Marketing

COMPORTAMIENTO DE QUEJA DE LOS ESTUDIANTES DE EDUCACION
SUPERIOR EN UN ECOSISTEMA DE SERVICIOS COMPLEJO: UNA
PERSPECTIVA DE COCREACION DE VALOR

RESUMEN: durante la pandemia global de COVID-19, la mayoria de las in-
stituciones de educacion superior (IES) se vieron obligadas a migrar hacia
la metodologia de e-learning con el fin de dar continuidad a sus actividades
académicas. Al mismo tiempo, el comportamiento de queja de los estudi-
antes (CQE) report6 un incremento como resultado de nuevas experiencias
de insatisfaccion. En este contexto, y buscando garantizar la satisfaccion
de los estudiantes, las IES han gestionado el CQE de la misma forma que
lo hacen las empresas con sus clientes. Por lo tanto, este trabajo presenta
un andlisis critico frente al enfoque genérico y estandarizado —tanto en la
literatura como en la practica— que pretende la gestion del CQE bajo los
mismos principios con los que se gestiona el comportamiento de queja del
consumidor (CQC). Con tal fin, se presenta una revision de la literatura sobre
las teorias y estudios relacionados con el CQE y el CQC y el debate en torno
a la gestion del estudiante/cliente, destacando la complejidad inherente a
la prestacion del servicio de educacion superior (ES), que es considerado un
pilar del desarrollo debido a su valor social. Los autores defienden la adec-
uada aplicacion de la Iégica dominante del servicio (SDL, en inglés), especi-
ficamente su premisa de cocreacién de valor, asi como de los principios de
la teorfa del ecosistema de servicios para diferenciar un comportamiento de
queja del otro. Esto puede propiciar que las IES contintien garantizando la
satisfaccion de sus estudiantes a través de la gestion de las quejas interpu-
estas por estos sin comprometer la calidad educativa y la sostenibilidad del
servicio. La reflexién aqui abordada se circunscribe a los contextos educa-
tivos de la region latinoamericana.

PALABRAS CLAVE: comportamiento de queja del cliente, |dgica dominante
del servicio, complejidad del ecosistema de servicios, comportamiento de
queja de los estudiantes, cocreacion de valor.

COMPORTAMENTO DE RECLAMAGCAO DE ESTUDANTES DE ENSINO
SUPERIOR EM UM ECOSSISTEMA DE SERVICOS COMPLEXO: UMA
PERSPECTIVA DE COCRIACAO DE VALOR

RESUMO: durante a pandemia global ocasionada pela covid-19, a maioria
das instituicdes de ensino superior (IES) foi forcada a migrar para uma me-
todologia de e-learning, a fim de continuar suas atividades académicas. Ao
mesmo tempo, o comportamento de reclamacao do aluno (CRA) aumentou
devido a novas experiéncias de insatisfacdo ou néo satisfacao. Nesse con-
texto, e para garantir a satisfacao dos alunos, as IES tém gerenciado esse
comportamento da mesma forma que as empresas fazem com seus clientes,
Por isso, apresentamos uma andlise critica sobre a abordagem genérica e
padronizada na literatura e na pratica de compreenséo e gestdo do CRA da
mesma forma que o comportamento de reclamacéo do cliente (CRC) é geren-
ciado. Uma revisao da literatura sobre as teorias e estudos relacionados aos
CRA e CRC e ao debate sobre tratamento aluno/cliente sao apresentadas,
com destaque para a complexidade do servico de ensino superior, que é con-
siderado um pilar de desenvolvimento devido ao seu valor social. Os autores
argumentam a aplicacdo adequada da l6gica dominante do servico, espe-
cificamente sua premissa de cocriagdo de valor, bem como os principios da
teoria do ecossistema de servicos para diferenciar o CRA do CRC. Isso pode
permitir que as IES continuem a garantir a satisfacao dos alunos por meio da
gestao de suas reclamacées sem comprometer a qualidade educacional e a
sustentabilidade dos servicos. A reflexao apresentada limita-se aos contextos
educacionais da regiao da América Latina e suas estruturas.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: comportamento de reclamacéo do cliente, I6gica domi-
nante do servigo, complexidade do ecossistema de servicos, comportamento
de reclamacdo do aluno, cocriagdo de valor.

LE COMPORTEMENT DES ETUDIANTS DE L'ENSEIGNEMENT SUPERIEUR
EN MATIERE DE PLAINTES DANS UN ECOSYSTEME DE SERVICES
COMPLEXE : UNE PERSPECTIVE DE CO-CREATION DE VALEUR

RESUME : Pendant la pandémie mondiale de COVID-19, la plupart des éta-
blissements d'enseignement supérieur (EES) ont été contraints de migrer vers
une méthodologie d'apprentissage en ligne afin de poursuivre leurs activités
académiques. En méme temps, le comportement en matiére de plaintes des
étudiants (CPE) a augmenté en raison de nouvelles expériences d'insatisfac-
tion ou de non-satisfaction. Dans ce contexte, et en cherchant a assurer la
satisfaction des étudiants, les EES ont géré ce comportement de la méme ma-
niére que les entreprises le font avec leurs clients. Par conséquent, nous pré-
sentons une analyse critique de I'approche générique et standardisée dans la
littérature et la pratique pour comprendre et gérer le CPE de la méme maniére
que le comportement de plainte du client (CPC) est géré. On présente une
revue de la littérature sur les théories et les études liées au CPE etau CPCet le
débat sur le traitement des étudiants/clients, en soulignant la complexité du
service de I'enseignement supérieur (ES), qui est considéré comme un pilier du
développement en raison de sa valeur sociale. Les auteurs soutiennent |'appli-
cation appropriée de la logique a dominante service (LDS), en particulier son
principe de co-création de valeur, ainsi que les principes de la théorie de I'éco-
systeme des services pour différencier le CPE du CPC. Cela peut permettre
aux EES de continuer a assurer la satisfaction des étudiants par la gestion de
leurs plaintes sans compromettre la qualité de I'enseignement et la durabilité
du service. La réflexion présentée ici se limite aux contextes éducatifs de la
région Amérique latine et a leurs structures.

