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ABSTRACT 

A prescription for the business success is a matter of concern for company 

management, researchers and policy makers. There is an ongoing debate 

regarding the key tools which can increase business efficiency. For example, one 

stream of research argued that focusing on short-term goals is enough to boost 

up business performance. On the other hand, another stream argued that 

companies should focus on long-term performance by emphasising the 

importance of continuous improvement to assure the delivery of business 

sustainability. From this point of view, researchers proposed that problem solving 

is the key for achieving continuous improvement. Problem solving approaches 

are essential for maintaining the customer service quality as high as possible 

given the fact that they (problem solving approaches) focus on preventing the 

reoccurrence of complaints from customers. However, researcher did not reach 

a consensus regarding the effectiveness of the ‘traditional’ approaches of 

problem solving (e.g. the 5 whys).  

As a result, this study develops an A3 Thinking approach for problem-solving in 

order to enhance the complaints handling process in the airline sector. This 

approach is validated by using case studies of Saudi Airlines. One of the main 

advantages of developing such an approach is that it enables the capture of 

subsequent provision of useful knowledge gained from each complaint, thus 

enabling the prevention of the reoccurrence of problems, and supporting 

decision- making. This study provided a valid evidence on the importance of 

handling customer complaints in different touchpoints during customer journey 

(pre-flight, on board and post-flight phases). This study found that breaking down 

customer journey to touchpoints help company management prevent the 

reoccurrence of customer complaints by increasing the efficiency of responding 

to customer complaints. 

The research contributes to the literature by providing a detailed explanation of 

the journey encountered by airline customers, and it contributes towards 

enhanced practitioner outcomes by developing a customised A3 Thinking 

approach for problem-solving in the airline sector based on a learning cycle. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

Improving customer satisfaction is an essential objective which corporations 

nowadays are striving to achieve (Mahrous and Hassan, 2016; Manhas and 

Tukamushaba, 2015). Buttle (2009) Finds that companies are able to realise 

better outcomes if they satisfy customers provided that improved satisfaction 

leads to higher customer loyalty. However, this is not always an easy task for 

companies to undertake, since as noted by Liou et al. (2011), different industries 

provide different kinds of service to pursue the needs of customers, and 

consequently, each industry operates in unique settings that generate different 

customer requirements1. Moreover, there are variations in customers’ needs, 

resulting in there being no possibility of establishing one set of needs that will 

satisfy all kind of customer. 

At the same time, the globalisation phenomenon brings enhanced competition, 

meaning that in a way it is more difficult to satisfy customers since there is always 

another company in the market that tries to provide a better experience, and this 

rivalry raises customers’ expectations of ever-more levels of service. 

When these expectations are not met, complaints are usually the outcome, and 

as noted by Goodman (2006), organisations that are effective in their complaints 

handling procedures are able to retain their customers, whereas those that pay 

no attention to customer complaints usually suffer from losing market share which 

is resulted from losing unsatisfied customers who prefer to switch to company 

competitors. This shows the extent to which meeting customers expectation is 

 

1 Additionally, customer satisfaction criteria is different f rom one customer to another. For 
example, one groups of customers are interested in having the service at lower price even if the 
lower price is at the cost of quality. On the other hand, some other groups of customers give high 
priority to quality no matter what the price is. As a result, provided that customers have different 
expectations and different needs, the process of improving customer satisfaction is not as easy 
as it appears to be.   
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important given the fact that it affects a company market share and the 

consequences upon which the company overall performance might be affected. 

In other words, companies with poor systems for handling customer complaints 

are more likely to be exposed to the risk of reporting negative profits because 

they are not aware of the link among complaint handling, loyalty and profits. 

In today`s highly competitive environment, large companies do seem to concern 

themselves with the need to collect information about their customer satisfaction 

level, and how the extent of such satisfaction influences their loyalty to the 

company (Carvajal et al, 2011). However, this concern does not always translate 

into effective complaints handling procedures, and in smaller companies, it is 

difficult to allocate sufficient funding2 to such efforts. It is, therefore, important, to 

explore the best way to ensure that complaints handling is managed efficiently 

and effectively. From this standing point, this research project is motivated by by 

the need to gain insight into how effective systems for handling customer 

complaints improves companies efficiency throughout the improvement of 

customer satisfaction level.  

However, such exploration makes more sense in the context of a particular 

industrial setting, and one industry in which such insight would be useful is the 

airline industry, since within that industry, safety is of supreme importance, and 

customer observations and experience are crucial to alert airlines of potential 

problems that can jeopardise safety levels. As a result, the airline industry is a 

‘good’ industry in which this research can make a significant impact.  

Chen and Chang (2005) have identified in the airline scenario, service, aimed at 

satisfying the customer, is categorised into two separate elements, these being 

ground services and in-flight services. The former include information gathering, 

reservations and ticket purchases, airport check-in and post-flight service; the 

 

2 Another layer of complexity to the customer complaints handling system is coming from the fact 
of  the high price of setting up an effective system for handling customer complaints. Companies 
should maintain the balance between the benef its of having an ef fective system of handling 
customer complaints and the associated costs. The rule of  thumb is that benef its should be 
greater than or at least equal to the costs in order to be beneficial for the companies.   
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latter refer to in-flight services, and include in-flight seat comfortability, and the 

quality of meals offered. Baker (2013) has found variations in such customer 

service, according to Low Cost Carriers and Legacy Carriers, noting for instance 

that customer service underperforms in the former carriers, yet is considered to 

be both comprehensive and reliable in the latter (Baker, 2013). The point to be 

taken from this observation is that whilst cost and resourcing levels are clearly 

part of the reason for such disparity, as mentioned earlier in the comments about 

large and small companies, a question can also be asked regarding the types of 

system appropriate for rendering good service quality and thus customer 

satisfaction.  

Essentially, this question relates to how the knowledge acquired from customers 

is managed to the benefit of the organisation, and the researcher’s previous 

Master’s work in the area of knowledge management is pertinent in this respect. 

It is this interest in managing knowledge, and the underlying curiosity about how 

knowledge gained from customers can be systematised for service improvement, 

that motivates the study, which uses the airline industry as its case. 

1.2 The Problem Statement 

The argument is put forward by Zomerdijk and Voss, (2010), that a marked gap 

is seen between the service delivery as designed by the service provider, and the 

service delivery as perceived by the customer, and for companies wanting to 

achieve success in a competitive market, this sizeable gap must be diminished. 

One means of reducing this gap is the provision of a communication system that 

enables customers to give feedback to organisations on their experience. Indeed 

Ogbeide et al. (2017) have argued that for retention strategies to be successful 

and beat off the competition, they must incorporate an effective and efficient 

customer service system that (i) enables customers to complain, and that (ii) 

allows the company to manage such complaints and solve them. 

However, although it is easy to say that the solution is in establishing an effective 

system that (ii) allows customers to complain, and (ii) solve and prevent the 

reoccurrence of customer complaints, but researchers and policy makers did not 
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reach consensus on one effective system that fits all types of companies. 

However, provided that problem solving is essential for identifying the sources of 

the customer complaints as well as working on finding solution for such identified 

problems, the majority of the proposed customer complaints handling systems 

use those problem solving techniques to design their endogenous systems. 

However, given the continuous growing of customer complaints which is evident 

in many industries (e.g. airline industry), the demand on an effective complaints 

handling system is still on going and increasing.   

Airlines, unfortunately, seem to have an issue with problem-solving and there are 

recurrent problems. Customers continually complain about in-cabin services 

(meals and the comfort of seats) (Mason, 2001), about queues at check-in and 

departure (Kloppenborg and Gourdin, 1992: Liou et al., 200l; Martin et al. (2011), 

and in-flight meals (Chang et al., 2002). Such constant complaining testifies to 

the fact that these problems are not being addressed properly as they do not 

appear to be being solved. Hence, this study is motivated by the research gap 

related to the significant lack of an effective customers’ complaints handling 

system especially in the airline industry which is able to increase customers’ 

satisfaction in a way that contributes to an improvement in companies’ reported 

profit. As a result, this study aims to answer the following question: 

➢ How can a customized A3 thinking approach reduce the severity of 

customers’ complaints and promote for long-term sustainability? 

1.3 Rationale for the Research 

The fact that there is a significant demand on an effective customer complaints 

handling system which is able to improve customer satisfaction motivates this 

study. In this direction, this study takes its importance from the significant impact 

that this complaints handling system can do to the service sector in general and 

to the airline industry in specific. As revealed later in the literature review, there 

are several different problem-solving approaches that help to address both the 

problems themselves, and their root causes. However, the challenge is to work-

out the right recipe which can customize, edit and make due changes to the 



16 

 

existing problem solving techniques (e.g. the traditional A3 thinking approach) in 

order to come up with the perfect system that is able to deliver sustainable high 

level of customer satisfaction in the service industry.  

Problems occur because of a lack of know-how in problem-solving to create 

knowledge; and this deficiency is made even worse when those responsible for 

problem-solving do not have an awareness of the knowledge that has been 

created by the identification of the problem. It is, therefore, crucial that the 

knowledge generated as a result of the identification of a problem, and of its 

solution, is effectively captured and managed, with the aim of promoting good 

practices and preventing the recurrence of problems. 

This need provides a strong rationale for a study that uses the latest state-of–the-

art problem-solving approach, which focuses on A3 Thinking. 

1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this research is, therefore, to explore the complaints handling process 

in Saudi Airlines with a view to improving it through the development of  a 

customised A3 Thinking approach for problem-solving. 

From this overarching aim, this study aims to deliver the following objectives:  

▪ Critically evaluate the current problem solving approaches/methods to identify 

the drawbacks of the existing customer complaints handling systems. 

▪ Identifying the main complaints in the airline industry in a more objective way 

using the touchpoints of the customer journey. 

▪ Developing an effective customer complaints handling system which takes 

into consideration the drawbacks of the existing methods. This study 

proposes a customized A3 thinking approach for problem solving for 

achieving long-lasting and sustainable improvement in the level of customer 

satisfaction in Saudi airline industry.   
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1.5 Research Contribution 

This study contributes to the existing literature and policy practice in many ways. 

From a theoretical contribution point of view, this study provides an empirical 

evidence on the effectiveness of problem solving methods in improving customer 

satisfaction level as a platform for achieving long-term business success and 

corporate sustainability. Furthermore, this study contributes to the growing 

literature which focuses on the airline industry especially in the Arab gulf counties 

in the sense of highlighting the special needs of the customers of the airline 

companies in the Arab gulf area. On the other hand, from a policy implication 

point of view, this study contributes in two different ways. The first is that this 

study provided an up-to-date map for the customer complaints in the airline 

industry at different touchpoints of the customer journey. This enables the policy 

makers of the airline industry to get more insight to the current needs of the 

customer of airline industry. As a result, decision makers in airline industry are 

more able to propose a new range of services that meet the expectations/needs 

of the airline customers. The second policy impact contribution is the adjusted A3 

thinking approach which has been tested and validated by a case study and an 

expert opinion. This gives more credibility to the results and the insights extracted 

from this study.  

1.6 Methodology  

The study adapts a case study methodology to test and validate the proposed A3 

thinking approach in problem solving. In Addition, this study exploits the power of 

questionnaire to collect a primary data on customer needs. The data triangulation 

which is resulted from the combination between quantitative and qualitative data  

enriches the findings and gives more credibility to the results of this study. The 

study focuses on the Saudi airline industry as one of the promising economies in 

the world according to the economic summit which took place at Davos in early 

(2019). The case study methodology perfectly fits the nature of  the research 

question (Saunders et al., 2012). Given the nature of this study’s main question, 

other methodologies (e.g. archival research or ethnography) are not able to 
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collect the data needed to answer the main question of how the A3 thinking 

approach can improve customers’ satisfaction level and promote for long-term 

business success.  

The literature underpinning the thesis, and providing the theoretical basis for the 

empirical fieldwork covers four main areas. It acts as the basis for the design of 

the structured questionnaire. These subject areas are: Customer Service, the 

Customer Journey, Problem Solving Approaches and Learning Cycles, and 

Complaints Handling. Each of these areas is explored within the context of Airline 

Operations.  

The Customer Service literature is reviewed to identify the importance of 

providing good customer service, and to recognise the challenges which are 

presented to organisations in their efforts to be successful in this matter. The 

Customer Journey is considered from the perspective of mapping its flow, and 

identifying the importance of ensuring the journey provides a satisfactory 

experience. In respect of the Complaints Handling literature, this is reviewed to 

provide insight into the current practices, to identify the best airlines in the world 

in terms of customer service, to ascertain the challenges, and to report the typical 

customer complaints encountered. The fourth strand of the literature relating to 

the Problem Solving Approaches and Learning Cycles, is included to provide a 

conceptual base for the development of the customised A3 Thinking approach.  

1.7 Thesis Outline 

The rest of this thesis is structured as follows: Chapter two outlines the literature 

on customer services, customer journey, and complaints handling in the airline 

sector. Additionally, it summarises the various problem-solving approaches and 

learning cycles. The research gaps are also highlighted. Further, chapter three 

describes the methodology adopted to conduct the industrial field study. It 

considers the research paradigm, approach, and the instruments used. On the 

other hand, chapter four is the main empirical chapter where I present, discuss 

and analyse the findings of the case study and the questionnaire. Chapter five 

discusses the possibility of providing a customised A3 Thinking approach for the 
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complaints handling process, and proposes a customer journey for the airline 

sector. Chapter Six concerns itself with the validation of the research via industrial 

cases and expert judgements. Finally, Chapter Seven offers a discussion, 

conclusions, and gives a commentary on the study’s limitations, and opportunities 

for future research work. 
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Chapter II 

Literature review 

2.1 Introduction  

“Sorry” is not enough for making the dissatisfied customers happy, said Smith 

(2018) in his seminal paper published in the Business Today June 3rd 2018. 

Customers are the main driver of any business success (Smith, 2018). If a 

business wants to survive in a competitive business model like the one we are 

currently experiencing, they need to maintain their market share. As a result, 

customers should be kept happy with the service level that companies provide as 

high as possible. Otherwise, and provided that business competition is so high, 

other competitors might exploit the situation and will try to increase their market 

share at the expense of other companies who were unable to maintain their 

customers satisfaction at an acceptable level. From this view point, a natural 

question arises which is “how can companies maintain the level of customer 

satisfaction as high as possible”? This question is the centre of attention of 

researchers, regulators and businesses for decades given the high significance 

of the link between customer satisfaction and business sustainability (Susanti et 

al., 2019).  

A considerable number of attempts have been put forward to improve the level of 

customer satisfaction. Customer complaints were used as a proxy for the level of 

customer satisfaction. There is a negative slope (association) between customer 

satisfaction and customer complaints; when the first goes up, the second goes 

down and vice versa. As a result, the key factor of success, as recommended by 

literature was to find a system which is able to reduce customers’ complaints as 

a means of improving customer satisfaction. From this standing point, literature 

classifies customers into two groups based on their demands. The first group is 

the group of customers who concern the price of the service more than anything 

else. This group of customers are more likely to choose the cheapest airline 

company no matter what the level of service they receive. The research showed 
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that the satisfaction level of this group of customers is less likely to be affected if 

the price is at their expectations. As a result, the intuitive assumption is that this 

group of customers will not complain about any other services if the price of the 

ticket meets their expectations.  

On the other hand, the second group of customers tends to appreciate the quality 

of the service on anything else, not matter what the price which they pay for the 

target level of quality of the service. As a result, this group of customers are more 

likely to complain if there expectations are not met. A recent evidence showed 

that the first group (passengers of low-cost carriers) has lower expectations 

towards the service they receive in comparison to the second group of customers 

(Jocelyn, 2020). However, this does not cancel out the fact that the two groups 

of customers are still complaining, but in two different patterns. On the other hand, 

the severe competition experienced in the airline industry encourages the 

customers who belong to the first group to even increase the ceiling of their 

expectations which increases the magnitude of complaints coming from that 

group. This makes the mission for the airline companies even more difficult 

provided that they are now in a challenge of improving the quality of the service 

to meet the expectations of all types of passengers. Also, the difference in the 

ticket price between economy and business classes should be well justified by 

significant better quality for the business class ticket holders to sustain their 

satisfaction level. 

One can assume that since the problem of customer satisfaction is acknowledged 

by airline companies and the significance of the link between customer 

satisfaction and business sustainability is evident, so the intuitive assumption is 

that airline companies had definitely solved the dilemma and found that magical 

system that can solve customer problems to make them happy with the level of 

service they are expecting. However, the market data showed that customer 

complaints are still there, and for some companies, the volume of complaints is 

even increasing (see IATA (2020) and Statista (2020)  for more information).  
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From this standing point, the ongoing debate around customer satisfaction and 

its link with business sustainability is the main motivation behind this study. The 

rest of this chapter is structured as follows: section two discusses the concept of 

customer service especially in airline industry in order to understand the 

ideologies of airline customers and their needs. Section three outlines and 

criticise the approach of customer journey. The approach of customer journey 

has been utilised to identify, in a clearer and more precise way, the different 

touchpoints of a typical airline customer. By doing so, we can get a better 

understanding on the needs of a typical airline customer. Section four 

summarizes existing problem solving techniques to show the pros and cons of 

each method. By doing so, we get a good understanding of the flaws of the 

current techniques for the sake of developing a new problem solving system 

which is able to remove the roots of customer complaints. Finally, section five 

outlines the existing methods (systems) of handling customer complaints to have 

a good idea about the effectiveness of existing customers’ complaints’ handling 

systems. Such an evaluation of the effectiveness of existing systems will help in 

building a new system that takes into consideration the drawbacks and flaws in 

the existing systems (if any).  

Figure 2-1 Structure of the literature review 

 

 Source: adapted by the author 
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2.2 Customer Services 

2.2.1 Overview of Customer Services  

In this section, I summarise the literature which discussed the concept of 

customer service as a means of improving the relationship between service 

company (in my study, airline industry) and customers. Customer services is a 

series of actions targeted to improve the customer satisfaction level, meaning 

that a product or service fulfils customer expectations (Khudhair et al., 2019; 

Turban et al., 2002). Therefore, customer service is the service that customers 

expect to receive from vendors or suppliers. There could be a variety of customer 

services and these services depend on the specific products and services that 

can be provided by people (e.g., a sales and service representative) or by an 

automatic system. 

However, there are features that describe good customer services. Examples of 

excellent customer services include: being friendly, being well-mannered, having 

a positive attitude, providing answers, not making excuses, being consistent, 

demonstrating good communication, being flexible, giving a quick response to 

requests, and being sincere (Martinez and Hobbi, 2008). A company’s customer 

service helps to develop a relationship with customers, the main reason for which 

is the desire to obtain customer loyalty. Companies can achieve better outcomes 

if they are able to identify, acquire, satisfy and retain customers (Buttle, 2009). 

2.2.2 The Importance of Customer Services in the Context of Airlines 

It is argued that there is a significant gap between the service delivery designed by 

the service provider and the service delivery from the customer’s perspective, and 

this gap should be narrowed if companies want to compete in the market (Zomerdijk 

and Voss, 2010). Customers’ needs are different and, accordingly, it is not possible 

to establish a single set of needs that suits all types of customer. Liou et al. (2011) 

have argued that different industries create different services to address different 

customers’ needs, which means that each industry has its unique operational 

settings that create different customer requirements. For example, family travellers 

are more concerned with in-flight services, like the meals provided and types of 
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entertainment available for children, whereas business travellers are more 

concerned with business facilities (e.g. Wi-Fi availability) during the journey and the 

accuracy of check-in times. 

Lucini et al. (2020) and Mason (2001) argued that flight safety and in-cabin services, 

including meals and comfort of seats, are key services that customers in the airline 

industry care about. However, Chen and Chang (2005) have also suggested that 

airline services are not simply restricted to safety and the in-cabin experience, but 

can in fact be classified into two main groups: ground services and in-flight services. 

Ground services include information gathering, reservations and ticket purchases, 

airport check-in and post-flight service. In-flight services on the other hand include 

in-flight seat comfortability, and the quality of meals offered.  

Similarly to Kloppenborg and Gourdin (1992), Liou et al. (2011), Martin et al. 

(2011) and Lucini et al. (2020) found that timeliness of check-in and departure, 

along with having adequate room for passengers’ legs and knees (seat 

comfortability), are significant services for customers within the airline industry. And 

Chang et al. (2002) found that in-flight meals play a significant role in the 

repurchasing decision of airline customers because such meals affect customers’ 

overall satisfaction. Curry and Gao (2012) established that airline companies 

providing better services enjoy solid competitive advantages that enable them to 

retain current customers and entice prospective customers, thanks to the strong 

loyalty that their customers have developed towards their services.  

