfaction when experiencing a service failure in that the positive outcomes resulting 

from a relatively high level of trust could compensate for their feeling of dissatisfaction. 

As previous research also suggested, commitment with a brand can drive consumers to 

develop positive intentions toward a brand (Louis & Lombart, 2010) and generate 
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positive consumer reactions, such as repurchase (Geyer, Dotson, & King, 1991), 

resistance to unnecessary competitive actions (Crosby & Taylor, 1983) and resistance to 

negative feelings resulted from dissatisfying experiences (Louis & Lombart, 2010), 

which are all beneficial to the brand in the dissatisfying situation. Ahluwalia, Unnava, 

and Burnkrant (2001) found that commitment can minimize the impact of negative brand-

related information about the target attribute and enhance the impact of positive 

information regarding other related attributes, even when the attributes are not mentioned 

in the information.  

The functionality of consumer-company relationship can be explained by 

relational exchange (Priluck, 2003). In a discrete consuming experience, consumers may 

not have the incentive to return to the brand which makes them feel dissatisfied on a 

particular occasion. However, within a long-term relationship, prior brand perception can 

make consumers feel that the brand cares about their business (Priluck, 2003). 

Consumers’ positive perception of their relationship with the brand mitigates the negative 

effects of the dissatisfying experiences and results in a lower level of dissatisfaction than 

would otherwise occur, which would be more likely to lead to consumers’ positive 

behaviors rather than destructive ones (Priluck, 2003). On the other hand, research also 

suggested that with an unsustainable consumer-company relationship, consumers may 

perform unnecessary opportunistic behaviors (Wu, 2013), which in turn, is likely to lead 

to dissatisfaction because of the potential social complexity and risks (Palvia, 2009; 

Pavlou, 2003). 

Up to this point, in the mechanism proposed by this study, consumers’ existing 

perception of their relationship with the brand is expected to generate a buffering effect 
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and in turn moderate relationships between power and action. Consumers with positive 

existing perceptions (i.e., higher levels of trust and commitment) of brands are more 

likely to be supportive and constructive. By understanding the interplay that consumers’ 

perception of the relationship has with their complaining choices, companies can better 

address their consumers’ concerns and issues, and thereby make improvements. Based on 

the above reasoning, this study proposes that consumers’ perception of relationship can 

moderate the relationships between psychological empowerment and complaining 

behavioral intentions. 

H3: Empowered consumers with a higher level of trust in the brand are (a) more 

likely to have an active complaining behavioral intention, (b) less likely to have a 

passive complaining behavioral intention, (c) more likely to have a constructive 

complaining behavioral intention, and (d) less likely to have a destructive 

complaining behavioral intention than consumers with a lower level of trust.  

H4: Empowered consumers with a higher level of relationship commitment with 

the brand are (a) more likely to have an active complaining behavioral intention, 

(b) less likely to have a passive complaining behavioral intention, (c) more likely 

to have a constructive complaining behavioral intention, and (d) less likely to 

have a destructive complaining behavioral intention than consumers with a lower 

level of commitment. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

Design 

To test the hypotheses, this study includes two independent variables: 

intrapersonal and interactional empowerment, and one moderating variable: participants’ 

existing brand trust/commitment. Specifically, this study adopts a 2 (intrapersonal 

empowerment: high vs. low) X 3 (interactional empowerment: high, low, and control) X 

2 (brand trust/commitment: high vs. low) experiment design. Participants were directed 

to answer a series of questions in terms of their psychological empowerment, and given 

the opportunity to complain about a fast food restaurant brand because of the 

dissatisfactory experience. Participants’ complaining behavioral intentions were 

operationalized via the SNS brand page (e.g., Facebook or Twitter page) and other 

channels. This study manipulated interactional empowerment, while considered 

intrapersonal empowerment as a preexisting personal characteristic. In addition, prior 

brand trust/commitment was manipulated by associating the scenario with a 

corresponding higher or lower trust/commitment brand.  

Stimuli 

Brand Selection 

The brands used in this study were selected based on the criteria that the sample 

population 1) has to be familiar with the brands, and 2) has different levels of prior trust 

and commitment with the brands. Brand selection in this study followed these processes: 

Marketing literature suggests that highly reputable companies are likely to gain 

consumers’ trust and commitment (Keh & Xie, 2009). First, a list of brands varying from 

excellent reputation to very poor reputation within five industries (fast food restaurant 
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chains, supermarkets/food stores, department stores, auto manufacturers, and online 

retailers) was drawn from the Harris Poll’s 17th annual Reputation Quotient published in 

February 2016. The Harris Poll has been widely recognized in the U.S. because of its 

comprehensive experience and techniques in public opinion polling and uncovering 

consumers’ motivations and behaviors.  

Next, to ensure that the brands are familiar to the test participants (undergraduate 

students at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities Campus), those brands that had fewer 

than three business locations in the Twin Cities area were dropped.  

The Simmons OneView database was also used to make sure that the brands 

selected for pretests are familiar to the sample population. The brands were excluded 

from the list if the ownership index for consumers aged 18-24 was below 100. In 

addition, to shorten the brand list before proceeding to the pretests, at most three brands 

were retained for each industry (one with the highest reputation score, one with the 

lowest reputation score, and the other with the medium score), except the online retailers, 

which had only two brands in the Reputation Quotient.  

After these processes, a total of 14 brands were proceeded to the pretests. In the 

pretest, participants were asked to rate their trust and commitment with each brand using 

a shortened three-item trust scale and a shortened four-item commitment scale adapted 

from Hon and Grunig (1999). Results of the pretest showed participants’ prior trust in 

Chipotle (M = 5.34, SD = 1.40) was statistically significantly higher than their prior trust 

in McDonald’s (M = 4.50, SD = 1.28), t(114) = 3.307, p = .001; participants’ prior 

commitment with Chipotle (M = 5.23, SD = 1.31) was also significantly higher than their 

prior commitment with McDonald’s (M = 3.79, SD = 1.42), t(114) = 5.617, p < .001. 
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Both brands were familiar to the participants on the same level, t(114) = .240, p = .810 

(M = 6.35, SD = 1.20 for Chipotle; M = 6.30, SD = 1.13 for McDonald’s) (see Table 1 for 

full results). Therefore, McDonald’s and Chipotle were selected for manipulation, and 

fast food restaurant chains were used to create the dissatisfactory situations. 

 

Table 1 

 

Participants’ Ratings of Prior Brand Trust, Commitment, and Familiarity in Pretest 1 

 Chick-fil-A Chipotle  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 4.26 1.63 5.34 1.40 -3.784*** 

Commitment 3.36 1.83 5.23 1.31 -6.256*** 

Familiarity 4.32 2.01 6.35 1.20 -6.559*** 

 Chick-fil-A McDonald’s  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 4.26 1.63 4.51 1.28 -.897 

Commitment 3.36 1.83 3.79 1.42 -1.385 

Familiarity 4.32 2.01 6.30 1.13 -6.486*** 

 Chipotle McDonald’s  

 M M M SD t 

Trust 5.34 1.40 4.51 1.40 3.307** 

Commitment 5.23 1.31 3.79 1.31 5.617*** 

Familiarity 6.35 1.20 6.30 1.20 .240 

 Whole Foods Market Target  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.20 1.37 5.96 1.01 -3.378** 

Commitment 4.43 1.59 6.10 .86 -7.005*** 

Familiarity 4.02 1.96 6.65 .64 -9.638*** 

 Whole Foods Market Walmart  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.20 1.37 4.32 1.71 3.047** 

Commitment 4.43 1.59 3.67 1.54 2.587* 

Familiarity 4.02 1.96 5.46 1.59 -4.301*** 

 Target Walmart  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.96 1.01 4.32 1.71 6.245*** 

Commitment 6.10 .86 3.67 1.54 10.407*** 

Familiarity 6.65 .64 5.46 1.59 5.245*** 

 Nordstrom Macy’s  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.17 1.48 5.23 1.13 -.260 

Commitment 4.63 1.64 4.76 1.27 -.478 

Familiarity 4.61 1.83 5.42 1.53 -2.551* 

 Nordstrom Sears  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.17 1.48 4.40 1.15 3.104** 
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Commitment 4.63 1.64 3.57 1.21 3.940*** 

Familiarity 4.61 1.83 3.86 1.57 2.359* 

 Macy’s Sears  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.23 1.13 4.40 1.15 3.912*** 

Commitment 4.76 1.27 3.57 1.21 5.151*** 

Familiarity 5.42 1.53 3.86 1.57 5.361*** 

 Honda BMW  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 4.84 1.44 4.96 1.33 -.473 

Commitment 4.30 1.53 3.93 1.52 1.292 

Familiarity 4.19 1.95 4.07 1.89 .342 

 Honda Volkswagen  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 4.84 1.44 4.54 1.46 1.121 

Commitment 4.30 1.53 3.94 1.57 1.223 

Familiarity 4.19 1.95 4.07 1.92 .339 

 BMW Volkswagen  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 4.96 1.33 4.54 1.46 1.635 

Commitment 3.93 1.52 3.94 1.57 -.045 

Familiarity 4.07 1.89 4.07 1.92 .000 

 Amazon eBay  

 M SD M SD t 

Trust 5.81 1.12 4.50 1.31 5.781*** 

Commitment 5.51 1.29 3.78 1.38 6.905*** 

Familiarity 5.93 1.24 4.12 1.72 6.433*** 
* < .05, ** < .01, *** < .001 

N = 57 

 

Interactional Empowerment Manipulation 

Priming technique was used to manipulate participants’ interactional 

empowerment. Priming is an implicit memory effect in which characteristics of the 

stimulus render certain cognitions more likely to be used in making judgments after 

exposure (Kinder & Iyengar, 1989). Priming is often used in experimental manipulation 

in that it can provide an unobtrusive control over participants’ perceptions, impression, 

motivations or moods (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000), and produce motivational and 

behavioral effects (Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994). 

In the pretest, for interactional empowerment, following Li’s (2015) manipulation, 
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participants were randomly presented with an online news article about how social media 

empowers users (high-empowerment condition), restricts users (low-empowerment 

condition), or facilitates NGO practice (control condition) in their interaction with 

organizations (see Appendix C). Each story included a highlight section, which 

emphasized the main arguments of the article. However, as the following pretest section 

shows, the control condition was dropped in the main experiment due to unsuccessful 

manipulation. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two groups (high-

empowerment versus low-empowerment condition) in the main experiment. 

As Li (2015) suggested, in order to reinforce the interactional empowerment 

manipulation, participants were required to answer two reading comprehension questions 

after exposure to the news article. Participants selected a statement that represented the 

main opinion of the article. The first two questions each included five choices: 1) a 

highlight statement from the article that was framed for high interactional empowerment 

priming, 2) a highlight statement from the article that was framed for low interactional 

empowerment priming, 3) an irrelevant statement, 4) none of the above, and 5) all of the 

above. These two reinforcement questions also served as a manipulation check question. 

Dissatisfaction Scenarios 

The dissatisfactory situations were designed as the context of this study to assess 

if and which complaining behavioral intentions participants would have in the given 

situations.  Participants were randomly presented with one of four hypothetical 

scenarios in which they might feel dissatisfied because of the service failures. The 

hypothetical scenarios were developed based on the real complaints from 

ConsumerAffairs.com. Specifically, the hypothetical scenarios described two different 
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types of dissatisfactory experiences (diarrhea after consumption or bad in-store 

experience) that happened with two fast food brands (McDonald’s or Chipotle) (see 

Appendix D). The criteria for the dissatisfactory situations were having at least a 

moderate level of dissatisfaction for both scenarios but no significant difference between 

these two scenarios.  

After reading the hypothetical scenario, participants were then asked how they 

would like to respond to the dissatisfactory experiences. Consumer complaining 

behavioral intentions were measured as the dependent variable. 

Manipulation Pretests 

Two pretests were conducted to 1) ensure that the scripts developed for each 

experimental condition (including two types of psychological empowerment, and 

dissatisfactory situations) had the intended effects, and 2) ensure that the selected brands 

generated significant differences in terms of participants’ prior trust and commitment. 

These two pretests were conducted among a total of 128 undergraduate students who 

were included in the subject pool of the School of Journalism and Mass Communication 

at the University of Minnesota, but in a separate pool of participants. 

Pretest 1 

Pretest 1 was conducted online and received 57 complete responses. Pretest 1 

examined the manipulation of two variables: interactional empowerment and prior brand 

trust and commitment. 

