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Effective communication is critical in creating customer experience and satisfaction. In a
competitive business environment, interaction quality builds customer loyalty and shapes
business reputation. This qualitative study explores how customers communicate with
companies and service providers, and how these interactions affect satisfaction. The
research used semi-structured interviews to examine how clarity, empathy, punctuality,
and responsiveness influence customers' decision-making, trust, and confidence.

Thematic content analysis was used to find recurring patterns, individual accounts, and
insights. These reflected customers' experiences. Clear, responsive, and transparent
communication greatly improves satisfaction. Poor communication leads to mistrust,
frustration, and disengagement. Participants highlighted the importance of being heard,
honesty, and promptness, especially in companies handling high-stakes transactions such
as healthcare, telecommunications, and e-commerce.

This research deepens the understanding of customer-focused business communication and
offers practical solutions to improve customer relationships. Companies and service
providers can boost loyalty and service delivery by focusing on meaningful, empathetic
communication.
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1 Introduction

Imagine the frustration of a customer forced to remain in a contract with a company due to
misleading or incomplete information, or the displeasure of having to wait a long time for a
vital response. The customer will reconsider before another visit or may never return to the
company. Some companies struggle to provide their customers with clear, timely
information despite their advanced operational methods and technologies, leading to
customer dissatisfaction. This research highlights the importance of communication quality
in shaping customers' perceptions of service quality and their relational and emotional

responses towards companies and service providers.

Effective communication in business, particularly in customer-facing environments,
involves more than merely transmitting information. It necessitates delivering accurate,
comprehensive, and timely messages to customers, marked by empathy and understanding.
Such communication is a critical determinant of customer satisfaction, trust, and loyalty.
The primary concepts examined in this study include customer, communication, effective
communication, customer satisfaction, and customer trust. A customer is defined as an
individual or organizational entity engaged in a business transaction with a marketer or
business (Sengo, XiXang & Kilango 2017; Kotler & Armstrong 2022; Blythe 2019).
Communication is the transmission of specific messages from one individual to another
(Forsyth & Kay, 2008). Effective communication is the transfer of information in a clear,
timely, and empathetic manner that minimizes misunderstandings and fosters mutual
understanding (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991). Customer satisfaction refers to the extent to
which customers' expectations are fulfilled or exceeded (Oliver, 1980), while customer
trust denotes confidence in a company's or service provider's reliability and integrity
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). These concepts are analyzed within a business context, where the
quality of interpersonal engagement substantially influences perceptions of service

excellence.

This study is grounded in two theoretical frameworks: SERVQUAL (Parasuraman,
Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988) and Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980).

SERVQUAL identifies five service quality dimensions: reliability, responsiveness,



assurance, empathy, and tangibles. Expectation Disconfirmation Theory asserts that
satisfaction depends on whether perceived performance matches, exceeds, or falls short of
expectations. Both frameworks recognize communication as a key link between
expectations and perceived performance, shaping customer experiences. By integrating
these theories, this research extends their application and positions communication as both
an operational mechanism and an emotional process influencing customer satisfaction and

trust.

Drawing on prior literature (Tax, S. S., Brown, S.W., & Chandrashekaran, M., 1998;
Davidow, 2003; Babin, Zhuang, & Borges, 2021; Akhtar, Sun, Chen, Akhtar, 2023), this
study underscores the significance of communication in enhancing service quality,
satisfaction, and loyalty. While research indicates that transparency, empathy, and
responsiveness foster positive customer experiences and strengthen the emotional bonds
between customers and organizations (Lehnert & Kuehnl, 2024), much of the existing
literature treats communication as a singular aspect within service quality frameworks,
rather than as a multidimensional construct. This study addresses this limitation by
focusing specifically on communication as a fundamental factor influencing customer

satisfaction and trust, thereby deepening the understanding of its multifaceted role.

Despite extensive research on service quality, a significant gap remains in understanding
how communication behavior influences customer perceptions beyond transactional
outcomes. Although numerous studies have used service performance metrics to assess
satisfaction, few have examined how interpersonal qualities such as empathy,
responsiveness, and clarity shape the translation of customer expectations into satisfaction,
trust, and loyalty. To address this gap, the current study investigates customers’ lived
experiences, aiming to capture the nuances of communication that impact satisfaction in

real-world interactions.

Building on the identified research gap, this study focuses on the role that communication
attributes—clarity, empathy, responsiveness, professionalism, and transparency—play in
shaping customer satisfaction and trust. Ineffective communication can result in damaged
relationships and unmet expectations. By identifying which communication qualities

customers most value, the study examines how these attributes influence their satisfaction

and confidence in business organizations.



Accordingly, the research questions are formulated to explore how effective
communication influences customer satisfaction and overall service experience from the

customer perspective.