Clearly, customer service in the airline context is simply a number of airline 

activities that try to enhance the level of customer satisfaction. Pham and 

Simpson (2006) considered five dimensions for customer services in the airline 

sector, namely reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy, and responsiveness. 

The dimensions are described in Table 2-1. 

Table 2-1 Dimensions of services in airlines. 

Dimension Definition 

Reliability The airline’s/airport ability to perform the promised service 
dependably and accurately.  
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Assurance  The knowledge and courtesy of airline\airport’s employees 
and their ability to convey trust and confidence.  

Tangibles The appearance of the airline/airport’s ground facilities, 
aircraft, personnel and communication materials. 

Empathy The caring, individualized attention the airline/airport 
provides its customers.  

Responsiveness  The airport’s/airline’s willingness to help customers and 

provide prompt service 
Source: Pham and Simpson (2006). 

Customer service in airlines is crucial because of globalisation, high competition 

and market volatility. The target of airline customer service is to comprehend the 

profitability of customers and to keep the profitable ones (Liou, 2009). Customer 

service includes the gaining and exploitation of knowledge about customers to 

facilitate the airline with a more efficient service leading to more profit 

(Ahadmotlaghi and Pawar, 2012). 

The airlines provide a number of services to customers, like ticket reservation 

and purchase, baggage service, on-board service, hotel service, taxi service and 

lost-baggage service (Lucini et al., 2020; Tsaur et al., 2002). According to Cook 

and Billig (2017), a number of factors influence the service expectations of a 

customer and a number of criteria influence the decision to book a seat on any 

flight. It should be noted that price plays a vital role in the selection of an airline. 

A second important factor is the flight schedule which must be convenient and fit 

in with passengers’ other travel/holiday business plans. Therefore, airlines try to 

match the best combination of price with other supporting services, such as online 

purchasing, online boarding pass or complementary beverage. Customer service 

also varies according to Low Cost Carriers and Legacy Carriers. For example, 

customer service underperforms in low cost carriers whereas it is comprehensive 

and reliable among Legacy Carriers (Baker, 2013).  

2.2.3 Challenges Facing Airlines in Customer Services 

The following challenges have been identified by the author as a means of 

providing a picture of the challenges that airline companies are facing in customer 

services (see Table 2-2). 
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1. Quality of Services and Customer Satisfaction 

The determination of service quality is a reflection of the perceptions held 

by customers about the relative efficiency of the organisation and its 

services. These perceptions result from the overall impressions gained by 

customers. Hence, the delivery of high-quality service by an airline 

organisation is greatly dependent upon management having a total 

understanding of customers’ expectations, which is the most crucial step 

in the attempt to define what service quality means to them.  Meanwhile, 

passenger satisfaction can be defined as the opinion formed by the 

customer according to a specific service provided to him/her. Satisfaction 

does not replace loyalty as the customer is likely to be loyal even if she/he 

is not highly satisfied and vice versa (Khudhair et al., 2019; Archana and 

Subha, 2012; Gupta et al., 2013; Baker, 2013; Kalaiarasan et al., 2015; 

Yunus et al., 2013; Manani et al., 2013). 

2. Improvement of Safety to Recover Customer Trust in Airlines 

The failure of services provided by an airline organisation can result in 

customer dissatisfaction, negative feeling, loss of trust and confidence, 

and a change in customer behaviour towards that airline. Service recovery 

is what is aimed for in such circumstances, and can be defined as the 

procedures taken by organisations in response to negative perceptions of 

customers deriving from a service failure(s). Such response includes 

emotional and real efforts to deal with the service failure in order to return 

satisfaction and restore relations with frustrated customers (Haliru and 

Mokhtar, 2015). 
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Table 2-2 Summary of the challenges facing customer services in airlines 

 

Source: Adapted by the author
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3. Lack of Efficient Service and Effective Complaints Handling 

 A complaint can be defined as the expression made by customers to 

reflect dissatisfaction about the product or service provided by an 

organisation. Effective customer complaints handling can be met by a high 

level of customers’ loyalty towards organisations. According to the ability 

of the organisation to meet customers’ needs and requirements, a decision 

is made by customers to continue with an organisation or not. Handling of 

customer complaints is considered as one of the key factors that determine 

customer satisfaction and formulation of the decision to stay with an 

organisation (Yunus et al., 2013; Metwally, 2013). 

4. Service Environment and Workers’ Satisfaction 

 Service environment and conditions as well as worker satisfaction were 

found to have an important role in building firms’ competitive advantage 

and market share by retaining customer support. Several factors are likely 

to influence in-service quality and customer satisfaction in low-cost airline 

industries. Those factors include the environment within which service is 

provided, the way by which employees deal with customers, proficiency of 

services provided and customer behavioural intention (Maishanu and 

Kadiri, 2012; Kalaiarasan et al., 2015). 

5. Improvement of Quality Service Strategies and Planning 

 In their efforts to improve quality services provided to customers, 

international carriers implement many strategies, hoping to reserve their 

market positions and increase their market share.  Ways of adding value 

to airline organisations are numerous but the most important ones include 

branding, building of good public relations and marketing skills, associating 

with green-field start-ups and understanding the options presented by 

traditional markets (Ochieng et al., 2013; Heracleous and Wirtz, 2012; 

Kamau and Kavale, 2015; Manani et al., 2013). 
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6. Pricing and Customer Loyalty 

 One of the important requirements for marketers of the airline business is 

the need to study the effects of airline service quality on customer loyalty 

in order to develop effective marketing strategies. It has been found that 

when competing in an uncontrolled airline market, lowering the price alone 

is insufficient to draw customer loyalty. Consumers’ decision-making about 

airlines is mainly dependent upon the experiences they have encountered, 

and the perceptions they have about an airline’s customer service 

(Ochieng et al., 2013; Amiruddin, 2013). 

7. Offering of Service Guarantee 

The provision of service guarantees can enable airlines to meet and even 

modify customers' requirements. Thus, airlines’ survival and 

competitiveness are greatly linked with the delivery of high service quality 

through repeated customer support and preferred transportation supplier 

status (Chilembwe, 2014).  

8. Implementation of Innovations and New Ideas 

 Airline companies are looking to achieve outstanding performance through 

adopting a dual strategy. Such a strategy is represented as being 

distinctively different through service excellence and innovation, combined 

with coincident cost leadership in an airline’s peer group; and it requires a 

focus on the customer experience to achieve service excellence and 

innovation, in addition to a continuous struggle for competence 

achievement as a goal (Gupta et al., 2013; Heracleous and Wirtz, 2012; 

Ochieng et al., 2013). 

9. Proper Management of Customer Complaints 

 Handling of customer complaints is considered as one of the key factors 

in the achievement of customer satisfaction, and the customer decision 

whether to stay with an organisation or not. However, the strength of the 

link between complaint handling and loyalty and profits cannot be 

recognised by decision-makers unless they evaluate the valuable return of 
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complaint handling and fully understand customer complaints behaviour 

(Metwally, 2013). 

10. Adoption of Technology 

 In the era of the highly competitive environment in which international 

airline organisations are operating nowadays, the present day and the 

future of the airline industry are totally dependent upon the adoption and 

employment of technologies in order to provide top quality services to 

customers, and thus retain their loyalty (Kamau and Kavale, 2015).  

In the next section, I use the customer journey as a platform to identify the 

touchpoints of a typical airline customer. This helps obtaining better “in depth” 

understanding of the needs of airline customers.  

2.3 Customer Journey in the Airline Sector  

2.3.1 The Importance of the Customer Journey 

Despite the lack of the application of a well-established customer journey within 

the airline sector, this journey is gradually and increasingly gaining recognition in 

terms of its importance. Being able to focus on the visualisation of potential 

touchpoints with customers during delivery of the overall service is a crucial 

objective. According to Holmlid and Evenson (2008), the customer journey is 

about understanding a customer’s experience during the service from beginning 

to end. Nenonen et al. (2008) referred to the customer journey as a cycle of 

interaction with the customer and a process-oriented approach that can be 

visualised in order to ensure that customer satisfaction is achieved and, therefore, 

customer retention can be increased. Richardson (2010) provided a similar 

definition of customer journey, stating it to describe the steps which customers 

go through when they are engaged with a company regarding a product, service, 

an online experience or any combinations of these. Another definition of the 

customer journey according to Meroni and Sangiorgi (2011) is an “engaging 

story” regarding a repeated interaction between customers and the 

service/product provider. The point is made by Polaine et al. (2013) that it is 

crucial for effective customer service to establish a process and model in which 
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customers can be involved in the planning of the company.  Hence, it is important 

to identify the different touchpoints of the customer journey to help companies 

plan ahead to meet customers’ expectations, and thereby retain customer loyalty 

in the long run. It is also of interest to note that in some reports, the customer 

journey mapping was viewed as a type of visualisation (Kimbell, 2011), while 

other scholars, such as Rasila et al. (2009), have referred to it as a flowchart of 

the customer visit, or an experience sheet.  Thus, companies should maintain a 

good level of communication at each stage of the customer journey to make sure 

sufficient data has been obtained and those customers’ expectations regarding 

each touchpoint are met. Essentially, they want to align their “needs and 

expectations with the company brand” (Dent, 2013: p.56). There can be several 

touchpoints where a customer interacts with the organisation (Rawson et al., 

2013).  

2.3.2 Mapping the Customer Journey 

Companies should maintain a good level of communication at each stage to make 

sure that customers’ expectations regarding each touchpoint are met as noted by 

Dent (2013) above. Figure 2.2 provided by Rawson et al. (2013), identifies the 

various points of customer/organisation interaction. The following simple example 

of the customer journey illustrates five touchpoints: the customer is engaged by 

an advertisement, buying of the product or services, using the product or 

services, sharing the experience of use, and finishing the journey (Richardson, 

2010). Bennett and Strydom (2001) identified a number of services that 

customers may encounter during their journey, as shown in Figure 3.3. The first 

service encounter is the point when a passenger makes the reservation, but 

subsequently, from passenger check-in to departing from the airline, there are 

several occasions when airlines can provide their services to customers, 

providing opportunities to influence the next reservation by the customer. 
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Figure 2-2 Airline customer journey 

 

Source: Rawson et al. (2013) 

Figure 2-3: Airline company service encounters 

 

Source: Bennett and Strydom (2001) 

2.4 Generic Problem-Solving Approaches 

2.4.1 Problem-solving Approach 

In the establishment of a problem-solving approach for the airline industry, the target 

is to examine various existing problem-solving approaches regarding their capability 
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to effectively find answers to problems and create knowledge. Saad et al. (2013) 

have argued that problem-solving is a mental process, which incorporates several 

stages (steps) starting with the problem identification and ending with the 

application of the best action to eliminate the root of the problem. The success of 

the problem-solving approach can be measured by several proxies; for example, 

the frequency of customer complaints (Brown et al., 2008) and/or the non-

appearance of the problem in the future (Alshahran et al., 2017; Mengis and Nicolini, 

2010). 

There are many problem-solving approaches that could be used to address 

customer complaints in the airline sector. These approaches include the root cause 

analysis (RCA), which is a celebrated approach, capable of diagnosing the real 

roots of a given problem to ensure that the company is addressing the problem and 

not just its symptoms (Connelly, 2012). However, many researchers have proposed 

their own approaches to problem- solving, and a number of these are now 

illustrated. 

2.4.1.1 The 5 Whys 

The 5 Whys analysis was originally introduced by the Toyota production system 

(TPS). It is argued that Ohno (1988), the founder of the TPS, believed the 5 Whys 

analysis to be a very effective tool to identify the root cause of problems (Alukal, 

2007). Saad et al. (2013) have suggested that the 5 Whys technique can be easily 

and effectively integrated with different problem-solving approaches (as for 

example, the fishbone diagram (see figure 2.5 below3)) to achieve better outcomes. 

Although the literature review reveals the wide use of the 5 Whys approach in order 

to identify problems, no knowledge creation activity is found within it. The reason is 

that the 5 Whys (asking ‘why’ five times) is mainly used to identify the causes of a 

problem, leaving the solutions unexplained in detail and unverified. 

 

3 Fishbone diagram is one of the celebrated means of identifying problem causes. The f ishbone 
diagram is explained in figure 5-2. The advantage that the fishbone diagram has over other peer 
methods is that it breaks down the causes of  a given problem into smaller parts, so it helps a 
company management to understand the causes easily and fully.  
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Figure 2-3 Fishbone diagram of problem solving 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (Yazdani and Moghaddam, 2012) 

2.4.1.2 Root Cause Analysis 

Root cause analysis (RCA) is a management tool that is mainly used to identify and 

analyse the origins of a given problem (Saad et al., 2013). Additionally, the RCA 

can deal with problems with multiple root causes and is able to identify the multiple 

root causes of a problem if they exist (Table 3.6) (Connelly, 2012). 

However, the success in knowledge creation is contingent on the documentation 

and the presentation of the data collected. In other words, some problems might 

have interrelated causes and roots, and if there is no good documentation and 

presentation of the data collected, it becomes difficult to understand the causes and 

related effects of such problems (Kim et al., 2009). 
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Table 2-3 RCA steps sequence 

 

Source: MindTools (2010) 

2.4.1.3 Problem Analysis Flowchart (PAF) 

The Problem Analysis Flowchart is one of the well-known problem-solving 

approaches, especially in manufacturing companies, thanks to its ease of use. It is 

argued that even inexperienced employees are able to understand how to solve a 

problem listed in the template generated by this method, given the well-structured 

ten steps on which this method is based (Saad et al., 2013). Table 2.7 shows the 

10 steps of the PAF in detail to better understand this method. 

However, on checking these 10 steps, it can be seen that the flowchart is not as 

systemised as other problem-solving approaches, being based more on the trial 

and error approach in almost all its stages, starting from the identification of the 

problem to its correction. 
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Table 2-4 Detailed steps in the PAF 

 

Source: Sproull (2001) 

2.4.1.4 The 8 Disciplines 

Bhote and Bhote (2000, p. 25) argued that the 8 disciplines (8D) problem-solving 

tool was originally developed by Ford (the American car manufacturer) in the 

early 1990s to overcome any operational inefficiencies associated with 

production and customer satisfaction. The 8D technique contains 8 steps (see 

Table 2.8). 

However, Bhote and Bhote (2000) criticised this approach as being ineffective 

and bringing brand new problems since it does not provide a solid solution to the 

original problem. In other words, it does not tell the involved team how to solve 
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the problem because it is highly reliant on conjecture and guessing techniques 

that have been used for a long time and found to be ineffective. 

Table 2-5 The 8 Disciplines problem-solving approach (Arnott, 2004) 

Discipline  Description 
D1: forming a team Choose the team members that will be responsible for 

solving the problem in a systematic way. 
D2: identifying the problem Clearly identify the problem raised by the customers. The 

team should be aware of  the whole situation and the problem 
background. 

D3: problem containment Provide an immediate solution to the customers until the 
team f inds a permanent corrective action. 

D4: root cause analysis Identify the root causes of the problem of interest. 
D5: generating solutions for 
identified roots of the 
problem 

Analyse the solution proposed to eradicate the root causes 
and test the effectiveness of the proposed solution in solving 
the problem. 

D6: implementing permanent 
corrective actions 

Undertake the corrective actions proposed and control the 
potential side effect of the solution. 

D7: try preventing 
reoccurrence 

Modify the operations in light of the new proposed solutions 
to ensure that the problem will not happen again in the future.  

D8: congratulating the team Acknowledge the team and share the knowledge with all 
individuals inside the company. 

2.4.1.5 A3 Report 

The A3 report was introduced in the 1960s by the Toyota Motor Corporation to 

present any potential and probable solutions to an identified problem. It develops a 

well-defined structure to handle problems, and according to Sobek and Smalley 

(2008), the A3 report is a mechanism to foster deep learning, engaging 

collaboration, and thoroughness. A3 paper is applied successfully as a 

communication tool with evidence and logical structures (Kimsey, 2010). Normally, 

the A3 report is considered a good visualisation method (Lindlöf et al., 2013) that is 

found in four minor variations: proposal, problem-solving, status reporting, and 

competitive analysis (Liker and Morgan, 2006). This systematic A3 report approach 

not only targets the solution and communication of problems but also presents the 

process more transparently and comprehensibly leading to ‘full on’ thinking and 

learning (Lorenzi and Ferreira, 2018; Jimmerson et al., 2005; Shook, 2009; Sobek 

and Smalley, 2008). The conventional A3 report is supportive in its inclusion of more 

detailed knowledge of the problem and the opportunity that brings for possible 

solutions. In Toyota, the conventional A3 report helped in fostering knowledge 

development (Sobek and Smalley, 2008). 
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The conventional A3 report has three major effects: (1) the format needs 

conciseness and focus; (2) pictures and other visuals make the A3 report easy to 

learn and it, in turn, supports the realisation of maximum information, and (3) all of 

the important information is put at the front (Saad et al., 2013). A conventional A3 

template for A3 sized paper is shown in Figure 2.6. It consists of seven components 

which, beginning with background and proceeding to current condition, future goal, 

root cause analysis, countermeasures, implementation plan, and follow-up action 

and, the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) learning cycle (LC), are put on A3 paper 

(Kimsey, 2010).  

 

Figure 2-4 Traditional A3 template (Sobek and Smalley, 2008) 

The typical approaches and their main phases are shown in Table 2.9. This analysis 

is done by Saad et al. (2013) considering the main phases found on their standard 

templates. The outcomes of the analysis facilitate the recognition of a number of 

vital phases and their tools, e.g. including text, diagram, table, graph, sketch, and 

bullet. Therefore, A3 Thinking is found to be useful for handling problems, and a 

blend of the problem-solving phases would be a good option for the customised A3 

Thinking approach. 
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Table 2-6 Inter-relation analysis phase-to-phase (Saad et al., 2013) 

 

2.4.2 Learning Cycles 

By definition, the learning cycle is the continuous learning process that 

strengthens the knowledge base of individuals in a way that improves the 

productivity and efficiency of operations within an organisation (McKee, 1992). 

Accordingly, the learning cycle involves creating and sharing knowledge among 

individuals within an organisation, so that these individuals improve their skills 
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and abilities in addressing situations where there is some operational inefficiency. 

Oosterwal (2010) argued that the effectiveness of the learning cycle is contingent 

on the ability of organisations to build knowledge and to re-use this knowledge to 

address similar problems in the future. 

In this part of the research, it is important to outline the different methods that can 

be applied to contribute to the learning cycle, focusing here on the Plan-Do-

Check-Act (PDCA) and Look-Ask-Model-Discuss-Act (LAMDA) models. The 

researcher limits the methods used in the learning cycle to these two celebrated 

methods because they were found to be effective and value creators. LAMDA 

and PDCA are based on learning by failure to adopt the problem-solving 

approaches to find a solution, which contributes to building a knowledge base for 

individuals to make sure that they are continuously learning, even by contributing 

in problem-solving, and/or having access to the previous experience of solved 

problems so they can address those problems in the future if they recur. 

2.4.2.1 Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) Learning Cycle 

In principle, the plan-do-check-act (PDCA) approach is a process which is applied 

for the purpose of quality improvement (Pietrzak and Paliszkiewicz, 2015) but the 

decisions that are made in light of the outcomes of the PDCA contribute to the 

learning abilities of an organisation (Sobek and Smalley, 2008). Additionally, the 

flexibility of the PDCA, brings the potential for it to be used as a framework for 

any management process (e.g. Hoshin Karni - a Japanese method of strategic 

management), which increases the importance of the PDCA in any organisation. 

The origins of the PDCA go back to the 17th century, more precisely when Francis 

Bacon introduced the deductive approach in understanding the nature and 

extracting the laws governing this nature (Maruta, 2012). According to the 

deductive approach, researchers collect data about the phenomenon being 

studied and use this data to generalise the laws governing the phenomenon. This 

methodology is exactly the same as the plan-do-check-act process (see Figure 

2.7). 
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Figure 2-5 The PDCA learning cycle (Pietrzak and Paliszkiewicz, 2015) 

One of the most common mistakes in using the PDCA model is to skip the check 

and act/adjust stages. It is known that because the last two stages are quite 

expensive and time-consuming, and some companies prefer to omit them in an 

attempt to save resources. However, this action might cost the company more 

than would be spent in performing these last two stages, especially when the 

outcomes of the action plan undertaken are not desirable (All About Lean, 2016). 