MOTS-CLE : Comportement des clients en matiére de plaintes, logique de
dominance des services, complexité de I'écosysteme des services, compor-
tement des étudiants en matiére de plaintes, co-création de valeur.
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ABSTRACT: During the global covip-19 pandemic, most of higher education institutions (Heis) were
forced to migrate to an e-learning methodology in order to continue their academic activities. At
the same time, the student complaint behavior (sc8) increased due to new experiences of dissat-
isfaction or non-satisfaction. In this context, and seeking to ensure student satisfaction, Heis have
managed this behavior in the same form that companies do with their customers. Therefore, we
present a critical analysis on the generic and standardized approach in the literature and practice
to understanding and managing scB in the same way as customer complaint behavior (ccs) is man-
aged. A review of the literature on the theories and studies related to scg and ccs and the student/
customer treatment debate are presented, highlighting the complexity of higher education (HE)
service, which is considered a pillar of development due to its social value. The authors argue the
suitable application of the Service-Dominant Logic (sbL), specifically its value co-creation premise,
as well as the principles of the Service Ecosystem theory to differentiate scs from ccs. This may
allow Heis to continue to ensure student satisfaction through the management of their complaints
without compromising educational quality and service sustainability. The reflection hereby present-
ed is limited to the Latin America region educational contexts and their structures.

KEYWORDS: Customer complaint behavior, Service-dominant logic, service ecosystem complexity,
student complaint behavior, value co-creation.
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Introduction

The rapid and abrupt behavioral changes that occurred
during the international health contingency due to
covip-19 meant different challenges for higher education
(HE), since all face-to-face classes and activities migrated
to an emerging methodology of online or hybrid education
(Dubey & Pandey, 2020). Both methods have represented
not only an academic challenge for all the actors involved
—including students, teachers, and HE managers— but also
market challenges for the universities due to the compe-
tition among HEis to attract and retain as many students
as possible (Musselin, 2018). As a result, the implemen-
tation of generic marketing strategies to achieve market
participation objectives has grown significantly, opting
for favoring student satisfaction over academic priorities
(Diaz-Méndez & Gummesson, 2012).

Some of the actions deployed by Heis to maintain and in-
crease their enrollment is to attend and manage student
complaint behavior (scg), favoring students’ immediate sat-
isfaction and, with it, their permanence, just like tourism or
entertainment companies do. However, the nature of the
HE service is far from resembling these industries. There-
fore, understanding and managing scB continues to attract
the attention of scholars, marketing experts, and Heis man-
agers due to its relevance and the crossroads being faced
in achieving student satisfaction in a context of global
changes that demands ensuring He sustainability.

In an attempt to enhance the understanding of the ser-
vice experience, the literature has generated studies on
customer complaint behavior (ccs) mainly focused on de-
terministic intentions and customer service evaluations
(e.g., Blodgett et al., 1997; Singh & Pandya, 1991; Tax et
al., 1998; Zeithaml et al., 1996) as a complaint style (Hart
& Coates, 2010; Su & Bao, 2001). Specifically addressing
sce within spL, Tronvoll (2008, p. 610) presented a dynamic
complaint behavior model resembling scs alongside ccs.

Nevertheless, various authors agree that He service cannot
be standardized and, consequently, its management must
be different. Few studies have focused on visualizing the
student differently from a customer and thus manage their
complaint behavior accordingly (Bunce et al., 2017; Diaz-
Méndez et al., 2019; Senior et al., 2017). So far, no research
focused on scs has been addressed in a specific environ-
ment such as the Latin America region, also considering
the HE service complex ecosystem in terms of value co-
creation, especially during the rapid and forced migration
from face-to-face to virtual and hybrid education modali-
ties (Diaz-Méndez & Gummesson, 2012; Gupta, 2018). In
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this context, the following question arises: Why should scs
be managed differently from ccs?

To ensure HE service sustainability, especially when the eco-
system faces global challenges, new theories, approaches,
and perspectives on services have emerged; that is the
case of Service Science (IfM & 1Bm, 2008; Spohrer & Maglio,
2008), many-to-many marketing (Gummesson, 2006,
2014), the Viable Systems Approach (Barile et al., 2012),
or the Service-Dominant Logic (spL) proposed by Vargo
and Lusch (2004, 2008, 2016, 2017). These approaches
are suitable to improve scB management since they make
possible to consider both the service ecosystem complexity
and the student value co-creation behavior (Diaz-Méndez
& Gummesson, 2012; Vargo & Lusch, 2008, 2016, 2017).

Using the spL lexicon, specifically the premise of value co-
creation, which is explained by three of its axioms —axiom
2/FP6 (value is co-created by multiple actors, always in-
cluding the beneficiary), axiom 4/FP10 (value is always
uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the bene-
ficiary, and axiom 5/fp11 (value co-creation is coordinated
through institutions and institutional arrangements gener-
ated by the actors)—, it is possible to understand that the
achievement of the benefits sought within a university de-
pends on the efficient integration of the institutional ar-
rangements, infrastructure and technology implemented
by the university (operational resources) with the student’s
prior knowledge and personal skills (operant resources).
Therefore, it is possible to consider a co-responsibility for
the satisfaction, dissatisfaction or non-satisfaction of the
actors involved.

This reflection paper aims to integrate into the scs frame-
work a different perspective of the value co-creation
process, considering the complexity of the He service eco-
system. Through a critical analysis of the implications of
applying the customer/student analogy in complaint man-
agement, this works seeks to facilitate HEis to ensure stu-
dents' satisfaction and, at the same time, safequard the
HE social value managing student complaint behavior. This
reflection makes it possible to strengthen the HE framework
in the context of recent service developments, a contribu-
tion hitherto unavailable in the literature.

This paper is structured as follows. First, the literature re-
view protocol is presented. Secondly, the student-customer
analogy debate and the most relevant ccs and sce models
are exposed. Then, the HE service complexity is analyzed to
better understand the differences between HE and other
service ecosystems, emphasizing the expected long-term
value through students' personal and professional transfor-
mation. Next, and along with the Service Ecosystem theory,
the three spL axioms that explain the value co-creation
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premise are highlighted, involving participating actors’ im-
plicit responsibility in the service experience and the ex-
pected outcomes. Finally, a conceptual framework for the
scB proposal is presented, considering the main repercus-
sions over current HE management, which requires facing
market challenges without putting HE sustainability at risk.