The objectives of this study are to explore how customers describe effective and
ineffective communication during service interactions. To understand which
communication qualities (e.g., clarity, empathy, timeliness, tone) customers perceive as
most influential to their satisfaction, investigate personal narratives and lived experiences
of customers in situations where communication enhanced or harmed their satisfaction,
identify common themes and patterns in customer feedback regarding communication with
service providers, and these piggyback on the findings with SERVQUAL and Expectation
Disconfirmation Theory. The study also aims to provide contextually grounded insights
and recommendations for improving communication strategies in the service sector,

grounded in customer experiences.

The study employs qualitative thematic and content analysis, rooted in the qualitative
descriptive design (Vasimoradi, Jones, Turunen & Snelgrove, 2016) and guided by the
interpretivist paradigm (Creswell & Poth, 2018), which emphasises understanding
participants' lived experience rather than testing hypotheses. Semi-structured interviews
(Ruslin, Mashuri, Rasak, Alhabsyi, & Syam, 2022; Naz, Gulab, & Aslam, 2022) were used
to elicit participants' distinctive viewpoints in their own words, providing deeper insight

into how communication influences customer satisfaction and trust.

Excluding the organizational or employees” point of view, this study focuses on customers’
experiences and perceptions of communication with service providers. The study’s sample
size of seven participants emphasizes depth and contextual understanding of the findings
rather than generalizability. The study focuses primarily on interpersonal and service-based
communication rather than mass communication, employing a qualitative inquiry approach
to capture subjective meanings, emotions, and lived experiences rather than measurable
outcomes. The aim of this study is to reveal the multidimensional features of effective
communication, including clarity, empathy, timeliness, professionalism, and attentiveness.
It anticipates that customers' satisfaction and trust are influenced by how companies
communicate with customers and how they address problems or failures. It is also expected
to show how proactive, transparent, and empathetic communication can mitigate

dissatisfaction and build confidence, even when service outcomes fall short. This study
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also seeks to demonstrate the capacity of effective communication as both a practical skill

and a relational strategy essential in achieving excellent service outcomes.

1.1 Background of Study

Customer satisfaction drives company success, sustainability, and differentiation in today's
competitive service industry. Because services are intangible, the quality of interactions
between companies and customers shapes the overall experience. Among the various
factors influencing satisfaction, effective communication stands out (Ladhari, 2009a).
Clear, prompt, and empathetic communication deepens understanding of service processes,

builds trust, and manages expectations.

Business and service interactions often involve unpredictable moments for customers, such
as delays, errors, misunderstandings, or technical issues. In these cases, communication
bridges the gap between customer concerns and service recovery (Gronroos, 2007; Wirtz
& Mattila, 2004). Effective communication de-escalates tensions, reinforces the company’s
credibility, and can turn a negative experience into a positive one (Tax, Brown &
Chandrashekaran, 1998). Poor communication—whether vague, late, or indifferent—Ileads
to lost trust, dissatisfaction, and negative word of mouth (Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler,

2018).

The introduction and use of digital platforms, third-party vendors, and multi-channel
service delivery systems have complicated effective communication, making it more
complex and essential (Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015; Lamberton & Stephen,

2016). In healthcare, telecommunication, e-commerce, and related sectors, customers
often interact with multiple agents, both human and automated, on various platforms
(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Erratic or poorly coordinated communication in these
environments can frustrate customers and destroy brand loyalty (Parasuraman, Zeithaml &

Malhotra, 2005).

Despite its significant impact, some companies continue to undermine the role of effective
communication as a strategic function of customer relationship management. A plethora of
literature tends to downplay communication by placing it under broader constructs like

service quality or customer relationship management, providing little insight into the
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specific communication practices that foster customer satisfaction (Morgan & Hunt, 1994;
Kim & Gupta, 2004; Ball, Coelho, & Machas, 2004; Payne & Frow, 2005; Gronroos,

2007). The need for extensive, customer-centred research exploring how clear, respectful,
and responsive communication shapes customers' attitudes towards companies and service

providers is essential.

This research aims to clarify how communication affects customer satisfaction by
exploring customers’ experiences and perspectives. The study specifically investigates how
clarity, empathy, and responsiveness in communication shape satisfaction and trust.
Although communication is recognized as crucial for service quality (Parasuraman et al.,
1988; Berry & Parasuraman, 1991; Gronroos, 2007), some organizations still struggle to
communicate clearly, empathetically, and consistently, leading to unmet expectations and
loss of trust. Existing frameworks, such as SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988) and
Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980), acknowledge communication but
often treat it as secondary. This research seeks to directly address the gap by focusing on

communication’s specific influence on satisfaction and trust.

1.2 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions

The primary aim of this research is to investigate how customers perceive, experience, and
interpret communication with companies and service providers, as well as how these
communication experiences affect their overall satisfaction. Previous studies have
predominantly emphasized the operational aspects of communication, rather than the
relational and emotional dimensions that influence customer perceptions (Mohr & Bitner,

1995; Gronroos, 2007).