Furthermore, due to the lack of data prior to setting an action plan, companies 

might develop only one plan to achieve the predetermined objectives. This is a 

high risk for a company to take because, simply, if this action plan fails to deliver 

the desired outcomes, the whole process fails. Accordingly, there was a 

significant demand for a new learning model that enables these difficulties to be 

overcome, and consequently LAMDA emerged as the answer. 

2.4.3.2 Look-Ask-Model-Discuss-Act (LAMDA) Learning Cycle 

Due to the shortcomings of the PDCA learning cycle occasioned because 

companies are not homogeneous in terms of their operational problems and 

future objectives, the LAMDA model was developed (Radeka, 2012; Saad et al., 

2013; Tortorella et al., 2015). Specifically, the problems in the PDCS were 

discovered when companies (e.g. Allen’s American Clients) that applied the 

model did not obtain the same satisfactory results obtained by other companies 

(e.g. Toyota) (Saad et al., 2013, p. 61). The LAMDA Learning Cycle embodies a 

five stage learning model used mainly for creating knowledge (Ward et al., 2014). 
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One of its advantages over PDCA is that it is more able to visualise the problem 

in a way that enables individuals to more easily understand the problem and 

therefore, makes for the possibility of better solutions. Those solutions are 

expected to contribute to the tacit knowledge throughout the discussion model, 

which encourages the dissemination of the acquired knowledge within an 

organisation (Tortorella et al., 2015).  

According to Ward et al. (2014) and Tortorella et al. (2015, p. 233), the LAMDA 

model is developed from the lean product development tools that involve five 

combined sequential stages including: recognising the problem, identifying the 

root cause of the problem, consensus building, self-reflection, and continuous 

improvement. 

Saad et al. (2013) and Tortorella et al. (2015) summarise the five sequential 

stages of the LAMDA learning model, and these appear in Table 2.10 and Figure 

2.8. 

Table 2-7 The LAMDA model of learning (Saad et al., 2013; Tortorella et al., 2015) 

Stage Description  

Look 

To detect the problem, this stage involves collecting data by talking to 
people (tacit knowledge) and/or checking documents (explicit 
knowledge) for the purpose of observing and fully identifying the problem 
(Saad et al., 2013).  

Ask 

Root cause analysis is undertaken in this stage; the 5-Whys approach 
is applied to identify the root cause. Moreover, other questions like who, 
where, when, what and how will be raised as well for the purpose of 
collecting as much relevant data as possible to fully understand the 
problem and its root causes. 

Model 

The problem-solver tends to visualise the data collected f rom the f irst 
two stages to articulate the problem in a way that helps him/her to 
propose a model which is able to solve the problem (Tortorella et al., 
2015). Graphs, diagrams, drawings and charts are some examples used 
to visualise the problem (Saad et al., 2013). 

Discuss 

In this stage, the problem-solver usually tends to discuss the proposed 
solutions with the people involved. It is an important stage because the 
problem-solver is able to evaluate the quality of the proposed solutions 
by brainstorming the ideas with three kinds of people: (i) the people who 
will be af fected by the decision, (ii) the people involved in the data 
collection method, and (iii) the decision-maker (Saad et al., 2013; 
Tortorella et al., 2015). 

Act To put the f inal decision (action plan) into practice.  
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Figure 2-6 The Look-Ask-Model-Discuss-Act model of learning  

 

Source: Radeka (2012) 

2.5 Research Gap (analysis, discussion and potential 

contribution) 

From a customer satisfaction standing point, literature provided evidence on the 

significance of the link between maintaining customer satisfaction and business 

growth and sustainability (see Alshahran et al., 2017; Khudhair et al., 2019, Lucini 

et al., 2020). In airline industry, given the continuous growth of the magnitude of 

customer complaints (see figure 2.9), one can conclude that the current methods 

(systems) of problem solving are not effective to the extent to which it can 

eliminate, or at least, mitigate the magnitude of customer complaints. As shown 

in figure 2.9, the magnitude of complaints have been almost tripled for some 

companies (Spirit airlines reported 2.85X more complaints in 2019 compared to 

2018). Such statistics show the disability of the current problem solving in keeping 

the airline customers happy. As a result, there is a natural need for a more 

effective problem solving system that is able to (i) identify the problems and its 

“real” root causes, (ii) provide a ‘valid’ and ‘effective’ solution for the identified 

problem(s), and (iii) sharing the knowledge which has been created from steps 

one & two so that the company assure that problems which were identified, 

analysed and solved will not occur in the future.  
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Figure 2.9: The growth of customer complaints in the US airline companies in 2019. 

 

Source: Statista (2020) 

 

The criticism of the existing problem solving methods (e.g. 5 whys and fishbone 

diagram) showed that such existing methods are not effective in identifying the 

needs of airline customers which are evolutionary and changing by nature (Lucini, 

2020). In other words, the problem solving system might be successful in 

identifying the roots of a problem that caused the dissatisfaction of an airline 

customer, but given the evolutionary nature of the needs of airline customer in 

the current era, the knowledge which has been created and shared from this 
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experience will not be effective in preventing the re-occurrence of the problem in 

the future. Hence, there is a ‘real’ need for a new problem solving system which 

is able to (i) identify the problems of airline customer more precisely by 

‘continuously’ capturing the new identified needs. My approach relies on the 

concept of customer journey to provide detailed information about the needs of 

airline customer at all available touchpoints. (II) sharing the knowledge that had 

been created with all company departments, so we reduce the probability of 

problem reoccurrence in the future. The new approach is discussed in details in 

the methodology and the empirical chapters (chapters three and four 

respectively).  

2.6 Complaints Handling in the Airline Sector  

2.6.1 Overview of Complaints Handling  

Customer satisfaction is an essential objective in which corporations, nowadays, 

are increasingly placing their efforts as they strive to achieve it (Mahrous and 

Hassan, 2016). However, this achievement can only be accomplished by 

providing exceptional services and listening to customers through a formal 

complaints handling process. In fact, the highly competitive market in different 

industries had made customer satisfaction alone, in many cases, not enough to 

ensure customer retention. Hence, according to Manhas and Tukamushaba 

(2015), corporations aim to exceed customer satisfaction in order to achieve 

customer delight through providing exceptional services, and listening to their 

customers’ complaints by involving them in the process and considering their 

feedback. Based on this, many researchers have highlighted the importance of 

complaints regarding the practices of customer satisfaction within companies 

(Ralston et al., 2015; Basfirinci and Mitra, 2015). The airline industry is no 

exception; in fact, according to Delbari et al. (2016), the competition increases 

the challenges for customer satisfaction. Hence, airlines have turned their focus 

on customer experience and satisfaction through ensuring effective customer 

service, as part of which customer service complaint handling has become a 

supremely important element.  
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The following paragraphs discuss the current practices of complaints handling in 

the airline sector, the top ten airline companies, the challenges that airline 

companies face when applying the complaint handling process, and the typical 

customer complaints. 

2.6.2 Current Practices of Complaints Handling in the Airline Sector  

Identifying and examining the specific practices and processes that airline 

companies currently apply and use for handling customer complaints is not an 

easy task. Airlines consider this type of information to be private as it represents 

their unique internal strategies, which it is not in their interest to make available 

to their competitors who may use these practices to their advantage. In addition, 

the way in which airline companies handle customer complaints is not publishable 

because it represents intellectual capital for those companies and sharing such 

information will affect their competitive advantage (Chen, 2004). However, the 

researcher extrapolated what airline companies are doing to handle customers’ 

complaints through articles, customers’ reviews and institutional reports. 

According to Ogbeide et al. (2017), a successful and competitive customer 

retention strategy requires an effective and efficient customer service system that 

enables customers to complain, and the company to manage such complaints 

and solve them. Customer complaints are an attempt by the customer to express 

their dissatisfaction about a service and/or product they have received. 

Therefore, companies must take the opportunity to encourage their customers to 

express their dissatisfaction and complain about the poor experience they have 

received from a service. This does not only provide indications about the 

performance of the service but it also forms an important tool that the company 

can use to show customers they are willing to improve and address their 

customer complaints in an effective manner. Complaint handling is very important 

for any organisation; it has an impact on a company’s image and reputation as 

well as customer loyalty, as shown in Figure 2.4 (Metwally, 2013).  
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Figure 2.10 Importance of complaints handling 

 

Source: Metwally (2013) 

The absence of sympathetic listening to customers and the resulting poor 

handling of their complaints have led many customers to become angry with 

many airlines, and develop a bad impression of them. Indeed, the sluggish 

processing and delay in the handling of customers’ complaints is likely to result 

in a complete breakdown of the level of trust between the passengers and even 

their favourite carrier. On the other hand, speedy resolution and handling of 

complaints can increase the level of customer loyalty according to Iqbal (2015). 

However, although the mechanisms and the processes of complaints handling 

may vary across the airline industry, the most important objective that companies 

aim to achieve is to manage customer satisfaction through reducing the risk of 

service failure that can lead to undesirable results. Customer services could 

collect relevant information regarding any service issues and act upon that 

information to prevent complaints happening in the future (Mellat-Parast et al., 

2015). Thus, due to the low proportion of customers who complain (cost to benefit 

trade-off) and because of the importance of information, airlines need to motivate 

their customers to complain and ensure that there are effective and efficient 

mechanisms in place to swiftly deal with the complaints and assure customers 

that their complaints will be recognised. 

An example that can be given is the strategy British Airways uses in handling its 

customers’ complaints, as outlined by Ganapathy (2012): apologising to 

customers, quickly responding to their complaints and assuring them that the 

problem will be dealt with in a very efficient manner. This process also assures 
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that the complaint has been resolved and ensures direct contact with the 

customer informing him/her of the solution to the complaint. Another element in 

ensuring an efficient response to consumer complaints is the use of computerised 

technology, such as the system adopted by British Airways, CARESS, which has 

reduced paperwork by scanning and automatically entering the customer 

information into the customer complaints database (Ganapathy, 2012). 

As another example, Metwally (2013, p. 305) examined how Egypt Air handles 

customers’ complaints and how the airline’s approach ultimately influences 

customer satisfaction. She argued that Egypt Air handles customers’ complaints 

through seven main steps: 

(i) Receiving complaints,  

(ii) Acknowledging complaints,  

(iii) Assessing complaints,  

(iv) Investigating complaints, 

(v) Responding to complaints,  

(vi) Following up, and,  

(vii) Considering system improvement. 

Important evidence of successful technology integration in customer complaints 

is the use of an online social network, which forms an effective platform for 

customers to voice their opinions, complaints, feedback, and enquiries. On the 

issue of social networks, KLM is an interesting example of an airline that positively 

exploits these, having almost 1,500,000 followers on Facebook. The applications 

developed by KLM are now used as an additional tool to increase the level of 

loyalty and brand awareness among customers. In particular, those applications, 

which are used for limited promotions, are considered as beneficial for alerting 

travellers to what is on offer (Amstelveen, 2019).  

On the other hand, it seems that British Airways are no better off in terms of 

handling customers’ complaints. According to SkyTrax (2017), one of  the most 

recent complaints (30 November, 2017) was issued by a customer who missed 

a significant meeting in London as the British Airways flight from Berlin to London 
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was delayed for more than four hours. Drawing on the complaint, it would seem 

that there are ineffective communication channels between the company 

management and customers as customers have to wait for a long time to receive 

a response from the company. In addition, the British company failed to offer 

reasonable compensation to the complaining customer; this resulted in the 

customer’s dissatisfaction about the service quality, and his decision not to use 

British Airways in the future, and to tell his friends about his bad experience. This 

reinforces the argument that failure to respond to customers’ complaints could 

lead to severe consequences (e.g. losing customer loyalty and acquiring a 

detrimental company reputation) (Hussain et al., 2015).  

Hansen et al. (2010) argued that the success of complaints management is 

dependent on many factors, including; companies’ quick response to customers’ 

complaints, reliability, consistency of response, ease of access to the complaints 

process, ensuring that complaints are informed and, finally, having skilled and 

well-trained employees who are able to understand the complaints process. One 

way or another, an effective complaints management process could be a 

significant source of feedback. This feedback might be useful for companies to 

achieve customer satisfaction which, in turn, leads to customer loyalty and finally 

realisation of sustainable profit (Powers and Bendall-Lyon, 2002). 

Polaczyk (2016) has argued that the critical thinking approach helps to solve such 

problems in the airline context. Three rules can help develop critical thinking, 

these being to:  

• Pay attention to the right details. 

• Question the source of information.  

• Think about who benefits from the statement. 

Specifically, constructive controversy can be a good choice for critical thinking. 

The approach has five main assumptions: 

• The decision is made on personal experiences. 

• There is an effort to force others to agree with one’s opinion. 

• There is doubt about others’ beliefs. 
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• There is a search for additional information to strengthen own judgment. 

• This search is followed by better decision-making. 

Lucini et al. (2020) argue that airline companies use different tools in order to gain 

a fit with their requirements. For example, they use software systems that improve 

the scheduling and knowledge base.  As Liebowitz (2001) mentioned, TWA, Delta 

and Air Canada use Montreal-based Ad Opt Technologies’ Preferential Bidding 

System for scheduling flight crews. Each company chooses its preferred options 

and the software price varies accordingly. SARANI is used by Air India for its 

scheduling; and American Airlines previously owned the Sabre system that 

helped it to develop planning, scheduling and other airline-related activities 

(Liebowitz, 2001). Tsang (1995) compared several flight scheduling systems 

used in different airlines, finding one of the important conditions of scheduling 

techniques to be the expert system. Under the expert system, it is considered 

that domain-specific knowledge is a key contributor to power, and that expert 

knowledge elicitation is highly important. Another example shows that airlines 

have implemented dynamic modelling and operations research techniques to 

predict demand depending on historical travel patterns and present booking 

trends (Rao, 2012).  

However, researchers might be missing an important dimension in the process 

of complaints handling, which is the role of knowledge in preventing the 

recurrence of problems in the future. Knowledge creating, capturing and sharing 

will be useful in the dissemination of information in this regard, since employees 

can use such knowledge anywhere and anytime to ensure that customers will not 

be confronted by the same problem in the future. From this perspective, a 

complaints handling process could be enhanced in the situation where an A3 

Thinking approach for problem-solving has been developed. One of the main 

advantages of developing this approach is that it captures and provides useful 

knowledge that it then documents in a simple manner, thereby preventing 

recurrent problems and supporting-decision making. 
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2.6.3 The Top Ten Airline Companies 

It is worth checking the top ten airline companies to see how they deliver the 

highest quality service that places them at the top of the list of the airline industry. 

According to The World Airline Awards (2016) website, the world top ten airline 

companies are: 

1. Emirates 

2. Qatar Airways 

3. Singapore Airlines 

4. Cathay Pacific Airways (Hong Kong) 

5. All Nippon Airways (ANA) (Japan) 

6. Etihad Airways 

7. Turkish Airlines 

8. Eva Air (Taiwanese international airline) 

9. Qantas Airways (Australia) 

10. Lufthansa (German airline) 

This particular ranking emerged from travellers’ voting in 2016. At first glance, 

one might assume Emirates to be better than Lufthansa because the former has 

more assets than the latter and, accordingly, the former is more able to meet 

customers’ needs. However, by checking the companies’ 2015-2016 financial 

statements, it is found that the value of the total assets of Lufthansa is nearly 

$40bn ($36.3bn) while Emirates are reported as only $32bn. In other words, 

customers’ satisfaction is deliverable through managing customers’ needs, and it 

is not necessarily that wealthy companies are more able to deliver better 

customer satisfaction.  

It was not possible to find information about the approaches these companies 

adopt to deliver high levels of customer satisfaction. However, the researcher has 

made a comparison between Emirates as the world’s best airline carrier, 

Lufthansa the 10th, Qatar Airways the 2nd and Turkish Airlines the 7th (see Table 

2-3). 
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Table 2-8 Comparison between four different airline companies  

Index Lufthansa Emirates Turkish Airlines Qatar 

Airways 

Customer 

ratings (third 

part website) 

3.1 / 5 3.9 / 5 3.1 / 5 3.4 / 5 

Number of 

destinations 

covered 

214+ 140+ 280+ 152+ 

Number of 

hubs (transfer 

points) 

5 1 1 1 

Checked 

baggage 

allowance 

(free) 

1 2 1 2 

On time flights 78.83% 73.91% 67.35% 82.76% 

Delayed flights 21.2% 26.1% 32.65% 17.24% 

Frequent flyer 

programme 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Airline 

partners 
36 12 30 24 

Seat space 

(economy) 

(legroom and 

seat width) 

(inches) 

31.04/17.47 

inches 

32.08/17.42 

inches 

30.36/17.03 

inches 

31.69/17.88 

Inches 
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Availability of 

special items 

at check-in 

No Yes Yes Yes 

In-flight meal 

variety Standard 

meal 

Standard + 

Hindu + 

Vegan 

Standard + 

Vegan 

Standard + 

Low lactose 

+ Hindu + 

Vegan 

Wi-Fi options Free Rates vary Free Rates vary 

According to Chen and Chang (2005), customers’ needs are classified into 

ground and in-flight needs; and customer reviews place check-in time, number of 

pieces of free baggage allowed, and availability of special items at check-in as 

the most important ‘ground’ services. Conversely, seat space, meal variety and 

Wi-Fi availability are the most significant in terms of in-flight services. It is possible 

to distinguish some differences among the four carriers but there is no one 

dominant carrier. For example, Emirates’ aircraft have the widest legroom among 

the four carriers, and it has been argued that seat comfort is something material 

for passengers, especially for those who travel over longer distances. However, 

Emirates does not frequently upgrade its planes when compared to Qatar 

Airways which replaces the fleet 55% more often than the former. Nonethtless, 

when compared with Lufthansa, Emirates is 82% more likely to upgrade its fleet. 

In addition, on-time flight is very important in terms of evaluating airline services 

(Stojkovic et al., 2002), Qatar Airways was found to have the best rate (almost 

83%) compared to the others. Since there is no great difference among these 

four airline carriers, it is argued that these airline companies are customer-driven 

organisations as they are almost copying one another but each is doing so from 

its own perspective. For instance, the Emirati national airline has the widest 

seating and provides more customised meals but has less flying destinations, 

and only one hub, located in Dubai. This means that the company responded to 

its customers’ reviews and complaints in a way that delivers the highest level of 

satisfaction to customers. Lufthansa, which has more hubs, more destinations 
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but the oldest fleet among the rest, it still, however, among the world’s top 10 

airline companies, possibly because customers attribute more to the number of 

destinations accessible by the carrier, than to the other facilities it offers (e.g. 

customisable meals).  

2.6.4 Challenges Facing the Airline Sector in Complaints Handling 

For the past decade, the level of customer reviews and feedback on services and 

products has increased significantly due to various factors, in particular the 

emergence and rapid development of online social networks, such as Facebook 

and Twitter. In addition to online social networks, online technology allows 

companies to provide their customers with easy accessible feedback and review 

facilities to record their opinions and experience from using their products and/or 

services.  However, despite the increase in the level of customer feedback and 

reviews, the proportion of complaints from unsatisfied customers direct to 

companies remains very low (Singh et al., 2016); and unfortunately what is 

happening is that unhappy customers are reporting their poor experience through 

social networks directly to millions of people before addressing issues directly 

with companies. This creates a significant obstacle for a company to effectively 

solve a problem since in voicing his/her dissatisfaction on social media as a first 

response, a customer does not give the company the opportunity to learn about 

his/her complaints and try to resolve the problem. In other words, the online social 

network platforms represent a two-edged sword, since on the one hand they 

provide a good opportunity for companies to approach customers and to 

recognise their feedback and reviews, but on the other hand they allow customers 

to share their dissatisfaction with the public before raising their complaints with 

the company and giving them the chance to address them. If a company is 

deprived of such knowledge and opportunity to learn from it, then that same 

complaint will arise repeatedly from other customers.  

This section highlights and discusses the main obstacles and challenges that 

airlines can face in their attempts to effectively handle customer complaints that 

occur during the airline journey. 
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Being the first point of contact: as with other businesses, one major challenge 

facing an airline company during the process of handling customer complaints, is 

to be the first point of contact for dissatisfied customers. As mentioned in the 

previous paragraph, online social networks have provided significant 

opportunities to businesses to reach their customers and provide valuable 

marketing information, but they also create a major challenge since customers 

are a click away from publicising any negative experience through the online 

platform before complaining directly to the company, which makes a company’s 

efforts to deal with this issue more difficult, particularly when the customers do 

not report back on how the company dealt with their complaint. Hence, the 

question that can be raised is: how can companies overcome such challenge? 