Literature review

An in-depth review of the most representative previous re-
search works on the subject problem of this research is pre-
sented for the period 1994-2021. Using databases such as
Web of Science, Scopus, Emerald Insight, essco Information
Services, and Google Scholar, a number of scientific articles
were obtained from public access platforms and licenses
granted by Heis. The literature search and review revolved
around the research keywords ccB, sbL, service ecosystem
complexity, scs, and value co-creation. The works ad-
dressed are of scientific and academic nature, published
in English, and indexed in journals focused on HE service
from the perspective of marketing and pedagogy, as well
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as on the analysis and management of customer behavior.
Bibliographic material published in non-indexed journals
and whose disciplinary content had no clear relationship
with the objective of this study were excluded, resulting in
a final sample of 35 publications.

Student-customer analogy debate

There is a polarized debate in the literature regarding the
appropriateness of considering students as customers,
starting from whether universities should adopt the stu-
dent-customer analogy to manage He (Koris & Nokelainen,
2015). In favor of the mentioned analogy, Guilbault (2016)
urges us to stop denying students are customers and in-
stead recommends responding to their needs and opinions.
Other authors have supported this idea, highlighting that
universities face the challenges of a competitive market,
such as the decrease in funding and student enroliment,
so they must apply marketing strategies to achieve greater
market share, just like any other organization (Hemsley-
Brown & Oplatka, 2006; Su & Bao, 2001), considering

29



students as the main customer and recognizing them as
actors in achieving service quality, being Heis the main re-
sponsible for generating strategies that enable student
loyalty and retention (Hill, 1995).

In addition to the above, Petruzzellis et al. (2006) con-
sider that universities should adopt the customer-student
analogy due to the need to measure their performance
through specific metrics, such as student satisfaction. Sup-
porting the idea, Seeman and O'Hara (2006) proposed an
information system focusing on the student as a customer
and managing the interaction with all traditional issues
—admissions, enrollment, and financial aid—, considering
the importance of ensuring student satisfaction based on
students' perception as an indicator of quality.

Even though several researchers advocate the practicality
of the systematization of treating the student as a cus-
tomer and some studies tend to point to education in
terms of customer service —in key factors such as the satis-
faction of students’ needs and the development of innova-
tive forms of education in the field of HE ecosystem—, it has
also been mentioned that applying the same customer-
business model in universities can severely damage educa-
tion. For instance, and contradicting the student/customer
treatment, several authors have mentioned that He should
not be seen from the general marketing perspective. Sup-
porting this counter position, Driscoll and Wicks (1998)
suggested that applying the customer-business marketing
analogy to universities, comparing the educational experi-
ence to the commercial exchange of value, is dangerous for
HEls and opens the door to questioning their true purpose.
Besides, Svensson and Wood (2007) emphasize that com-
paring students to customers when describing their rela-
tionship with universities is highly inappropriate, asserting
that the student-university relationship is not limited to the
purchase of a product and its use, as occurs in a customer-
supplier relationship.

Supporting the approach that seeks to separate customer-
business treatment from university management, Wueste
and Fishman (2010) forcefully reject the use of customer
service practice as applied to students, arguing that in
most service areas customers can only determine their
needs and pay for goods or services to satisfy them, which
systematically contradicts the service nature of educa-
tion, thus alerting Heis of its adoption, since given the simi-
larity of certain characteristics of HE with other services it
could be very attractive to try to satisfy students' needs
in the same way customers' satisfaction is sought. In this
sense, Diaz-Méndez et al. (2019, p. 6) go further and argue
that “the designation of students-as-customers is subject
to problematic interpretations and may jeopardize the

30

HE quality by directly affecting students' attitudes, un-
derstanding and motivations and distorting or impairing
the quality of their learning experience, resulting in detri-
mental consequences for social development and educa-
tional sustainability due to the quality decrease training
professionals at the university."

More recent evidence that identifies the negative con-
sequences of said analogy can be found in the work by
Bunce et al. (2017), who demonstrated the relationship
between consumer orientation, student identity, and aca-
demic performance, which highly alerts that students who
identify themselves as customers are often less likely to
actively participate in the development of their educa-
tional training, since by assuming themselves as customers
they expect positive academic results without participa-
tion, making professors responsible for their learning. Table
1 shows a summary of the major studies involved in this
debate.

There is a more equanimity analysis that has emerged, in
which one seeks the clear identification of learners through
a specific criterion of the different treatments they may be
subject to during service experience. In this regard, Koris
and Nokelainen (2015), after conducting a study of how
students expect to be treated, conclude that the student-
customer analogy is appropriate for specific facets of the
university-student relationship, such as feedback, class-
room studies, and staff communication, but not suitable
for other processes, such as curricular design, rigor, class-
room behavior, and graduation.

Towards the maturity of differentiating the debate, Senior
et al. (2017) propose a hybrid model for the growth of
HEls based on a consumer approach, in which positioning
HEls in @ market environment is fundamental, but without
neglecting the aspects of regulatory oversight, among
which the essential regulations of university behavior
and rigor stand out. In this way, the authors emphasize
the importance of avoiding generating a strict market re-
lationship with students, considering them exclusively as
a customer, understanding that this could be detrimental
to their learning process. Furthermore, this hybrid model
seeks a balance between the performance indicators ex-
pected from the market and students' natural position in
the university.

Consistent with academic efforts to separate the man-
agement of students from that of customers, during the
covip-19 pandemic the limited or non-existing relation-
ship between a customer and a student, as well as the
management that both should be given, was highlighted
with greater force. For instance, Calma and Dickson-
Deane (2020) emphasize that students are different from
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Table 1.
Student-customer analogy debate.