Drawing upon SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988) and Expectation Disconfirmation
Theory (EDT) (Oliver, 1980), this study positions communication as the critical link
between customer expectations and perceived service performance. It examines which
specific communication qualities influence satisfaction and trust throughout the customer
experience. The research extends SERVQUAL and Expectation Disconfirmation Theory
by incorporating communication as a relational construct and provides practical
recommendations for managers seeking to enhance communication and thereby improve

customer satisfaction and trust.
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To investigate the role of effective communication in customer satisfaction, this study
formulates one main research question and three supporting sub-questions. The main

research question is as follows:

How does effective communication influence customer satisfaction and overall service

experience from the customer’s perspective?

The three sub-questions further investigate the impact, perceptions, and influence of
communication, adopting a customer-centered perspective and linking communication to
satisfaction and the overall service experience. The first sub-question addresses the forms
and effects of communication, the second explores customer perspectives and

interpretations, and the third assesses the extent and outcomes of communication quality.
RQ1. In what ways does effective communication impact customer satisfaction?

RQ2. What is the role of communication in shaping and enhancing customer satisfaction

from the perspective of the customers?

RQ3. To what extent does communication quality influence customer satisfaction, and in
what specific ways does this impact overall service performance or the customer

experience?

1.3 Research Gap

An increasing number of studies acknowledge the important role communication plays in
shaping customer experience and service quality (Parasuraman et al, 1988; Berry &
Parasuraman, 1991; Berry, 1995; Ball et al, 2004; Gronroos, 2007; Bowen & Schneider,
2014; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). These studies recognise that customers' interpretation of
service encounters and their evaluation of satisfaction are influenced by communication
quality. However, most of these studies focus on tangible, measurable service metrics and
treat communication as a subcomponent of a broader construct, offering limited insight
into communicative behaviours and methods that promote customer satisfaction. Only a
few authors, such as Bitner, Boom, & Mohr (1994) and Akhtar et al. (2023), have provided
insights into the role that communication attributes, such as clarity, transparency, empathy,

and responsiveness, play in influencing customers' perceptions of satisfaction.
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Previous studies tend to examine communication from the organisational and/or strategic
perspective, paying more attention to message delivery and consistency than to the
customer’s experience of communication during service delivery (Bitner et al,1994). This
has created a gap in the emotional and trust-building dimensions of communication. This
study attempts to address this gap by exploring customers' experiences with interpersonal,
relational, and service-based communication to better understand the important role of
communication in customer satisfaction. Figure 1 illustrates the research gap in customer

satisfaction.

Existing studies on customer satisfaction

/ \

Focus on Service Quality Focus on Organizational Strategy

N\ /

Limited focus

l

Communication as perceived by customers
Qualitative insights into lived experience
Third-party & multichannel complexities

Present Study:

Role in Service Satisfaction

Figure 1: Conceptual overview of the research gap informing the present study

1.4 Thesis Structure

This thesis consists of six main chapters. The first chapter presents the background,
research gap, aims & objectives, research question, and the study's structure. The second
chapter, theory, was divided into 4 parts. The first part discusses customers and their
various types through a literature review. The second part explores communication, its
types, and its benefits. The third part covered customer satisfaction, some related theories,
and communication in customer satisfaction. The fourth part explored communication in
customer satisfaction. The third chapter describes the research methods, interview design

& validation, data collection, and analysis. The fourth chapter presents the analysis results.



The fifth chapter contains the discussion, and the sixth chapter has the conclusions of the

research work.

14
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2 Theory

2.1 Customer

Customer, they say, “is King” in the business world. Businesses and companies are
established when they see a need or a desire that this “King” has, and they thrive when this
need or desire is met. In other words, businesses exist because people or other businesses
have a need or desire for the products or services they offer. A business's ability to

recognise, meet, and exceed those needs dictates its success and longevity.

According to Kotler & Armstrong (2022), a customer is a person or business that buys
goods or services from a company. An individual or an organisational entity involved in
carrying out a business transaction with a marketer or business (Sengo et al, 2017). Ahmad
& Allan (2014), while emphasising the role customers play in an organisation or business,
stated that it is in an organisation's best interest to understand its customers if it wants to
thrive and succeed. To accomplish this, Ahmad & Allan (2014) further divided customers

into two groups: external and internal customers.

2.1.1 Internal Customers

Meiju & Mei-Yen (2013), citing Foreman & Money (1995), identified employees of a
company or business as internal customers. This group includes employees from various
departments and roles, such as maintenance, sales, customer care, management, and
reception (Ahmad & Allan, 2014). De Vries, Rowson & Vasse (2020), referencing Berry
(1981), also categorise employees as internal customers whose roles are seen as the
products and/or services that meet their own needs and desires while aligning with

organisational goals and objectives.