Low proportion of complaints: To a large extent, this challenge relates to the 

previous one, where customers are publicising their dissatisfaction through online 

social networks instead of complaining to the company itself (Choraria, 2013; 

Haverila and Naumann, 2009). Hence, understanding the consumer complaint 

behaviour can be a major challenge to airlines when it comes to them actually 

trying to handle complaints. With the significant increase in competition, both 

global and domestic, and with limited opportunities for using pricing strategies 

and costing to create competitive advantage, airlines are faced with a very 

challenging task in respect of meeting consumers’ expectations and bringing 

about their delight (Delbari et al., 2016). Airline companies find themselves under 

increasing pressure to understand their customer buying behaviour in order to 

design and deliver a service that can meet their expectations and reduce the risk 

of customers complaining and publicising their experience to the public. Yet the 

task is complex, since companies must attempt to understand customer buying 

behaviour across a range of variables, since customer expectations and buying 

behaviour differ depending on age (Badgaiyan and Verma, 2015), gender (Bhat 

et al., 2016), demographic characteristics, income, and education (Biswas and 

Roy, 2015). 

Minor incidents: Generally, an ability to achieve customers’ expectations results 

in service failure, which can be a process failure or outcome failure. Process 
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failure is when a problem occurs in the process of delivering the service, and 

outcome failure is where the service delivered does not meet the customer’s 

expectation. Such failure and influence can be found in all types of businesses 

and can be a considerable challenge. However, for the airline sector, minor failure 

(or incidents) can lead to customer disappointment and dissatisfaction and, 

therefore, it can be considered that dealing with minor incidents is an additional 

challenge that airlines face (Steven et al., 2012). 

To sum up, amongst all industries the service sector is more sensitive to customer 

complaints than other industries due to the fact that providing service is based on 

trust and previous experiences. This requires additional effort by companies to 

reduce their service failures and, in particular, for the airline industry to clearly 

monitor minor incidents. If employees can interact with customers and intercede 

in situations where problems are known, such action can positively impact on 

customer satisfaction and, therefore, lower the risk of complaints and increase 

the effectiveness of handling such complaints when they appear. 

2.6.5 Typical Customer Complaints in Airlines 

As Polaczyk (2016) stated, problem-solving is the beating heart of amazing 

customer service. This is because individuals contact customer services when 

they face a problem. Problem-solving helps companies to gain the faith of their 

customers. Customers simply want to resolve their problems with the help of the 

customer service department. Therefore, such resolution is an essential element 

of any customer service operation. 

Customers make complaints when they are dissatisfied with the service of the 

company. In the airline industry, customers can complain about services directly 

to the airline authority or to any regulatory body. Wittman (2014) has classified 

customer complaints under the following categories: Flight Problems, Customer 

Service, Over Sales, Disability, Reservations, Ticketing & Boarding Advertising, 

Fares Discrimination, Refunds and Baggage.  

Nadiri et al. (2008) have undertaken research work on airline customer 

complaints, and have mentioned more specific complaints regarding the airline 
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services, particularly about cleanliness and comfort, terminal facilities, airline 

personnel, schedules and transportation, and price-service valuation. The 

categories can be described as follows: complaints about cleanliness and comfort 

(airline tangibles), complaints about terminal facilities, complaints about 

personnel and attitude, complaints about the failure to follow advertised 

schedules and transportation issues, and complaints about the price-service 

dimension. 

Table 2.4 shows the top 10 customer complaints in the airline industry. 

Table 2-9 Top 10 complaints from customers of airline companies 
Top 10 Customers’ complaints in airline industry 

1 Lost luggage. 

2 Delayed flights. 

3 Aircraft seats 

4 Hidden costs 

5 Customer service 

6 Cabin cleanliness. 

7 Refunds. 
8 Fare terms. 

9 Meals. 

10 Aircraft change. 

Table 2.5 shows the magnitude of the complaints against service quality of the 

airline industry in the United States issued by the US Department of 

Transportation in 2015. From this table, the growth in the complaints from 

December 2014 to December 2015 is seen. It is obvious that there is a high 

tendency by customers in the US airline industry to complain, and that the total 

number of ‘reported’ complaints increased by almost 50% (from 1,065 in 2014 to 

1,565 in 2015). This increase in the number of reported complaints could be 

interpreted as a positive sign, signalling the existence of effective communication 

channels as customers are encouraged to express their dissatisfaction in respect 

of the service quality. On the other hand, it could be a negative sign since it 

highlights that the airline industry is indeed guilty of providing poor service quality. 

Lack of information about whether the airline companies successfully handled the 

complaints of annoyed customers prohibited the researcher from assessing the 

quality of the handling system of the US airline industry. However, taking the face 

value of the increase in the number of complaints is a good proxy for the efficiency 
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and effectiveness of the companies’ customer complaints handling systems 

(Garding and Bruns, 2015). Mattila and Wirtz (2004) argued that the availability 

of communication channels is essential in evaluating the efficiency of the system 

of customers’ complaints handling.  

Table 2-10 Magnitude of complaints of customers of the US airline industry (US 

Department of Transportation, 2015)  

Service provider Complaints 

December 2014 December 2015 

US Airline 747 1,203 

Foreign Airlines 277 302 

Travel Agents 28 36 

Tour Operators 0 1 

Miscellaneous 4 23 

Industry Totals 1,065 1,565 

 

2.7 Conclusion  

Customer satisfaction is still an ongoing research due to the evolutionary nature 

of customer needs (Yang et al., 2019). Business growth is a function of market 

share which, in turn, is a function of customer satisfaction and customer loyalty 

(Pirporas et al., 2017). As a result, companies are trying hard to maintain the level 

of customer satisfaction as high as possible in order to keep the loyalty of their 

customers. Subsequently, one can deduce that customer satisfaction is the main 

driver of business sustainability and companies’ growth. The literature of 

customer satisfaction in service industries (e.g. airline industry is the main 

industry of interest in this study) argued that maintaining customer satisfaction 

level as high as possible is achievable throughout the application of problem 

solving techniques (e.g. root-cause analysis and 8-Disceplines). The premise is 

that if companies are able to identify the causes of the customer complaints, 

companies can find an effective solution for that problem and therefore, they can 

assure the prevention of the reoccurrence of the same problem in the future. 

However, statistics on customer complaints (see Statista, 2020 for more 

information about the magnitude of customer complaints in the US airline industry 

) revealed that the magnitude of customer complaints is increasing from one year 
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to another which provides an evidence on the ineffectiveness of the existing 

customer complaints handling systems.  

In depth analysis of the literature showed that one of the possible explanations 

for the failure of the existing customers’ complaints handling systems is that 

customer needs are not static to be captured. Accordingly, the knowledge which 

was generated from identifying the roots of the customer complaints and the 

proposed solutions for that complaint cannot be efficiently re-used. As a result, 

there is a natural need for a new system (method) that is able to (i) capture the 

on-going change in the customer needs, (ii) analyse the root causes of the 

complaints raised by customers, (iii) propose an immediate solution for the 

identified causes, and finally (iv) create and share the knowledge created from 

solving the problems led to customer complaints. Such a new method is more 

likely to provide customers with a plausible level of customer service, which is 

more likely to improve their satisfaction and loyalty.  

This chapter provided an in-depth discussion and analysis for the concept of 

customer satisfaction, problem solving approaches and the existing customer 

complaints handling systems. The analysis showed the flaws and drawbacks 

associated with the existing methods which open the door for developing a new 

approach that can take into consideration the flaws of existing methods. The new 

approach relies on the concept of customer journey as a platform for getting more 

precise information on customer needs by breaking down the customer journey 

into different touchpoints in three different stages (pre-flight, on board and post 

flight). By articulating the customer journey, we can better expect the areas where 

there are high likelihood for customers to complain, which enables companies to 

be pro-active rather than reactive towards customers complaints. Finally, this 

chapter provided an in-depth analysis and criticism for the numerous applications 

of knowledge management including, knowledge creation and sharing.  

In the next chapter, I discuss the proposed methodology of this study. The 

methodology chapter provides good insight into different research methods that 

have been used to articulate the problem of customer satisfaction and customers 

complaints handling. In addition, I also discuss the sample of study, rationale 
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behind choosing the case study methodology as a primary data collection method 

and the finally how to validate the results obtained from the case study 

methodology.  
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Chapter III 

Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the subject of research methodology and explains what 

fundamental beliefs underpinned the gathering of the data by the researcher. It 

also considers the type of data required in order to meet the aims and objectives 

of the study and to provide answers to the research questions; and it progresses 

to discuss the actual methods used. In providing this information, the chapter 

offers a comprehensive insight into the methodology, which Ishak and Alias 

(2005) described as the systematic and theoretical analysis of the methods 

applied to a field of study. Thus, the definition includes principles of methods 

relative to a branch of knowledge for which the theoretical analysis is performed. 

Typically, concepts like quantitative or qualitative approaches to research are 

also contained in this definition. The development of the research study is 

explained in this chapter and the methodology adopted is described in Section 

three 

3.2 Developing a Research Study 

In order to focus on and manage all aspects of a research study, the researcher 

must be aware of alternative approaches to the collection of data, and of what 

fundamental principles relate to each of these. Without such understanding, no 

effective comparison of the available approaches and methods can be made, and 

the researcher cannot be sure, therefore, that the path followed in the study is 

the right one. Gray (2009) defines a research study as a systematic investigation 

of a phenomenon with a view to establishing certain facts about it, and reaching 

a new conclusion; and a research philosophy as the way in which researchers 

and respondents perceive what is being investigated and their stance about 

intervening and believing the results. Thus, a research study is a scientifically 

organised procedure or activity that is designed to procure suitable responses to 

the research questions generated in a study. The rigour of such a study depends 
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upon the right approaches and methods being adopted by the researcher  

(Saunders et al., 2012).  

3.2.1 Research Paradigm 

A research paradigm is a model established, accepted, and adopted by a 

considerable number of people in a research community. Research paradigms 

differ from one academic discipline to another, according to their suitability for 

gathering data. Specific components or philosophical assumptions are found to 

constitute the research paradigm, for example ontology, methods, axiology, 

methodology, epistemology (Collis and Hussey, 2009). It is extremely important 

for researchers to consider the reality of a situation as an independent 

phenomenon that should be detected and discovered. Therefore, encountering 

the concepts of theory (epistemology), and reality (ontology) are considered to 

be of major importance for the processing of social research, as the researcher 

is generally trying to build a theory. These two philosophical views are described 

as follows: 

 “Epistemology concerns what constitutes an acceptable knowledge in a given 

field of study” (Saunders et al., 2012, p.112). In research, we distinguish between 

interpretive and positive research epistemologies. On one hand, interpretivism 

believes in the fact that building knowledge depends on the angle by which 

researchers see the phenomenon of study.  In other words, interpretivism 

believes that social science is complex to the extent to which it is difficult to 

understand it using the methods applied by rocket science . As a result, 

knowledge can be constructed throughout observing people (social actors) rather 

than collecting data about objectives. On the other hand, positivism believes in 

objective reality and as a result, positive researchers believe in maintaining 

independence between themselves and the phenomenon of study. Positive 

researchers, also, tend to use big samples, similar to rocket science, for 

generalizing results (Mertens, 2014).  

On the other hand, ontology concerns the nature of reality (Saunders et al., 2012). 

There are two extreme realities, objectivism and subjectivism. Objectivism 

believes in the fact that reality has only one representations and accordingly 
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anyone sees the phenomenon of study should have the same conclusion. On the 

other hand, the other extreme reality is subjectivism. Under subjectivism, reality 

can be seen differently depending on the lens of the researcher (Saunders et al., 

2012).  

3.2.2 Choosing a Qualitative Research Approach 

To determine customers’ problems and create a simplified and more efficient 

problem-solving approach, the nature of research (qualitative) is reliant on the 

data collection method, like interviews. Hence, all the data and objects collected 

are subjected to revision using documents and texts as an alternative to 

numerical formats. Qualitative research is found to provide a deep understanding 

by exploring perceptions. Meanwhile, quantitative research explores 

generalisable understanding through the measurement of variables, as argued 

by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011). Despite the statistical analysis made of 

some of the data collection by using Microsoft Excel, the research cannot 

declare using a mixed methods approach, as in-depth interpretation is the main 

purpose of this analysis which aims to provide rich explanations. 

3.2.3 Case Study 

According to Creswell (2013: p. 97), the case study methodology “explores a real-

life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) 

over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of 

information and reports a case description and case themes”. 

Recently, Crossman (2017) argued that the type of research method, such as a 

case study, is considerably dependent on a single case more than a population 

or sample. When studies focus on a single case, comprehensive observations 

over a long time can be obtained, whereas such observations cannot be yielded 

through the study of large samples without a financial impact. 

Nonetheless, it is argued by Flyvbjerg (2004) that the case study could be a 

misleading instrument in analyses of social science scenarios, where 

misunderstandings can be experienced in some areas of the research. The author 

also illustrated revisions in respect of five essential misunderstandings, which 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4675428/
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are mainly associated with the reviews of social science supported by carrying 

out a case study. These revisions are presented in Table 3-1. 

Table 3-1 Case study: misunderstandings and revisions 

 

Source: Flyvbjerg (2004) 

By using the case study method, a researcher can carefully observe the data 

within a precise situation. In most cases, a small geographic area or a restricted 

number of individuals is typically selected by a researcher. Case studies, 

principally, explore the existing phenomenon and its relationships with others. 
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The advantages and disadvantages of the case study as a research methodology  

are shown in Table 3-.2. 

Table 3-2 Case study: advantages and disadvantages 

 

Source: McLeod (2008)  
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The researcher found that the exploratory method is the best choice for the case 

study, using qualitative research. As mentioned by Yin (2003), a case study 

can cover either multiple studies or a single study and the details of both designs 

are mentioned in the following Table 3.3. 

Table 3-3 Descriptions of single and multiple-case designs 

 

Source: Yin (2003) 

3.2.4 Data Collection Methods 

An extensive range of research methods can be used for data collection from 

various sources including quantitative and qualitative methods (Marrelli, 2007).  

Concerning this research, four methods are considered as appropriate and 

adequate to gather data, these being a literature review, interview, direct 

observation, and documentation review. Some devices and tools are required 

during the implementation process in order to support the methods, such as 

documents, recorder, emails, and mobile. 

3.2.5 Trustworthiness and Bias 

Trustworthiness has been defined as "the way of confirming new information over 

the course of data collection" (Muhammad, 2016, p. 641). Trustworthiness 

usually comprises searching various information sources. In addition, 

researchers can use different types of data collection to find information that 

discusses the same phenomenon, which helps to ensure accuracy and reliability 

of the research.  
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Empirical studies encounter many threats concerning research validity, which 

have to be minimized by the researcher, and are classified into three types: 

respondent bias, reactivity, and author bias. The respondent bias and reactivity 

example can occur during interviews, where some respondents are likely to 

show a different performance and may hide some information in a trial to follow 

or satisfy the perceptions of both the researcher and other people involved. The 

bias of the author is mainly related to the preconditions and assumptions that the 

researcher may introduce to the situation or may be related to the selection of 

certain people through data collection and analysis. 

It is impossible for bias to be eliminated despite it being essential for the 

researcher to identify it in a research study (Sica, 2006). However, utilising 

qualitative research and data analysis can dramatically reduce bias that is likely 

to appear during research processing (Whittemore and Knafl, 2005). In addition, 

many core strategies are suggested as ways to deal with different threats in order 

to reduce bias (Robson, 2011). The most important to include are the field study, 

case study, and expert judgement. 
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3.3 The Adopted Research Methodology  

The research methodology adopted by the author consists of five phases, key 

tasks and deliverables, as shown in Table 3-4. 

Table 3-4 Research methodology 

 

Source: Adapted by the author 
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The key tasks are briefly described in the following: 

Phase 1: Background Theory of Problem Solving Approaches and 

Complaints Handling      

Task 1.1 Perform an extensive literature review to cover a particular subject, 

area, or theory including reviews of books, scholarly articles, journal papers, 

dissertations, conference proceedings and any other published material 

relative to the topic of the research. Such reviewing of literature aims to 

investigate and finally provide, critical evaluation and summary of the works 

related to the aim and objectives of the research. 

Task 1.2 Design a semi-structured questionnaire based on the literature 

review, and the information needed to meet the aims and objectives of the 

study.  Different types of question will be included (for example, Likert-scale 

statements, closed and multiple choice questions, multiple choice questions).  

Phase 2: Field Study 

Task 2.1 Perform the field study at Saudi Airlines in Saudi Arabia. A qualitative 

approach will be adopted in which structured interviews using a tightly-

designed questionnaire will serve as the data-gathering method. These 

interviews will be conducted with a selected sample of Saudi Airlines’ 

employees working in the Complaints Handling Department 

Task 2.2 Conduct face-to-face interviews with all managers of Guest 

Relations individually (one-to-one) for the development of a problem-solving 

approach, and to capture the requirements for the approach.  

Task 2.3 Analyse and identify the current practices, actual processes in 

complaints handling and the knowledge management capability in Saudi 

Airlines in order to identify opportunities for improvement. 

Phase 3: Developing a customer journey 

Task 3.1 Understand each stage that customers go through during their flight 

experience to have a clear understanding of each step a traveller takes to 

safely reach the final intended destination.  This will enable the researcher to 

gain a clear picture of what services expected by customers are actually 
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offered by the airline company, and will facilitate an understanding of the 

potential problems that could occur that would lead to customer complaints. 

Task 3.2 Analyse the typical complaints made at the various stages of the 

airline’s customer journey to enhance the understanding of the issue and to 

find the problems. The stages can be divided into three main ones - pre-

journey, journey, and post-journey. Produce a detailed definition of the 

customer journey in the airline sector associated with the required services. 

Phase 4: Development of a customised A3 Thinking approach 

Task 4.1 Identify and capture the elements for designing an initial A3 

Thinking approach by using the results from the data analysis and the field 

study. 

Task 4.2 Develop an A3 Thinking approach to handle customer complaints. 

The approach covers the full process from problem identification and 

suggests a solution to convert the solved problem into articulated knowledge. 

The approach also provides recommendations where the captured useful 

knowledge can be applied during the customer journey in order to support 

decision-taking and prevent the recurrence of problems. 

Task 4.3 Develop the processes of using the customised A3 approach and 

the elements of the customised A3 Thinking based on three basic points: 

Objective, Process, and Output. 

Phase 5: Validation 

Task 5.1 Validate the customized A3 Thinking approach via industrial case 

studies for Saudi Airlines. The customised A3 Thinking approach will use the 

data that will be collected during the field study and from the interviews. 

Task 5.2 Validate the customized A3 Thinking approach via expert 

judgements. The approach will be presented to five experts in the airline 

sector. Experts will use their judgment to determine the usability, usefulness 

and applicability of the approach. Selection of these experts will be on the 

basis of their accessibility and expertise. 
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Generally speaking, validation in qualitative research is seen as robustness 

tests which can be found in quantitative research. Before we can rely on the 

findings of the case study I undertake, I need to validate the proposed A3 

approach. There are many ways to validate the approach. One of the 

validation method which is proposed by Thomas (2013) is to find an 

organization which accepts to take the approach and apply it for a plausible 

period (at least one year). By doing so, we can collect data before and after 

the application of the approach. This gives the opportunity to test the impact 

of the application of the A3 approach on the magnitude of the customer 

complaints. Quantitative methods which are typically used here are (i) 

difference in differences (Lechner, 2011) and (ii) quasi experiments 

(Reichardt, 2019).  

For difference in differences (diff-in-diff) methodology, we collect data before 

and after the application of the A3 approach. Given the fact that we are testing 

the approach on one organization, we can attribute any significant difference 

we observe on the magnitude of the customer complaints after the application 

of A3 approach to the A3 approach since all other aspects are kept constant 

(ceteris paribus).  

On the other hand, quasi experiments require researchers to have two 

identical groups (in our case, two identical organisations, could be two airline 

companies which are similar in the organizational structure, level of 

technology, types of services, etc.). Then, we make the manipulation for one 

group and keep the other group with no manipulation. The manipulation we 

exercise here is the application of the A3 approach. The organisation which 

will be kept without manipulation is called control group while the other 

organisation which will be manipulated is called the experimental group. 

Then, we collect data on the magnitude of the customer complaints in the two 

groups and we can attribute any changes in the magnitude of customer 

complaints in the experimental group to the manipulation which we exercised. 

