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Complaining When You Are To Blame: 
The Role of Impression Management on the Impact of Complaining on Product Attitudes

Lea Dunn, University of British Columbia, Canada
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Complaining in consumer research has commonly been de-

fined as “a means of making one’s feelings known when unfair seller 
practices are encountered [and] when disappointment with a product 
arises” (Fornell and Westbrook 1979, p.105). Complaining research 
has historically only examined the impact of consumer complaining 
in situations in which the product is to blame for the product fail-
ure. Researchers in this area have found that complaining (versus not 
complaining) typically leads to increased product satisfaction. It is 
hypothesized that the cathartic release of negative emotion brought 
on by complaining allows consumers to feel better about the situation 
than if they had held onto the negative comments by not complaining 
(Bearden and Oliver 1985; Nyer 2000). Companies, therefore, are 
encouraged to elicit complaints from consumers to create a beneficial 
company-consumer relationship (Prim and Pras 1999).

According to attribution theory (Weiner 1985; Folkes 1988), 
however, complaining behavior and outcomes can be determined by 
whether the consumer attributes the blame to external sources (i.e., 
the product) or internal sources (i.e., the consumer). Most research, 
if not all, (dis)satisfaction and complaining research has focused on 
only the external attribution side, ignoring those consumers with in-
ternal attributions of blame. The current paper focuses on the under-
represented side of internal attributions and how internal attributions 
of blame impact the outcomes of complaint behavior. Specifically, 
we propose that for consumers with internal attributions of blame, 
complaining is actually detrimental to the product satisfaction and 
evaluations. 

In study 1, we manipulated whether the participant believed the 
failure was their fault or the products and whether they complained 
or not. We predicted that consumers who attributed the failure to the 
product itself would rate the product more favorably after complain-
ing than before complaining. On the other hand, consumers who at-
tributed the failure to their use of the product would rate the prod-
uct less favorably after complaining than before complaining. We 
tested these predictions by running a 2(attribution: fault v. no fault) x 
2(complaint: no complain v. complain) factorial design. Participants 
were told that they would assemble, use, and evaluate a “new prod-
uct”. Specifically, they asked to assemble a food processor and make 
a smoothie to test how well the product worked. Unbeknownst to the 
participants, the product and ingredients were insufficient to create 
the expected final product. In the fault condition, participants were 
told that no other participant was having trouble with the product 
and therefore, the participant themselves must be to blame for the 
product failure. In the no fault condition, participants were told that 
the product was having problems and they were not to blame for 
the product failure. After using the product, the complaint condition 
was manipulated by either having the participants complain (com-
plain condition) or not complain (no complain condition). The main 
dependent variables were product and brand evaluations as well as 
purchase intentions. The results revealed that, as predicted, consum-
ers who were to blame for the product failure rated the product lower 
after complaining while the consumers who blamed the product rated 
the product higher after complaining.   

In study 2, we tested the hypothesis that impression manage-
ment was the underlying mechanism for the previous study’s results. 
In this study, we examined impression management in two ways. 

First, we manipulated social presence, an indicator of impression 
management. Second, we took a measurement of an individual 
difference of impression management, self-monitoring. In a 2(so-
cial presence: friend present v. no friend present) x 2(impression 
management: high self-monitoring v. low self-monitoring) design, 
participants read a scenario wherein they failed several times to as-
semble a home entertainment system correctly. Social presence was 
manipulated by either having friends present during the assembly 
and evaluation of the product or simply present during the assembly 
of the product. Regression analysis revealed main effects for social 
presence and self-monitoring as well as an interaction of the two. 
High self-monitors rated the product less favorably in the presence 
of others than when alone, while low self-monitors rated the prod-
uct more favorably in the presence of others than when alone. These 
results provide support for the idea that consumers with internal at-
tributions of blame are using complaining to impression manage by 
shifting the blame from themselves to the product, thus lower their 
product satisfaction ratings. 

Finally, in study 3 we found that having the consumer take ac-
countability for the complaint mitigate the effects shown in the previ-
ous studies. Specifically, we manipulate accountability through both 
the accountability to the company (signed their name v. didn’t sign 
their name) and to the social audience (friend present v. no friend 
present). In this study, participants read a scenario that they failed to 
use a website to correctly order a product. To manipulate the social 
audience, a friend was either present or not present during the whole 
experience. Accountability to the company was manipulated by hav-
ing the participants either sign their complaint or not sign their com-
plaint. Results found that when asked to take accountability for their 
complaint in the presence of others, participants rated the product 
higher when they complained than those consumers that that did not 
take accountability for their actions or when the participants were 
not in the presence of others. Thus, taking accountability for their 
complaint led consumers to be more honest in their attributions of 
blame by not shifting the blame for the failure from themselves to 
the product. 

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that there is an impor-
tant distinction between external and internal attributions of blame 
when it comes to the outcomes of complaining. In particular, ask-
ing consumers with internal attributions of blame to complain may 
actually be detrimental to subsequent product evaluations. This pat-
tern of results is due to consumers attempting to maintain an impres-
sion of competence by shifting the blame from themselves to the 
product. Finally, these results can be alleviated by having consumers 
take accountability for the veracity of their complaint. These results 
represent the first empirical evidence of the impact of complaining 
on consumers with internal attributions of blame and have several 
important implications for companies consumer complaint policies. 
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