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The Role of Customer Service in Handling Complaints and Its Impact on Customer Satisfaction in the Airline Industry in Saudi Arabia
[bookmark: _Toc234539306]1.1 Introduction
Customer service is one of the most important elements in the airline industry because it directly affects passenger experience. Airlines do not only provide transportation services; they also provide support before, during, and after the flight. Since passengers may face different problems such as flight delays, cancellations, baggage issues, refund requests, or unclear communication, the role of customer service becomes essential in handling complaints and maintaining customer satisfaction.
Complaint handling is an important part of service recovery. When customers face a service failure, they expect the airline to respond quickly, communicate clearly, and provide a fair solution. Effective complaint handling can reduce dissatisfaction and help rebuild customer trust. However, poor complaint handling may increase customer frustration and negatively affect the airline’s image and reputation.
In Saudi Arabia, the airline industry is growing rapidly due to increased travel demand, tourism development, and competition among airlines. As customer expectations continue to increase, airlines need to improve the quality of their complaint-handling processes. Therefore, this study focuses on the role of customer service in handling complaints and its impact on customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia.

                  
[bookmark: _Toc234539307]1.2 Problem Statement
Although airlines aim to provide high-quality services, customer complaints remain a common challenge in the airline industry. Passengers may experience problems related to delays, cancellations, baggage handling, refunds, ticket changes, or lack of proper communication. These problems may lead to customer dissatisfaction, especially when complaints are not handled quickly, professionally, or fairly.
In many cases, the way the airline handles the complaint may be more important than the original problem itself. Customers may accept a service failure if the airline responds effectively and provides a suitable solution. However, slow responses, unclear explanations, or unsatisfactory solutions may reduce customer satisfaction and damage customer loyalty.
Therefore, the problem of this study is represented in the need to understand how customer service complaint handling affects customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia. The study focuses on three main complaint-handling dimensions: response speed, resolution quality, and communication style.
The main problem of the study can be stated as follows:
To what extent does customer service complaint handling affect customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia?

[bookmark: _Toc234539308]1.3 Study Objectives
The main objective of this study is to examine the role of customer service in handling complaints and its impact on customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia.
The specific objectives of the study are:
1. To identify the role of customer service in handling customer complaints in the airline industry.
2. To examine the impact of response speed on customer satisfaction.
3. To analyze the effect of resolution quality on customer satisfaction.
4. To investigate the influence of communication style on customer satisfaction.
5. To determine the relationship between complaint handling and customer satisfaction.
6. To provide recommendations that may help airlines improve complaint-handling practices and enhance customer satisfaction.
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[bookmark: _Toc234539310]1.4.1 Scientific Importance
The scientific importance of this study is that it contributes to academic knowledge in the fields of customer service, complaint management, service recovery, and customer satisfaction. The study may help researchers understand how complaint-handling factors influence customer satisfaction in the airline industry, especially in the Saudi Arabian context. It also provides a theoretical basis for future research related to service quality and customer experience in aviation.

[bookmark: _Toc234539311]1.4.2 Practical Importance
The practical importance of this study is that it may help airline companies improve their customer service practices. The findings can assist managers and customer service departments in understanding the importance of fast responses, effective solutions, and professional communication when dealing with customer complaints. In addition, the study may help airlines reduce customer dissatisfaction, improve loyalty, and strengthen their competitive position in the market.

[bookmark: _Toc234539312]1.5 Research Questions
The main research question of this study is:
What is the impact of customer service complaint handling on customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia?
The sub-questions of the study are:
1. What is the impact of response speed on customer satisfaction?
2. What is the impact of resolution quality on customer satisfaction?
3. What is the impact of communication style on customer satisfaction?
4. What is the relationship between overall complaint handling and customer satisfaction?
5. How can airlines improve complaint-handling practices to increase customer satisfaction?