In this case, we can conclude that the application of A3 approach was either 

effective or ineffective depending on the direction of the change in the 

magnitude of the customers complaints.  
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However, it is almost impossible to find an organisation that can allow you to 

test the effectiveness of an approach given the high costs associated with the 

test especially that the validation test might take a long time (usually one 

year). The probability of having a business who is willing to take the risks and 

bear the costs of testing the A3 approach which I am proposing in my study 

is very minimal. Alternatively, one can validate the findings of the case study 

by asking experts in the industry. The quality of results of the expert 

consultation is not as high as the ones obtained by the diff-in-diff and/or the 

quasi experiments. However, given the cost-benefit approach, and the 

feasibility of the methodologies, this research relies on the expert consultation 

method to validate the results obtained from the case study.  

3.4 Conclusion  
This chapter has introduced the methodology adopted to achieve the aim and 

objectives of the research. It has briefly discussed the considerations relating to 

the development of a research study, and proceeded to highlight the importance 

of opting for a research paradigm that allows for the reality of a situation to be 

identified. It then turned towards the type of research approach in terms of the 

data collected, choosing a qualitative method, used within the overall approach 

of case study, which has been justified on the basis of its advantages and 

disadvantages in the research context. The four methods of data collection - a 

literature review, interview, direct observation, and documentation review – are 

noted. 

Issues of trustworthiness and bias, and how these are to be dealt with in the study 

have been addressed, and the chapter has also detailed the five phases within 

the research design, and the particular tasks to be achieved during each one. 

Essentially, a comprehensive literature review is undertaken, together with an 

empirical study in which Saudi Airlines in Saudi Arabia forms the case supplying 

qualitative information. Using such data, the remaining objectives are achieved. 



 

73 

Chapter IV 

The Industrial Field Study 

4.1 Introduction 

A qualitative approach was adopted in which structured interviews using a tightly-

designed questionnaire served as the data-gathering method. Those interviews 

were conducted by the researcher with a selected sample of Saudi Airlines’ 

employees working in the Complaints Handling Department. The sample was 

achieved via a random sampling technique, which resulted in the identification of 

87 participants, all of whom agreed to be interviewed. Prior to the structured 

interview, a questionnaire was designed based on the literature review and the 

information needed to meet the aim and objectives of the study. The following 

steps were followed when undertaking the interviews: 

o The Complaints handling department was identified as the relevant 

department within Saudi Airlines from which to obtain information. 

o The Senior Director of that department was approached in person for 

permission to conduct structured interviews with a sample of employees 

within the department. The aim and objectives of the thesis were 

comprehensively explained to the director and assurances about 

anonymity were provided (no names or personal details to be reported). 

The Senior Director was happy to give consent to the request to undertake 

the research as described. 

o Of the 150 employees in the department, 87 were randomly selected to 

represent the population within the department (in terms of position, 

experience, and age).  

o Structured interviews with these individuals were held over a 45-day period 

starting in July 2017. This empirical work was organised for that time 

because Ramadan (the fasting month) was over and, consequently, 

employees were comfortable when answering questions, and it was 

assumed that being comfortable would make them favourably disposed to 

participation. Interviews were held between 9.00 am and midday each day. 
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o Employees were not asked to provide personal information. It was 

important to assure them of anonymity since it was believed that such 

assurances would encourage full and frank responses, thereby increasing 

the quality and reliability of the answers given. 

o All interviews were conducted by the researcher in a completely private 

setting and face-to-face with each interviewee. Before the commencement 

of each interview, the researcher asked for permission to record the 

proceedings and each of the 87 interviewees agreed to this request. 

o The longest interview lasted for one hour and the shortest one for 10 

minutes. 

o All collected data were stored in a password-protected computer file and 

computed into tables using Excel. 

The interview questions focused on the following specific themes: 

4.2 Employees’ Perceptions of the Customer Journey 

The core goal of any company is to maximise the level of customer satisfaction 

to maintain customer loyalty as high as possible. Accordingly, the Saudi airline 

should assure that the management team responsible for handling customer 

complaints is aware of the concept of the customer journey to make sure that the 

customer is receiving an acceptable level of quality at each stage of this. 

Surprisingly, the interview data (see Figure 4-14) show that more than 50% of 

respondents were unsure about what the customer journey involves.  

 

 

 

 

 

4 This question captures the awareness of Saudi airline employees about the customer journey. 
The objective of this question is to evaluate the awareness of the employees about the different 
touchpoints in the customer journey.  
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Figure 0-1 Saudi Airlines’ customer journey: employee awareness 

 

Source: adapted by the author 

To clearly understand the customer journey checkpoints in Saudi Airlines, Figure 

4-2 summarises the important checkpoints and their effectiveness from the 

employees’ perspective. The questions covered five different stages in the 

customer journey: (i) pre-journey, (ii) pre-flight, (iii) on-board, (iv) post-flight, and 

(v) post-journey. The interview results found a significant gap between what 

employees believe is important and the effectiveness of the service provided to 

customers in each checkpoint, as shown in Figure 4-25.  

Figure 0-2 Processes of customer journey: importance and effectiveness 

 

Source: adapted by the author 

 

5 This question captures the perception of the Saudi airline employees about the importance of 
the stages of customer journey, and the real ef fectiveness as is in Saudi airline. It shows that 
there was not ef fective customer journey, however the employees believe its presence is 
important.    
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Furthermore, it could be concluded that there was a very high agreement among 

participants about the importance of the customer journey. On the other hand, it 

could be seen that participants felt differently with regard to the effectiveness. 

Finally, the customer journey was considered very important for the development 

of the complaints handling process in the airline.  

4.3 Customers’ Complaints in the Different Stages of the 

Customer’s Journey 

In this section of the analysis, the researcher shed light on the perceptions of the 

interviewees towards customers’ complaints to identify the checkpoints that 

receive a relatively high volume of complaints. In addition, the interview questions 

explored the extent to which the customers evaluate the importance of each 

complaint. Figures 4.3 summarises the interviewees’ answers. 
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Figure 0-3 Customer complaints: frequency and importance in Saudi Airlines 

 

 Source: adapted by the author
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The statistics in Figure 4-3 show the interviewees’ perceptions with regard to 

customers’ complaints in Saudi Airlines in terms of their frequency and 

importance. It was noticed that customers’ complaints are made on most 

occasions and, at the same time, all customer complaints seem to be considered 

as important by the majority of interviewees. 

Furthermore, the most important customer complaints that occur with a high rate 

of frequency include:  

• Punctuality of the departure 

• Entertainment content 

• Staff ability to solve any problems or issues 

• Care paid to passengers’ luggage  

On the other hand, the results reveal that the most important customer complaints 

about the staff that need to be discussed and resolved include the following:  

• Staff have the knowledge to answer your questions  

• Staff attitude/behaviour 

• Staff ability to solve any problems or issues 

• Staff timely response 

Meanwhile, for customers’ complaints regarding checking-in, the study found that 

they are very important and must be resolved to include the following:  

• Queuing/waiting time 

• Baggage handling services at check-in 

Figure 4-4 illustrates the main areas within customer complaints regarding 

frequency and importance in Saudi Airlines. 
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Figure 0-4 Main areas of customer complaints: frequency and importance in Saudi 

Airlines 

 

Source: adapted by the author 

4.4 The Process of Handling Customers’ Complaints  

For a better understanding of the process of handling customers’ complaints, the 

researcher examined the perceptions of the interviewees on the frequency and 

effectiveness of the steps implemented by the Saudi Arabian airline to handle this 

issue. Figure 4.5 shows the effectiveness of each stage of the complaints 

handling process according to the employees’ opinions. From this table, it can be 

seen that poor effectiveness is considered to occur in almost all stages, which 

accounts for the high volume of negative comments about the Saudi Arabian 

airline. Having a poor customer complaints handling process does not prevent 

the recurrence of problems, and this serves to increase customer dissatisfaction.
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Figure 0-5 Customer complaints handling process: frequency and effectiveness in Saudi Airlines 

 

Source: adapted by the author 
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The statistics in Figure 4-5 demonstrate that some points within the customer 

complaints handling process are repeatedly weak, these being in respect of:  

• Receiving complaints  

• Responding to complaints  

• Following–up 

On the other hand, the participants neither agreed nor disagreed with regard to 

considering preventing the recurrence of complaints or considering system 

improvement. The mean values in these instances reached 2.86 and 2.76, 

respectively. 

With regard to the effectiveness of the customer complaints handling process in 

Saudi Airlines, the statistics reveal the process to be insufficiently effective to 

support improvement. 

4.5 Problem-solving Approaches in Saudi Airlines  

Given the low effectiveness of most of the stages of the customer complaints 

handling process, it was important to identify and examine the company’s current 

approach to problem-solving, and in this regard, it was shown by the data that  

the company is not really applying a problem-solving approach to complaints 

handling, as shown in Figure 4-6. Consequently, it was not surprising to find that 

the interviewees believe the effectiveness of the methods that are in operation t 

be very poor.  

Figure 0-6 Frequency and effectiveness of using problem-solving approaches   

 

Source: adapted by the author 
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The researcher also collected other evidence on the lack of an effective customer 

complaints handling process in the Saudi airline. Figure 4-7 shows how the 

interviewees perceive the frequency and effectiveness of the 11 steps of the 

process of handling customer complaints, from which is it seen that these 11 

steps are ineffective in meeting the aim of the model.  

Figure 0-7 Frequency and effectiveness of the 11 steps of the process of handling 

customer complaints 

 

Source: adapted by the author 

The results in Figure 4-7 demonstrate the study subjects’ perceptions with regard 

to frequency and effectiveness of the problem-solving process and the steps 

implemented in the complaints handling process in Saudi Airlines. It was noticed 

that the overall mean value was 1.68, thereby confirming that the problem-solving 

process was not implemented in Saudi Airlines. Consequently, there was no 

significant effect in the complaints handling process as the overall mean value of 

the participants’ responses is equal to 1.65.  

4.6 The Importance of the Elements that are Essential for 

Problem-Solving 

The statistics in Figure 4-8 reveal the participants’ perceptions regarding the 

importance of the elements that are considered essential for problem-solving 

(complaints handling), and from these it can be seen that the overall mean value 
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reached 4.35, which indicated that the majority of participants confirmed all 

elements as being very important and necessary for problem- solving in Saudi 

Airlines.  

It was also noticed that the most important elements regarded as essential and 

very important for problem-solving include:  

• Preventing repetition by making possible changes and managing the 

performance 

• Examining the problem background through obtaining and collecting 

thorough details of the problem 

• Examining any similar issues to minimise possible problems in the future 

• Determining the present status of the problem 

• Creating a root cause analysis 

Figure 0-8 Information elements considered essential for problem solving 

 

Source: Adapted by the author 
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4.7 Respondents’ Opinions regarding Knowledge Generation 

Figure 4-9 shows the participants’ agreement about the statement: "the problem-

solving approach will generate knowledge, which must be captured and 

distributed in an easy way to help useful decision making in the future". 

Figure 0-9 Participants’ agreement - knowledge generation 

 

Source: Adapted by the author 

The results reveal that 72.4% of the participants strongly agreed, while 24.2% 

agreed, and just 3.4% of the participants were neutral.  

Thus, it could be concluded that the majority of participants strongly agreed that 

the problem-solving approach would generate knowledge which, in turn, must be 

captured and distributed in an easy and flexible way to help in making useful 

decisions in the future. This means that in order to start useful steps in the 

management of problem-solving that contribute positively in complaints handling, 

Saudi Airlines must build on that knowledge creation, capture, and distribution in 

a flexible way. 

4.8 The Practices of Knowledge Management in the Complaints 

Handling Process in Saudi Airlines 

The results in Figure 4-10 demonstrate clearly that the majority of the study 

participants strongly disagree that knowledge management practices in the 

complaints handling process in Saudi Airlines have an effect on knowledge 
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capturing, knowledge generating or knowledge sharing. This indicated that 

knowledge management practices in complaints handling are far from introducing 

any positive effect on knowledge management building in the company. This 

result confirmed that knowledge management in Saudi Airlines is not contributing 

towards the development of a better complaints handling process. 

Figure 0-10 Participants’ views regarding knowledge management practices in the 

Saudi Airlines 

 

Source: Adapted by the author 

4.9 Participants’ Opinions regarding Repetition of Complaints 

Figure 4-116 shows participants’ levels of agreement with the statement: “The 

complaints handling process with the scope of knowledge capturing, creating and 

sharing will prevent the possible repetition of complaints”. 

 

 

6 Figure 4.11 shows the results of the question that captures the perception of the Saudi airline 
employee regarding the repetition of the complaints of Saudi airline customers. In other words, 
this question captures (indirectly), the evaluation o f the Saudi Saudi airline of  the customer 
complaints handling system. If  they agree that the complaints are likely to be repeated by the 
airline customers, this is an indication of  a negative evaluation for the current customers’ 
complaints handling system.  
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Figure 0-11 Participants’ views on repetition of complaints 

 

Source: Adapted by the author 

The statistics in Figure 4-12 reveal that 69% of the participants strongly agreed, 

24.1% agreed, just 3.4% of the participants were neutral, and only 3.4% 

disagreed. 

Hence, it could be concluded that the majority of participants confirmed that a 

complaints handling process with the scope to capture knowledge, generate new 

knowledge and share this, would prevent the repetition of complaints. This means 

that the adoption of knowledge capturing, creation, and sharing was considered 

a strong mechanism that could be used to prevent the repetition of complaints in 

the future. 

4.10 Practices of Learning Cycles in Saudi Airlines 

The researcher examined the interviewees’ awareness of the concept of a 

learning cycle for continuous improvement that the Saudi airline company has 

adopted. Table 4-1 shows that there is a lack of common agreement about or 

detailed definition of the customer journey associated with customer complaints 

in the Saudi airline. All (100%) of the interviewees said they had not heard about 

the concept of a learning cycle. Basically, there are two possible explanations for 

this observation; (i) either the company, in reality, does not apply any learning 
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cycle approach at all, or (ii) the employees are not aware of the terminology of 

learning cycle. 

Table 0-1 Application of the concept of learning cycles at Saudi Airlines 

Application of the Concept of the Learning Cycle  Yes No 

Do not know about LCs and never used any of the 

LCs 

100.0 0.00 

Heard about LCs but not yet implemented 0.00 100.0 

Planning to use one of the LCs in the future 0.00 100.0 

Partially applying one of the LCs at present 0.00 100.0 

Applying one of the LCs at present 0.00 100.0 

Fully applying a number of LCs at present 0.0 100.0 

Source: adapted by the author 

4.11 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I captured the perception of the employees of Saudi airlines 

towards the customer complaints handling system and whether they are aware 

of the concept of the customer journey. As explained in the methodology chapter, 

the concept of the customer journey has been articulated by this study as a 

platform to obtain a clearer picture about the airline customer needs and the 

areas in which there are high likelihood of having complaints. This encourages 

company management to have a proactive approach in dealing with the customer 

complaints rather than a reactive one. Primary data has been collected by 

interviewing 87 employees in the Saudi airline. The questions of the structured 

interviews are divided into  five main groups of questions which cover the 

following disciplines:  

1- The concept of customer journey.  

2- Customer complaints (frequency and potential areas). 

3- Customer complaints handling systems in Saudi airlines. 
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4- Problem solving methods in Saudi airlines. 

5- The application of Knowledge management at Saudi airlines.  

The data showed that the concept of customer journey is not absorbed by the 

employees of Saudi airline company. One where another, this can echoes that 

the company management did not give enough training to its employees and 

hence the poor perception of the concept of customer journey. On the other hand, 

the data showed a high expectations from the employees of Saudi airline that 

customers are high likely to complain against all the touchpoints of a typical 

customer journey. In addition, the employees gave high importance to all 

customer journey touchpoints. From my perspective, this echoes lack of 

awareness from the employees and lack of training from the Saudi company 

management.  

Further, the data showed that the employees of Saudi airline company reckon 

that the most two important stages in the process of customer complaints 

handling systems are (i) receiving customer complaints, and (ii) responding to the 

customer complaints. In addition, the data showed that A3 thinking, the 8-

deciplines and the 5-whys are the top three frequently used and most important 

problem solving methods in the company.  

On the other hand, the data showed that the employees see that both (i) the 

implementation of the solution and (ii) the demonstration of the solution for 

preventing future reoccurrence of the problem are the most two significant steps 

in the customers’ complaints handling system. However, they give equal weights 

for the importance of the eight steps of problem solving method which is applied 

by the Saudi company.  

Finally, despite that the data showed that the employees of the Saudi airline 

company see that the application of knowledge management and knowledge 

sharing are paramount for the Saudi airline company, they believe that the Saudi 

courier does not support and implement any of the knowledge management 

applications.    
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The findings of the structured interviews showed that the current customers’ 

complaints handling system of Saudi airline company is not effective enough to 

improve the level of customer satisfaction for many reasons. First, there is an 

evidence on the lack of training for the employees of the Saudi airline courier . 

Such a lack of training will result in negative consequences on the outcome of 

complaints handling system. Second, the lack of awareness about the customer 

journey model will reduces the chances of understanding the needs of a typical 

customer of airline company. Third, the evidence that the Saudi airline 

management does not support the applications of the knowledge management 

will also increase the likelihood of the problem reoccurrence in the future which 

will deteriorate the level of customer satisfaction.  

As a result, in the next chapter I discuss the proposed A3 approach whose main 

objective is to improve the quality of outcomes of the customers’ complaints 

handling system by giving recommendations on how to improve the previously 

mentioned weak points in the Saudi airline customer complaints handling system. 
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Chapter V 

Development of a customised A3 

Thinking Approach for Airline Sector 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the possibility of providing a customised A3 Thinking 

approach for complaints handling and the proposed customer journey for the airline 

sector. The development of the A3 Thinking approach was enabled by addressing 

the limitations of the traditional problem-solving approaches (see Section 3.5). 

Section 5.2 outlines the proposed customer journey for the airline sector. Section 

5.3 discusses the definition of the customised A3 Thinking approach. Section 5.4 

illustrates the created knowledge from a customised A3 Thinking approach. In-

depth capture and sharing of knowledge are summarised in Section 5.5. Finally, the 

chapter describes the process of using the customised A3 Thinking approach in 

Section 5.6.  

5.2 Proposed Customer Journey for the Airline Sector 

A customer journey has been developed by the author, as illustrated in Figure 5-

1, to have a clear understanding of each step a traveller will go through until 

reaching the final intended destination safely.  This is to gain a definite picture of 

what expected services are offered by the airline company as well as to 

understand the potential problems that could occur that would lead to customer 

complaints.  

The customer journey is the process that outlines the phases through which 

customers pass during their flight experience. The process can be divided into 

three main stages: 

1. Pre-Journey; represents the actions taken by the customer during the 

decision-making process to book the flight ticket, which includes searching 

the company’s website to find the right price and convenient flight time, 

and eventually to book and pay for the flight. 
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2. Journey; the departure and the arrival points, considered as the main 

journey. From passenger check-in to departure via the airline, there are 

several occasions when airlines can bring various services to customers, 

and it is the provision of those services that will influence customers’ next 

reservations. 

3. Post-Journey; the customer provides feedback and possibly plans for 

his/her next trip with the same airline. 

Customer satisfaction and delight are achieved when the customer receives all 

the expected services in each of the phases without any problems, as shown in 

Figure 5-1. Contrarily, customers may encounter problems that negatively impact 

upon their journey, which leads to complaints affecting the airline’s business and 

reputation.  

Figure 5.1: Generic customer journey in a typical airline company 
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The study identified that little awareness exists about the typical customer 

complaints associated with the phases of a customer journey and the expected 

services offerings (see Section 4.2). Consequently, the author has adopted (from 

the literature review and field study) a table that illustrates all the phases of a 

customer journey, service offerings and customer complaints, as shown in Table 

5-1. Additionally, this will help to find problems (potential customer complaints) 

that must be solved and, furthermore, identify opportunities for improvement. 

Table 0-1 Touchpoints of customer journey associated with service offerings and 

typical customer complaints 

Customer journey 

Phases  Service offerings Typical complaints 

Pre-

journey 

Searching 

Promotion & Advertising 

• No clear conditions 

• Problems with websites 

• Expensive tickets 

• Not on time 

App  

Ticket Price  

Flight Schedule  

Destination  

Non-stop Flight 

Ticket 

Purchase 

Direct 

Sales 

Call Centre  

• Location of offices 

• Busy 

• Difficulties using websites 

• Refunds 

Website (Online) 

Indirect 

Sales  

Travel Agency  

 

 
Check-in 

Pre-Flight • Transfer service 

• Lounge facilities  

• Queuing – waiting time  Immigration Service 
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Journey  

Security Service 
• Number / Baggage weight 

allowance 

• Aircraft clean and modern-looking  

• Quality of catering served on the 

plane  

• Entertainment content  

• Cleanliness of the aeroplane toilets  

• Comfort of the aeroplane seats  

• Quality of air-conditioning in the 

aeroplanes   

• Staff attitude / behaviour  

• Baggage handling  

Lounge  

On-Board  

Cabin Comfort 

Catering  

Entertainment  

Wi-Fi 

Sky Sales 

Post-Flight  

Immigration Service 

Arrival Lounge 

Baggage Delivery  

Customs Service 

Transfer Service  

Post-

Journey 

Customer 

Feedback  

Suggestions  

• Unclear channels or ways to 

receive suggestions or complaints 

• Long survey  

• No occasions greeting 

Compliments  

Complaints  

Customer 

Engagement  

Survey  

Occasions Greeting  
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5.3 Knowledge Creation through the A3 Thinking Approach  

The first section in the A3 Thinking approach, known as problem-solving, is 

comprised of seven elements as follows: (1) Team, (2) Background, (3) Current 

condition, (4) Root cause analysis, (5) Proposed solutions, (6) Implementation 

plan, and (7) Prevent recurrence and Follow-up actions (see Figure 5-3). 