2.1.2 External Customers

External Customers are individuals who purchase products or services from a company or

business. Simply put, external customers exchange money for the goods and services they
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need or want from a company; they are the end users. Ahmad & Allan (2014) stated that
external customers have the will and power to make a business thrive, and without them,
the business will not survive. Gopal (2009), without mincing words, called the external
customers “the most important part of any business”; “for this reason, it is important to

deal with customers in the right way.”

2.2 Communication

Communication originates from the Latin word communicare, meaning “to share,” and
refers to the exchange of ideas, emotions, and feelings between two or more persons
(Tubbs & Moss, 2008; Tegegne, 2024). It is the passing of specific messages to another
person or people (Forsyth & Kay, 2008). Omrcen (2008) further expounded on
communication as not only a means of exchanging information between a sender and a
receiver but also a multifaceted phenomenon that enriches the conveyance of ideas,

thoughts, and information through words, in writing, and in signs.

Mustelier-Puig, Anjum & Ming (2019), citing several authors, noted that business
communication is a means by which a company directly interacts with its customers to
conduct business transactions. It is the main ingredient in business, as no transaction can
take place without a proper explanation of what the business entails (Gopal 2009;
Strongman 2016). In the words of Forsyth & Kay (2008), “Almost everything one might
list in the same breath as the word business involves, or is a form of, communication”.
Simply put, no business or company can attain good success and progress without
communication (Forsyth & Kay, 2008; Gopal, 2009; Strongman, 2016). Business
communication is a medium through which information is transmitted in a business
environment (Gopal 2009). The exchange of business information between the customer
(buyer) and the company (seller) can be formal or informal through e-mail, direct mail,
newsletters, individual letters, direct verbal communication, advertisement, website,
electronic mediums, etc and this spans throughout the business, from the before sales,
during sales, use and to the after sales stages (Qasem & Alhakimi 2019). Strongman (2016)

simply puts it as “a social and informative activity which facilitates business interaction”.

The customer’s decision on whether to carry out or repeat a business transaction is greatly

influenced by the appraisal of the communicated value. Effective communication builds
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trust, creates good rapport, and fosters positive value acumen, while ineffective or
improper communication can lead to doubt, uncertainty, and unhappy customers, which is
not good for business. Mustelier-Puig, Anjum & Ming (2019), Heinonen & Strandvik
(2005), and Gronroos (2007) agree that communication is an important aspect of business,

which can either make or break a company’s image in customers' eyes.

The business communication process begins within the company from the management to
its staff, then to the parties with the purchasing power - customers. According to Omrcen
(2008), citing Bartoluci (2003), communication is one of the seven fundamental functions
of management, along with innovation, motivation, planning, organising, controlling, and
decision-making. It is safe to say communication is the medium through which other
management functions are conveyed. According to Locker & Kienzler (2014), the four
types of business communication are upward, downward, lateral, and external
communication. Garnett, Marlowe & Pandey (2008) further divided these into two groups:
the first three types in one group, as they all take place within the business organisation
(internal), and the last type in the second group, as it occurs between the business and

customers (external).

2.2.1 Internal Communications

Narteh (2012) defines internal communication as an active circulation of information
among employees within a business organisation. Lovelock (1999) puts it as “all forms of
communication from management to employees in a service organisation”.
Communication within an organisation can be upward, downward, or lateral (Garnett et al,
2008) & (Locker & Kienzler, 2014). Figure 2 illustrates the different communication flows
within an organisation. Upward communication, as the name implies, is communication
transmitted up the hierarchy of a business organisation (Locker & Kienzler, 2014), from
lower-ranking employees to higher-ranking or management, used to communicate
innovations, ideas, concerns, etc. (Nwabueze & Mileski, 2018). The downward flow of
information from the top management hierarchy to subordinates and employees, including
delegating duties and communicating the company’s goals, missions, objectives, policies,
and standards, is known as downward communication. Upward and downward

communication flows in opposite directions, but they work in harmony. (Locker &
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Kienzler, 2014) Downward communication is the conveyor belt for the seven management

fundamental functions mentioned earlier.

Management

Employees bt S————— Employees

Figure 2: Communication within an organisation. (Nwabueze & Mileski 2018)

The third type of communication in this group is lateral, or horizontal, communication. It
occurs between peers, employees of the same rank, or within the same department in an
organisation. The main aim is to promote collaboration and coordination in accomplishing
tasks and achieving company goals (Locker & Kienzler, 2014). Additionally, internal
communication enables management to provide high-level service delivery to customers

while fostering employee loyalty, trust, and respect (Lovelock 1999).