INNOVAR

Research Main concept Author(s) Year Country Journal Citations
The customer-driven approach in Bu- | Against student-customer and . ) Journal of Educa-
e manv Pp in Bu ganst stu . Driscoll and Wicks | 1998 | Canada ou cu 168
siness education: A possible danger? | university-company analogy tion for Business
. . . o Managing Service
Student satisfaction and quality of | Universities need a customer- . .
o . nand g y . Petruzzellis et al. 2006 | Italy Quality: An Interna- | 504
service in Italian universities centric approach )
tional Journal
. . .| The student-centric focus im- .
Customer relationship management in Seeman and Campus-Wide Infor-
) . proves customer data process | —, 2006 | usa . 281
higher education O'Hara mation Systems
management
Are university students really custo- | The indiscriminate use of the Svensson and Norwav and International
mers? When illusion may lead to delu- | student/client treatment is Wood 2007 Australyia Journal of Educa- 280
sion for all! inappropriate tional Management
The customer isn't always right: Limi- | Customer service does not con- International
tations of ‘customer service' approa- | sider collaboration, participa- | Wueste and
. . | Lo . . 2010 | usa Journal for Educa- 20
ches to education or why Higher Ed is | tion, and reciprocity during the | Fishman tional Intearit
not Burger King teaching-learning process gnty
Th - i i .
€ .StUd?nt customer queqtatlon Student/customer as customers . . International
questionnaire (scoq). Application of | . - Koris and Finland and
) in service activities, but not du- . 2015 . Journal of Educa- 68
customer  metaphor to  higher | . ) L Nokelainen Estonia )
. ring academic activities tional Management
education
The student is the customer of Journal of Mar
in high - | the universi f h . ) o
Students as cqstomers in higher edu- | the unlvers.lty lput rom the new Guilbault 2016 | usa keting for Higher 163
cation: Reframing the debate conceptualizations of the cus- .
Education
tomer role
| can't get no satisfaction: Measurin ) _ _
getn stact UG 1 ot dent satisfaction is a key con- . Frontiers in
student satisfaction in the age of a . . Senior et al. 2017 | uk. 43
o . cept in the modern consumerist Psychology
consumerist higher education
The student-as-consumer approach in | Students who identify them- Studies in Hiaher
higher education and its effects on | selves as customers tend to per- | Bunce et al. 2017 | uk Education g 483
academic performance form less well academically
Improving sociey by iMproving educa- | 1ol management prac- Spain,
oug 9 tices simplify the complexity of | Diaz-Méndez et al. | 2019 | Colombia, Sustainability 9
Reframing the role of students in . .
. . the educational service and UK.
higher education
The application of traditional .
The student as customer and quality in | management concepts repre- | Calma and International
. . ) . 2020 | Australia Journal of Educa- 25
higher education sents a problem for educational | Dickson-Deane .
. tional Management
quality
Higher education’'s marketization im- | HE marketization limits profes-
pact on EFL instructor moral stress, | sors from performing their tasks | Scott 2021 | Thailand ERIC Journal 2
identity, and agency efficiently

Source: authors.

customers, mentioning that the first are learners within
the teaching-learning process and not buyers of an edu-
cational experience, so students' participation cannot be
reduced to the purchase of education, but to explore, co-
create and be co-responsible for the results obtained.

Finally, and within the context of HE marketization, as var-
ious authors refer to the business approach to educational
management (Banwait, 2021; Gupta, 2018; Hurt, 2012;
Judson & Taylor, 2014) that alludes to the customer/stu-
dent analogy as a practice that seeks commercial benefits
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over the fulfillment of academic objectives, Scott (2021)
points out that when students are assimilated as cus-
tomers they want to be satisfied and not challenged, and
hence they passively participate in an “entertaining” class
discussion but without academic rigor.

Customer complaint behavior

When organizations identify and understand ccs they
obtain information about their customers' perceptions,
which is valuable for managing service quality (Goodman
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& Newman, 2003). For decades, cce was largely defined
under the perspective of goods-dominant logic (e.g., Gilly
& Gelb, 1982; Singh, 1988), understood as a post-purchase
activity whose study was focused on identifying and un-
derstanding the factors that motivate compliant behavior.
However, from the spL approach it has been understood
that the complaint is not a specific moment but a dynamic
process that takes place based on different factors such
as the customer, service, situations, macro elements, at-
titudes and experience on complaint behavior, industry
structure, and the vendor/product (Mousavi & Esfidani,
2013; Tronvoll, 2007).

Other research streams have focused on determining ccs
types through various models (e.g., Crie, 2003; Singh,
1990). But for this study, Tronvoll (2007, 2012) research
on ccs is particularly relevant, as it presents a ccs frame-
work based on the spL approach, contrasting the conven-
tional ccB view as a static activity that takes place after
the purchase with a different proposal claiming that ccs
in which the exchange of goods is absent can be under-
stood as a dynamic process that continuously adjusts and
occurs during the interaction with the service. The author
does this by presenting four narratives that show distinct
types and interaction levels between the actors and the
consumer's evaluation.

The narratives include shoes purchasing, a car rental, and
cellphone purchasing, services in which there is a good
that materializes the exchange temporarily or indefinitely,
where the service is evaluated by a short human interac-
tion or during the time of use. These services are marked
by the “control” of the buyer and the limited level of re-
lationship between the staff and the customer, with the
most active relationship being that between the good
and the consumer, thus leaving human relations in second
place. However, the author presents a fourth service, HE, in
which several actors are considered to participate in value
co-creation during the interaction. In this type of service,
the relationships between students and technologies are
presented as secondary, placing the most relevant human
relationships between students and professors. The narra-
tive corresponding to the HE student —called customer by
the author— underlines the high relationship between the
university employees and the student in the service provi-
sion, in which students' participation is essential for the ex-
change and the result lies in students themselves and not
in an exchanged or rented product.

The absence of goods exchange is a key element for the
study of scs, since this type of service involves a dynamic
and highly interactive process throughout interaction. The
study by Tronvoll (2012) shows that each service area has
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different levels of interaction, so the complaint should not
be considered only as a post-purchase activity. In other
words, Tronvoll (2012) mentions that the level of interac-
tion and the actors involved during service processes are
crucial for ccs treatment, applying the spL approach, which
is described as an interactive exchange process that starts
after the value proposition from the service provider to the
customer.