However, this section also inspires complaints handlers to reflect on their actions 

prior to developing the solution. The elements in the A3 Thinking approach, and 

the provision of the recommended tools, must be considered as essential in 

order to reap the benefits of the approach. These elements are now explained: 

1. Team: Involves responsible people working with the complaints handler 

and process; the A3 Thinking author, date, title, and A3 Thinking report 

reference number.  

2. Background: Facts of the problem are shown in this section, such as 

customer satisfaction. The goal of the current state of the problematic 

can also be mentioned.  

3. Current Condition: Documentation and validity of the observations are 

needed in order to understand the complaint. In addition, clarification of 

the problem description and visualization of the necessary data should be 

performed. 

4. Root Cause Analysis:  This element takes into consideration the most 

useful way through which identification or explanation of the root cause 

for the current state can be obtained visually. Also, the element can 

make a diagnosis of the problem and discover the types of customer 

complaint and the deficiencies associated with them. These activities are 

performed to discover the potential root causes and explain the reasons 

behind each cause. 

5. Proposed solutions: Explore a set of prospective solutions that directly 

challenge the root causes. This element also tends to ensure that the 

solutions manage the root cause of the complaint. 
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6. Implementation Plan: This element carries out the corrective actions by 

focusing on the basic actions and outcomes, as well as monitoring the 

potential effect and determination of the required persons, and deadlines.  

 Recommended tools include a Gantt chart that helps display actions, 

roles, outcomes and timelines. Also, graphs and tables, flowcharts, check 

sheets and control plan are required. 

7. Prevent Recurrence: This can be performed through identifying the 

results that have an effect on other processes in complaints handling. 

Figure 0-1 A3 Thinking template 

 

5.4 Knowledge Capture and Sharing through the A3 Thinking 

Approach  

The section of knowledge capture and sharing implementation follows on from 

the completion of the first section of knowledge creation in the A3 Thinking 

approach. Illustration of the final integrated action to create the useful knowledge 

captured in the knowledge articulation section is clarified in Table 5-3. Hence, this 

can be used as a complaints handling reference point in the future. The details of 
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identified questions in each section of knowledge articulation, as structured in the 

A3 Thinking approach, are explained as follows: 

A. What? – What is the knowledge? 

The complaints handler must know the type of knowledge required such that the 

lessons learned can be captured and documented. The following consideration 

must be given when the lessons learned are represented and captured: 

• Reflection in action: tacit knowledge may be unintentionally developed whilst 

solving the complaints, such as that created during brainstorming activity or 

when the complaints handler starts solving the problem within the complaints 

handling team. This activity can happen whilst attempting to solve the 

problems (complaints). 

• Reflection on action: depending on the verified solution, this activity captures 

the lessons learned and is performed after solving the problem identified in 

the complaints handling system.  

B. So What? – How can the knowledge be applied? 

When knowledge is built through learning in the complaints handling process, the 

complaints handler is required to choose the lessons learned that have been 

captured in the ‘What?’ element. This process is considered essential as a 

reference for future complaints handling. The lesson learned is then formulated 

by the A3 Thinking team as a complaints handling rule or complaints handling 

recommendation.  

The complaints handling rule is considered as a main reference and highly 

recommended when there is a need to make a decision to create complaints 

handling in the future. Meanwhile, the complaints handling recommendation is a 

general piece of advice or suggestion made by the complaints handler based on 

his/her experience. 

C. Now What? – Where is the knowledge needed? 

The complaints handlers usually tend to identify which complaints handling rules 

or complaints handling recommendations are functioning in the complaints 
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handling development. The aim of this action is to provide useful knowledge in 

the right place and for the right people. 

Creating knowledge is considered as the final aim of the A3 Thinking approach. 

It is the last action during which the complaints handler tries to create useful 

knowledge acquired through the prior actions of the problem-solving. Useful 

knowledge that has been derived from the complaints handling rules and 

complaints handling recommendations in the knowledge articulation section 

should be used as a complaints handling reference. Thus, the useful 

knowledge captured in this research is not only based on the complaints handling 

question checklist but on the complaints handling statement checklist taken 

directly from the complaints handling rules or complaints handling 

recommendations stipulated in the knowledge articulation section after having 

been reviewed by knowledge experts in service provision.  

5.5 A Customised A3 Thinking Approach for the Airline Sector  

In Chapter Three, the researcher discussed different problem-solving 

approaches and pointed out the limitations associated with the traditional ones, 

namely their inability to create, capture, and share knowledge. To these 

shortcomings may also be added: (i) lack of sharing the causes of and solutions 

to problems; and (ii) waste of resources resulting from the recurrence of 

problems, which requires companies to repeat the whole process more 

frequently. Such inefficiencies might also promote a significant deterioration in 

customer satisfaction resulting from the recurrence of problems, and/or 

delays/ignoring the response to customer complaints. 

Figure 5-4 illustrates the proposed A3 Thinking approach to handle customer 

complaints in the airline sector. The approach covers the full process from 

problem identification and suggests a solution to convert the solved problem into 

articulated knowledge. The approach also provides recommendations where the 

captured useful knowledge can be applied during the customer journey in order 

to support decision-taking and prevent the recurrence of problems. Two important 

functions of the knowledge are recognised in the A3 Thinking approach. Firstly, 

there is the capturing, creating, and sharing of useful knowledge (see stage 3 in 
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the case study); and secondly, there is the ability for the knowledge to be used 

as a complaints handling reference point. The complaints handling personnel can 

use the knowledge as a complaints handling reference point in two situations: 

• Problem prevention: helping the complaints handlers to avoid the 

problems likely to occur in service provision through consideration of the 

customer journey (see Table 5-1 Touchpoints of customer journey, 

service offerings, and typical customer complaints). 

• Problem solving: helping the complaints handlers to identify and suggest 

the solutions necessary for addressing problems. This can be 

accomplished through the root cause analysis (see stage 3.4 in the case 

study). 

The development of the A3 thinking approach in the 

Saudi Airline industry 

Supported by the findings in chapter four, this section provides a proposed A3 

thinking approach which is expected to improve the quality of the customers 

complaints handling system in the Saudi airline industry. As shown in the 

findings, the company needs to reconsider the following weak points in the 

existing system of the customer complaints handling system: 

➢ Training for Human Resources. 

➢ The articulation of the concept of customer journey to identify the different 

touchpoints of a typical customer of airline company. 

➢ The applications of knowledge management and knowledge sharing.  

The proposed A3 thinking approach is comprised from five main stages as 

shown in figure 5.3 below. As discussed in the literature review chapter, there is 

no consensus on one system and/or method that has endless power in problem 

solving or handling customer complaints. I also concluded in the literature review 

chapter that the fact that companies are different in terms of operational structure 

and/or culture, so, there is no one system that fits all types of companies. As a 

result, this customised A3 thinking approach was developed after the evaluation 

of the current situation of the quality/effectiveness of the existing system of 
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handling customers’ complaints. Below is a demonstration for the five steps of 

the proposed A3 thinking approach.  

Stage1: The preparation of the airline company for the A3 thinking 

approach 

Given the lack of the culture of problem solving in general, and customer journey 

in particular, it was important to provide the necessary training for the company 

human resources in order to assure the delivery of the desired outcomes of the 

proposed A3 thinking approach. However, before providing the training, it is 

essential to obtain an endorsement from the company top management on the 

application of the A3 thinking approach. The endorsement from the top 

management provides a written commitment from the management that they are 

happy to spend some resources on the new system of handling customer 

complaints.  

Stage 2: Identifying and understanding customers’ problems by using the 

concept of customer journey 

The success of this stage is contingent on the success of the training received 

by the human resources who are responsible for working on the system of 

handling customers’ complaints. After the delivery of sufficient training for the 

team of the complaints handling system, the team will be more efficient in 

identifying the problems according to the touchpoints of a typical airline customer 

journey.  

Stage 3: Fill in the A3 thinking approach 

In this stage, the team responsible for of the complaints handling system will fill 

the template of A3 LAMDA which includes five main sections : Look, Ask, Model, 

Discuss and Act as shown in the figure 5.3. The success of this stage depends 

on the precise identification of the problems and their corresponding roots 

because the proposed solutions are based on the identified roots of the problem. 

Any mistake in the process of identifying the root causes of customer problems 

will result in implementing the wrong solution which might end up with a poorer 

level of customer satisfaction.. The final step in the third stage is to articulate the 



 

100 

knowledge created from solving the problems which are identified according to 

the customer journey. The objective of this step is to make sure that the team 

has successfully absorbed the knowledge they created from solving the 

identified problems by asking three consecutive questions (i) what? (ii) so what?, 

and (iii) now what?  

Stage 4: Circulating the A3 thinking template 

The objective of this stage is to ensure that the A3 Thinking report is finalised 

when submitting to the A3 team for distribution. In addition, to gain knowledge 

from the customised A3 Thinking approach and shared within the company by: 

a) Distributing the A3 Thinking report through emails and meetings 

whether as a soft copy or hard copy.  

b) Keeping the A3 Thinking report updated through the addition of 

feedback and opinions provided by the A3 Thinking team. 

Furthermore, the knowledge created is efficiently distribute to the right persons in 

their rightful positions and at the right time. Copies of the report should be 

distributed to departments and teams, and done so by all means possible: e-mail, 

social media, Ethernet, and in brochures. 

Stage 5: Application and sharing of created knowledge  

The two stages are interrelated. Their main objective is utilise the knowledge 

that has been created in step three to the maximum by circulating the template 

of the successfully solved problems to all company departments. By doing so, 

we make sure that the return on the solved problem in one department will 

increase as other departments can benefit from the successful solutions. Such 

a tacit knowledge is considered a company asset (intangible asset) which is 

expected to have a positive impact on the company performance throughout the 

following channels: 

• Improving customer satisfaction level by reducing the likelihood of raising 

more complaints in the future.  
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• Improving the company reputation as a result of the improved customer 

satisfaction and improved operations. 
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Figure 0-1 Proposed A3 Thinking approach for the airline sector 
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The implementation process of the proposed A3 

thinking approach 

In this section, I provide a detailed prescription for the implementation of the A3 

thinking approach. The prescription includes three main points (i) the objective of 

each step, (ii) the procedures for a successful implementation, and (iii) the 

potential output(s). By doing so, you give a full picture for the top management 

as well as for the team of the problem solving and customers’ complaints handling 

about the new approach.  

Stage 1: Preparing the Airline Organisation for the A3 Thinking Approach 

➢ Objective: To build a good understanding and awareness among 

employees about the A3 Thinking approach. In addition, to develop 

adequate training sessions and teaching materials required for the 

development and improvement of skills during the implementation of 

the approach. This results in raising efficiency and enabling employees 

to experience the process of complaints handling and solving the 

problems successfully. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Endorse A3 Thinking initiative by the top management. 

b) Assign the job to a person or hire a new person with relevant 

background and skills. 

c) Deliver training sessions as follows: 

I. Train the trainers in order to build a team of people who are expert 

in the customised A3 Thinking approach. 

II. Provide training to all employees who are or will be involved in 

complaints handling. This should be compulsory training for 

customer-facing employees.  

III. Provide awareness training to the top management. 

1.1

ENDORSE

1.2 
IDENTIFY

1.3 
DELIVER
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➢ Output: Well-prepared organisation, well-trained employees with high 

skills, A3 Thinking experienced(s), training materials and standardised 

A3 Thinking approach. 

Stage 2: Identify and understand Problems through the Customer Journey  

➢ Objectives:  

Quick identification and understanding of where the complaint in the 

customer journey is located; consequently the company can 

accelerate improvement of the services (see Proposed Customer 

Journey, Section 5.2). 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Follow the customer journey to guarantee that the complaints have 

been identified accurately.  

b) Identify the location of complaints in the customer journey. 

c) Classify the important and relevant information about the identif ied 

complaints. 

➢ Output: 

• The customer complaints data are documented in detail. 

• In-depth understanding of the identified complaint is manifested. 

➢ Template: Complaint Identification Template, see Figure 5-4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 
FOLLOW

2.2 
RECOGNISE

2.3 
DOCUMENT
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Figure 0-1 Complaint identification template 

 

Stage 3: Fill-in the A3 Thinking Template 

➢ Objective: To go through a process of complaints handling by using the 

A3 Thinking approach. 

 

➢  The complaints handler begins to fill-in the A3 Thinking approach as 

follows: 

Stage 3.1: Team 

➢ Objective: To assign a person (A3 Thinking Author) and a team to 

handle the specific customer complaint and to follow the A3 Thinking 

approach to solve the problem and generate the A3 Thinking report. 

➢ Process: Assign (A3 Thinking Author) who has responsibility for 

constituting the team to solve customer complaints through the A3 

Thinking approach. 

➢ Output: A3 Thinking Team. 
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Stage 3.2: Background  

➢ Objective: To understand and document the important information from 

the customer complaints. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Write the statement of complaints. 

b) Display information visibly (tables, charts). 

➢ Output: Complaints background definition.  

Stage 3.3: Current Condition 

➢ Objective: Describe the customer complaints by simplifying the 

representation of the problem by visualising the information (e.g. drawings, 

diagrams) and highlighting those issues that may also be presented 

numerically. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Illustrate the current condition of the complaint. 

b) Describe the impact of the complaint. 

➢ Output: Description of current condition at the time of complaint. 

Stage 3.4: Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 

➢ Objective: To examine the root causes of the identified complaints.  

➢ Process: 

 

a) Analyse the complaints with RCA. 

b) Use the convenient methods to identify the root cause of complaints 

(e.g.: fishbone diagram). 

3.2.1      
WRITE

3.2.2 
DISPLAY

3.3.1 
ILLUSTRATE

3.3.2   
DESCRIBE

3.4.1 
ANALYSE

3.4.2     
USE

3.4.3 
OUTLINE
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c) Outline the findings visually. 

➢ Output: Complaint causes are identified.   

Stage 3.5: Proposed Solution 

➢ Objective: To develop an effective solution for the root cause of the 

complaint. 

➢ Process:  

 

a) Create a proposed solution. 

b) Address the root cause of the customer complaint. 

➢ Output: Potential complaint solution that addresses the current condition 

in stage 3.3. 

Stage 3.6: Implementation Plan 

➢ Objective: To provide a plan that outlines the various phases that must 

be followed to fully implement the proposed solution. 

➢ Process: Define a plan of the application by using project plan, Gantt chart 

or timeline.  

➢ Output: Detailed Gantt chart of implementation plan.  

Stage 3.7: Prevent Recurrence and Follow-up Action 

➢ Objective: To address customer complaints and sustain improvements 

while avoiding recurrence of the complaints. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Document the findings. 

b) Make sure to prevent the same complaint. 

3.5.1     
CREATE

3.5.2  
ADDRESS

3.7.1 
DOCUMENT

3.7.2   
MAKE SURE



 

108 

➢ Output:  Solutions to the problem and maintain continuous improvements 

to prevent recurrence of the problem in the future. 

➢ Template: Follow Up Template, see Figure 5-5. 

 

Figure 0-2 Follow up template 

Follow Up Template 
Name: 
Date: 
Title: 
Complaints Before Resolution After Resolution 

No clear conditions   
Problems with websites 
 

  

Expensive tickets   

Lounge facilities  
 

  

Queuing – waiting time   

Number/Baggage weight 
allowance 

  

Baggage handling/lost   
Entertainment content    

Cleanliness of the aeroplane 
toilets 

  

Comfort of the aeroplane 
seats 

  

Catering    

Staff attitude/behaviour   
Other   

Signature: 
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Stage 3.8: Knowledge Articulation – What is the knowledge? 

➢ Objective: Capturing and creating knowledge and experience through 

the complaint solving activities. 

➢ Process: Capturing the lessons learned.  

➢ Output: The result is a reference point of the lessons learned. 

➢ Template: Lesson learned template, see Figure 5-6.  

Figure 0-3 Lesson Learned Template 

Lesson Learned Template 

 

Name: 

Date: 

A3 Thinking Report Title: 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           Signature: 

Stage 3.9: Knowledge Articulation – So What? 

➢ Objective: To regulate the knowledge in an efficient way and provide 

them in the form of a complaints handling rule or recommendation, 

making it useful for future application and sharing in other projects. 
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➢ Process: 

 

a) Identify the knowledge which is necessary to positively affect the 

company, process and people. 

b) Standardise the knowledge by creating a complaints handling rule 

or recommendation to enable applications in the future. 

c) Classify the useful knowledge related to complaints handling 

problems. 

➢ Output: Complaints handling rules or recommendations are revealed in 

order for use with specific complaints handling issues. 

Stage 3.10: Knowledge Articulation – Now What? 

➢ Objective: To distribute the useful knowledge and share it among the 

right people who can apply it at the right time. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Determine starting points. 

b) Make the process, functions or activities well known and familiar 

while practicing.  

➢ Output: Standardisation of knowledge is revealed. 

Stage 4: Circulate the A3 Thinking Report 

➢ Objective: To ensure that the A3 Thinking report is finalised when 

submitting to the A3 team for distribution. 

 

 

3.10.1 
IDENTIFY 

KNOWLEDGE

3.10.2 
STANDARDISE

KNOWLEDGE 

3.10.3 
CLASSIFY 

KNOWLEDGE

3.11.1 
DETERMINE

3.11.2

MAKE PROCESS
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➢ Process: 

 

a) Distribute the A3 Thinking report through emails and meetings 

whether as a soft copy or hard copy.  

b) Keep the A3 Thinking report updated through the addition of feedback 

and opinions provided by the A3 Thinking team. 

➢ Output: The A3 Thinking report to be verified within the A3 Thinking 

team. 

Stage 5: Application and Sharing of Created Knowledge 

➢ Objective: To ensure that useful knowledge is being provided and can 

be shared in an efficient way in order to enrich the knowledge 

environment, giving support to decision-makers when adopting future 

projects. 

➢ Process: 

 

a) Enhance the knowledge environment by the provision of the A3 

Thinking approach (e.g., café or informal meeting). 

b) Collect the complaints handling rules and recommendations to be 

retained together as a complaints handling reference point.  

c) Provide the complaints report with useful knowledge as needed and 

distribute it. 

d) Expert people are held responsible for verification of the knowledge. 

e) Top management is held responsible for ensuring that the 

complaints handling process is effectively shared and applied. 

4.1 

DISTRIBUTE

4.2        

UPDATE

5.1 
ENHANCE

5.2 
COLLECT

5.3 
PROVIDE

5.4 
VERIFY

5.5 

SHARE

PROCESS
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➢ Output: The proposed A3 Thinking approach now is likely to be a 

complaints handling reference point of useful knowledge, which was 

developed using five stages of detailed processes, and which has been 

clearly described as a result of creating and capturing valuable 

knowledge in order to facilitate decision-making in the airline sector. 

5.6 Conclusion   

This chapter main objective was to discuss the proposal of the A3 thinking approach 

as a solution for the failure of the existing system of handling customers’ complaints 

at the Saudi airline. As evident in chapter four, the results of the interviews with the 

employees of the Saudi airline company revealed that there are some issues with 

the current system. The issues were summarized in three main areas including (i) 

lack of training for the team responsible for the handling customers’ complaints, this 

lack of training, as shown in the discussion, is the product of the poor culture of the 

company management towards the matter of customer complains. (ii) lack of 

understanding and therefore poor implementation for the concept of customer 

journey as a platform for better identification of the needs of a typical airline 

customer at different touchpoints during his/her journey. (iii) poor applications of 

knowledge management and knowledge sharing which causes a significant loss in 

terms of time, resources and the intangible assets (the tacit knowledge generated 

from solving previous problems at different departments).  