Hénninen (2021), citing Haynes (1922), mentioned that the initial goal of internal
communication was only to transmit information between management and employees.
Over time, this goal has expanded beyond information transmission to building an
interactive community among employees, which has promoted the company’s growth
(Welch, 2011; Men & Bowen, 2017) and now plays a major role in implementing business

strategies and creating value.
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Strategic Value in
Internal
Communication

Better Understanding Better Customer Greater Customer

of Strategy Service Loyalty Differentiation

Greater Customer
Satisfaction

Increases Competitive
Advantage

Actualizes Strategy

Increase Profitability

Figure 3: The strategic value of internal communication. (Hdnninen 2021)

Figure 3 above shows the benefits and strategic value that effective internal
communication adds to a company's progressive growth and its employees, which, in turn,
leads to customer satisfaction. Internal communication plays a vital role in employee
engagement, which, in turn, leads to outstanding performance, employee retention, and

satisfaction (De Vries et al. 2020).

2.2.2 External Communications

External Communications, as the name implies, are communications with external entities,
people outside the business organisation, government, and private (Gopal 2009). Also
referred to as interactive marketing (Lings 2004), is the transfer of business information by
employees of the business organisation to its customers (De Vries et al. 2020). According
to Johannsen (2018), it is a process of information exchange between a business
organisation and its customers, and between customers and the business. Zimmer (2017)
further defines external communications as the transmission of information generated
within a business organisation to one or more bodies with an interest in the business,
including customers, shareholders, stakeholders, and “even business competitors”. Adding
that the majority of this information is dispensed with the intention of improving the stance
of the business organisation, one way or the other. According to Gopal (2009), external

communication is a vital feature of every business organisation because it is the means
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through which the organisation communicates its business practices to its business

partners, suppliers, customers, financial institutions, environmental organisations, and the

public.

Press

Radio, Television,
Newspapers, Magazines

Customers
Communication Skills

Customer Relationship
Management

Satisfying Customers

Government
Agencies
Licensing Authoritics,

Customs, Excise
Offices, Income Tax &

Sales Tax Offices, Post

() ] nks
Fxternal ffices and B

Communication

Public Suppliers

Envircnmental Raw Materials, Quality
Regulations & Timely Deliverics

Shareholders
Financial Report

Figure 4 External communications in a business organisation (Gopal 2009)

Figure 4 shows the various external bodies with which the business organisation

communicates to facilitate smooth business transactions.
Customers

Martin (2023) calls customer communication client communication and defines it as any
communication between a business and its customers. The author further mentioned that
only 14% of customers are reportedly pleased with the communication between them and
business organisations. And further identifies mutual trust and understanding as
foundational blocks of any lasting relationship, which can only be strengthened and
maintained through communication. In the same vein, advertising (Zimmer 2017),
communication skills (listening, responding to complaints and enquiries, etc.), customer
relationship management, and customer satisfaction can only be communicated to

customers through communication (Gopal 2009). Customer communication, if carried out
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properly, yields numerous benefits for the business organisation, such as increased return

on investment, loyalty, productivity, and customer satisfaction (Martin 2023).
Government Agencies

Effective communication with government agencies is essential for business organisations.
This includes interactions with licensing agencies, customs offices, tax offices, banks, and
lobbying organisations (Zimmer 2017) to ensure operations run smoothly, remain lawful,
and fulfil due diligence (Gopal 2009). One key aspect is lobbying, which involves meeting
with government officials or elected representatives to influence policies and legislation in
ways that benefit the organisation. Although sometimes debated, lobbying is a well-
established communication process between business organisations and government

agencies (Zimmer 2017).
Suppliers

Effective communication is essential for business organisations to build and sustain strong
relationships with their suppliers. This involves clear discussions about raw material

quality, quantities, and delivery times. (Gopal 2009)
Shareholders

Shareholders and potential investors periodically need clear information on a business's
financial strength. Accountants and financial analysts prepare these reports quarterly or
annually, which are then communicated to shareholders, potential investors, stakeholders,

and the public. (Zimmer 2017)
Public

Communication of corporate social responsibility. The role of business in society has
advanced beyond creating job opportunities and profit-making; corporate social
responsibility (CSR) has also been added (Ihlen, May, & Bartlett, 2014; Tench, Sun, &
Jones, 2014; OECD, 2001). Corporate social responsibility is the agreement between a
business organisation and its stakeholders to conduct sustainable, legal, ethical, and
socially supportive business while generating economic profits (Orlando, 2022;
Rademacher & Remus, 2014; OECD, 2001). CSR provides the business organisation with
the opportunity to present a comprehensive view of its business operations in a simple and

precise way (Lambooy, Hordijk, & Bijveld, 2014). The major aim of CSR is to ensure that
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society’s interests are considered and protected while the business makes a profit (Weber
& Wasieleski, 2018). Poor, incomplete, or partial communication of CSR between the
business organisation and stakeholders will lead to distrust, chaos, and loss of business

(Chia 2014).
Press

Communication with the press is very important and delicate, as information shared with
and by the press can either boost or mar a business’s reputation. Hence, the need for
constructive communication with the press cannot be overemphasised (Gopal 2009).
Zimmer (2017) also noted that communication with media representatives, including radio,
television, and newspaper journalists, is a very important responsibility of the business
organisation. It is worth noting that, in this era of social media, influencers should also be
included in this group, as their validation speaks volumes, and many people hardly use
television, radio, or newspapers. The business organisation must act responsively to control

the narrative that the press (Zimmer 2017) and social media give to the public.