[bookmark: _Toc234539313]1.6 Research Hypotheses
Main Hypothesis
H1: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between customer service complaint handling and customer satisfaction in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia.
Sub-Hypotheses
H1a: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between response speed and customer satisfaction.
H1b: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between resolution quality and customer satisfaction.
H1c: There is a statistically significant positive relationship between communication style and customer satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc234539314]1.7 Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of this study is based on service recovery theory, customer satisfaction theory, and perceived justice theory.
Service recovery theory explains how organizations respond to service failures and how their response affects customer satisfaction. In the airline industry, service failures may include delays, cancellations, baggage issues, refund problems, or poor communication. When customer service handles these problems effectively, customers may feel that the airline cares about them and respects their rights.
Customer satisfaction theory explains that satisfaction occurs when the service received meets or exceeds customer expectations. If the airline responds quickly, provides a fair solution, and communicates professionally, customers are more likely to feel satisfied even after experiencing a problem.
Perceived justice theory is also relevant to this study because customers evaluate complaint handling based on fairness. This includes the fairness of the final solution, the fairness of the procedures, and the quality of communication during the complaint process.
In this study, the independent variable is customer service complaint handling, which includes three dimensions: response speed, resolution quality, and communication style. The dependent variable is customer satisfaction.
Theoretical Framework Variables
Independent Variable:
Customer Service Complaint Handling
Dimensions of the Independent Variable:
1. Response Speed
2. Resolution Quality
3. Communication Style
Dependent Variable:
Customer Satisfaction
Proposed Theoretical Framework
Customer Service Complaint Handling
→ Response Speed
→ Resolution Quality
→ Communication Style
→ Customer Satisfaction
This framework suggests that when airlines respond quickly to complaints, provide effective solutions, and communicate with customers in a professional and respectful manner, customer satisfaction is expected to increase.
Customer Service Complaint Handling
→ Response Speed
→ Resolution Quality
→ Communication Style
→ Customer Satisfaction
This model suggests that when customer service responds quickly, provides effective solutions, and communicates professionally with passengers, customer satisfaction is likely to increase.

[bookmark: _Toc234539315]Chapter 2: Literature review

[bookmark: _Toc234539316]2.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews previous literature related to customer service complaint handling and customer satisfaction in the airline industry. The airline sector is a highly service-oriented industry where passengers evaluate the quality of the airline not only through the flight itself, but also through the way the airline responds when service failures occur. These failures may include flight delays, cancellations, baggage problems, refund issues, reservation errors, or lack of clear information.
Complaint handling is considered an important part of service recovery because it gives airlines an opportunity to correct service failures and rebuild customer trust. In Saudi Arabia, complaint handling is also connected to regulatory expectations, as the General Authority of Civil Aviation requires air carriers to communicate with passengers regarding complaints and provide detailed written outcomes within defined procedures.
Previous studies show that service quality, complaint handling, responsiveness, fairness, and employee communication can influence passengers’ satisfaction and loyalty. For example, airline service quality research has emphasized the importance of reliability, responsiveness, empathy, personnel behavior, and overall perceived service quality in shaping customer satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc234539317]2.2 Dependent Variable: Customer Satisfaction
The dependent variable in this study is customer satisfaction. Customer satisfaction refers to the customer’s overall evaluation of a service experience after comparing expectations with the actual service received. In the airline industry, customer satisfaction may be affected by many factors, such as flight punctuality, baggage services, ticketing, staff behavior, communication, complaint resolution, and the overall travel experience.
In the context of complaint handling, customer satisfaction reflects how customers feel after their complaints have been received, processed, and resolved by the airline. A passenger may experience a service failure, but if the airline responds quickly, communicates clearly, and provides a fair solution, the customer may still feel satisfied with the company. On the other hand, slow response, unclear communication, or poor resolution may increase dissatisfaction.
Previous research on Saudi Airlines found that service quality dimensions are significantly related to customer satisfaction. Alsini’s study used the AIRQUAL scale, which includes airline tangibles, terminal tangibles, personnel, empathy, image, perceived service quality, and customer satisfaction. The results supported significant relationships among these dimensions.
Another study on customer satisfaction in Saudi Arabia found that passengers reported dissatisfaction in areas such as baggage handling, treatment of passengers during grievances, food quality, and entertainment. This shows that complaint-related experiences can strongly affect passengers’ overall satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc234539318]2.3 Independent Variable: Customer Service Complaint Handling
The independent variable in this study is customer service complaint handling. Complaint handling refers to the actions taken by customer service employees and airline management to receive, investigate, respond to, and resolve customer complaints. In the airline industry, complaint handling is important because service failures are common due to operational complexity, weather conditions, airport processes, technical issues, and passenger volume.
In this study, customer service complaint handling is measured through three main dimensions:

[bookmark: _Toc234539319]2.3.1 Response Speed
Response speed refers to how quickly customer service acknowledges, follows up, and responds to a customer complaint. Fast response is important because customers usually expect immediate attention when they face a problem, especially in travel situations where time is highly sensitive. In Saudi Arabia, GACA’s complaint guidelines state that air carriers should communicate with the passenger to resolve the complaint within a maximum period of seven days, and passengers should be informed of the expected timeframe for handling the complaint.
[bookmark: _Toc234539320]2.3.2 Resolution Quality
Resolution quality refers to the effectiveness and fairness of the solution provided to the customer. A high-quality resolution may include correcting the issue, providing compensation when applicable, giving a refund, explaining the decision clearly, or offering an alternative solution. In complaint-handling literature, resolution quality is often connected to distributive justice, which focuses on the fairness of the outcome received by the customer.
[bookmark: _Toc234539321]2.3.3 Communication Style
Communication style refers to the way customer service employees communicate with passengers during the complaint-handling process. This includes politeness, empathy, clarity, professionalism, honesty, and respect. Communication style is important because customers may judge the airline not only by the final solution, but also by how they were treated during the process. Research on complaint handling shows that interactional justice, which includes respectful and fair interpersonal treatment, can strongly influence satisfaction with complaint handling.
[bookmark: _Toc234539322]2.4 Summary of Past Studies and Discussion of Findings
Several previous studies have examined service quality, complaint handling, service recovery, and customer satisfaction in airlines and other service industries.
Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran (1998) studied customer evaluations of complaint experiences and found that satisfaction with complaint handling is influenced by three justice dimensions: distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice. This means that customers evaluate complaint handling based on the fairness of the outcome, the fairness of the process, and the quality of interpersonal treatment.
Maxham and Netemeyer (2002) examined customer perceptions of complaint handling over time and found that perceived justice affects customer satisfaction and future behavioral intentions after service failure and recovery. Their findings showed that procedural justice and interactional justice can be highly important in forming overall satisfaction with the company.
Wu and Cheng (2013) developed a hierarchical model of service quality in the airline industry. Their study used data from 544 passengers and proposed a measurement scale for airline service quality. The findings supported the importance of understanding airline service quality as a multidimensional concept.
Alsini (2017) investigated perceived service quality and customer satisfaction in Saudi Airlines using the AIRQUAL scale. The study included dimensions such as personnel, empathy, image, airline tangibles, terminal tangibles, perceived service quality, and customer satisfaction. The findings showed significant relationships between service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction.
A study on airline customer satisfaction in Saudi Arabia found that both domestic and international passengers were not fully satisfied with the services provided. The main problem areas included baggage handling, treatment of passengers in case of grievances, food quality, and entertainment. These findings are relevant to the current study because they show that complaint-related service failures can affect customer satisfaction.
A broader airline service quality study confirmed a positive relationship between multidimensional service quality and customer satisfaction. The study also found that reliability and empathy were strong contributors to overall service quality, which means that airlines should focus on dependable service and employee treatment of passengers.
Recent reviews of literature also show that air transport service quality has become an active research area, with growing use of online surveys and customer-based measurement methods. This supports the importance of conducting further research on passenger satisfaction and complaint handling in specific airline markets.
Discussion of Previous Studies
The reviewed studies generally agree that customer satisfaction in the airline industry is influenced by service quality, employee behavior, responsiveness, fairness, and reliability. However, many previous studies focused broadly on service quality rather than specifically examining complaint handling. Some studies examined airlines in international contexts, while fewer studies focused on the Saudi airline industry and its complaint-handling practices.
Therefore, the current study contributes to previous literature by focusing specifically on the role of customer service in handling complaints in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia. It examines three practical dimensions of complaint handling: response speed, resolution quality, and communication style. This focus may help airline companies understand which complaint-handling factors have the strongest impact on customer satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc234539323]2.5 Theoretical Framework of the Study
The theoretical framework of this study is based mainly on service recovery theory, customer satisfaction theory, and perceived justice theory.
Service recovery theory explains how organizations respond to service failures and how recovery efforts affect customer attitudes. In the airline industry, service failures may occur due to delays, cancellations, baggage issues, or refund problems. When customer service handles these failures effectively, the airline may reduce dissatisfaction and rebuild customer trust.
Customer satisfaction theory explains that satisfaction is formed when customers compare their expectations with the actual service received. If the airline’s response to a complaint meets or exceeds customer expectations, satisfaction is likely to increase. If the response is slow, unclear, or unfair, dissatisfaction may increase.
Perceived justice theory is also relevant because customers evaluate complaint handling based on fairness. Distributive justice relates to the fairness of the final solution, procedural justice relates to the fairness and speed of the process, and interactional justice relates to the respect and professionalism shown by employees.
Based on these theories, the current study proposes that effective customer service complaint handling has a positive impact on customer satisfaction. The independent variable is customer service complaint handling, represented by response speed, resolution quality, and communication style. The dependent variable is customer satisfaction.
Theoretical Framework Model
Independent Variable:
Customer Service Complaint Handling
Dimensions:
1. Response Speed
2. Resolution Quality
3. Communication Style
Dependent Variable:
Customer Satisfaction
Proposed Relationship
Customer Service Complaint Handling
→ Response Speed
→ Resolution Quality
→ Communication Style
→ Customer Satisfaction
This framework suggests that when airlines respond quickly, provide fair and effective solutions, and communicate professionally with passengers, customer satisfaction is expected to improve.
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