The manipulation check questions of interactional empowerment conditions 

(high, low, and control condition) were adopted from Speer (2000) and adjusted to be 

compatible with the experimental context. Interactional empowerment manipulation was 



35 
 

assessed by asking the participants to indicate the degree to which they agree with the 

statements corresponding to their manipulation conditions on a seven-point scale 

(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). Two sets of statements were used, including four 

items measuring participants’ perception of high interactional empowerment 

manipulation, and two items measuring participants’ perception of low interactional 

empowerment manipulation (see Appendix A for pretest questionnaires). The second set 

of questions were reversely coded before a total mean score was calculated by averaging 

the answers to all of the six items. The four items for high interactional empowerment 

were: “one can use social media to urge organizations into greater social responsibility”; 

“the connectivity on social media allows users to take collective actions to start effective 

movements”; “one can have much influence on social media by connecting with others”; 

and “one cannot have much influence on social media because of low levels of 

interpersonal trust”. The other two for low interactional empowerment were “one can 

have a voice in wider social issues by working in an organized way with other members 

online”, and “the individual's influence on social media is disputable”. 

For the manipulation check results for interactional empowerment, a one-way 

ANOVA test then was conducted with the three manipulation conditions (high, low, and 

control condition) as the grouping variable, and the averaged composite variable being 

the dependent variable. The multiple comparison revealed a statistically significant 

difference among three conditions as determined by one-way ANOVA (F(2, 55) = 5.196, 

p = .009). A Tukey post-hoc test showed that there was a significant difference between 

the high interaction empowerment condition and the low interaction empowerment 

condition (p = .019), as well as between the low interaction empowerment condition and 
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the control condition (p = .020). However, there were no differences between the high 

interaction empowerment condition and the control condition (p = .995). Therefore, the 

interactional empowerment manipulation was only partially successful. The control 

condition was dropped in the main experiment. 

In this pretest, participants were also asked to rate their trust and commitment 

with 14 selected brands using a shortened three-item trust measurement and a shortened 

four-item commitment measurement adapted from Hon and Grunig (1999). Hon and 

Grunig’s (1999) measurements for trust and commitment correspond to the conceptual 

definitions of these two constructs and adapt with the particular context of publics’ 

perceptions of their relationships with the company. The shortened measurements 

captured three dimensions of trust (integrity, dependability, and competence) and two 

dimensions of commitment (continuance commitment and affective commitment), 

respectively.  

A series of independent-samples T-tests were conducted to compare the averaged 

trust and commitment scores between each pair of brands within five industries (see 

Table 1 for full results). For prior brand perceptions, results revealed eight pairs of brands 

in which participants had different levels of prior trust (see Table 1 for full results). 

Specifically, these pairs were Chick-fil-A/Chipotle, Chipotle/McDonald’s, Whole Foods 

Market/Target, Target/Walmart, Whole Foods Market/Walmart, Nordstrom/Sears, 

Macy’s/Sears, and Amazon/eBay. Similarly, the pairwise comparison showed that 

participants had different levels of prior commitment with eight pairs of brands, including 

Chick-fil-A/Chipotle, Chipotle/McDonald’s, Whole Foods Market/Target, Whole Foods 

Market/Walmart, Target/Walmart, Nordstrom/Sears, Macy’s/Sears, and Amazon/eBay. In 
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addition, four pairs of brands (Chipotle/McDonald’s, Honda/BMW, Honda/Volkswagen, 

BMW/Volkswagen) were generally rated high on familiarity, and no significant 

difference was found between the brands in each pair. Based on the pretest results, the 

Chipotle/McDonald’s pair met all the criteria in terms of prior trust, commitment, and 

familiarity. Therefore, Chipotle was chosen to represent the high prior trust and 

commitment condition, and McDonald’s were chosen to represent the low prior trust and 

commitment condition for the main experiment. Fast food restaurant chains were used as 

the context to develop dissatisfactory situations. 

Pretest 2 

Similar to the first pretest, the second pretest was conducted as an online 

experiment with 67 participants. Pretest 2 consisted of manipulation checks for 

intrapersonal empowerment and dissatisfactory situations. 

For manipulation of the intrapersonal empowerment, the design developed by 

Galinsky et al. (2003) and used by Li (2015) was adopted in the pretest. Participants were 

instructed to write a short essay recalling their own empowering (high intrapersonal 

empowerment) or disempowering experience (low intrapersonal empowerment). The 

control condition asked participants to complete a short essay reflecting on a neutral 

experience. In order to check the priming effects, participants were asked to rate on a 

shortened seven-point scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree) the degree to which 

they agree with three statements covering the three dimensions of intrapersonal 

empowerment: self-efficacy, perceived competence, and desire for control (Leung, 2009; 

Zimmerman et al., 1992) after these three prompts. Following Li’s (2015) design, the 

personal experiences written by the participants were also carefully screened to ensure 
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that they reflected the correspondent conditions. 

A one-way ANOVA test was conducted in order to check the manipulation of 

intrapersonal empowerment. The results showed that there were no statistically 

significant differences among three conditions (p = .826) and all the three conditions did 

not differ from each other. The priming technique did not generate the intended effects of 

intrapersonal empowerment manipulation. Thus, the manipulation was dropped. 

Intrapersonal empowerment, by definition, is a personal characteristic, reflecting 

individuals’ personal evaluation about their competence, desire, and willingness to take 

action. It was then measured as a continuous variable in the main experiment.  

Based on the results of the first pretest, two different types of dissatisfactory 

experiences (diarrhea after consumption or bad in-store experience) with two fast food 

brands (McDonald’s or Chipotle) were developed as the constant context of this study. To 

check the manipulation of dissatisfactory scenarios, this study used three question items 

by Grégoire and Fisher (2007), asking participants whether the hypothetical service 

failures made them feel “dissatisfied”, “displeased”, and “discontented”. 

A series of one-way ANOVA tests showed that the participants were moderately 

dissatisfied with both scenarios (M = 5.81, SD = 1.76 for diarrhea after consumption; M = 

5.44, SD = 1.65 for bad in-store experience), and there was no significant difference 

between these two scenarios (F(2, 65) = .774, p = .382). A Tukey post-hoc test conducted 

with all four situations also showed that for each scenario, participants did not show a 

significant difference between these two brands (p = .166 within the scenario of diarrhea 

after consumption; p = .978 within the scenario of bad in-store experience). Therefore, all 

these four scenarios were proceeded to the main experiment. 
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Main Test Procedure 

After reading a brief introduction to the study with general instructions and 

signing the consent form, participants started the questionnaire with a measure about their 

intrapersonal empowerment.  

Next, participants’ existing relational trust and commitment were measured with 

two given brands: McDonald’s and Chipotle, which were selected based on the pretest 

results. In order to minimize the potential influence of one brand over the other, half of 

the participants were asked to evaluate McDonald’s prior to Chipotle, while the other half 

of the sample was asked to evaluate Chipotle first. The order of the two brands was 

randomized in the experiment. 

Then, participants were randomly assigned to one of the two CNN.com online 

news articles that represented two experimental conditions for high versus low 

interactional empowerment. After exposure to the stimuli, participants were directed to 

answer one open-ended reading comprehension question and two multiple choice 

questions about the main idea of the news article in order to reinforce the manipulation, 

and one manipulation check question measuring interactional empowerment. 

Following the interactional empowerment conditions, participants were randomly 

presented with one of the four hypothetical scenarios in which they might be dissatisfied. 

After the hypothetical scenario, participants’ complaining behavioral intentions on SNS 

brand pages and other channels were evaluated as the dependent variable. Also, 

participants were asked to indicate their levels of dissatisfaction in terms of the 

hypothetical service failure. 

Finally, the questionnaire finished with the control variables: failure severity, and 
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participants’ demographic information including age, gender, and racial background.  

In addition, the questionnaire included two irrelevant questions about participants’ 

fast food consumption habits and social media usage, so as to cover up the purpose of the 

study.  

Measures 

Intrapersonal Empowerment. Zimmerman et al. (1992) suggested that the 

construct of intrapersonal empowerment includes three dimensions: self-efficacy, 

perceived competence, and desire for control. Following the measure used by Leung 

(2009), self-efficacy was measured with a five-item shortened scale developed by Tipton 

and Worthington (1984); perceived competence was measured using a four-item scale 

suggested by Florin and Wandersman (1984); desire for control was measured by a five-

item scale by Burger and Cooper (1979). Intrapersonal empowerment (α = .87) was 

measured by asking participants to rate on a seven-point scale (1=strongly disagree, 

7=strongly agree) the degree to which they agree with the 14 statements addressing the 

three dimensions of intrapersonal empowerment (see Appendix B for main experiment 

questionnaires). The Cronbach’s alpha scores for self-efficacy, perceived competence, 

and desire for control were at .85, .73, and .70, respectively.  

Consumer Complaining Behavioral Intentions. The complaining behavioral 

intentions were measured by an open-ended question and a list of 32 question items 

developed by Ro (2007). The open-ended question asked participants to describe their 

possible behaviors in response to the hypothetical dissatisfactory scenario. The qualitative 

data provided by this question were analyzed in order to strengthen the validity of inquiry 

results. For the quantitative measure, the 32-item question provided by Ro (2007) covers 
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eight types of consumer complaining behavioral intentions (redress seeking complaint, 

friendly complaint, opportunism, third-party, switch, negative WOM, loyalty, neglect) 

along the active versus passive dimension and constructive versus destructive dimension 

(see Appendix B for main experiment questionnaires). The question items were carefully 

revised in terms of wordings to ensure that they were relevant to the particular context of 

this study. Participants were asked to indicate estimation of the engagement likelihood in 

specific complaining behavioral intentions via a 7-point Likert scale (1 = very unlikely, 7 

= very likely). The items were listed in a random order to minimize the order effect. The 

Cronbach’s alpha scores for seven types of complaining behavioral intentions were 

ranged from .93 to .70 (see Table 2). According to Ro’s (2007) model, six specific types 

of complaining behavioral intentions (redress-seeking, friendly, third-party, opportunism, 

switch, and negative WOM) were averaged together to produce a composite measure 

active complaining behavioral intentions. In a similar vein, the measure for passive 

complaining behavioral intentions was the average of two specific types of behaviors 

(neglect, and loyalty); the destructive complaining behavioral intention was measured by 

the average of third-party, opportunism, switch, negative WOM, and neglect behaviors, 

and the constructive complaining behavioral intention was measured by the average of 

redress-seeking, friendly, and loyalty behaviors The Cronbach’s alpha scores for active, 

passive, constructive, and destructive complaining behavioral intentions 

were .91, .83, .75, and .85, respectively. 
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Table 2 

 
Cronbach’s Alpha Scores of Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

Measurements 
 Cronbach’s Alpha 

Redress-seeking Complaint .93 

Friendly Complaint .73 

Opportunism .86 

Third-Party .89 

Switch .89 

Negative WOM .84 

Loyalty .82 

Neglect .70 

 

Prior Trust. The validated scale developed by Hon and Grunig (1999) was used 

to measure participants’ prior trust in McDonald’s (α = .87) and prior trust in Chipotle (α 

= .91). The measure consists of six items covering three dimensions of trust (integrity, 

dependability, and competence) identified by Hon and Grunig (1999). Participants were 

asked to indicate to which extent they agree with the statements on a seven-point Likert-

type scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). 

Prior Commitment. Similar to trust, participants’ prior commitment with 

McDonald’s (α = .85) and prior commitment with Chipotle (α = .91) were assessed with 

the validated measure developed by Hon and Grunig (1999). This measure is comprised 

of five items measured on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 

7=strongly agree) encompassing two dimensions of commitment (continuance 

commitment and affective commitment).  

Dissatisfaction. Participants’ dissatisfaction (α = .93) with the hypothetical 

scenarios was measured with a three-item seven-point Likert scale developed by Grégoire 

and Fisher (2007) and used by Li (2015). Participants were asked to rate to what extent to 

which they felt “dissatisfied”, “displeased”, and “discontented” in response to the 
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hypothetical service failure. Dissatisfaction was included as a control variable in the 

analysis.  

Perceived Failure Severity. Since the severity of the service failure might affect 

consumers’ feeling of dissatisfaction and intentions to take complaining behaviors (Li, 

2015), this study used participants’ perceived failure severity as a control variable. 

Perceived failure severity (α = .89) was measured with a three-item seven-point bipolar 

semantic differential scale. Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which the 

hypothetical service failure caused them “minor/major problems”, “small/big 

inconvenience”, and “minor/major aggravation” (Li, 2015). 

Main Test Participants 

This study used a student sample since young adults, especially college students, 

were identified as frequent social media users in previous research (Liu, Jin, & Austin, 

2013). An online experiment designed using Qualtrics was conducted from April 2016 to 

May 2016 with the subject pool in the School of Journalism and Mass Communication at 

the University of Minnesota. Participants received extra course credits as an incentive to 

participate. 186 undergraduate students from the subject pool completed the survey. At 

the same time, the Qualtrics link was also distributed to a random sample of 5,000 

undergraduate students who were not majored in journalism at the University of 

Minnesota. These participants were included in a drawing where they can win gift cards. 