Therefore, ccB in a service where the interaction between
actors and customers is high and property exchange is ab-
sent, is characterized by a dynamic and interactive com-
plaint process resulting from consumer dissatisfaction
during the period of the service provider's value proposi-
tion, service interaction, and usage evaluation. This con-
tributes to identifying that the complaining behavior of
the user (learner) of a service (teaching-learning process)
does not happen at a specific point and does not occur for
a particular reason, but integrally develops during the ex-
perience, of which students are co-creators and their level
and quality of interaction are required.

Student complaint behavior in the literature

Unlike conventional customer service, students do not usu-
ally engage in formal complaint behavior when they expe-
rience dissatisfaction. This poses a challenge for Hes, as it
is more difficult for them to improve value propositions,
adopt quality measures (Mukherjee et al., 2009; Su & Bao,
2001), and simply manage dissatisfaction. However, the
fact that the tendency of students to formally complain
is not significant does not mean they do not demonstrate
their dissatisfaction using negative word-of-mouth actions
(online/offline) through other instruments, such as anony-
mous student teaching evaluation surveys (Diaz-Méndez
et al, 2017). This complaint has been potentiated within
the digital and hybrid environment to which Heis had to mi-
grate during covip-19. Given the above, the understanding
of scB is an element that impacts beyond student satisfac-
tion (Su & Bao, 2001).

In the literature, the study of sce has not been as com-
prehensive as that of cca and has developed a rather lim-
ited theoretical framework. For example, Dolinsky (1994)
applied an scs framework exemplifying the value of the
intensity of complaining behavior in a new study setting.
The work considered variations in the complaint attributes,
incidence components, the importance respondents attrib-
uted to their complaints, and their satisfaction with the
outcome of the complaint. In a similar vein, Su and Bao
(2001) presented a research on students’ complaining
styles, grouping them into three categories: passive re-
ceivers, private complainers, and vociferous complainers.
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The result indicated that He students do not tend to show
their dissatisfaction through complaints, as there is a sig-
nificant difference between the power and voice of the ac-
tors involved.

Beyond identifying key sce elements, Hart and Coates
(2010) developed an instrument to assess scB, presenting
a specific typology that they consider a taxonomy of com-
plaint behavior oriented to the consumer, not precisely to
the student. Their study explores the attitudes shown by
East Asian students when they exhibit sce towards HEls.
The authors conclude that students are not entirely com-
fortable with the customer label but are more likely to coin
this concept when they require quick responses to their re-
quests. Besides, they tend to complain through informal
conversations rather than formal means.

There are other specific studies on scB. For example, Fitz-
Patrick et al. (2012) investigated Chinese international
students, demonstrating that non-action responses can
constitute a significant mode of complaining among this
population. However, this is a reaction considered in a lim-
ited way by HEls —even by those with established grievance
processes. To identify the characteristics of emotions and
the intensity of dissatisfaction experienced by students in
“non-action,” the authors argue the importance of an in-
ternational education market and the deepening of “non-
action” as a reaction to students' complaint behavior.

Another example is the research conducted by Ferguson
and Phau (2012), which aimed to identify the attitudes
and complaint behaviors that arise in students in response
to a specific service in which they believe there is a failure.
As a novelty, these authors provide elements that address
various actions that students perform externally as com-
plaining behaviors, such as web pages created to express
their disagreement, online complaints, legal actions, and
even changes in the university. These external actions are
described as the third dimension of grievance behavior.
Adding to the previous approach is the research devel-
oped by Chahal and Devi (2015), who developed a study
to explore complaint attitudes of students towards service
failures and the recovery strategies carried out by Hels. Iden-
tifying service failure issues, whether by administrative or
academic areas, emphasizes that when Heis employ recovery
efforts after a service failure they obtain significant results.

Recently, in building a deeper understanding of scs, Yoke
(2018) introduces another element based on the natural
power of academics: the authority to influence student
behavior is added to the HE compliant behavior. The rela-
tionship between a professor's perceived power, student
dissatisfaction, and the way of complaining is demon-
strated, pointing out a greater tendency to show a private
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or third-party complaining behavior in function of the per-
ception of a professor's use and management of power.

Finally, and under the customer-student approach, Msosa
(2021) analyzes students' perception of service failures
and the cce management system in the HE sector —spe-
cifically in South Africa—, highlighting the primary areas
of service where students show complaints when faced
with a situation of dissatisfaction. This author concluded
that Heis should pay special attention to students' needs,
holding universities accountable for the use of value. Table
2 summarizes the studies described above.

Higher education service ecosystem complexity

Several experts on marketing and pedagogy have agreed
on the enormous difference between a university and com-
panies, due to their complex structure and nature (Altbach
et al., 2019; Diaz-Méndez et al., 2019). The complexity of
HEls management became more evident during the forced
migration of activities to virtual and hybrid models due
to the health emergency worldwide, given the difficulty
involved in achieving a balance between students' needs
and Hels objectives, which created a dynamic and competi-
tive scenario. Considering this phenomenon, Shupe (1999)
highlights the challenge of managing the organizational
context of HE, since among universities there is a diverse
understanding of who the producer is, what the process
is about, what the product is, and even who the customer
is. Douglas et al. (2008) analyzed student satisfaction
and considered HE a complex entity due to its intangible
nature, added to the challenge posed by the multiple re-
lationships between actors such as students, parents, gov-
ernment, industry, and alumni.

The multiple relationships involved in the HE service cre-
ates several challenges. In this regard, some authors have
emphasized the high potential for failure in this service,
since what universities provide to their students is a com-
plex service that includes a wide range of outcomes and
different perspectives for evaluation (lyer & Muncy, 2008;
Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Adding to the previous idea,
Wueste and Fishman (2010) emphasized the complexity
and the existing differences between He and other services,
presenting a study that explains why HE cannot resemble a
restaurant, strongly pointing out that acquiring knowledge
and skills cannot be equated to buying a hamburger.

The complexity of HE and its proper management is not
limited to the aforesaid but there are other aspects to
consider, for instance, the singular disparities in the rela-
tionship university-student and customer-company. In this
regard, Diaz-Méndez and Gummesson (2012) describe
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Table 2.