As a result, in this chapter, I propose a customised A3 thinking approach in an 

attempt to get rid of the flaws in the existing system of handling customer complaints 

at the Saudi airline company. This A3 thinking approach consists of five main steps. 

The five steps include: (i) preparing the management of the airline company for the 

culture of problem solving, (ii) teaching the team of handling customer complaints 

the concept of customer journey which will help them understand and predict the 

needs of a typical airline customer at different touchpoints, (iii) Putting the A3 

thinking approach into action by asking the team responsible for handling customer 

complaints to fill the A3 template. The A3 template was designed in a way that 

allows the team for using the customer journey to identify the problems and the 

causes of the identified problems of the dissatisfied customers. It also helps the 
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team propose solutions for the problems identified by tackling the causes of the 

problems but not the symptoms. Before we move to the fourth step, the implantation 

of the A3 template requires the team responsible for handling customer complaints 

to assure that the causes of the problems have been addressed and the likelihood 

of the reoccurrence of the customer complaints are minimised. Step (IV) time now 

comes to increase the return on the investment made on the customer complaints 

handling systems. In this stage, the A3 template should be circulated on all 

departments after we assured its efficiency in identifying and tackling problems and 

customer complaints. Finally,  stage (V), in this stage the company share the tacit 

knowledge created from stages 3 and 4 with all the company departments. By doing 

so, the company can save a lot of time and resources by applying the 

recommendations generated from stages 3 and 4 at all departments without the 

need of going through the entire process from scratch if the other departments 

encounter any issue with customers.  

In the next chapter (chapter six), I validate the A3 thinking approach by interviewing 

(consulting) experts in the airline industry. The experts who I had met and consulted 

have significant experience in the airline industry. As a result, they are eligible for 

providing such a ‘valuable’ and ‘plausible’ evaluation for the proposed A3 template 

of this research. As mentioned in the methodology chapter, the reasons behind 

choosing ‘asking the expert’ as a validation method for my proposed approach are 

coming from two main standing points: (i) the cost-benefit approach, and (ii) the 

inapplicability of testing my approach in real life at a sample of companies to see 

the impact of the application of my approach on the magnitude of customer 

complaints as a proxy for customer satisfaction.  This validation method was 

articulated and implemented in previous research (see for example, Saad et al., 

2013). 
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Chapter VI 

Validation of the A3 thinking approach 

6.1 Introduction 

In Chapter Five, using the customer journey as a platform, the researcher explained 

the development of a customised A3 Thinking approach for problem-solving in the 

airline sector (see Section 5.5). The proposed approach is based on a process that 

consists of five different stages. Breaking down the customer journey into touchpoints 

provides in-depth understanding of the place and root causes of the complaint, which 

contributes to better analysis and solution of a problem (see Section 5.2). The 

researcher conducted case studies at one of the international airlines in Saudi Arabia 

(Saudi Airlines), specifically in the complaints handling department of the Guest 

Relations Unit. Case studies and expert judgement evaluations were implemented in 

order to validate the customised A3 Thinking approach of problem-solving.  

Before we can rely on the proposed customised A3 thinking approach which I 

explained in chapter five,  one has to validate the approach. The validation process 

includes two dimensions; (i) the theoretical validation, and (ii) the practical 

(professional) validation. The theoretical validation has been conducted already 

throughout the thesis, specifically, in the literature review chapter and the methodology 

chapter. The theoretical validation included the criticism of the existing problem solving 

systems together with the criticism of the customer complaints handling systems. By 

doing so, I showed the drawbacks of the existing systems (methods), and from there 

I proposed the customised A3 thinking approach. The proposed thinking approach has 

been developed in a way that addresses the flaws of the existing methods (for more 

details, see sections (2.4 and 2.5 in the literature review chapter & Notes on the 

validation of the A3 thinking approach in the methodology chapter). The theoretical 

validation has been, also, tested by collected simulated data about a customer who 

has submitted a complaint stating that his/her luggage was lost. The A3 customised 

template was used to solve this problem and the discussion is provided in section 6.2 

of this chapter.  

The second dimension is the to consult an expert in the airline industry. As I explained 

in the methodology chapter, reasons related to (i) the inapplicability of testing the A3 
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approach in real organisations for a sufficient time and (ii) cost-benefit approach, the 

expert consultation was an acceptable compromise for validating the A3 thinking 

approach. The expert validation is discussed in section 6.3 in this chapter.  

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. Section 6.2 discusses the case 

studies, and Section 6.3 describes the expert judgment to validate the customised A3 

Thinking approach. Finally, section 6.4 concludes.  

6.2 Case Studies  

In this section, two case studies that were performed as a means of validating the 

approach proposed for handling customer complaints are discussed. In conducting 

these case studies, the customised A3 Thinking approach used the data collected 

during the field study and from the interviews. Due to the fact that most of the data are 

confidential and must remain so, the data presented in this chapter have been 

simulated. The two case studies are described in the following sub-sections. 

6.2.1 Case Study 1: Solving Actual Customer Complaints 

The aim of this case study is to resolve a real customer complaint. Therefore, it utilises 

the process of the customised A3 Thinking approach proposed in Section 5.6. The 

study focused on one example of a customer’s complaint. The customer had an issue 

with luggage, as shown in Table 6.1. 

Table 0-1 Customer complaint 

CASE STUDY 1 

"I did not get my luggage" 

Sher Afzal Khan (Pakistan) 11th January 2018 

✅ Trip Verified | Jeddah to Peshawar via Riyadh. I came from Jeddah on January 

5, 2018 via Riyadh to Peshawar. At the airport of Peshawar, I did not get my luggage. 

I wrote a complaint, the authorised person told me that I will receive it within two 

days. It is now 10th January. Today I came to the airport, the same situation. The 

most strange thing is they told me that they had received the remaining bags on 27 

December flight and my flight was on 5th January. Also, they had no idea when they 

http://www.airlinequality.com/verified-reviews/
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will receive. I came for two weeks to Pakistan, so this made my vacation one of the 

most stressful. 

This case study was performed in accordance with the customised A3 Thinking 

approach, as explained in Section 5.5. In addition, consideration was given to the 

phases of the customer journey, as explained in section 5.2, in order to facilitate the 

effective handling of the customer complaint. The following stages were carried out for 

this case study: 

Stage 1: Preparing the Guest Relations of Saudi Airlines for the A3 Thinking 

Approach 

It was ensured that the employees were well informed of the process of using the 

customised A3 Thinking approach. The employees involved were a group of 

individuals representing the different departments that are directly and indirectly 

involved in customer complaints of one person from Guest Relations. This individual 

or the group of people comprise the A3 Thinking problem-solving team. 

Stage 2: Identify and understand the Problems through the Customer Journey: 

To ensure that the issue has been managed accurately through the customer journey, 

as proposed in Section 5.2, the author has marked on the customer journey to indicate 

where the customer complaint arose, see Figures 6-1 and 6-2.  
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Figure 0-1 Complaint identification template 
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Figure 0-2 Customer experience 

Stage 3: Fill-in the A3 Thinking Template: 

Stage 3.1: Team 

➢ People from Guest Relations have been assigned as A3 Thinking team 

members to solve the complaint and generate the A3 Thinking report. 

Stage 3.2: Background  

➢ Saudi Airlines has recently been saddled with complaints from different 

customers regarding lost luggage and customer dissatisfaction. 

Stage 3.3: Current Condition 

A rise in the amount of mishandled luggage means increased customer dissatisfaction 

and more complaints. Figure 6-2 shows the proportion of customer satisfaction in the 

key stages of a customer journey. It is obvious from the figure that the lowest customer 

satisfaction is in Post Flight (2.9 out of 5).  
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Figure 0-3 Customer satisfaction 

Stage 3.4: Root Cause Analysis (RCA): 

The identified complaints have been analysed through fishbone diagram, see Figure 

6-4.
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Figure 0-4 Root Cause Analysis 
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Stage 3.5: Proposed Solution: 

Table 6-2 illustrates the potential complaint solution that addresses the current 

condition. 

Table 0-2 Potential complaint solution 

Counter-

measures  

Expected impact on 

target 

Types of solution 

Contemp Perm 

- On-time luggage 

delivery 

-Increasing the 

check-in 

counters and 

minimise the staff 

error 

-Training 

employees 

• Increase the awareness 

of the importance of 
baggage handling and 
customer satisfaction. 

• Understand the 

customer journey. 

• Training for the check-in 
counter employees. 

 

✔ 

Building effective 

communication 

channels: 

a- Between 
customers and 
the company 
(i.e. social 

media) 
b- Across 

company 
managerial 

structure and 
between 
different 
departments 

(i.e. strong 
networks and 
social media) 

• Reduces the severity of 
the mishandled luggage 

Problem. 

• Increase the efficiency 
of processing the 
customer complaint 

handling. 

• Contribution to the 
employees’ awareness 
of the critical causes for 

these problems. 

 

✔ 
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Link 

management’s 

compensation 

plans (i.e. stock 

options) with 

long-term target 

rather than short-

term 

• Motivate managers to 
allocate more resources 
to training, invest in 
learning cycles and pay 

more attention to the 
customer satisfaction 
level by promptly and 
equally responding to all 

customer complaints. 

• Incentivise managers to 
spend more resources 
on long-term value 

creation activities (e.g. 
knowledge 
management and 
learning cycles). 

 

✔ 

Regularly 

measuring 

customer 

satisfaction (i.e. 

online survey) 

• Keep tracking the 
improvement of the 
complaints handling 

process for continuous 
improvement plans. 

 

✔ 

Stage 3.6 Implementation Plan: 

Table 0-3 shows a plan that outlines the various phases that should be followed to 

implement the proposed solution. 

Table 0-3 Implementation phases for proposed solution 

No. Tasks  Actions to implement 

proposed solutions 

Responsibility  

1 Train employees 

• Provide training sessions 
to employees in different 
managerial levels 

Complaints handling 

team  

2 

Implement 

effective 
problem-solving 
approach  

• Invest in hardware and 
software solutions 

IT department  
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3 

Evaluate 
efficiency of 

communication 
channels 

• Undertake periodic 
evaluation of the 
effectiveness of the 
communication channels 

including the customer 
journey 

IT department  

4 
Measure 
customer 
satisfaction level 

• Online survey 

• Over the phone survey 

• Paper survey 

Complaints handling 

team  

5 

Link 

management 
compensation 
with 

performance 

• Switch from direct 
compensation 

(salary/bonus) to stock 
options.  

Management Board 

 

Stage 3.7 Prevent Recurrence and Follow-up Action: 

Table 6-4 illustrates the solutions arrived at in order to maintain continuous 

improvements to prevent the recurrence of problems in the future. 

Table 0-4 Solutions to maintain continuous improvements 

Prevent Recurrence and Follow Up Template 

Name: A3 Thinking Team 

Date: 11/01/2019 

Title: Mishandled Luggage Problem 

Complaints Before Resolve After Resolve 

"I did not get my luggage" Complaint is caused by f light 

delay and short connecting 

time. 

- Customers should be 

informed beforehand of  

any f light delays. 

- Strict adherence to flight 

schedule. 

- Increase the time of  

connecting flight. 

- Re-training of  staf fs in 

baggage handling. 

Signature: 
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6.2.2 Case Study 2: Knowledge Articulation 

As a result of the first case study described in the previous section, knowledge was 

created. To ensure that the knowledge created is efficiently captured, the second case 

study was performed as a means of articulating the knowledge through three stages, 

namely: what is the knowledge? so what? and now what? Its goal is to prove that the 

knowledge from the customised A3 Thinking approach is well captured and, hence, 

will be of great use in the provision of solutions to future complaints and simultaneously 

prevent recurrences. The stages in the second case study are described as follows: 

Stage 1: What is the knowledge? 

Table 6.5 shows the lessons learned. 

Table 0-5 Lessons learned template 

Lessons Learned Template 

Name: A3 Thinking Team 

Date: 11/01/2019 

A3 Thinking Report Title: Mishandled Luggage Problem 

Description: 

• Need to pay more attention to the baggage handling. 

• Careful consideration of  the ef fect of mishandled luggage problem that negatively 

af fects customer satisfaction. 

• Bringing alignment of  interest between the top management and complaints 

handling department is one of key requirements to incentivise the top management 

to invest more resources in customer complaints. This will increase the customer 

satisfaction level and consequently improve customer loyalty and market share.  

• Need to have a clear understanding of  each step of  the customer journey that 

customers go through during their f light experience. 

• Always have open, active and ef fective communication channels with customers in 

order to solve problems and increase the level of  satisfaction.  

• Continuous training of  employees improves the ef fectiveness of  the customer 

complaints handling, which ref lects a good reputation. 

Signature: 
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Stage 2: So What? 

Tables 6-6 and 6-7 illustrate the recommendations in respect of the complaints 

handling and the opportunities for improvement. 

Table 0-6 Recommendations to manage complaints 

Recommendation (Rec) 

Issues 

System Environmental 
Policies / 

procedures 

Staf f / 

people 

 REC1 

GR Dep Apply the customised 

A3 Thinking  

Approach process 
 

 

✔ 

✔ ✔ ✔ 

 REC2 

Communication 

channels 

Apply the  

Customer journey 

 

✔ ✔ ✔  

✔ 

 REC3 

Complaints 

handling team 

Training 

programmes for  

The A3 Thinking 
 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
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Table 0-7 Opportunities for improvement 

Opportunities for improvement 

• Improved operational efficiency.  

• Enhanced baggage handling system.  

• Enhanced tracking baggage accuracy.  

• Reduced baggage delays.  

• Improved baggage handling throughput.  

• Expanded Saudi Airlines’ brand position and reputation. 

• Increased customer satisfaction through problem solving 

Stage 3: Now What? 

Table 6-8 shows the useful knowledge to be shared among the right people who can 

apply it at the right time. 

Table 0-8 Sharing of knowledge gained 

Issues Statement  

Environment 

• Motivate top managers to pay more attention to 
the customer satisfaction level by promptly and 
equally responding to all customer complaints. 

• Link management compensation plans with 

actual performance and with the customer 
satisfaction. 

System 

• Using an A3 Thinking approach for problem-
solving. 

• Applying a customer journey.  

• Applying a learning cycle for continuous 
improvement. 

Staff/people • Provide training programmes 

Rules/Policies/Procedures 
• Incentivise employees with target-based 

incentive plans. 
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Stage 4: Circulate the A3 Thinking Report 

The knowledge has been gained from the customised A3 Thinking approach and 

shared within the company. Furthermore, the knowledge created is efficiently 

distributed to the right persons in their rightful positions and at the right time. Copies 

of the report should be distributed to departments and teams, and done so by all 

means possible: e-mail, social media, Ethernet, and in brochures. 

Stage 5: Application and Sharing of Created Knowledge 

The useful knowledge was provided and then shared in order to enrich and enhance 

the knowledge environment. In addition, the visualisation of appropriate data has been 

structured to identify and resolve the customer complaint. Complaints handling rules 

and recommendations have been provided for retention as a reference point and to 

give support to decision-makers. Finally, the top management is held responsible for 

ensuring that the complaints handling process is effectively shared and applied. 

The completed A3 Thinking Report is shown in Figure 6-5. 
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Figure 0-5 Completed A3 Thinking report
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6.3 Expert Judgement  

In attempting to validate the customised A3 Thinking approach, an evaluation 

based on expert judgment was undertaken. The approach was presented to five 

experts in the airline sector, and these individuals exercised their judgment to 

assess the usability, usefulness, and applicability of the approach. The experts 

were selected according to their accessibility and expertise, and came from 

professional and practitioner backgrounds, including consultants and senior 

management, with over twenty five (25) years’ experience of working in the airline 

sector. 

The proposed customer journey and the customised A3 Thinking approach, as 

defined in Chapter Five, were extensively explained to the experts who, in turn, 

found the approach and the customer journey to be simple and easy to follow. 

The experts also expressed the opinion that the approach is a direct one and a 

good example of what should be encouraged as good practice in the airline 

sector.  

The discussion with the experts covered the five main steps of the proposed A3 

thinking approach. The results of the discussion is summarized below: 

- They emphasized on the importance of that the management has to 

acknowledge that there is a problem in the existing complaints handling 

system. This acknowledgement is translated into the management pledge 

and endorsement of adopting the new culture of improving customer 

satisfaction throughout the improved customer complaints handling 

systems.  

- They also emphasized on the significance of providing a sufficient training 

for the team who will be in charge of handling the customer complaints. 

The training should cover: 

➢ Behavior  

➢ Commitment and motivation (incentive).  
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What the experts meant here is that the team of the customer complaints handling 

should be well-trained to the extent that they should mitigate customer anger level 

by showing good consideration to his/her complaint. By showing good listening 

to the complaint, the company could mitigate up to 50% of the magnitude of the 

problem. 

On the other hand, the commitment of the customer complaints handling team 

reflects the fact that the team should show a professional due care towards the 

customers complaints given the high impact that the unsatisfied customers have 

on the company sustainability. The experts also proposed that the company 

should provide good incentive plans for the complaints handling team so they 

exert the maximum they can to increase their bonus throughout increasing the 

customer satisfaction throughout the reduced reported number of complaints.  

- The experts also emphasized the importance of the concept of the 

customer journey. They said that the customer journey model makes it 

easy for the complaints handling team to understand the needs of a typical 

airline customer. They resemble the customer journey model with the road 

map that can be used to see the potential bottlenecks (obstacles) that can 

lead to customer dissatisfaction.  

- The experts had positive impression regarding the A3 template which the 

complaints handling team have to fill. However, they raised the point that 

the team should meet more frequently, especially in the stage where they 

have to analyse the situation to identify the root causes of the complaints. 

They proposed brainstorming as one effective method for finding the root 

causes together with the scientific methods which airline companies 

usually used such as the 5-whys, and the 8-disciplines.  

- The experts also emphasized on the significance of having enough data 

on the problem under investigation before the team of complaints handling 

decide on the real root causes of the problem. In other words, the experts 

recommended that the team of complaints handling take enough time and 

not to rush before they say their verdict on the root causes of the problems. 
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They said that the cost of rushing the outcomes at this stage might have 

negative consequences on the company performance.  

- The experts also raised the point of having enough brainstorming on the 

recommendation of the solutions for the customer complaints.  

- The experts also emphasized the importance of undertaking enough tests 

on the solutions proposed by the complaints handling team before they 

are authorized and generalized to the rest of the company departments. 

They argued that any mistake in this stage will cost the company a high 

price because the cost of reversing the impact of the mistake will be very 

high.  

- Finally, the experts highlighted the importance and the benefit that the 

company can get from capturing the knowledge obtained from the problem 

solving in stage 2 and 3 and sharing it with the rest of the company 

departments. This is a great benefit which increases the return on the 

company investment on the customer complaints handling systems.  

In addition, the experts stated that it was important to invest in complaints 

handling to maintain the loyalty of customers, and felt that this approach would 

help to solve customer complaints and eventually lead to customer satisfaction 

and loyalty. The experts also found the most important factor in the approach to 

be its ability to capture and provide useful knowledge created from the act of 

problem-solving. However, one of the experts had a different opinion about 

applying the approach to the sector, believing it to be good but appearing to be 

too academic, and thus in need of some additional attention to make it more 

suitable for the airline sector. He also believed there was a potential risk in 

applying a new complaints handling process that would need to be identified and 

mitigated in order to be really effective in a real-life environment. 
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6.4 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I validated the A3 thinking approach which I proposed in chapter 

five. The A3 thinking approach is the product of understanding the current 

situation in the airline industry in Saudi Arabia and addressing the flaws and 

drawbacks of the existing customers complaints handling system. For the 

validation of the A3 thinking approach, I used two methods, namely (i) case study 

based on simulated data, and (ii) an expert judgement on the effectiveness and 

applicability of my A3 approach of thinking.  

The results from the case study showed that the A3 thinking approach which I 

proposed has the strength needed to identify the problem raised by customers, 

identify the root causes and suggest effective solutions to assure that the problem 

will not reoccur in the future. The case study showed that the steps proposed are 

easy to implement given the fact that it is only one simple A3 page template that 

the complaints handling team has to fill. Subsequently, the knowledge that has 

been created from stage 2 and 3 can be shared with the rest of the company 

departments so we increase the return the investment of the company on the 

complaints handling systems.  