A total of 393 complete responses were collected from this university-wide sample. The 

final sample included 579 respondents. 

Following Li’s (2015) similar manipulation, in order to ensure the quality of data, 

the three reinforcement questions regarding participants’ interactional empowerment 
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were checked to determine if the manipulation was successful. For the open-ended 

reading comprehension question, the answers written by the participants were screened to 

eliminate participants for whom the manipulation was unsuccessful. For the two multiple 

choice questions, participants should select the answers corresponding to their 

manipulation condition for both questions. The responses that did not meet this exclusion 

criterion were also dropped. After these steps, the final sample contained 376 

respondents. Within the final sample, the high interactional empowerment group consists 

of 197 participants, while the low interactional empowerment group consists of 179 

participants. In terms of the dissatisfying scenarios, amongst this sample, 84 participants 

were exposed to the scenario of the diarrhea after consumption at McDonald’s; 101 

participants were exposed to the scenario of the diarrhea after consumption at Chipotle; 

and 100 and 91 participants were exposed to the scenario of the bad in-store experience at 

McDonalds’s and Chipotle, respectively. The cell sizes were relatively equivalent 

following the exclusion of participants as described. 

Within the final sample used for data analysis, 35.7% were male and 64.3% were 

female. The average age of the final sample was 21 (SD = 2.96); the median age was 20, 

ranging from 17 to 38. The majority of the respondents were White/Caucasian (78.5%) 

and 13.8% indicated themselves as being Asian/Asian American. 

In terms of SNS usage and previous experience with SNS brand pages, 97.1% of 

the respondents had used SNSs (e.g., blogs, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, etc.) 

and 67.3% had visited and followed brand pages on SNSs. However, 24.2% of the 

respondents had shared a brand’s message on SNSs and only 12.8% had commented on a 

brand’s message on SNSs.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Manipulation Check 

In order to check the manipulation of interaction empowerment, an independent-

samples T-test was conducted with the two manipulation conditions (high versus low). 

The result showed that participants in the high interactional empowerment condition (M = 

5.05, SD = .74) had a significantly higher score than those in the low interactional 

empowerment condition (M = 3.40, SD = .1.01), t(376) = 18.176, p < .001. Also, the 

score reported by the participants in the high interactional empowerment condition was 

above four on the seven-point scale, while the score of the low interactional 

empowerment condition was below four. Thus, the interactional empowerment 

manipulation was successful. 

A series of variable transformations were performed before checking the 

manipulations of prior trust, commitment and familiarity in the main experiment. If 

participants were exposed to either of the McDonald’s scenarios, their evaluations of 

brand trust, commitment, and familiarity with McDonald’s were retained; also, if 

participants were exposed to either of the Chipotle scenarios, their evaluations of brand 

trust, commitment, and familiarity with Chipotle were retained. These retained values 

then were combined to produce a new set of brand evaluations in terms of trust, 

commitment, and familiarity. After this process, each new variable for final analysis 

consisted of 376 responses. In terms of the manipulation of prior trust, an independent-

samples T-test showed that participants indicated their existing trust in Chipotle (M = 

5.15, SD = 1.11) to be significantly higher than their existing trust in McDonald’s (M = 

3.93, SD = 1.11), t(376) = -10.712, p < .001. Thus, the manipulation of prior trust was 
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successful. Similarly, the manipulation check test for prior commitment revealed that 

participants had a significantly higher existing commitment with Chipotle (M = 4.82, SD 

= 1.33), than their existing commitment with McDonald’s (M = 3.12, SD = 1.24), t(376) 

= -12.870, p < .001. The manipulation of prior commitment in this experiment was 

successful. Both brand trust and commitment with McDonald’s reported by participants 

were below four on the seven-point Likert-type scales, while both brand trust and 

commitment with Chipotle were above four, which met the ideal criteria of trust and 

commitment criteria. Therefore, Chipotle and McDonald’s provided enough variance in 

terms of participants’ prior brand trust and commitment. In addition, the familiarity with 

both Chipotle (M = 5.76, SD = 1.51) and McDonald’s (M = 5.87, SD = 1.31) was not 

significantly different (t[376] = .749, p = .454), which ensured participants would be able 

to understand the hypothetical scenarios without familiarity acting as a confound.  

The manipulation check test about the dissatisfaction context showed that 

participants felt dissatisfied with both scenarios (M = 6.08, SD = 1.14 for diarrhea after 

consumption; M = 5.59, SD = 1.38 for bad in-store experience). Thus, the dissatisfaction 

manipulation was successful. The hypothetical scenarios provided a good context to 

which participants could make behavioral or non-behavioral complaining responses. 

Also, a Tukey post-hoc test conducted with all four situations revealed that within each 

scenario, participants did not show a significant difference between Chipotle and 

McDonald’s (p = .932 within the scenario of diarrhea after consumption; p = .068 within 

the scenario of bad in-store experience). However, it should also be noted that according 

to the Tukey post-hoc test, a significant difference of the dissatisfaction level was found 

between the two scenarios (p < .001) if it happened with Chipotle. Participants felt 
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significantly more dissatisfied if they experienced a diarrhea after consumption (M = 

6.14, SD = 1.07) than if they had a bad in-store experience (M = 5.36, SD = 1.37) with 

Chipotle. Dissatisfaction was included as a covariate in the hypothesis testing analyses in 

order to eliminate the confounding effects.  

Hypothesis Testing 

Since interactional empowerment was manipulated as a categorical variable into 

two levels while intrapersonal empowerment was measured on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale, this study tested interactional empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment as 

two separate constructs. For either types of empowerment, the original hypotheses were 

still expected to be supported. 

Effects of Interactional Empowerment 

To test the Hypotheses 1 and 2 with interactional empowerment, which predict 

that consumers with a high level of interactional empowerment would be 1a) more likely 

to have an active complaining behavioral intention, 1b) less likely to have a passive 

complaining behavioral intention, 2a) more likely to have a destructive complaining 

behavioral intention, and 2b) less likely to have a constructive complaining behavioral 

intention for dissatisfaction, a series of ANCOVA tests were conducted. Participants’ 

complaining behavioral intentions were employed as the dependent variables, and 

interactional empowerment was included as the fixed factor. Additionally, dissatisfaction 

and perceived failure severity were covariates.  

As expected, participants with a high level of interactional empowerment were 

more likely to have active complaining behavioral intentions (M = 3.26, SD = 1.04) than 

participants with a low level of interactional empowerment (M = 3.08, SD = .94), F(1, 
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372) = 5.21, p = .023, partial η2 = .014. But at the same time, participants with a high 

level of interactional empowerment also were more likely to have constructive 

complaining behavioral intentions (M = 3.06, SD = .94) than participants with a low level 

of interactional empowerment (M = 2.79, SD = .90), F(1, 372) = 8.47, p = .004, partial η2 

= .022, which was opposite to the direction proposed by Hypothesis 2b. Meanwhile, no 

significant effects of interactional empowerment were found on passive, or destructive 

complaining behavioral intentions (see Table 3). Thus, with respect to interactional 

empowerment, Hypotheses 1a was supported, but Hypotheses 1b, 2a, and 2b were 

rejected. 

Table 3 

 
ANCOVA Results for the Effects of Interactional Empowerment 

 Interactional Empowerment 

 High Low F (df) 

Activea 3.26 3.08 5.212* (1, 372) 

Passivea 3.34 3.35 .108 (1, 372) 

Constructivea 3.06 2.79 8.472** (1, 372) 

Destructivea 3.40 3.36 .557 (1, 372) 

Redress-seekinga 2.98 2.44 13.755*** (1, 372) 

Friendlya 3.16 2.87 4.783* (1, 372) 

Opportunisma 1.99 1.84 1.848 (1, 372) 

Third-partya 2.30 2.41 .253 (1, 372) 

Switchb 4.85 4.68 1.853 (1, 372) 

Negative WOMb 4.24 4.25 .068 (1, 372) 

Loyaltyb 3.05 3.06 .227 (1, 372) 

Neglecta 3.63 3.63 .011 (1, 372) 
* < .05, ** < .01, *** < .001 
a Perceived failure severity was a significant covariate. 
b Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were significant covariates. 

 

Similar ANCOVA tests were also performed to analyze the effects of 

interactional empowerment on the eight specific types of complaining behavioral 

intentions. Results suggested that participants with high interactional empowerment were 

more likely to take redress-seeking complaints (M = 2.98, SD = 1.78) and friendly 
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complaints (M = 3.16, SD = 1.40) on SNS brand pages than those with low interactional 

empowerment (M = 2.44, SD = 1.56, and M = 2.87, SD = 1.24, respectively), F(1, 372) = 

13.76, p < .001, partial η2 = .036, and F(1, 372) = 4.78, p = .029, partial η2 = .013, 

respectively. No significant differences were found in terms of the effects of high versus 

low interactional empowerment on the other six types on complaining behavioral 

intentions (see Table 3 for full results). 

Effects of Intrapersonal Empowerment 

Similar to the prediction regarding the effects of interactional empowerment, 

according to Hypotheses 1 and 2, consumers with a high level of intrapersonal 

empowerment would also be 1a) more likely to have an active complaining behavioral 

intention, 1b) less likely to have a passive complaining behavioral intention, 2a) more 

likely to have a destructive complaining behavioral intention, and 2b) less likely to have a 

constructive complaining behavioral intention for dissatisfaction. Since intrapersonal 

empowerment was measured as a continuous variable in the main test, a series of linear 

regressions were conducted with complaining behavioral intentions and interactional 

empowerment. Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were controlled. 

As shown in Table 4, results suggested that a slight, negative partial correlation 

between participants’ intrapersonal empowerment (5.12 ± .76) and passive complaining 

behavioral intentions (3.34 ± 1.12) was found whilst controlling for dissatisfaction and 

perceived failure (5.83 ± 1.29, 4.22 ± 1.69, respectively), r(372) = -.107, N = 376, p 

= .039, which indicated that participants with a high level of intrapersonal empowerment 

were less likely to have passive complaining behavioral intentions than participants with 

a low level of interactional empowerment. However, the correlations between 
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intrapersonal empowerment and active, constructive or destructive complaining 

behavioral intentions were not significant (see Table 4 for full results). A follow-up 

multiple regression analysis revealed that the regression model for intrapersonal 

empowerment accounted for 18.6% of the variance (R2
adj = .186, F(3, 372) = 29.58, p 

< .001) in predicting passive complaining behavioral intentions, controlling for 

dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity. Thus, with respect to intrapersonal 

empowerment, Hypothesis 1b were supported; Hypothesis 1a, 2a, and 2b were not 

supported. 

Table 4 

 

Correlations of Complaining Behavioral Intentions with Intrapersonal Empowerment 

 Intrapersonal Empowerment 

Active -.020 

Passive -.107* 

Constructive -.062 

Destructive -.035 

Redress-seeking -.036 

Friendly .004 

Opportunism -.018 

Third-party -.098 

Switch .014 

Negative WOM .050 

Loyalty -.106* 

Neglect -.081 
* < .05. 

Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were controlled. 

 

In terms of the eight specific complaining behavioral intentions, partial 

correlation tests also revealed that participants’ intrapersonal empowerment (5.12 ± .76) 

were slightly negatively correlated with loyalty (3.06 ± 1.29) whilst controlling for 

dissatisfaction and perceived failure (5.83 ± 1.29, 4.22 ± 1.69, respectively), which was 

statistically significant, r(372) = -.106, N = 376, p = .041. The multiple regression 

analysis revealed that this regression model for intrapersonal empowerment accounted for 
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23.2% of the variance (R2
adj = .232, F (3, 372) = 38.84, p < .001) in predicting loyalty. 

However, there were no partial correlations between intrapersonal empowerment and the 

other seven types of complaining behavioral intentions (see Table 2 for full results). 

These analyses also addressed the Research Question 1, revealing that 

interactional empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment have different effects on 

consumers’ complaining behavioral intentions. Consumers with a higher level of 

interactional empowerment are more likely to have constructive and active complaining 

behavioral intentions on SNS brand pages, while consumers with a higher level of 

intrapersonal empowerment are less likely to become loyal when a dissatisfactory 

situation happens. 

Interaction Effects 

To tap into the effects of psychological empowerment, this study also examined 

the interaction effect between interactional empowerment and intrapersonal 

empowerment on participants’ complaining behavioral intentions. A series of linear 

regression analyses were performed with interactional empowerment, intrapersonal 

empowerment, two-way interaction term as independent variables and dissatisfaction and 

perceived failure severity as control variables, and complaining behavioral intentions as 

dependent variables.  