Studies on student complaint behavior (scs)

Research Main concept Researcher | Year | Country Journal Citations
A consumer complaint framework with . .
. P - Academic reasons are the most . Journal of Services
resulting strategies. An application to . Dolinsky 1994 | usa . 152
; . common reasons for complaint Marketing
higher education
. . Three types of complaining stu- . .
Student complaint behavior based on . . . .| Suand Bao Services Marketing
; dents are identified: passive, pri- 2001 | Canada 26
power perception: A taxonomy . Quarterly
vate, and vociferous
International student complaint be- | Students often discuss their com-
. . . Hart and Journal of Further
havior: How do East Asian students com- | plaints among themselves, rather 2010 | uk. . . 25
! L T Coates and Higher Education
plain to their university? than to the university
. , L . The scB responses and that these | _. . Asia Pacific Journal
Chinese students' complaining behavior: [feP Fitz-Patrick New .
. . non-action responses had an af- 2012 of Marketing and 41
Hearing the silence T . etal. Zealand .
fective dimension Logistics
A cross-national investigation of univer- | The negative attitudes to com- Ferauson and Journal of Interna-
sity students' complaining behavior and | plaining are positively related to Phagu 2012 | Australia | tional Education in 21
attitudes to complaining remaining loyal Business
. . All recovery efforts are significant . .
Consumer attitude towards service | . y gr Chahal and . Quality Assurance in
. L . in overcoming the respective ser- . 2015 | India . 30
failure and recovery in higher education . : Devi Education
vice failures
The interrelationship between perceived | There is a relation between pri-
instruct: tudent dissatisfacti t laini d third-part . Int ti | Educa-
instructor power, student dissatisfaction, | vate complaining and thir p,ar Y | Yoke 2018 | Malaysia nternational Educa )
and complaint behaviors in the context | complaining with professors’ le- tion Studies
of higher education gitimate power
International Journal
. . . Most of the students were gen- .
Service failure and complaints manage- . . . South of Research in Bu-
- S erally satisfied with a complaints | Msosa 2021 . . . 2
ment in higher education institutions Africa siness and Social
management system Science

Source: authors.

relevant differences between HE service and others, such
as the fact that in most services customers do not expect
that the supplier evaluates them with a test, or that in no
other service the relationship finalizes with the assignment
of a mark based on customer performance, as it occurs
in HE. These authors add to the discussion on HE service
complexity how in a common commercial relationship cus-
tomers expect a result in exchange for the money they have
paid, whereas students who have paid for an educational
service and those who have not —for various reasons— also
expect a result, in this case, knowledge and skills.

Strengthening the arguments of educational complexity,
Diaz-Méndez et al. (2017) expose that, unlike other ser-
vices, HE is by nature a pillar of social development, so its
value is not related to the payment given for the service,
since the perception of payment is influenced by different
variables —such as the nature of universities, which may be
public or private, as well as scholarships and other funding
programs obtained by students, university fees established
by each country, etc.— that can distort the perception of
payment and, therefore, the perceived value of a service.
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The complexity described above highlights the need to
find management approachable to deal with it so that all
factors and actors interacting in the service may be har-
moniously involved in a service system designed to create
value for all parties. This reflection study agrees on the
complexity of He due to the role it plays in human develop-
ment, a complexity that increased when its traditional in-
person methodology migrated to virtual or hybrid models,
so that Heis faced the behavior of student complaints in the
way organizations and companies do, following marketing
perspectives that do not necessarily result suitable to HE.
Such strategies could help to ensure the permanence of stu-
dents, but not their learning, which does not meet the pri-
mary objective of HE and thus undermines its sustainability.

Value co-creation in the higher
education service ecosystem

This work argues that scs treatment should be better ad-
dressed through the value co-creation perspective from
the spbL approach, as several academics and marketing
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experts have supported, but in a different way than the
cce framework, considering the service ecosystem's com-
plex nature, as this approach considers the interaction
among actors and acknowledges that Heis propose a value,
where students have the primary role in achieving the ex-
pected value. The value co-creation perspective goes be-
yond the consumer orientation of marketing and implies
a constant collaboration between Heis and the student so
that universities learn from their students and their needs,
suggesting that this value is ultimately defined by all ac-
tors and resources in the ecosystem (Smervik & Vespestad,
2020; Vargo & Lusch, 2017).

The value co-creation axioms applied to the HE context
allow us to understand that value is achieved only when
it is in use and co-created by students together with Hes,
hence, the study of sc based on the co-creation process
should be perceived as a dynamic process of joint involve-
ment (Tronvoll, 2007; Vargo & Lusch, 2017). In addition, in
this dynamic scs the quality and depth of the interaction
between the actors is the essence of the service exchange,
since the expected result (learning) is reflected in the trans-
formation of students themselves, through the achieve-
ment of professional and disciplinary skills. However, when
students experience dissatisfaction due to a situation that
—from their judgment and perspective— they consider is
not adequate, it gives way to a complaint behavior that
must be managed considering that their participation and
contribution to the collegiate work have a direct influence
on the result obtained, i.e., students are co-responsible for
the results obtained during He-related activities.

The development of this research focuses on the applica-
bility of the value co-creation axioms of the spL approach
(Vargo & Lusch, 2017; Vargo et al., 2020) specifically suit-
able for understanding the dynamic process of scB: axiom
2/¥p6, value is co-created by multiple actors, always in-
cluding the beneficiary; axiom 4/FP10, value is always
uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the bene-
ficiary; and axiom 5/FP11, value co-creation is coordinated
through actor-generated institutions and institutional ar-
rangements. These axioms are appropriate to consider the
complexity of HE service and the difference between the
nature of a student and that of a customer.

Axiom 2/FP6: Value is co-created by multiple
actors, always including the beneficiary

There are few services in which the beneficiary acts as co-
creator of most of the expected outcomes —before, during,
and even years beyond the service is over—, and He service is
one of them (Diaz-Méndez & Gummesson, 2012; Dollinger
etal., 2018; Golooba & Ahlan, 2013; Judson & Taylor, 2014).
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Just as insofar a hospital patient follows a doctor's rec-
ommendations to achieve a favorable outcome, it is the
learner who largely determines the knowledge acquired
(Lala & Priluck, 2011; McCabe & O'Connor, 2014). Hence,
is possible to affirm that HE service is co-created in its na-
ture, which means that there is no remote possibility for
students to obtain a degree without showing their active
participation.