2.2.3  Benefits of communication

Effective communication is fundamental to achieving success and progress in life; without
it, nothing occurs. This principle applies directly to business as well: no company can
progress or succeed without communication (Forsyth & Kay, 2008; Gopal, 2009;
Strongman, 2016). As a result, business organisations must recognise information as a vital
business tool; improving its availability and clarity drives productivity, feasibility,

community welfare, and overall success (Weber & Wasieleski, 2018).
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Figure 5:Benefits of communication (Nwabueze & Mileski, 2018)

Effective communication directly drives competitive advantage for business organisations.
As shown by Nwabueze & Mileski (2018) in Figure 5, it sparks a chain reaction—starting
with strong communication between managers and employees, which fosters a sense of
belonging and motivation. This, in turn, enables innovation, increases employee
satisfaction, and positively impacts customers. Further ripple effects include improved
customer loyalty, protection of organisational interests, robust stakeholder relationships,

enhanced public responsibility, and efficient supplier coordination.

Communication, characterised by continuous motion and a clear purpose, drives
promotion, branding, customer satisfaction, loyalty, and competitive advantage. Effective
communication also builds and sustains strong relationships with employees, customers,

and stakeholders (LaBelle & Waldeck, 2020).

2.3 Customer Satisfaction

Satisfaction, in its broadest definition, refers to the state of contentment (Merriam-

Webster). According to Oliver (2015), satisfaction is derived from the Latin word satis,
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which means “enough” and facere, which means “to do or make”. This means that

satisfying products and services can produce what is desired to a sufficient point.

In the business context, however, satisfaction has many shades, depending on individual
understanding, perspective, needs, and use. Giese & Cote (2000), quoting Oliver (1997),
noted that “everyone knows what satisfaction is until asked to give a definition. Then it
seems, nobody knows”. Hence, there are different definitions of satisfaction. Some
researchers and scholars favoured the notion that customer satisfaction is a summary
concept, an effective response, an overall evaluation, a psychological state, a global
evaluative judgment, a summary attribute phenomenon, or an evaluative response (Giese &
Cote, 2000). A plethora of authors have defined customer satisfaction, and many have
focused mainly on the evaluation process or its response, leaving out the action or reaction
that preceded the evaluation (Giese & Cote, 2000; Talukder, 2018). Oliver (2015) viewed
satisfaction through four different perspectives - the customer, the firm, the industry, and
the societal perspectives, but this research work will focus on the customer perspective of

satisfaction.

Customer satisfaction is a psychological state that precedes purchasing a product or
receiving a service (Ahmad & Allan, 2014; Osman, Mohamad & Mohamad, 2016; Hanif,
Hafeez & Riaz, 2010; Talapatra, Santos & Gaine, 2021; Chu, 2002). After this emotional
state, the customer responds and evaluates the experience. Customer satisfaction serves as
a litmus test for assessing service quality and the customer's satisfaction with a product or
service (Pizam & Ellis, 1999; Negassa & Japee, 2023; Ahmad & Allan, 2014). Satisfaction
also depends on how a product or service performs relative to the user’s expectations (Han,
Anderson & Chung 2023; Ahmad & Allan 2014; Negassa & Japee 2023). It is achieved

when companies meet customers' needs and desires (Hanif et al., 2010; Chu, 2002).

Customer satisfaction, as derived from the above definitions, can be said to be the
psychological and emotional state of mind that precedes purchasing a product or service,
judged and evaluated by the quality of service delivered and determined by the
performance of the product or service, in contrast to the customer's expectations when

companies meet customers’ needs and desires.
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2.3.1 Customer Satisfaction Theories

Two theories were selected as the theoretical approaches for this research because they
provide platforms for examining the structural dimensions of service quality and the
evaluative processes shaping customer satisfaction and trust. Expectation Confirmation
Theory (ECT) or Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (EDT) (Ahmad & Allan, 2014;
Oliver, 1980) outlines how customer satisfaction arises when communication meets or
deviates from expectations. The SERVQUAL model by Parasuraman et al (1988) defines
service quality through five dimensions: responsiveness, reliability, empathy, assurance,
and tangibles, four of which relate directly to effective communication practices. Both

theories address how consumers’ expectations and perceptions influence satisfaction.

The Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (EDT), developed by Oliver (1980), is popular in
consumer behaviour and service quality research. It argues that expectations and
disconfirmation (perceived performance) lead to satisfaction. The theory explains how
customer satisfaction results from comparing pre-purchase and post-purchase experiences.

The main concepts of Expected Disconfirmation Theory are:
1. Expectations — what the customer expects before experiencing a product or service.

2. Perceived performance — the real-time experience of the customer with the product

or service.

3. Disconfirmation — the actual outcome of comparing customers’ expectations to the
performance of a product or service. Positive disconfirmation means performance
exceeds expectations; negative disconfirmation means performance falls short; zero

disconfirmation means performance matches expectations. (Ahmad & Allan, 2014).

When the perceived performance exceeds expectations, it leads to positive
disconfirmation; when it falls short of expectations, it leads to negative disconfirmation;
and when it matches expectations, it leads to zero or neutral disconfirmation (Oliver,

1980). In other words, perceived performance is the judge in the case of customer
satisfaction. Expectation Disconfirmation Theory suggests that satisfaction is not just about
what is delivered, but also about whether the delivered product or service meets or exceeds

expectations.
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Every company aims to provide positive disconfirmation. Neutral or zero disconfirmation
is still beneficial, but negative confirmation is not. Effective communication can shift
negative disconfirmation to zero or positive. Offering a clear, timely explanation of service
shortcomings can lead to customer forgiveness and satisfaction. This results from
proactive, transparent, and empathetic communication, even when inconveniences occur
(Babin et al., 2021; Tax et al., 1998; Davidow, 2003). This shows how communication

prevents dissatisfaction and manages customer expectations, even in difficult situations.

SERVQUAL is a theory developed by Parasuraman et al (1988). It posits that service
quality is the difference between customer expectations before receiving the service and
their perception of the actual service experience (Parasuraman et al., 1988). It is the
measuring scale on which customers' perceptions of service quality in the service sector are
assessed (Qasem & Alhakimi, 2019; Ahmad & Allan, 2014). It is used to measure
customers' expectations and perceptions before and after service use (Ahmad & Allan,

2014).

The discussion on customer satisfaction is incomplete without service quality.
SERVQUAL began with ten dimensions but was later reduced to five: reliability (ability to
deliver promised service dependably), responsiveness (willingness to help and provide
prompt service), assurance (employees’ knowledge and courtesy), empathy (individualized
attention and care), and tangibility (physical facilities and appearance) (Parasuraman et al,
1988), as shown in fig 6. By applying these SERVQUAL dimensions, businesses can
identify service deficiencies and opportunities for improvement, making it a dynamic tool

for boosting customer satisfaction.
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Figure 6: SERVQUAL dimensions (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry,1988)

The SERVQUAL model emphasises the critical role of communication in customer
satisfaction, particularly in the responsiveness, assurance, and empathy dimensions.
Customers' perceptions of service reliability and care are shaped by clear, timely, and
respectful communication, which ultimately influences their satisfaction and loyalty.
(Parasuraman et al, 1988). Therefore, SERVQUAL provides a structured and focused lens
through which organisations can assess the overall contribution of effective
communication practices to service quality and customer satisfaction (Zygiaris, Hameed,

Alsubaie, & Ur Rehman, 2022).

Expectation Disconfirmation Theory and SERVQUAL both show that communication
does more than simply transmit information from the sender (company) to the receiver
(customer); it also helps build trust, manage expectations, and convey care & empathy.
Organisations can meet and/or exceed customer expectations by providing intelligent,
transparent, consistent, and emotional communication. This action will lead to customer
satisfaction, loyalty, and other benefits, providing the organisation with a competitive edge
and profitability. (Yang & Battocchio, 2020; Wang, Wu, & Wang, 2025; Nadkarni, Darer,
& Krumbholz, 2021)
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Service quality is a key driver of customer satisfaction (Oliver 1997). As Goldenstein
(2010), quoting William A. Foster, emphasises: "Quality is never an accident; it is always
the result of high intention, sincere effort, intelligent direction, and skilful execution; it
represents the wise choice of many alternatives." Further, Hallencreutz & Parlmer (2021)

state that "service quality breeds customer satisfaction."

2.3.2 Importance and Benefits of Customer Satisfaction

Customer satisfaction is a critical driver of business success. Satisfied customers increase
business through repeat purchases and referrals, leading to greater profits (Reichheld &
Sasser 1990; Hanif et al. 2010; Hallencreutz & Parmler 2021; Negassa & Japee 2023;
Gerson 1998; Ahmad & Allan 2014). As Gerson (1998) states, satisfied customers do
business more frequently, buy more, and bring referrals, which directly drives profitability.
Developing and maintaining strong customer relationships fundamentally depend on

customer satisfaction (Negassa & Japee, 2023; Reichheld & Sasser, 1990).