Results suggested that there was a significant interaction effect between 

interactional empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment on opportunism complaining 

behavioral intentions, as evidenced by a statistically significant increase in total variation 

explained of 1.8%, F(1, 370) = 7.282, p = .007. Simple slopes analysis revealed that in 

participants with a low level of interactional empowerment, there was a statistically 
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significant negative linear relationship (b = -.231, SE = .108) between opportunism 

complaining behavioral intentions and intrapersonal empowerment, p = .033; in 

participants having a high level of interactional empowerment, the relationship between 

opportunism complaining behavioral intentions and intrapersonal empowerment (b 

= .195, SE = .115 was not statistically significant, p = .092. When participants have a low 

level of interactional empowerment, their intention to take opportunism complaints is 

likely to decrease as their intrapersonal empowerment increases.  

However, there were no interaction effects between interactional empowerment 

and intrapersonal empowerment on the rest of the complaining behavioral intentions (see 

Table 5 for full results).  
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Table 5 

 
Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Interactional Empowerment and Intrapersonal Empowerment with Interaction Term 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 b SE R2
adj 

F 

(4, 371) 
p b SE R2

adj 
F 

(5, 370) 
p ΔF 

Active 

Interactional  -.206 .090 

.243 31.026 < .001 

.723 .619 

.245 25.369 < .001 2.305 
Intrapersonal  -.030 .060 .249 .193 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.181 .120 

Passive 

Interactional  .024 .105 

.184 22.141 < .001 

.822 .726 

.185 17.971 < .001 1.234 
Intrapersonal  -.144 .070 .095 .226 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.156 .140 

Constructive 

Interactional  -.282 .095 

.042 4.065 .003 

.602 .653 

.047 3.633 .003 1.869 
Intrapersonal  -.085 .063 .180 .204 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.173 .126 

Destructive 

Interactional  -.069 .089 

.129 14.896 < .001 

.835 .611 

.132 12.404 < .001 2.237 
Intrapersonal  -.042 .059 .228 .190 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.177 .118 

Redress-seeking 

Interactional  -.094 .106 

.190 23.001 < .001 

1.453 1.096 

.196 19.248 <.001 3.593 
Intrapersonal  -.593 .158 .519 .340 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.400 .212 

Friendly 

Interactional  -.296 .135 

.036 4.515 .001 

-.442 .937 

.034 3.607 .003 .025 
Intrapersonal  -.002 .090 -.046 .292 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
.029 .181 
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Opportunism 

Interactional  -.164 .119 

.043 5.188 < .001 

2.017 .817 

.059 5.677 < .001 7.282** 
Intrapersonal  -.033 .079 .621 .255 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.426 .158 

Third-party 

Interactional  .056 .137 

.204 25.062 < .001 

-.286 .947 

.202 20.030 < .001 .134 
Intrapersonal  -.170 .091 -.273 .295 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
.067 .183 

Switch 

Interactional  -.208 .155 

.120 13.798 < .001 

.296 .093 

.118 11.061 < .001 .227 
Intrapersonal  .021 .103 .172 .082 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.099 -.173 

Negative WOM 

Interactional  .033 .155 

.136 15.775 < .001 

1.299 1.073 

.137 12.955 < .001 1.574 
Intrapersonal  .099 .103 .498 .334 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.260 .207 

Loyalty 

Interactional  .044 .117 

.231 29.097 < .001 

.795 .810 

.230 23.445 < .001 .877 
Intrapersonal  -.159 .078 .066 .253 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.147 .157 

Neglect 

Interactional  .004 .125 

.077 8.800 < .001 

.849 .866 

.077 7.234 < .001 .972 
Intrapersonal  -.130 .084 .124 .270 

Interactional X 

Intrapersonal  
 

 
-.165 .167 

* < .05. 

Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were included as covariates. 
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Moderation of Prior Brand Perception on the Effects of Interactional Empowerment 

To examine the moderating effects of prior trust or commitment on the influence 

of interactional empowerment, a series of hierarchical regression analyses were 

conducted with standardized interactional empowerment and standardized prior trust or 

commitment as independent variables and dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity as 

control variables entered in block 1, two-way interaction term of interactional 

empowerment and standardized prior trust or commitment entered in block 2, and 

standardized complaining behavioral intentions as dependent variables.  

As shown in Table 6, contrary to expectation, no significant interaction effect 

between interactional empowerment and prior trust was evident for any of the 

complaining behavioral intentions.  

As seen in Table 6, the other set of analyses for prior commitment revealed that 

there was a significant interaction effect between interactional empowerment and prior 

commitment on participants’ active complaining behavioral intentions, as evidenced by a 

significant increase in total variation explained of 1.2%, F(1, 370) = 6.069, p = .014, but 

not on passive, constructive, and destructive complaining behavioral intentions.  
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Table 6 

 
Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Interactional Empowerment and Brand Perceptions with Interaction Term 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 β R2
adj 

F 

(4, 371) 
p β R2

adj 
F 

(5, 370) 
p ΔF 

Active 

Interactional  -.104 

.260 32.539 < .001 

-.104 

.264 26.546 < .001 2.163 Trust -.098 .103 

Interactional X Trust  -.211 

Active 

Interactional  -.097 

.249 32.038 < .001 

-.096 

.259 27.194 < .001 6.069* Commitment  -.081 .243 

Interactional X Commitment  -.343 

Passive 

Interactional  .015 

.176 21.000 < .001 

.015 

.176 17.023 < .001 1.096 Trust  -.034 -.184 

Interactional X Trust  .158 

Passive 

Interactional  .016 

.175 20.846 < .001 

.015 

.176 16.971 < .001 1.387 Commitment -.004 -.168 

Interactional X Commitment  .173 

Constructive 

Interactional  -.146 

.061 7.098 < .001 

-.146 

.065 6.199 < .001 2.490 Trust .184 .425 

Interactional X Trust   -.254 

Constructive 

Interactional  -.165 

.089 10.156 < .001 

-.164 

.093 8.654 < .001 2.485 Commitment  .249 .479 

Interactional X Commitment   -.243 

Destructive 

Interactional  -.039 

.194 23.554 < .001 

-.039 

.192 18.814 < .001 .084 Trust  -.256 -.214 

Interactional X Trust   -.043 

Destructive 

Interactional  -.081 .195 23.758 < .001 -.018 .198 19.506 < .001 2.192 
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Commitment  -.259 -.056 

Interactional X Commitment   -.214 
* < .05. 

Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were included as covariates. 
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The interaction is illustrated in Figure 2, where the relationship between 

intrapersonal empowerment and passive complaining behavioral intentions is plotted for 

low prior commitment (one standard deviation below the mean), mean prior commitment, 

and high prior commitment (one standard deviation above the mean).  

Figure 2 

 

Moderating Effect of Commitment on Active Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 

 
The analyses revealed that generally, participants having higher prior commitment 

with the brand were less likely to have active complaining behavioral intentions. 

Participants with a high level of commitment and a low level of interactional 

empowerment were the least likely to have active complaining behavioral intentions. 

However, the results showed that for participants with low prior commitment, 

interactional empowerment decreased the likelihood of performing active complaints, 

which was not fully consistent with the hypotheses (see Figure 2). 

Moderation of Prior Brand Perception on the Effects of Intrapersonal Empowerment 

In a similar vein, to test hypotheses that speculated the moderating effects of 

consumers’ prior trust and commitment on the influence of intrapersonal empowerment, a 

series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. Standardized prior trust or 
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commitment and intrapersonal empowerment were included as independent variables and 

dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were control variables entered in block 1, 

whilst two-way interaction term of standardized intrapersonal and standardized prior trust 

or commitment entered in block 2, and standardized complaining behavioral intentions as 

dependent variables. 

As shown in Table 7, the analyses revealed that there were significant interaction 

effects between intrapersonal empowerment and prior trust on participants’ passive 

complaining behavioral intentions, as evidenced by a statistically significant increase in 

total variation explained of 0.9%, F(1, 370) = 4.119, p = .043, but not on the other three 

directions. The interaction is illustrated in Figure 3, in which the relationship between 

intrapersonal empowerment and passive complaining behavioral intentions is plotted for 

low prior trust (one standard deviation below the mean), mean prior trust, and high prior 

trust (one standard deviation above the mean). The analyses also revealed a similar 

pattern in the interaction effects between intrapersonal empowerment and prior 

commitment on participants’ passive complaining behavioral intentions, as evidenced by 

a statistically significant increase in total variation explained of 0.9%, F(1, 370) = 4.352, 

p = .038. The interaction is illustrated in Figure 4, where the relationship between 

intrapersonal empowerment and passive complaining behavioral intentions is plotted for 

low prior commitment (one standard deviation below the mean), mean prior commitment, 

and high prior commitment (one standard deviation above the mean).  
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Table 7 

 

Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Intrapersonal Empowerment and Brand Perception with Interaction Term 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 β R2
adj 

F 

(4, 371) 
p β R2

adj 
F 

(5, 370) 
p ΔF 

Active 

Intrapersonal -.012 

.241 30.771 <.001 

-.012 

.239 24.610 <.001 .221 Trust  -.096 -.097 

Intrapersonal X Trust   .021 

Active 

Intrapersonal  -.014 

.239 30.517 <.001 

-.012 

.238 24.400 <.001 .195 Commitment  -.088 -.087 

Intrapersonal X Commitment   -.020 

Passive 

Intrapersonal  -.096 

.185 22.239 <.001 

-.097 

.202 18.765 <.001 4.119* Trust  -.028 -.034 

Intrapersonal X Trust   .095 

Passive 

Interactional  -.098 

.184 22.125 <.001 

-.108 

.191 18.731 <.001 4.352* Commitment  .001 -.002 

Intrapersonal X Commitment   .098 

Constructive 

Intrapersonal  -.073 

.045 5.393 <.001 

-.073 

.044 4.486 .001 .865 Trust  .190 .187 

Intrapersonal X Trust   .048 

Constructive 

Intrapersonal  -.071 

.067 7.688 <.001 

.074 

.065 6.195 <.001 .279 Commitment  .240 .240 

Intrapersonal X Commitment   .027 

Destructive 

Intrapersonal  -.019 

.193 23.383 <.001 

-.019 

.193 18.895 <.001 .952 Trust  -.254 -.257 

Intrapersonal X Trust   .046 

Destructive 

Intrapersonal  -.023 
.196 23.788 <.001 

-.024 
.193 18.982 <.001 .014 

Commitment  -.260 -.260 
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Intrapersonal X Commitment   .006 
* < .05. 

Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were included as covariates. 
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Figure 3 

 

Moderating Effect of Trust on Passive Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 
 

Figure 4 

 

Moderating Effect of Commitment on Passive Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 
 

The higher the prior trust and/or commitment, the stronger the effect of 

intrapersonal empowerment on passive behavioral intention. For participants with a 

relatively high level of intrapersonal empowerment, the higher prior trust and/or 

commitment they had, the more unlikely they were to have passive complaining 

behavioral intentions; for participants with a relatively low intrapersonal empowerment, 

the higher prior trust and/or commitment they had, the more likely they were to have 

passive complaining behavioral intentions (see Figure 3 and 4). Thus, Hypotheses 3b and 
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4b were partially supported. 

Table 8 shows the summary of hypothesis testing results. 

Table 8 

 

Hypothesis Testing Summary 

Hypotheses Results 

H1a 
Main effect of empowerment on active 

complaining behavioral intentions 

(interactional) Supported 

(intrapersonal) Not supported 

H1b 
Main effect of empowerment on passive 

complaining behavioral intentions 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) Supported 

H2a 

Main effect of empowerment on 

constructive complaining behavioral 

intentions 

(interactional) 
Not supported 

(opposite) 

(intrapersonal) Not supported 

H2b 

Main effect of empowerment on 

destructive complaining behavioral 

intentions 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H3a 

Moderating effect of trust on the 

empowerment – active complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H3b 

Moderating effect of trust on the 

empowerment – passive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Partially supported 

H3c 

Moderating effect of trust on the 

empowerment – constructive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H3d 

Moderating effect of trust on the 

empowerment – destructive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H4a 

Moderating effect of commitment on the 

empowerment – active complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Partially supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H4b 

Moderating effect of commitment on the 

empowerment – passive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Partially supported 

H4c 

Moderating effect of commitment on the 

empowerment – constructive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 

H4d 

Moderating effect of commitment on the 

empowerment – destructive complaining 

behavioral intentions relationship 

(interactional) Not supported 

(intrapersonal) 
Not supported 
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Additional Covariate Analyses 

As shown in the hypotheses analyses, the covariates: dissatisfaction and perceived 

failure severity both generated significant effects across many of the tested relationships 

in this study. Thus, some additional exploratory analyses were conducted to better 

understand the influences of covariates in the tested relationships as well as identify the 

factors contributing to these two covariates.  