In the emergent e-learning or hybrid methodology applied
by many Heis due to the health emergency, students should
be assumed as active actors that dynamize the teaching-
learning process through their constant participation as
co-creators, co-designers, and co-producers of the aca-
demic sessions (Blau & Shamir-Inbal, 2018; Bovill & Bulley,
2011; Haraldseid-Driftland et al., 2019), which demands
a self-taught act and the development of applied critical
thinking within the professional context of their discipline
to appropriate knowledge that will lead to acquiring pro-
fessional skills (Meyer & Norman, 2020; oecp, 2008). How-
ever, when the results for which the student is responsible
are not as expected and generate a complaint behavior re-
garding not achieving the objectives, unlike the customer
of a service, its treatment and management should be
based on their participation as a student, not only in the
performance of faculty members or the other actors of the
ecosystem.

Axiom 4/FP10: Value is always uniquely and
phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary

Learning as a value is the result of the integration of the
ecosystem’s resources, thus allowing students to achieve
their academic and disciplinary objectives. This value is
phenomenologically determined by each actor in their
social context and tells us that students' quality percep-
tion of the teaching-learning process will be based on
their experience and will be different from the professor's
perspective and even from their classmates' perception
(Tomlinson, 2018; Vargo et al., 2020).

In addition, this axiom highlights that the achievement of
academic goals through the implementation of teaching
strategies by professors mostly familiar with face-to-face
teaching, who had to adapt their work to a digital/hybrid
methodology, also depends on the joint participation of
the actors involved and is achieved by co-creating value
based on the student, the professor and, in general, Heis
social context, so that value co-creation will have different
and various valuations (Leem, 2021; Perla et al., 2019). In
this sense, when students experience a negative experi-
ence in the teaching-learning process, social context plays

35



a significant role, and not only faculty performance (Lei &
So, 2021; Vargo et al., 2017).

Axiom 5/FP11: Value cocreation is coordinated
through actor-generated institutions
and institutional arrangements

The spL argues that in addition to Heis social structure,
value co-creation will also be achieved as the complex
system of institutional agreements converges and man-
ages to permeate all the actors involved, so that the con-
tingent nature of the value can be identified based on the
integration of resources (infrastructure, technology, knowl-
edge) and actors (students, teachers, managers, support
staff, etc.) (Caebel et al., 2018; Temte et al., 2019).

Institutions and their arrangements play a relevant role in
value co-creation during the service exchange, since it is
precisely these institutions, through the coordination of all
the actors, who allow these actors to achieve increasing re-
turns through interrelationships, even more so in turbulent
periods such as the covip-19 international contingency,
in which each actor required precise guidelines regarding
their participation (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Marinoni et al.,
2020). Then, according to Vargo and Lusch (2016), the ar-
rangements that universities as institutions offer should be
materialized into a value proposition through educational
services that meet the expectations of university students.

A conceptual framework proposal to
student complaint behavior (scg)

The uncertainty and unprecedented period lived by hu-
manity required the implementation of theoretical ap-
proaches that contribute to addressing the changes in
students' habits and behaviors, promoting better manage-
ment practices and service sustainability. In this scenario,
value co-creation from the sbLapproach is a strategic theory
for understanding scs. Therefore, and given that universi-
ties are the ones that generate the value proposition during
the training of human capital, this approach has been
adopted for their management processes (Gummesson
et al,, 2010; Stimac & Simi¢, 2012). However, even though
the sbL has been widely implicated in educational services,
academic training and research (Ford & Bowen, 2008;
Gummesson et al., 2010; Smervik & Vespestad, 2020), few
studies have adopted this perspective to understand scs
(Gillespie & Zachary, 2010; Tronvoll, 2007).

In addition to emphasizing the nature and elements of the
HE service ecosystem and the value co-creation process,
the authors of this paper agree with Tronvoll (2012), who
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identifies scs as a dynamic behavior that occurs during
value-in-use, not just post-value-in-use, and that simulta-
neously or separately results in a set of value-in-use expe-
riences for the learner. Such an experience perceived as
unfortunate, within the HE dynamics, happens mostly in
the short term, possibly following a teaching-learning pro-
cess that has been designed to achieve value co-creation
in the long term, but in immediacy may generate some
discomfort. Exemplifying the above, it is possible to find
certain similarity when a doctor injects the patient, "gen-
erating discomfort at the moment” to achieve a benefit
in the long term, so that if the service experience is only
evaluated based on the static moment of the injection, the
patient will surely describe it as an unfavorable experience.

Just like in the previous example, throughout the HE service
experience the student first goes through a natural process
of "discomfort” in the short term, due to the development
of unfamiliar or challenging academic activities (Diaz-
Mendez & Gummesson 2012). Nevertheless, without stu-
dent participation there is no professional training, since
students construct their learning and are responsible for
their education through feedback, opinions, and their intel-
lectual skills exposed during the teaching-learning process
(Dollinger et al., 2018). In other words, students are pre-
cisely who phenomenologically determine their learning
and the development of professional competencies, whose
results will be observed mostly in the long term. As a result,
we understand that the student is partially responsible for
the negative experience that leads to a possible complaint.

During the time-of-service provision (years), especially
during the virtual/hybrid methodology learning curve, the
student may live one or several negative experiences, de-
picting a passive or active complaint behavior towards a
third party (Hart & Coates 2010). This negative experience
maybe a teaching strategy that was not understood by the
student or an element of the ecosystem that is not in the
hands of the professor, for example, educational platforms,
internet connection, content, or Hels administrative and
management policies (Karunathilake & Galdolage, 2021).
As analyzed from the value co-creation perspective, specif-
ically from the sbL axiom 5/FP11, Hels, as a set of human re-
sources and capabilities, coordinate the service experience
through various actors and institutional arrangements.
Therefore, when understanding and managing scs, the in-
tervention and regulation of institutional arrangements
and agreements that dictate the guidelines to check on
the performance of students (beneficiaries) should not be
neglected.