On the other hand, the interview with the airline industry experts showed that the 

A3 thinking approach is applicable and efficient in handling customer complaints 

but in certain conditions. In other words, the experts argue that the success of 

the proposed A3 thinking approach is contingent on some conditions including, 

to name but few, (i) the company management has to be serious and has to show 

good commitment towards investing on the new complaints handling systems. (ii) 

the culture of the company towards customers complaints and customer 

satisfaction has to change. (ii) the complaints handling team has not to rush 

before they decide on the root causes of the problems raised by customers given 

the sensitivity of this stage in the process of customer complaints handling. (iv) 

The team of complaints handling has to take their time to test the applicability and 

the efficiency of the solutions they propose for handling the customer complaints 

before they share them with other departments.  
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Chapter VII 

Discussion, Conclusion, limitations and 

Future Research 

7.1 Discussion  

In the business world, the appreciation of the need to understand customer 

experience has been on the rise in recent decades, and it continues to attract the 

interest of many companies at all levels (Homburg et al., 2017). Certainly, there 

are obstacles to fully appreciating the customer experiences, and the existing 

literature has highlighted these, but has done so without clearly dealing with the 

issues presented, or providing a definite formal problem-solving approach. 

Responding to this shortcoming, this study has developed a customised A3 

Thinking approach as a major milestone in the resolution and mitigation of issues 

causing problems, and therefore, customer complaints in the airline sector. It is 

important to note that the implications of the A3 Thinking approach are not solely 

concerned with theory. Rather, the literature explored and the field study 

conducted in this research will have important implications for practice that can 

benefit many airline companies. 

It can be observed that customer satisfaction comes at the top of the hierarchy of 

the drivers for investing in managing customer complaints. This finding is in line 

with the study of Metwally (2013) who argued that complaints handling has an 

impact on customer satisfaction, a company’s image and reputation, as well as 

on customer loyalty. 

The field study revealed that the formal approach to solving customer complaints 

is ineffective due to the fact there is a lack of documentation being made 

available, thereby minimising the opportunities to capture and share knowledge. 

This information highlighted the failures in the current process and promoted the 

need for a customised A3 Thinking approach, which can contribute towards 
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remedying such shortfalls. In addition, the obstacle of poor circulation of 

information/knowledge is addressed by the proposed A3 Thinking approach since 

this consists of guiding components that ensure knowledge circulation, thereby 

ensuring knowledge creation from the problems that may occur. Hence, there is 

the huge potential brought by the approach for increasing the chances of 

customer satisfaction. In their research on customer satisfaction in the airline 

industry, Khan and Khan (2014) found that due to competitiveness, customer 

satisfaction has become a priority asset alongside that of enhanced service 

quality. Furthermore, according to Davidow (2003), the capture of customer 

complaints and the process of dealing with such complaints are essential in order 

to achieve customer satisfaction and customer retention.  

A recent report by KPMG (2017) has revealed that airlines generally, are 

struggling to keep pace with the increase in customer expectations. This 

increases the importance of understanding customer satisfaction, and of using 

this appreciation to design an effective strategy to meet such expectations and to 

respond effectively to complaints. Therefore, involving customers in the design of 

a process for complaints handling through the customer journey can positively 

contribute to the success of dealing with such complaints. The current situation 

mainly follows the top-to-bottom style, where decisions are made at the senior 

managers’ level, without taking into account customers’ views, perspectives, and 

complaints. The customised A3 Thinking approach considers the value that 

customer involvement can add, which also helps in knowledge creation. In 

addition, it increases awareness of current issues, capturing knowledge, and 

sharing across the company. 

7.2 Contribution to knowledge 

My research contributes to knowledge by two different ways; first, by proposing 

a new A3 thinking approach which addresses the flaws and drawbacks of the 

existing complaints handling systems. Second, providing an evidence from the 

Saudi airline industry on the importance of the problem solving methods and the 

application of knowledge management and knowledge sharing in improving 

customer satisfaction. The matter of customer satisfaction and its role in 



 

135 

maintaining market share of businesses is a growing concern for modern 

businesses. The ongoing increasing competition due to globalization opened new 

markets for the airline industry. Such new markets can be seen as an opportunity 

and/or a threat depends on the lens through which you are watching the matter. 

For companies with poor customer service, this new one “big” market will be a 

threat as companies with positive customer service can take over the market 

share of other companies with poor customer service. As a result, this research 

is considered as a new evidence on the effectiveness of the complaints handling 

systems and knowledge sharing in improving customer satisfaction level in the 

Saudi Airline industry.  

7.3 Policy implications (Recommendations for the Saudi policy 

makers) 

The results of my research might be of interest to the Saudi Government given 

that the latter is encouraging the service sector to grow according to the Saudi 

vision 2030. Provided that the current economy of Saudi Arabia is still, heavily, 

relying on the petrol, the Saudi vision 2030 emerged to diversify the resources of 

the Saudi economy. The findings of my research might help the policy makers at 

Saudi Arabia improve the service quality in the airline industry. The 

recommendations addressed for the Saudi policy makers include:  

- Encouraging service companies to invest on customer complaints 

handling systems. 

- Encouraging companies to invest in the applications of knowledge 

management and knowledge sharing. 

- Encouraging business environment which adopts the culture of valuing the 

customer satisfaction as a driver for business growth and business 

sustainability.  

 

7.4 Conclusions 

The literature on problem-solving reveals various approaches that organisations 

and businesses adopt to manage issues and problems that arise from their 
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operations. However, only a handful of these approaches can be used to deal 

with the problems in the airline sector. Consequently, this research aimed to 

develop a customised A3 Thinking approach that can involve and ensure the 

capture and provision of useful knowledge, created and documented in a simple 

manner. With such a resource, previously recurrent problems can be prevented, 

and decision-making in respect of new problems can be effectively supported. 

The approach developed resulted from a detailed review of the literature and a 

field study involving face-to-face interviews with Guest Relationship managers in 

order to identify and analyse the present practices, the actual process in handling 

customer complaints, and the knowledge capability of that process, was 

conducted. In order to validate the approach subsequently developed, industrial 

case studies and expert judgement have been used. 

The following bullet points outline the conclusions: 

1. Customer complaints are a continuous and challenging risk that airlines 

face and need to address them urgently.  

2. The literature addresses the issue of customer complaints in the airline 

sector without providing a significant proposal solutions, and therefore 

there is a need for more investigation in this area. This study makes a 

contribution in that respect. 

3. The customer journey is an important concept that should be clearly 

defined in any airline company with much detail about all the activities it 

involves, and the typical and unusual customer complaints that arise in 

connection with it. 

4. Although there is much literature about problem-solving approaches in 

general, there is a need for a comprehensive and robust approach to 

support the handling of customer complaints in the airline sector. 

5. The A3 Thinking approach has been customised to provide the right 

problem-solving model to address customer complaints in the airline 

sector, as it is graphical, simple and logical, and could also be modified to 

suit other companies. 
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6. The proposed A3 Thinking approach represents a step forward in 

addressing the airline sector’s need for a comprehensive complaints 

handling process.  

7. The proposed A3 thinking approach involves converting the solved 

problem into useful knowledge that can be shared to prevent the 

recurrence of problems. 

7.5 Research Limitations 

The outcomes of this research represent a sound contribution to the knowledge. 

However, like any other studies, this one embodies some limitations that are now 

acknowledged: 

• The research mainly focused on the airline industry using case studies. 

This can limit the opportunity to generalise the findings to apply to other 

sectors or even to other airlines.  

• The research mainly used a qualitative method, which can have a level 

of bias. Some actions were taken to reduce this limitation; field study, 

cases and expert judgements were conducted and these contributed 

towards mitigating any bias in this research, but all such risk may not 

have been eliminated.  

• In terms of data collection methods, the research adopted a closed 

questionnaire and interviews with managers. Although interviews are 

very valuable and a useful data collection tool, they may have provided 

limited information based on the questions asked. Hence, a focus group 

and open questions would have provided more in-depth information. 

• Another limitation is that the research only used the perspective of 

employees. Perhaps using customers’ views as well as those of 

employees could have provided more findings and observations. 

• The A3 Thinking approach developed is only aimed at airlines without 

involving other stakeholders who can also have an impact on the 

experience of airline customers.  
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7.6 Future Research 

Based on the conclusions and limitations of this research, a number of 

recommendations for future research have been highlighted, as follows: 

• The research can be progressed in the future as a conceptual idea for 

the implementation of a software system in the management of 

complaints. 

• The inclusion of other stakeholders in the analysis rather than solely 

focusing on airlines would be beneficial. For instance, looking at the 

supply chain analysis to identify any issues that are not directly related 

to the airline service would reveal new information. 

• The use of several case studies and from different regions rather than 

focusing on only one region would yield more detail. This will provide a 

wider understanding of the current practices and benefits for more 

companies. 

• An exploration of the influence of social media network and online 

advertisements, which can contribute to managing customer 

expectations would be useful. Future research could be conducted to 

investigate what options airlines have to reduce the risk of their 

customers sharing their bad experience on social media before 

complaining directly to the airline. 

7.7 Final Word 

The opportunity to complete this personal research journey is one I have been 

grateful for as it has given me great insight into the world of research. At the 

same time, however, I have welcomed the opportunity to make a difference not 

only to the literature, and to the airline industry generally, but specifically to the 

national carrier of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and it is my great hope that the 

customised A3 Thinking Approach is adopted for the betterment of Saudi 

Airlines. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A Structured Questionnaire 

Structured Questionnaire 

Dear Participants, 

Your kind participation and experience provide valuable knowledge to this 

research in order to develop an A3 Thinking approach for Problem Solving to 

Create Knowledge-Driven Guest Relations for Saudi Airlines. 

Please note that all the information collected will be kept confidential and strictly 

used for the sole purpose of PhD Academic research.  

 

Thank you in advance for your cooperation. 

 

Regards, 

Bader 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brief of the project  

Name of Project : 

Name of 
Researcher 

: 

Academic 

Supervisor 

: 

Industrial 
Supervisor 

: 
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A.1  Interviewee details 

 

1.1 Name 
 

 

1.2 Position 
 

 

1.3 Describe your position in short 
 
 

 

1.4 Experiences in present position (in 
years) 

❑ Under 5 years      ❑ 5-10 years      ❑ 10-20 years                
❑ Over 20 years      

 

1.5 Previous positions (if applicable) 
 

 

1.6 Experiences in previous positions (if 
applicable) 

❑ Under 5 years      ❑ 5-10 years      ❑ 10-20 years       
❑ Over 20 years      
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A.2 Customer Journey 

Please choose the importance and effectiveness for the following customer 

Journey. 

Customer Journey 

Importance Effectiveness 

Not 
imp. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp. 

Ver
y 

imp
. 

Ver
y 

poo
r 

Poo
r 

Neutra
l 

Goo
d 

Excelle
nt 

Pre-journey 

• Marketing 
Communication o o o o o      

• Reservation & 
Ticket Purchase 

 

o o o o o      

Pre-flight 

• Check-in  

         
o o o o o      

• Immigration 

Services 

 

o o o o o      

• Security 

Services  

 

o o o o o      

• Lounge 

 
o o o o o      

On-board 

• Cabin Comfort  

 
o o o o o      

• Catering  

 
o o o o o      

• Sky Sales 

 
o o o o o      

• Entertainment 

 
o o o o o      

• Wi-Fi 

 
o o o o o      

Post-Flight 
• Immigration 

Services  

 

o o o o o      
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Customer Journey 

Importance Effectiveness 

Not 
imp. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp. 

Ver

y 
imp

. 

Ver

y 
poo

r 

Poo
r 

Neutra
l 

Goo
d 

Excelle
nt 

Customer Journey 

Importance Effectiveness 

Not 
imp

. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp
. 

Ver
y 

imp
. 

Ver
y 

poo
r 

Poo
r 

Neutra
l 

Goo
d 

Exc
elle
nt 

• Arrival 
Queuing/Waiting 
Time 

 

o o o o o      

• Baggage Delivery  

 
o o o o o      

• Transfer Services 

 

o o o o o      

Post-journey 

• Customer 
Comments 

 

o o o o o      

• Customer Survey  

  
o o o o o      

• Customer 
Complaints 

 

o o o o o      

• Other (please 
specify) 
……………………
… 

o o o o o      

A.3 Customer Complaints in Saudi Airlines 

A.3.1 Please choose the frequency and importance for the following customer 

complaints. 

Customer Complaints 

Frequency Importance 

Neve
r 

Hardl

y  
ever 

Som

e  
time

s 

On  

most 
occasion

s 

Alway
s 

Not 

imp
. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp
. 

Ver

y 
imp

. 

Pre-customer journey 

 

• Reservation and 
ticket purchase 
process 

o o o o o      
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Customer Complaints 

Frequency Importance 

Neve
r 

Hardl
y  

ever 

Som

e  
time

s 

On  

most 
occasion

s 

Alway
s 

Not 
imp

. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp
. 

Ver

y 
imp

. 

• The price of the 
ticket o o o o o      

Pre-flight 

• Flight schedule 
o o o o o      

• Punctuality of 
the departures o o o o o      

• Lounge 
facilities/rest 
area 

o o o o o      

On-board 

• Aircraf t 
cleanliness and 
modern-looking  

o o o o o      

• Quality of 
catering served 
in plane  

o o o o o      

• Entertainment 

content o o o o o      
• Comfort of the 

plane seats  o o o o o      
Staff 

• Staf f 
attitude/behavio
ur 

o o o o o      

• Staf f helpfulness 

and willingness 
to assist guests 

o o o o o      

• Staf f ability to 
solve any 
problems or 
issues 

o o o o o 
     

• Whether staff 
show personnel 
care equally to 
everyone 

o o o o o 
     

• Staf f have the 
knowledge to 
answer your 
questions  

o o o o o 
     

• Staf f timely 

response 
o o o o o      

Arrivals 
• Queuing/waiting 

time 
o o o o o      
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Customer Complaints 

Frequency Importance 

Neve
r 

Hardl
y  

ever 

Som

e  
time

s 

On  

most 
occasion

s 

Alway
s 

Not 
imp

. 

Slightl
y imp. 

Moderatel
y imp. 

Imp
. 

Ver

y 
imp

. 

• Care paid to 
passengers’ 
luggage  

o o o o o      

• Baggage 

handling 
services at 
check-in 

o o o o o 
     

• Other (please 
specify) 
………………… 

o o o o o      

 

A.3.2 Please select the frequency of use and effectiveness of the customer 

complaints process. 

(Please add any other steps, if required)  

Complaints 
handling 
process 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Never 
Hardly 
ever 

Sometimes 
On 

most 
occas. 

Always 
Very 
poor 

Poor Neutral Good Excellent 

1. Receive 
complaints o o o o o      
2. 
Acknowledge 
complaints 

o o o o o      

3. Assess 
complaints 

o o o o o      
4. Investigate 
the 
complaints 

o o o o o      

5. Respond 
to the 
complaints 

o o o o o      

6. Follow-up o o o o o      
7. 
Considering 
preventing 

re-
occurrence 
complaints 

o o o o o      

8. 
Considering 
system 
improvement 

o o o o o      

Other: o o o o o      
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Complaints 
handling 
process 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Never 
Hardly 
ever 

Sometimes 
On 

most 
occas. 

Always 
Very 
poor 

Poor Neutral Good Excellent 

Other: o o o o o      

A.4 Problem-solving Approaches in Saudi Airlines 

A.4.1 Please select the problem-solving approaches from the following table that 

you have applied in the complaints handling process. Please include problem-

solving approaches (if required). 

Problem-
solving 

approaches 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Neve

r 

Hardly 

ever 

Someti

mes 

On 

most 
occas. 

Always 
Very 

poor 
Poor 

Neutra

l 
Good Excellent 

Checklist o o o o o      
Root Cause 
Analysis 

o o o o o      
5 Whys o o o o o      
Problem 
Analysis 
Flow Chart 

o o o o o      

8 Disciplines o o o o o      
A3 Thinking o o o o o      
Other: o o o o o      
Other: o o o o o      

 

A.4.2 Please select frequency and effectiveness of the problem-solving process 

and the steps implemented in the complaints handling process in Saudi Airlines. 

Problem-solving 
approaches 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Never 
Hardly 
ever 

Sometimes 
On 

most 

occas. 

Always 
Very 
poor 

Poor Neutral Good Excellent 

1. Problem 
identification 

o o o o o      
2. Comprehend 
the problem 

o o o o o      
3.Problem 
visualisation to 
understand the 
origin of the 
problem  

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o      
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Problem-solving 
approaches 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Never 
Hardly 
ever 

Sometimes 
On 

most 
occas. 

Always 
Very 
poor 

Poor Neutral Good Excellent 

4. Developing the 
solutions 

o o o o o      

5. 
Implementation 
of the solutions 

o o o o o      

6. Success 
measurement 

o o o o o      
7. Applying final 
solution for 
minimising the 
root cause 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

     

8. Demonstration 
of the solutions 
for future 
reference 

o o o o o      

9. 
Documentation 
of the process 
steps for 
continuous 
improvement 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o      

10.Demonstration 
of the lessons 
learnt turning to 
experience  

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

     

11. Development 
of useful 
knowledge with 
the help of a 
simple template 
based on above 
process and 
sharing of that 
knowledge 

 
 
o 

 
 
o 

 
 
o 

 
 
o 

 
 
o      

Other: o o o o o      
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A.5 Learning Cycles and Knowledge Management in Saudi Airlines 

A.5.1 Have you implemented learning cycles (LCs) for continuous organisational 

improvement in Saudi Airlines? Please select one from the following table. 

1 Do not know about LCs and never used any of the LCs 
 

o 
2 Heard about LC but not yet implemented 

 
o 

3 Planning to use one of the LCs in future 

 
o 

4 Partially applying one of the LCs at present 

 
o 

5 Applying one of the LCs at present 

 
o 

6 Fully applying a number of LCs at present o 

 

A.5.2 Please select learning cycles and their effectiveness from the following 

table that have helped in continuous improvement in Saudi Airlines.  

(Please add learning cycles if they are not mentioned in the table). 

Learning 
cycles 

Frequency Effectiveness 

Neve
r 

Hardly 
ever 

Someti
mes 

On 

most 
occas. 

Always 
Very 
poor 

Poor 
Neutra

l 
Good 

Excell
ent 

Plan-Do-
Check-Act 
(PDCA) 

o o o o o      

Look-Ask-
Model-
Discuss-Act 
(LAMDA) 

o o o o o 
     

Six Sigma o o o o o      
Design for 
Six Sigma 

o o o o o      
Other: o o o o o      
Other: o o o o o      
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A.5.3 Please choose the information elements that are essential for problem  

solving. 

(Please add additional elements if you find it very important for the problem  

solving). 

Information 
Elements 

Details Importance 
Not 

important 
Slightly 

important 
Moderately 
Important 

Important 
Very 

Important 

Team building Team selection for 
the problem solving 

o o o o o 
Background Background details 

of the problem 
o o o o o 

Present status Present status of the 
problem 

o o o o o 
Future objective Description of the 

organisation goals 
o o o o o 

Containment Primary action 
before the full 
solution is available 

o o o o o 

Root cause 
analysis 

Identification of 
origin of the 
problem based on 
present status 

o o o o o 

Countermeasures Possible actions to 
deal with the issue 

o o o o o 
Develop probable 
solutions 

Examine possible 
solution and 
respective success of 
the solution 

o o o o o 

Applying plan Plan for future 
measures and 
examine the 
effectiveness 

o o o o o 

Prevent 
repetition 

Take possible 
changes and 
manage the 
performance 

o o o o o 

Monitoring Examine any similar 
issues to minimise 
possible problem in 
future 

o o o o o 

Other:  o o o o o 
Other:  o o o o o 
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A.5.4 What do you think about the following statement? 

“The problem-solving process in complaints handling will generate 

knowledge. The knowledge must be captured and distributed in an easy 

way to help useful decision making in the future.” 

 

Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly  

Agree 

o o o o o 

 

A.5.5 Please write your opinion regarding knowledge management practices in 

the complaints handling process in Saudi Airlines. 

Complaints handling and knowledge 
management in Saudi Airlines 

Your opinion 
Strongly  
disagree 

Disagre
e 

Neutral Agree 
Strongly  
Agree 

a) Knowledge capturing: Complaints 
handling in Saudi Airlines helps in 
knowledge capturing 

o o o o o 

b) Knowledge generating: Complaints 
handling in Saudi Airlines helps in 
knowledge development 

o o o o o 

c) Knowledge sharing: Complaints 
handling in Saudi Airlines supports  
knowledge sharing 

o o o o o 

 

A.5.6 What do you think about the following statement? 

“The complaints handling process with the scope of knowledge capturing, 

creating and sharing will prevent the possible repetition of complaints.” 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree 
Strongly  

Agree 

o o o o o 

 

Thank you 
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Appendix B A Customer Journey 

A Customer Journey associated with Service Offerings and typical Customer Complaints 

 