First, a Pearson product-moment correlation analysis was run to reflect the 

relationship between dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity. The data showed no 

violation of normality, linearity or homoscedasticity. There was a significant, positive 

correlation between dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity, r = .343, N = 376, p 

< .001. 

Two sets of Pearson correlations analyses were also performed to understand the 

relationships between dissatisfaction and complaining behavioral intentions, as well as 

the relationships between perceived failure severity and complaining behavioral 

intentions. The results revealed that there were significant positive correlations between 

the covariate of dissatisfaction and both active complaining behavioral intentions (r 

= .220, N = 376, p < .001) and destructive complaining behavioral intentions (r = .208, N 

= 377, p < .001), as well as a significant negative correlation between dissatisfaction and 

passive complaining behavioral intentions (r = -.179, N = 376, p < .001). Meanwhile, 

perceived failure severity was found to be positively correlated with active (r = .486, n = 

376, p < .001), constructive (r = .110, n = 376, p = .032), and destructive (r = .357, n = 

376, p < .001) complaining behavioral intentions, and negatively correlated with passive 

complaining behavioral intentions (r = -.427, n = 376, p < .001) (see Table 9).  
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Table 9 

 

Correlations of Complaining Behavioral Intentions with Covariates 

 Dissatisfaction Perceived Failure Severity 

Active .220* .486* 

Passive -.179* -.427* 

Constructive -.015 .110* 

Destructive .208* .357* 
* < .001 

Dissatisfaction and perceived failure severity were controlled. 

 

In addition, another multiple regression analysis using dissatisfaction and 

perceived failure severity together as the predictors of complaining behavioral intentions 

was conducted. This regression model showed that perceived failure severity served as a 

better predictor on participants’ active (β = .465, p <. 001), passive (β = .131, p <. 001), 

and destructive (β = .324, p <. 001) complaining behavioral intentions (see Table 10). 

Thus, both covariates in this study, particularly perceived failure severity, play an 

important role in determining most of the directions of participants’ complaining 

behavioral intentions. 

Table 10 

 

Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Dissatisfaction and Failure Severity 

 Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 β R2
adj F (2, 373) p 

Active     

Dissatisfaction .061 .236 58.781 <.001 

Perceived Failure Severity .465 

Passive     

Dissatisfaction -.038 .179 41.845 <.001 

Perceived Failure Severity -.414 

Constructive     

Dissatisfaction -.060 .010 2.910 .056 

Perceived Failure Severity .131 

Destructive     

Dissatisfaction .097 .131 29.328 <.001 

Perceived Failure Severity .324 

 

The correlations between the covariates and two independent variables: 
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interactional and intrapersonal empowerment were also examined. A one-way ANOVA 

test suggested that there were no significant effects of interactional empowerment on 

dissatisfaction, F(1, 374) = .361, p = .548, nor perceived service failure, F(1, 374) = .313, 

p = .576. A Pearson correlations analysis revealed a significant positive correlation 

between dissatisfaction and intrapersonal empowerment (r = .148, N = 376, p = .004), but 

no significant correlation was found between perceived failure severity and intrapersonal 

empowerment (r = .043, N = 376, p = .405). A follow-up multiple regression analysis 

showed that participants’ with a higher level of intrapersonal empowerment were more 

likely to feel dissatisfied with a service failure (ß = .148, p = .004), R2
adj = .019, F(1, 374) 

= 8.381, p = .004.  

Given that a significant effect of intrapersonal empowerment were already found 

on passive complaining behavioral intentions (i.e. H3), this study examined the 

speculation that there would be a mediating effect of dissatisfaction. The mediation 

model showed that the regression of intrapersonal empowerment on passive complaints, 

ignoring the mediator, was significant, b = -.176, t(374) = -2.318, p = .021; the regression 

of intrapersonal empowerment on the mediator, dissatisfaction, was also significant, b 

= .251, t(374) = 2.895, p = .004. The mediation process showed that the mediator, 

controlling for intrapersonal empowerment, was significant, b = -.144, t(373) = -3.224, p 

= .001, while intrapersonal empowerment, controlling for the mediator, was not a 

significant predictor of passive complaints, b = -.140, t(373) = -1.844, p =.066. A Sobel 

test was conducted and found full mediation in the model (z = -2.10, p = .04). Thus, 

dissatisfaction was found to mediate the relationship between intrapersonal 

empowerment and participants’ passive complaining behavioral intentions. 
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Since dissatisfaction was an important psychological state on a theoretical level 

and was found to have significant correlations with most consumer complaining 

tendencies, this study also examined the potential moderating effects of dissatisfaction in 

the relationship between two dimensions of empowerment and complaining behavioral 

intentions. To test the moderating effects of dissatisfaction on the influence of 

interactional empowerment, a series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. 

Interactional empowerment and standardized dissatisfaction were included as 

independent variables and perceived failure severity were control variables entered in 

block 1, whilst two-way interaction term of interactional empowerment and standardized 

dissatisfaction entered in block 2, and standardized complaining behavioral intentions as 

dependent variables. To test the moderating effects of dissatisfaction on the influence of 

intrapersonal empowerment, a series of similar hierarchical regression analyses were 

conducted with standardized intrapersonal empowerment replacing interactional 

empowerment. 

As shown in Table 11, the analyses revealed that there was no significant 

interaction effect between interactional empowerment and dissatisfaction for any of the 

complaining behavioral intentions. 
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Table 11 

 

Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Interactional Empowerment and Dissatisfaction with Interaction Term 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 β R2
adj 

F 

(3, 372) 
p β R2

adj 
F 

(4, 371) 
p ΔF 

Active 

Interactional  -.103 

.244 41.367 < .001 

-.102 

.244 31.202 < .001 .781 
Dissatisfaction .063 .177 

Interactional X 

Dissatisfaction 
 -.122 

Passive 

Interactional  .015 

.177 27.866 < .001 

.015 

.175 20.845 < .001 .006 
Dissatisfaction -.038 -.028 

Interactional X 

Dissatisfaction 
 -.011 

Constructive 

Interactional  -.148 

.030 4.803 .003 

-.148 

.029 3.793 .005 .774 
Dissatisfaction -.056 .072 

Interactional X 

Dissatisfaction 
 -.137 

Destructive 

Interactional  -.036 

.130 19.714 < .001 

-.036 

.129 14.832 < .001 .296 
Dissatisfaction .098 .173 

Interactional X 

Dissatisfaction 
 -.080 

Perceived failure severity were included as covariates. 
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There was a significant interaction effect between intrapersonal empowerment 

and dissatisfaction on participants’ active complaining behavioral intentions, as 

evidenced by a statistically significant increase in total variation explained of 2.4%, F(1, 

371) = 11.951, p = .001 (see Table 12).  
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Table 12 

 

Regression of Complaining Behavioral Intentions on Intrapersonal Empowerment and Dissatisfaction with Interaction Term 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 β R2
adj 

F 

(3, 372) 
p β R2

adj 
F 

(4, 371) 
p ΔF 

Active 

Intrapersonal -.018 

.234 39.147 < .001 

.022 

.256 33.213 < .001 11.951** 
Dissatisfaction .063 .094 

Intrapersonal X 

Dissatisfaction 
 .163 

Passive 

Intrapersonal -.098 

.186 29.580 < .001 

-.093 

.184 22.176 < .001 .163 
Dissatisfaction -.023 -.019 

Intrapersonal X 

Dissatisfaction 
 .020 

Constructive 

Intrapersonal -.062 

.011 2.415 .066 

-.047 

.012 2.109 .079 1.187 
Dissatisfaction -.051 -.040 

Intrapersonal X 

Dissatisfaction 
 .059 

Destructive 

Intrapersonal -.033 

.130 19.679 < .001 

.012 

.159 18.716 < .001 13.797*** 
Dissatisfaction .102 .137 

Intrapersonal X 

Dissatisfaction 
 .186 

** < .01, *** < .001. 

Perceived failure severity were included as covariates. 
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The interaction is illustrated in Figure 5, in which the relationship between 

intrapersonal empowerment and active complaining behavioral intentions is plotted for 

low dissatisfaction (one standard deviation below the mean), mean dissatisfaction, and 

high dissatisfaction (one standard deviation above the mean). For participants with a 

relatively high level of dissatisfaction, the higher intrapersonal empowerment they had, 

the more likely they intended to complain actively; however, for participants with a 

relatively low level of dissatisfaction, the higher intrapersonal empowerment they had, 

the less likely they were to have active complaining behavioral intentions.  

Figure 5 

 

Moderating Effect of Dissatisfaction on Active Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 

 

The analyses also revealed an interaction effect between intrapersonal 

empowerment and dissatisfaction on participants’ destructive complaining behavioral 

intentions, as evidenced by a statistically significant increase in total variation explained 

of 3.1%, F(1, 371) = 13.797, p < .001. The interaction is illustrated in Figure 6, where the 

relationship between intrapersonal empowerment and destructive complaining behavioral 

intentions is plotted for low dissatisfaction (one standard deviation below the mean), 

mean dissatisfaction, and high dissatisfaction (one standard deviation above the mean). 
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For participants with a relatively high and level of dissatisfaction, the higher 

intrapersonal empowerment they had, the more likely they intended to take destructive 

complaining behaviors. Generally, participants who had a relatively high level of 

dissatisfaction are more likely to have destructive complaining behaviors, compared to 

those with a low level of dissatisfaction.  

Figure 6 

 

Moderating Effect of Dissatisfaction on Destructive Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

 
 

In addition, Pearson product-moment correlation analyses were performed to 

examine the correlations between the covariates and prior trust and commitment, but no 

significant results were found. 

  

-0.4

-0.3

-0.2

-0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

Low Medium High

D
es

tr
u
ct

iv
e 

C
o

m
p

la
in

in
g
 

B
eh

av
io

ra
l 

In
te

n
ti

o
n
s

Intrapersonal Empowerment

High Dissatisfaction Medium Dissatisfaction Low Dissatisfaction



73 
 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

Empowerment and Complaining Behavioral Intentions 

The first set of hypotheses addressed the main effects of interactional 

empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment on consumer complaining behavioral 

intentions. Based on Keltner et al.’s (2003) Approach/Inhibition Theory of Power, 

consumers with a higher level of interactional and/or intrapersonal empowerment were 

hypothesized to be more likely to take active and destructive complaining behavioral 

intentions on SNS brand pages in response to their dissatisfying experience, as compared 

to those with a lower level of interactional and/or intrapersonal empowerment. 

In this study, the effect of interactional empowerment was only observed on 

participants’ redress-seeking and friendly complaining behavioral intentions, which in 

turn contributed to the active quadrant in the typology. However, when the likelihood that 

interactional empowerment determines these two specific complaining behavioral 

intentions is high, the findings actually turned out to be opposite to the hypotheses. The 

high-power participants tended to behave more constructively than the low-power ones.  

Meanwhile, participants with a higher level of intrapersonal empowerment were 

observed to be less likely to have passive complaining behavioral intentions responding 

to a dissatisfying situation, which is partially consistent with the prediction. More 

specifically, when participants’ intrapersonal empowerment was high, they were less 

likely to become loyal. Neither interactional empowerment nor intrapersonal 

empowerment seemed to matter much with regard to other types of complaining 

behavioral intentions. In general, according to the dimensions of complaining behavioral 

intentions proposed by Ro (2007), participants were found to be less passive as their 
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power increased; however, all the participants tended not to be destructive even when 

they have a relatively high level of psychological empowerment, which is contrary to the 

prediction.  

Previous studies on empowerment and individuals’ self-construal may provide an 

alternative explanation to this phenomenon. Researchers suggested that the knowledge 

people have about themselves or the role they perceive for themselves can influence their 

goal-directed behaviors (Aron, Robbins, & Poldrack, 2004), while power simply 

increases the correspondence between internal states and behaviors. For example, Maner 

and Mead (2010) showed that high-power individuals’ different levels of social 

dominance orientation can better predict their choice to pursue group benefits or their 

self-interest than low-power individuals. Chen, Lee-Chai, and Bargh (2001) found that 

power-primed individuals with an orientation in communal relationship acted in a less 

selfish manner, while power-primed individuals with an orientation in exchange 

relationship looked more selfish than the participants in the control group. They argued 

that power can activate the predominant group-serving goals of communally-oriented 

individuals and self-serving goals of exchange-oriented individuals. This phenomenon 

has been studied mainly in the context of group leadership (Wisse & Rus, 2012), but 

based on this rationale, it can be speculated that complaining behavioral intentions should 

also be influenced by consumers’ self-concept in the dissatisfying situation. In other 

words, if the consumer is not likely to be destructive in response to a service failure, 

elevated power status can only make them more active and reinforce his or her original 

tendency in terms of constructiveness. Therefore, consumers’ self-construal should be 

taken into consideration in the relationship between empowerment and complaining 
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behavioral intentions. 