In line with the previous insights, axioms 2/FP6 and
4/FP10 help to understand that value co-creation in a
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complex ecosystem such as that of He implies an intellec-
tual effort by students so that they can co-create value, an
effort much more complex than that made by a customer
when buying a pair of shoes or acquiring a telephone ser-
vice. The co-creator student needs self-preparation before
the sessions, a level of information analysis, and an under-
standing of academic and scientific texts, as well as the ap-
plication of theoretical knowledge in practical situations.
In any other type of service, the beneficiary is not expected
to bring this level of depth and commitment to achieve the
expected value. HE students are, therefore, co-responsible
for the experience that triggers or conditions the dissatis-
faction or non-satisfaction causing their complaint.

scB is an essential element in identifying areas of oppor-
tunity for universities as providers of educational services
and managing student satisfaction. Consequently, an ap-
propriate way to manage sc seems to be the value co-
creation perspective from the spL approach, considering
the dynamism of the educational service, the complexity
inherent to this, the roles, characteristics, and interests of
the interacting actors, and especially valuing the unique
role of the student. Figure 1 represents the scB process
based on this value co-creation perspective and the ser-
vice complexity.

INNOVAR

Discussion and conclusions

This reflection article critically analyzes the problem of the
increasing standardized treatment of scs within Heis by re-
viewing relevant literature that addresses the debate on
the student-customer analogy and the complex process of
value co-creation that represents the nature of the higher
education service, highlighting that, unlike other service
ecosystems, in universities, students must contribute their
intellect, disciplinary skills, and specialized knowledge to
achieve the expected benefits and therefore become co-re-
sponsible for the efficiency of teaching-learning activities
and their outcome, whether satisfactory or not.

Although there is an academic effort to consider students'
participation in the results obtained during the service ex-
perience, Hels continue to exclude the student from such
responsibility. During the covip-19 pandemic, the tendency
to HE marketization strengthened a practice that indiscrim-
inately applies the student/customer analogy, simplifying
the processes of attention through a quick response that
dissociates students from the causes or reasons that could
cause dissatisfaction or non-satisfaction. This educational
marketization has been strongly criticized by academics,
generating rejection towards the use of service strategies

Figure 1. Student complaint behavior process considering higher education value co-creation and its complexity. Source: authors.
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in the management of scs by various experts in education
and teaching, even calling on Heis not to consider mar-
keting in HE. However, this position distances sce manage-
ment from the marketing sphere and omits the fact that
HEls are also immersed in a competitive market in which it
is essential to create important competitive and differen-
tiating advantages, especially when trying to attract and
keep students and even more so in a turbulent time such
as the pandemic period.

Faced with the crossroads between managing the scs con-
sidering students' performance or disassociating it from
their role as co-creators to ensure their immediate satisfac-
tion, and possibly their permanence, this paper contributes
to the development of the synergy between marketing and
its involvement in HE management, seeking an innovative
perspective that leaves behind the idea of understanding
students' complaints separated from their performance, for
an application perspective in which the complaint may be
understood as a dynamic process in which the student is
the main actor and, therefore, co-responsible for the re-
sults, without leaving aside the interference that Hers, their
policies and regulations have on service efficiency. To
manage the scs within the marketing framework, but in a
different way from that of customers, the authors of this
work integrate the model of complaint behavior and the
perspective of value co-creation that is explained by three
fundamental premises of the spi, highlighting the com-
plexity of the HE service and its social value, to achieve stu-
dent satisfaction without undermining the sustainability of
universities in the long term.

Although scs has been studied within the framework of
sbL, it has not been done separately from ccs, hence sev-
eral authors have considered the immense disparities
between scB and ccs, focusing sce8 management on the ad-
aptation of cce models in other service areas. Because of
this, and even though scholars have developed some spe-
cific research and a limited number of models especially for
students, as unique users of the service, this field of study
is still broad. Another factor that Heis must consider when
managing their students’ complaints, besides the differ-
ences between the client and the student, is the complex
and multifactorial system of interaction and co-creation
of value in the teaching-learning process. This co-creation
process is different and unique because of the social value
it represents, as it is through this pillar of development that
societies seek to improve their economic, technological,
and scientific conditions.

Considering that a student's complaint is multifactorial and
arises from a co-responsibility between the institution and
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the complainant, this behavior becomes intrinsically com-
plex, as so is its treatment. However, the effective manage-
ment of scs brings multiple benefits to organizations, since,
from a verbal or non-verbal complaint, it is possible to ob-
tain important information to improve the service experi-
ence and pursue student satisfaction both in the short and
long term, when the pursued HE value is mostly achieved.
In other words, if HEls manage to efficiently incorporate
students and their participation as co-creators, the treat-
ment given to complaints will be focused on improving the
experience in which they are participants.

Our work is consistent with Tronvoll's (2012) in situating
scB within the spL perspective, specifically within the three
axioms that explain value co-creation as a dynamic process
in which different actors interact through their skills and
knowledge to generate synergies with material resources
such as technology and processes. However, our findings
are expanded by separating the student from the stan-
dardization of the customer in other services, as followed
by researchers such as Bunce et al. (2017) and Calma and
Dickson-Deane, (2020), but without leaving aside the rele-
vance of marketing strategies in the management of educa-
tion, as suggested by studies focused on value co-creation
within the higher education service ecosystem, such as
the works by Dollinger et al. (2018) and Msosa (2021).

The reflection presented in this paper is circumscribed to
specific Latin American educational contexts and their
structures, as well as its preliminary conclusions. Accord-
ingly, future studies are required to follow up on the man-
agement of sce under the perspective of value co-creation
in post-pandemic times. As an example, a future line of
research can delve into the generation of a sce model that
combines some specific elements of ccs with those of scs,
considering the educational ecosystem and the new post-
pandemic scenario, in order to improve the management
of university complaints by avoiding quick and standard-
ized responses that privilege the fulfillment of student re-
cruitment objectives but not academic goals, which would
trigger the generation of satisfied students in the short
term, but professionally incompetent in the long term,
thus leading to questioning the reason for the existence
of universities.
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