Additionally, it is worth noting that the effects of both interactional and 

intrapersonal empowerments and the interaction effects on most of the complaining 

behavioral intentions were not significant. Also, all the effects found related to 

psychological empowerment were relatively small. Such result is expected because 

consumers’ complaining behavioral intentions in the dissatisfying situation could depend 

on a number of additional factors. For instance, Day (1980) stated that ‘‘the great 

majority of consumer complaints and redress-seeking actions appear to be motivated by 

specific aspects of experiences with particular products or services’’ (p. 211). Researchers 

found that the importance of product or service is a significant determinant of consumers’ 

complaining behaviors (Singh, 1988, 1990). Kraft (1977) revealed a positive relation 

between the amount of money spent and consumers’ complaining behaviors. In the 

scenarios of this study, if the participants thought the fast food products were not 

important to them, or they did not invest a large amount of money, they would not 

demonstrate a significant tendency in complaining behaviors.  

As previous research suggested, such variables may also include consumers’ 

perceived likelihood of success of complaining behaviors, difficulty of the specific 

complaining behaviors, worthwhileness of complaining, as well as responsiveness to 

consumer complaints (Oh, 2003). Granbois, Summers, and Frazier (1977) suggested that 

consumers tend to voice when they believe their efforts are likely to succeed. Day (1984) 

revealed that the difficulty of seeking redress had a significant effect on the 

correspondent behaviors. Singh (1990) suggested that consumers’ tendency to engage in 

voice responses increases as perceived worthwhileness of complaining is high. Richins 
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(1983) posited that when consumers’ perception of brands’ responsiveness to consumer 

complaints is negative, they become more likely to engage in negative WOM. So far no 

study has enumerated all the variables, but these nuances may come into play and affect 

the hypothesized relationship between psychological empowerment and complaining 

behavioral intentions. 

Brand Perception as a Moderator 

This study makes an effort to introduce consumers’ prior trust and commitment as 

moderators, and suggests that these brand perceptions play an important role in 

influencing the effects of psychological empowerment on complaining behavioral 

intentions. The moderating effects of prior trust and commitment on the relationship 

between psychological empowerment and consumer complaining behavioral intentions 

were observed on the “active versus passive” dimension, but not on the “constructive 

versus destructive” dimension or any specific types of complaining behavioral intentions. 

In terms of the moderating effects of prior brand perception on the relationship 

between interactional empowerment and complaining behavioral intentions, the results 

showed that participants having higher prior commitment with the brand were generally 

less likely to intend to perform active complaining behaviors, and those having a high 

level of commitment and a low level of interactional empowerment were the least likely 

to have active complaining behavioral intentions. Also, the results revealed that when the 

level of interactional empowerment is relatively low, the effect of prior brand 

commitment on the intention of active complaining behavioral intentions became strong. 

These findings are largely consistent with the expectation that prior commitment can 

generate a buffering effect on consumers’ complaining intentions. As Priluck (2003) 
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suggested, a high level of prior commitment can lead to a greater sense of loyalty, make 

consumers overlook the brand’s mistake, become more likely to be retained by the brand 

in a dissatisfying situation, and thus mitigate the mechanism connecting interaction 

empowerment and active complaining behavioral intentions.  

However, contrary to the expectation, for participants with low prior commitment, 

when they have a higher interactional empowerment, they were found to be less likely to 

have active complaining behavioral intentions. This phenomenon could be explained by 

the abovementioned speculation that power has an effect in increasing the 

correspondence between consumers’ internal states and behavioral intentions. In this 

study, despite that participants with lower interactional empowerment rated their 

intention of taking active complaining behaviors higher than those with higher 

interactional empowerment, the average was still below four on a seven-point scale, 

which means that they generally tended not to take active behaviors. Thus, if power can 

simply activate the predominant behavioral intention, rather than facilitate approach 

behaviors, it is reasonable that with an elevated interactional empowerment, participants 

were more unlikely to have active complaining behavioral intentions.  

In terms of the moderating effects of prior brand perception on the relationship 

between intrapersonal empowerment and complaining behavioral intentions, the results 

partially supported the hypotheses, but an opposite pattern also emerged. This study 

found that participants with a higher level of intrapersonal empowerment generally 

tended not to take passive complaining behaviors than participants with a lower level of 

intrapersonal empowerment. Also, among the participants having a relatively high level 

of intrapersonal empowerment, the higher prior trust and/or commitment they had, the 
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more likely they were to have passive complaining behavioral intentions, which is 

consistent with the expectation. As reviewed literatures suggested, consumers with 

positive existing perceptions (i.e., higher levels of trust and commitment) of brands are 

more likely to have passive complaining behavioral intentions because they trust the 

brand’s integrity and ability in recovering from the service failure (Kim et al., 2003; 

Morgan & Hunt, 1994) and value their long-term relationship more (Morgan & Hunt, 

1994). 

In contrast, the result revealed that in the participants having a relatively low level 

of intrapersonal empowerment, the higher prior trust and/or commitment the participants 

had, the less likely they were to have passive complaining behavioral intentions. This 

finding may provide additional support to another line of thought that individuals with 

relatively lower power are more situationally motivated in their behaviors than those with 

higher power (Keltner et al., 2003; Magee et al., 2007). In this sense, participants with a 

lower level of intrapersonal empowerment were more easily influenced by external 

factors. For example, with a positive brand perception, consumers might tend to have a 

greater likelihood of successful complaining (Blodgett & Anderson, 2000), and thus 

become less passive in response to the dissatisfying situation. Therefore, given that the 

results and hypotheses are consistent with the participants with high intrapersonal 

empowerment and inconsistent with those with low intrapersonal empowerment, it makes 

sense that the complaining behavioral intentions of high power consumers are more 

dispositional and those of the low power consumers are more situational. Thus, it is 

important to devote more efforts to examining the situational elements that affect this 

process. 
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Additionally, it is also worth noting that the moderating effect of consumers’ prior 

brand commitment on the interactional empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment 

were slightly more consistent than that of prior brand trust in examining the active versus 

passive complaining behavioral intentions. Although Hon and Grunig (1999) posited that 

trust and commitment are both important indicators of a solid consumer-company 

relationship, in accordance with the commitment-trust theory of relationship management 

proposed by Morgan and Hunt (1994) and related empirical research (Caceres & 

Paparoidamis, 2007; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999), trust can be considered an antecedent 

of commitment. According to Garbarino and Johnson (1999), commitment refers to a 

construct that involves mutual sacrifice and long-term orientation, and emerges only in 

relationships in which trust is already established. Also, compared to trust, commitment 

develops over time (Stern, 1997). Thus, using prior brand commitment as a moderator 

could more stable than using prior trust.  

Dissatisfaction 

This study provided participants hypothetical dissatisfying situations in which 

they may intend to take complaining behaviors. The findings of this study also provide 

additional insights of the role of consumer dissatisfaction in the relationships between 

psychological empowerment and complaining behavioral intentions. 

As the results revealed, with a high level of dissatisfaction, participants tended to 

have more active and less passive complaining behavioral intentions, which echoes the 

existing research suggesting that consumers’ complaining intentions increase when they 

feel dissatisfied (Stephens & Gwinner, 1998; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). Also, a 

significant positive correlation between dissatisfaction and destructive complaining 
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behavioral intentions emerged, which provides a confirmation to the previous findings 

that consumers’ complaining behavioral intentions induced by dissatisfaction are 

generally negative and harmful to brands (Keaveney & Parthasarathy, 2001; Sánchez-

García & Currás-Pérez, 2011; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004).  

For the moderating effects of dissatisfaction, the results revealed that consumers 

with a high level of intrapersonal empowerment and a high level of dissatisfaction were 

more likely to have destructive complaining intentions, while those with a low level of 

intrapersonal empowerment and a low level of dissatisfaction were the least likely to 

intend to complain destructively. These results were generally consistent with the 

abovementioned theoretical predictions and previous empirical studies in terms of the 

power-action relationships and the effects of dissatisfaction. However, it is interesting to 

notice that when participants’ dissatisfaction level was low, the likelihood of having the 

intention to take active complaining behaviors decreases as the intrapersonal 

empowerment increases. This phenomenon might also be attributed to the speculation 

that power can reinforce the correspondence between consumers’ predispositions and the 

corresponding behaviors. Consumers with low dissatisfaction may tend not to take active 

complaining behaviors in the first place, which in turn might be more explicitly reflected 

when the power increases.  

Based on the findings that intrapersonal empowerment can lead to a decreasing 

intention of passive complaining behavioral intentions and dissatisfaction shows 

connections with both variables, this study made an additional attempt to look into the 

mediating effects of dissatisfaction. Statistically, dissatisfaction was found to mediate the 

relationship between intrapersonal empowerment and participants’ passive complaining 
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behavioral intentions. On a theoretical level, this study speculates that the mediating 

effect can be explained by two mechanisms. The first mechanism links intrapersonal 

empowerment and dissatisfaction, and it stems from the Approach/Inhibition Theory of 

Power by Keltner et al. (2003). The proposition suggested that power caused by multiple 

sources can profoundly shape an individual’s affective process, and negative emotions 

such as anger, irritation, or dissatisfaction may be more related to high power status when 

it “facilitates approach-related behavior or is expressed to others” (Keltner et al., 2003, p. 

22). Thus, consumers with a higher level of intrapersonal empowerment may be more 

likely to feel dissatisfied with the brand in a service failure than those with a lower level 

of intrapersonal empowerment. The second mechanism is that, as abovementioned, when 

an individual feels more dissatisfied, his or her intention to complain becomes higher 

than those who feel less dissatisfied (Stephens & Gwinner, 1998; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 

2004). In the case of consumers facing a service failure, those with a higher level of 

dissatisfaction with the brand are less likely to remain passive. Consequently, 

dissatisfaction can serve as a mediator in the relationship between consumers’ 

intrapersonal empowerment and passive complaining behavioral intentions. 

This mediating effect could also be explained by the Affective Control Theory 

(Heise, 2007). Accordingly, emotion is a mechanism that influences individuals to behave 

appropriately in response to a stimulus (Keeffea, Russell-Bennetta, & Tombs, 2008). In 

the context of this study, dissatisfaction is subjective in nature. If consumers are not 

powerful enough to express their dissatisfaction, they are likely to reevaluate the service 

failure and form an expressible emotion (Chebat & Slusarczyk, 2005), which in turn 

influences their complaining behavioral intentions. With a higher level of intrapersonal 
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empowerment, consumers tend to appraise the service failure as more dissatisfying, and 

thus behave less passively, while consumers with a lower level of intrapersonal 

empowerment may downgrade their feeling of dissatisfaction and remain passive in a 

service failure. Based on these possibilities, it would be unfair and risky to conclude that 

intrapersonal empowerment does not affect revenge behaviors. 

Implications 

This particular study uses Keltner et al.’s (2003) Approach/Inhibition Theory of 

Power and broadens the scope of consumer complaining behaviors literature by 

connecting varying complaining behavioral intentions with consumer empowerment. As 

expected, consumer complaining behavioral intentions can essentially be understood as a 

demonstration of power, but this study revealed some opposite results to previous 

research. Through these unexpected findings, consumers’ complaining behavioral 

intentions are speculated to be influenced more by their predisposition in addition to the 

power status. Thus, further examination of the power-action mechanism underlying 

consumer complaining process is needed. 

Prior brand trust, commitment in the dissatisfying situations are essential as brand 

relationship plays an important role in determining consumers’ responses, but research on 

these constructs are limited. In order to map out a more comprehensive model, this study 

looked at the role of consumers’ brand perceptions on the relationship between consumer 

empowerment and complaining behavioral intentions, as well as the potential interactions 

with dissatisfaction. This line of inquiry provides both consistent and inconsistent 

findings to existing literature and thus enriches the understanding of brand trust and 

commitment.  
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Based on the results of this study, there are in some respects three questions at 

play: firstly, where does empowerment come from; secondly who are those who have 

greater empowerment; and finally as a result, what can brands do to deal with consumers’ 

different types of complaining behaviors? 

Firstly, echoing the intrapersonal and interactional dimensions proposed by 

Zimmerman (1995), a survey conducted by TNS Opinion & Social (2011) suggests that 

consumer empowerment typically comes from two sources: consumers’ self-cognition 

about their own capability, as well the strength of the surrounding infrastructural 

framework for empowered behaviors. Social media can function as an external 

infrastructure. In the social media environment, consumers’ interactional empowerment 

can be determined by their “understanding of the connectivity established in the virtual 

sphere” and “the collective power” that they can exert over companies through SNS 

brand pages (Li, 2015, p. 73). Thus, from a practitioner perspective, it is critical to notice 

that social media is not only a tool for relationship management, but also a source of 

consumers’ psychological empowerment and possesses the capability to influence 

consuming and complaining behavioral intentions.  

Besides, it is necessary for both scholars and practitioners to comprehensively 

explore and understand social media consumers while embarking upon the analyses of 

their activities on social media. This study sheds light on a new demographic: 

“empowered consumers” (O’Brien, 2011), or “contemporary consumer” (Cova, Kozinets, 

& Shankar, 2012), which emerge as the social media develops. Cova and Pace (2006) 

suggested that the primary characteristic of this emerging demographic is their new forms 

of empowerment via social media. These consumers are characterized by their use of 
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technology in the consuming process, and their interactions with brands and each other in 

the digital sphere. 

Recent consumer research in Europe focusing on the traditional socio-

demographic variables reveals a general relationship relating to consumer empowerment: 

“those who spent longer in education, are higher on the occupational scale, have no 

difficulties with paying bills and are Internet users” are more likely to have a high level 

of consumer empowerment (TNS Opinion & Social, 2011, p. 23). In contrast, the most 

vulnerable consumers appear to be those who lack computer and Internet skills, as well as 

“the traditionally disadvantaged” like widowed persons, people aged 55 and up, those 

undereducated, and retired persons (TNS Opinion & Social, 2011). Those consumers with 

stronger purchase power may typically have a relatively high level of empowerment. In 

this sense, it would also be beneficial for practitioners to explore the characteristics and 

behavioral patterns of these social media users. 

Since the rise of social media consumers has been widely recognized, the very 

question for practitioners at hand is how can their brands respond to consumers’ 

complaints. Encouraging dissatisfied consumers to seek redress is believed to be 

beneficial to brands because such constructive and active complaints can potentially 

repair the issue and prevent more destructive behaviors like negative WOM or exit 

(Blodgett & Anderson, 2000). In contrast, extreme public complaining behaviors 

typically inflate the seriousness of the service failure and may result in public outrage 

(Ward & Ostrom, 2006). This study thus helps practitioners understand consumers’ 

perspectives. The various types of complaining behavioral intentions investigated in this 

study could be associated with consumers’ psychological states and brand perceptions. 
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For example, in a dissatisfying situation, consumers with a high level of interactional 

empowerment may complain more constructively than those with low interactional 

empowerment, which signifies that service providers may benefit from empowering 

consumers with external resources such as SNSs. Understanding these empowerment 

dynamics and how they lead to various behavioral outcomes will help public relations 

and marketing practitioners better engage SNS consumers. 

This study revealed two effects of psychological empowerment, including 

increasing both consumers’ intention to become more active in complaining, and the 

correspondence between internal states and behaviors. For consumers’ complaints, 

practically speaking, the best practice that a brand can do is to perform at or beyond 

consumers’ expectations, so fewer complaints will be raised in the first place (Tanner & 

Raymond, 2011). In this particular study, the moderating effects of consumers’ existing 

trust and empowerment are substantial proof that consumers prior trust and commitment 

with brands can serve as buffers in influencing consumers’ complaining behavioral 

intentions. Thus, it is also arguable that the way in which brands are starting to engage 

with consumers can generate a strong effect on determining consumers’ predisposition, 

and may be more influential than the complaints or opinions from social media users 

(Cartwright, 2015).  

Moreover, understanding social media empowerment can yield great application 

for crisis management. Previous research showed that power can increase the action 

orientation in the powerful individuals, even in the contexts where individuals are not 

directly empowered (Galinsky et al., 2003). Such power-action association can be found 

in many complaining behaviors on SNSs. Compared with complaining privately, 
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complaining on SNS brand pages may publicize the issue to the mass audience, which 

can easily trigger reputation crisis. Research suggested that social media have become 

forums of dialogue, criticism and confrontation of brands with their service failure 

(Constantinides, 2009). Generally speaking, in-depth knowledge about both positive and 

negative influences of SNSs and consumer complaining process on brand pages could 

probably help public relations professionals to improve risk assessment and crisis 

communication in the emerging media environment.  

Limitations and Future Research 

This study sets a foundation for future examination of complaining behavioral 

intentions from the perspective of SNS empowerment. First, future research would 

benefit from further understanding the mutual influence of interactional empowerment 

and intrapersonal empowerment in the SNS context. Consumers’ interactional 

empowerment is determined by their “understanding of the connectivity established in 

the virtual sphere” and “the collective power” that they can exert over companies through 

SNS brand pages (Li, 2015, p. 73), which is more susceptible to external factors. In 

contrast, intrapersonal empowerment captures individuals’ desire for control, self-

efficacy, and perceived competence (Zimmerman, 1995). As a personal quality measure, 

theoretically, intrapersonal empowerment implies a personality trait that is supposed to be 

relatively consistent and stable (Li, 2015). Yet, as argued by some researchers, the 

connectivity established among online users and the collective power that they hold could 

increase the personal sense of control, self-efficacy, and perceived competence, which 

could facilitate intrapersonal empowerment (Barak, Boniel-Nissim, & Suler, 2008). 

Given that this study only examined the effects of interactional empowerment and 
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intrapersonal empowerment separately, future research should pay more attention to the 

mutual influence between interactional empowerment and intrapersonal empowerment. 

Also, it is important for future research to further explore the sequence of 

psychological activities that occurs when consumers feel dissatisfied that may or may not 

increase their intention to perform specific complaining behaviors. Previous research on 

emotions suggests that when a dissatisfying situation happens, a number of negative 

emotions can often be evoked simultaneously, such as anger, dissatisfaction, regret, or 

disappointment (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). Different emotions can result in varying 

complaining behaviors (Mattila & Ro, 2008; Sánchez-García & Currás-Pérez, 2011; 

Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). For example, anger is believed as a strong emotion, which 

often leads to direct complaining (Grégoire et al., 2010; Mattila & Ro, 2008; Sánchez-

García & Currás-Pérez, 2011), negative WOM (Grégoire et al., 2010; Mattila & Ro, 

2008; Sánchez-García & Currás-Pérez, 2011) and exit (Mattila & Ro, 2008; Sánchez-

García & Currás-Pérez, 2011). In addition, Li (2015) examined desire for revenge and 

desire for avoidance as middle steps that leads emotions to behaviors. Desire for revenge 

is the driver of aggressive and retaliatory behaviors, such as negative WOM (Grégoire, 

Tripp, & Legoux, 2009), whereas desire for avoidance is more passive (Grégoire et al., 

2009), which makes consumers less likely to take confrontation complaining behaviors 

(McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). Thus, future research would benefit from 

examining multiple forms of emotions as mediation variables and further the 

understanding of the sequent psychological activities that occur after service failures.  

This study examined only participants’ complaining behavioral intentions, rather 

than their actual behaviors when they feel empowered. However, in order to understand 
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consumer dissatisfaction responses on SNSs and provide in-depth insights for practice, 

future research needs to further investigate the connections between psychological 

empowerment and consumers’ actual behaviors on SNSs. A thorough understanding of 

the actual behaviors that empowered consumers will take can help this study achieve 

greater realistic significance. Future research could replace the behavioral intention 

measurements in this study with fictitious SNS brand pages in the lab setting so as to 

simulate consumer dissatisfaction responses in real life. Also, future studies could take 

advantage of real-world big data in terms of consumers’ reactions on SNSs, which might 

help to reveal consumers’ actual behavioral patterns in response to a dissatisfying 

situation and the underlying connections with their psychological states. 

In terms of the moderators, besides consumers’ prior brand trust and commitment, 

the way consumers complain about service failures depends on other moderating 

variables. Previous research made an analogy with a decision tree, and characterized the 

consumer complaining process as a complicated process influenced by multiple personal 

and situational variables (Blodgett, Granbois, & Walters, 1993). Blodgett and Anderson 

(2000)looked into the influences of a series of personal and situational variables 

suggested by previous research, including service types, brand loyalty, perceived stability 

and controllability, attitude toward complaining, likelihood of success, and types of 

justice on consumers’ decision to complain, and suggested that all these variables can 

alter the consumer complaining process. Also, (Baloglu, Kim, Wang, & Mattila, 2010) 

investigated the service failure in the hotel industry, proposing that consumers’ past 

experiences, personality traits and demographics, and cultural backgrounds can moderate 

the effects of dissatisfying situations on consumers’ intention to complain. Hence, the 
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potential moderators that may affect the relationship between psychological 

empowerment and consumer complaining behavioral intentions could also be explored in 

future research. 

In addition, this study did not intentionally manipulate the level of dissatisfaction, 

but the additional analyses revealed that dissatisfaction probably plays an important role 

in mediating the effects of intrapersonal empowerment on passive complaining 

behavioral intentions. Future research could examine dissatisfaction as consumers’ 

psychological reaction in a service failure, and as an antecedent of complaining 

behavioral intentions. Researchers also might investigate and expand on the relationship 

between prior brand perceptions and dissatisfaction. Although consumers’ positive brand 

perceptions were found to have a buffering effect and mitigate the feeling of the 

dissatisfaction (Priluck, 2003), such influence was observed on only one of the brands in 

this study. A more comprehensive study design capturing the role of dissatisfaction is 

needed.  

Overall, this study can provide helpful implications for public relations 

scholarship and practice, as well as shed important light for future examination on 

consumer empowerment on SNSs. There are some limitations of this study that warrant 

further attention. First of all, this study examined eight types of complaining behavioral 

intentions along two dimensions, but there might be other ways in which consumers 

respond to dissatisfying situations that are not captured. The open-ended question 

included in the experiment revealed some respondents mentioning that they might be 

quite reluctant to perform any complaining behaviors in response to the hypothetical 

dissatisfying experience. Thus, the next step of this study could take a grounded approach 
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to look into the qualitative data and refine the typology of consumers’ complaining 

behaviors. Second, this study only tested the mechanism in the setting of fast food 

restaurant chains. However, the effects of psychological empowerment on complaining 

behavioral intentions might subject to many situational variables such as the importance 

of product or service and the amount of money spent (Kraft, 1977; Singh, 1990). 

Examining the hypotheses with multiple industries is needed. Third, this study used a 

college student sample, which may affect the generalizability of the conclusions, though 

the tested effects are especially possible for the millennial generation who grew up with 

the Internet and the use of SNSs has become a part of daily life (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, 

& Zickuhr, 2010). Fourth, this study adopted Hon and Grunig’s (1999) measurement for 

commitment, which includes two dimensions: continuance and affective commitment. 

Nonetheless, this measurement did not well distinguish consumers’ commitment with the 

company (for example, “I feel that this organization is trying to maintain a long-term 

commitment to people like me”), and consumers’ perception of the company’s 

commitment with them (for example, “compared to other organizations, I value my 

relationship with this organization more”), which might influence the validity. Future 

research could measure and analyze consumers’ perceptions in terms of their own 

commitment and the company’s commitment separately in order to check whether there 

is a difference and better understand the moderating role of commitment in this 

relationship. Finally, this study employed priming techniques to manipulate participants’ 

interactional empowerment. While this conforms to most of the studies in this field, the 

results might still be subject to the weak manipulation. Participants might be affected by 

their predisposition about SNS and their involvement with the news articles. At the same 
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time, so far the manipulation questions for interactional empowerment have not been 

well-validated, which might affect the manipulation. Further validating for these 

manipulation questions is also necessary. Hence, future research should devote more 

efforts to enhance the interactional empowerment manipulation as well as the 

corresponding manipulation questions, and test the effect independently of other potential 

interventions. 

To sum up, psychological empowerment, brand perceptions, and multiple 

negative emotions are all ingredients of consumer intentions to take complaining 

behaviors on SNSs. The findings suggest the psychological mechanisms underlying the 

complicated consumer complaining process. These findings not only contributed 

empirical evidence to previous research on consumer complaining behavioral intentions, 

but also provided practical implications to corporate communication practice dealing with 

consumer activism. Also, being one of the early attempts to empirically examine the 

effects of consumer empowerment on SNSs, this study provides additional theoretical 

and practical insights to this topic. 
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Appendix A: Pretest Instruments 

Pretest 1 

 

Prior Trust and Commitment 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

 

Q1: Prior trust 

This organization treats people like me fairly and justly. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

This organization can be relied on to keep its promises.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

This organization has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Q2: Prior commitment 

I feel that this organization is trying to maintain a long-term commitment to people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I can see that this organization wants to maintain a relationship with people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

There is a long-lasting bond between this organization and people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Compared to other organizations, I value my relationship with this organization more. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Familiarity 

Q3: On a scale from 1 to 7, please indicate, how familiar you are with the organization. 

(1 = very unfamiliar, 7 = very familiar) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Empowerment 

Interactional empowerment 

 

Following is a news article from CNN.com. Please read this news article carefully. We 

will then ask you a few questions related to it (see Appendix C). 

 

Q4: What is the main idea of the CNN.com news article you read? 

 

Q5: Based on the CNN.com news article you read, please indicate how much you agree 

or disagree with the following statements. 

One can use social media to urge organizations into greater social responsibility. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The connectivity on social media allows users to take collective actions to start effective 

movements. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

One can have much influence on social media by connecting with others. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

One can have a voice in wider social issues by working in an organized way with other 

members online. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

One cannot have much influence on social media because of low levels of interpersonal 

trust. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The individual’s influence on social media is disputable. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Demographic Questions 

Finally, we will ask you some questions about yourself for classification purposes. 

Q6: What is your age? _____ 

 

Q7: What is your gender? (Female/Male) 

 

Q8: Which of the following best represents your racial or ethnic heritage? 

1) Asian 
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2) Black/African American 

3) Hispanic/Latino 

4) White 

5) Other: ____________ 

 

 

List of Tested Brands 

 

[Participants will be required to rate their existing trust, commitment, and familiarity with 

all these brands. To minimize the order effect, brands in each industry will be presented 

in random order.] 

 

Fast food restaurant chains 

Chick-fil-A 

Chipotle 

McDonald’s 

 

Online retailers 

Amazon.com 

eBay.com 

 

Supermarkets and food stores 

Whole Foods Market 

Target 

Walmart 

 

Department stores 

Nordstrom 

Macy’s 

Sears 

 

Automotive 

Honda 

BMW 

Volkswagen 
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Pretest 2 

 

Empowerment 

Intrapersonal empowerment 

[Participants will be randomly assigned to one of the three conditions.] 

 

Q1: We will ask you some questions related to your personal experience. 

 

Participants assigned to the high-empowerment condition will be told following: 

Please recall a particular incident in which you had control or authority over another 

individual or individuals. This may be a situation in which you controlled the ability of 

another person or persons to get something they wanted, or were in a position to lead or 

evaluate those individuals. Please describe this situation—what happened, how you felt, 

etc. 

 

Participants assigned to the low-empowerment condition will be told: 

Please recall a particular incident in which someone else had control or authority over 

you. This may be a situation in which someone had control over your ability to get 

something you wanted, or was in a position to lead or evaluate you. Please describe this 

situation in detail—what happened, how you felt, etc. 

 

Participants in the control condition will be instructed as follow:  

Please recall your day yesterday. Please describe your experiences yesterday in detail—

what happened, how you felt, etc. 

 

Q2: Then, based on the situation you described, please indicate the degree to which you 

agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree): 

I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I can usually organize people to get things done. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I prefer a job where I have a lot of control over what I do and when I do it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Dissatisfaction 
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Following is a hypothetical scenario. Please imagine yourself being in the following 

situation. Then please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the 

following statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

 

[Insert the scenario here. Participants will be randomly assigned to one of the four scenarios 

(see Appendix D).] 

 

Q3: Through the service failure of the brand, I felt… 

Dissatisfied 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Displeased 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Discontented  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Demographic Questions 

Finally, we will ask you some questions about yourself for classification purposes. 

Q4: What is your age? _____ 

 

Q5: What is your gender? (Female/Male) 

 

Q6: Which of the following best represents your racial or ethnic heritage? 

1) Asian 

2) Black/African American 

3) Hispanic/Latino 

4) White 

5) Other: ____________ 
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Appendix B: Main Test Instruments 

Intrapersonal empowerment 

 

Q1: Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following 

statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can rely on my coping abilities. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

No matter what comes my way, I am usually able to handle it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle unforeseen situations. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I consider myself to be generally more capable of handling difficult situations than others. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I am often a leader in groups. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I find it very hard to talk in front of a group.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I can usually organize people to get things done. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Other people usually follow my ideas. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I enjoy making my own decisions. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I prefer a job where I have a lot of control over what I do and when I do it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I would rather run my own business and make my own mistakes than listen to someone 
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else’s orders. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

If someone opposes me, I can find ways and means to get what I want. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Brand-related Habits (Irrelevant) 

Q2: How often do you eat fast food? 

1) Never 

2) Less than once a month 

3) 1-3 times a month 

4) Once a week 

5) 2-3 times a week 

6) 4-5 times a week 

7) More than 5 times a week 

 

Prior Trust and Commitment 

 

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

 

Q3: Prior trust 

This organization treats people like me fairly and justly. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Whenever this organization makes an important decision, I know it will be concerned 

about people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

This organization can be relied on to keep its promises.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I believe that this organization takes the opinions of people like me into account when 

making decisions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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I feel very confident about this organization’s skills.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

This organization has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Q4: Prior commitment 

I feel that this organization is trying to maintain a long-term commitment to people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I can see that this organization wants to maintain a relationship with people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

There is a long-lasting bond between this organization and people like me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Compared to other organizations, I value my relationship with this organization more. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I would rather work together with this organization than not. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Familiarity 

Q5: On a scale from 1 to 7, please indicate, how familiar you are with the organization? 

(1 = very unfamiliar, 7 = very familiar) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

SNS Consumption 

Q6: 

Do you currently have a social media account (e.g. blogs, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 

Instagram, etc.)? (Yes/No) 

 

Have you ever visited or followed any company’s social media brand page? (Yes/No) 

 

Have you ever commented on a brand’s message on social media? (Yes/No) 

 

Have you ever shared a brand’s message on social media? (Yes/No) 
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Interactional Empowerment 

 

Following is a news article from CNN.com. Please read this news article carefully. We 

will then ask you a few questions related to it. 

 

[Insert the news article here.] 

 

Q7: What is the main idea of the CNN.com news article you read? 

 

Q8: Which of the following statements represents the opinions in the news article you 

just read? 

1) Social media allows consumers to virally affect companies’ and others’ decisions 

with expansive reach and rapid speed. 

2) Social media users are unable to effectively impact companies’ and others’ 

decisions with mediated communication and weak social ties. 

3) Social media is becoming a powerful tool for NGOs to effectively promote their 

ideas and initiatives. 

4) None of the above. 

5) All of the above. 

 

Q9: Which of the following is true according to the article you just read? 

1) Brand pages on social media are places where consumers can influence, organize, 

and act in their own self-interest with greater efficiency than ever before. 

2) Brand pages on social media do not empower consumers to influence, organize, 

and act in their own self-interest with greater efficiency as we thought before. 

3) Brand pages on social media are places where NGOs can maximize fundraising 

and cause awareness with greater efficiency than ever before. 

4) None of the above. 

5) All of the above. 

 

Q10: Based on the CNN.com news article you read, please indicate how much you agree 

or disagree with the following statements. 

One can use social media to urge organizations into greater social responsibility. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The connectivity on social media allows users to take collective actions to start effective 

movements. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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One can have much influence on social media by connecting with others. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

One can have a voice in wider social issues by working in an organized way with other 

members online. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

One cannot have much influence on social media because of low levels of interpersonal 

trust. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The individual’s influence on social media is disputable. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Following is a hypothetical scenario. Please imagine yourself being in the following 

situation. Then please answer the following questions: 

 

[Insert the scenario here. Participants will be randomly assigned to one of the four 

scenarios (see Appendix D).] 

 

Consumer Complaining Behavior 

Q11: What would you do in response to the situation? Please describe your behaviors in 

detail. 

 

Q12: In response to the situation, I will… (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely) 

[The 32 items will be presented in random order to minimize order effect.] 

 

Redress-seeking Complaint 

Complain on the company’s SNS brand page and ask for a refund/redress or 

compensation. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Complain on the company’s SNS brand page about the service problem. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Immediately ask the company on their SNS brand page to take care of the service 

problem. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Complain on the company’s SNS brand page about the way I was treated. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Friendly Complaint 

Try to suggest solutions to the problem in collaboration with the company on their SNS 

brand page. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Make a determined effort to suggest an idea to solve the problem on the company’s SNS 

brand page. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Try to come to an understanding about the service problem rather than blame the 

company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Provide constructive feedback on their SNS brand page regarding the service problem for 

future improvement of their service. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Opportunism 

Purposefully exaggerate the service problem on the company’s SNS brand page in order 

to get additional compensation or services from the company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Describe the service problem as negatively as possible on the company’s SNS brand 

page. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Alter the facts slightly on the company’s SNS brand page in order to get what I want 

from the company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Deliberately make the service problem sound more problematic than it really is on the 

company’s SNS brand page. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Third-party 
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Take some legal action against the company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Report to a consumer agency so that they can warn other consumers. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Complain to a consumer agency (e.g. the Better Business Bureau) and ask them to make 

the company take care of the service problem. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Write a letter to a local newspaper about my bad experience. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Switch 

Probably consider another company in the near future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Decide not to use that company again. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Switch to a competing company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Use the company’s service less often than before. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Negative WOM 

Say negative things about the company to other people. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Discourage friends and relatives from patronizing that company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Advise my friends and relatives not to go to that company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Loyalty 

Ignore the problem at the company because I patronize it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Try to forget about the incident and do nothing. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I would like to reward them by overlooking the problem because I do not want to destroy 

my relationship with the company. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Overlook the service problem because I hope the company will take care of it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Remain passive. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Neglect 

Not take any action because it is not worthwhile. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Care very little about what happens at the company as long as I get what I need from them. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Quit caring about the company and let the service problem situation get worse. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Passively and slowly let my relationship with the company deteriorate. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Dissatisfaction 

Q13: Through the service failure of the brand, I felt… (1 = not at all, 7 = very) 

Dissatisfied 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Displeased 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Discontented  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Control Measure: Failure Severity 

Q14: Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following 

statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

The situation would cause me…  

Minor problems – major problems 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Small inconvenience – big inconvenience 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Minor aggravation – major aggravation 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

Demographic Questions 

Finally, we will ask you some questions about yourself for classification purposes. 

Q15: What is your age? _____ 

 

Q16: What is your gender? (Female/Male) 

 

Q17: Which of the following best represents your racial or ethnic heritage? 

7) Asian 

8) Black/African American 

9) Hispanic/Latino 

10) White 

11) Other: ____________ 
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Appendix C: Interactional Empowerment Stimuli 

Condition 1: High interactional empowerment 

 

 

  



133 
 

Condition 2: Low interactional empowerment 
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Condition 3: Control condition 
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Appendix D: Hypothetical Dissatisfying Scenarios 

Diarrhea after consumption at McDonald’s 

You stopped by McDonald’s before heading home after finishing a long day of classes. 

You always have a burger but this time the burger upset your stomach immediately. 

Several hours after consuming it, you started vomiting and had diarrhea for the next three 

days. You even had to miss school for two days. You called the restaurant to ask about it 

and the manager said that the food might have been undercooked because an employee 

removed it before the timer went off. He refused to apologize and could not provide any 

solution. 

 

Diarrhea after consumption at Chipotle 

You stopped by Chipotle before heading home after finishing a long day of classes. You 

always have a burrito but this time the burrito upset your stomach immediately. Several 

hours after consuming it, you started vomiting and had diarrhea for the next three days. 

You even had to miss school for two days. You called the restaurant to ask about it and 

the manager said that the food might have been undercooked because an employee 

removed it before the timer went off. He refused to apologize and could not provide any 

solution. 

 

Bad in-store experience at McDonald’s 

You stopped by McDonald’s before heading home after finishing a long day of classes. 

This time the line was really long because they didn’t have enough employees working 

and they were too slow. When you ordered a burger, you were told that they were out of 

the key ingredient cheese slices so you had to order something different. After waiting for 

a long time, you finally got the order, but you realized the food was already cold. The 

employee rudely refused to replace your food when you complained it was cold. 

 

Bad in-store experience at Chipotle 

You stopped by Chipotle before heading home after finishing a long day of classes. This 

time the line was really long because they didn’t have enough employees working and 

they were too slow. When you ordered a burrito, you were told that they were out of the 

key ingredient barbacoa beef so you had to order something different. After waiting for a 

long time, you finally got the order, but you realized the food was already cold. The 

employee rudely refused to replace your food when you complained it was cold. 