Customer satisfaction and profitability are foundational factors for any successful business
(Singh 2024). Fast Capital (2024), citing PwC and Harvard Business Review, highlights
that 73% of customers view experience as a key driver of purchasing decisions, and that
satisfied customers spend 140% more than dissatisfied ones. Figure 7 shows the benefits of

customer satisfaction.
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Businesses have a lot to gain when they make customer satisfaction a priority; after all, the
business was created to provide a solution to customers' needs. Customers continue to
patronise and become loyal to companies or businesses that satisfy their needs, no matter
how important or trivial those needs may be, and once a customer's trust is gained, the
business is on the path to success. Customers become brand ambassadors by advocating,
referring new customers to the business, and spreading positive word of mouth. According
to research, higher lifetime value and loyal customers are gained through referrals. (Fast
Capital 2024) Customer satisfaction also helps reduce the cost of customer maintenance
(Fast Capital 2024, Singh 2024) and the cost of acquiring customers (Zabava & Wendy
2003; Chi & Gursoy 2009; Singh 2024). Satisfied customers will have fewer complaints
about the quality of the product and/or service received, thereby reducing the cost of
customer support and the ongoing need to acquire new customers due to churn (Wirtz &

Mattila, 2004).

No company or brand has a monopoly on a particular business idea; even if it does, it won't
last long, because another company will always see what they do and make it better.

Customer satisfaction sets businesses apart from competitors and helps them thrive (Singh
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2024; Hanif et al. 2010; Fast Capital 2024). One benefit for customers that is rarely
discussed is the employee's satisfaction. Customer satisfaction also impacts the employees
by boosting their morale and satisfaction (Singh 2024). Employees are happy to work for a
company with a reputation for quality, and that is well-regarded by its customers. Being
associated with such a company is a source of pride and reduces their workload. (Helm,

2011)

2.4 Communication in Customer Satisfaction

Effective communication is the foundation of customer satisfaction in settings with
frequent customer interactions (Parasuraman et al., 1988), such as service-oriented
industries. It shapes expectation setting, trust building, and concern resolution, all of which
contribute to a positive customer experience (Oliver, 1980). More than just conveying
information, effective communication establishes and maintains the crucial relationship

between customers and service providers (Tax et al., 1998).

According to Ladhari (2009) and Parasuraman et al. (1988), clear, timely, and empathetic
communication makes customers feel valued and respected, significantly contributing to
their satisfaction. Addressing customer concerns with empathetic listening and transparent
updates not only meets functional expectations but also fulfils emotional needs, thereby
enhancing the overall service experience (Bitner, Booms, & Mohr, 1994). Communication

1s especially critical in businesses that deliver value without tangible products.

Conversely, as revealed by Zeithaml et al. (2018) and Gronroos (1990) in their respective
studies, poor communication, such as delayed responses, ambiguous or generic messages,
and a lack of continuity or required updates, can lead to customer frustration and
dissatisfaction. Trust is an important element in customer retention, which can be
destroyed by miscommunication and a lack of detailed information. Effective
communication, on the other hand, can mitigate negative or bad experiences by managing

expectations and providing constructive solutions.

Parasuraman et al. (1988) identified friendliness, empathy, and responsiveness as attributes
consistently rated as the top communication factors contributing to satisfaction in customer

service settings. Perceptions of attentiveness and competence are derived from these soft
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skills, and, when handled properly, can turn an initially negative service experience into a

positive one (Bitner, Booms, & Tetreault, 1990).

The role of communication in service recovery cannot be overemphasised (Davidow
2003). Service or transactions will not always go smoothly, but how and what is
communicated speaks volumes. The way a company communicates its explanation,
apologies, and resolution after a service breakdown or failure plays a significant role in
shaping customer loyalty and forgiveness (Tax et al., 1998). Error-free service is not the
only foundation of satisfaction (as no one or business is error-proof), but addressing the
issues through meaningful interaction is key. Honest and genuine communication
techniques can facilitate customer confidence and restore relational equity. When a
company or business invests in effective communication strategies, it builds strong, loyal
customer relationships that sustain a competitive advantage. Tax et al., 1998; Wirtz &

Mattila, 2004.
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3 Methodology and Research Approach

Quantitative and qualitative research approaches can be used in this study's data collection,
but qualitative research is particularly suited to it. Quantitative research aims at numerical
data and statistical analysis; it tests hypotheses, measures relationships, and identifies
patterns across populations (Creswell, 2014). Data collection can be conducted through
surveys, experiments, structured questionnaires, and the observation of predefined
variables (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). Quantitative research questions are closed-
ended questions that facilitate structured, measurable analysis (Creswell, 2014; Saunders et
al., 2019). On the other hand, qualitative research uses open-ended questions, allowing for
free expression and richer data (Creswell, 2014). It aims to explore and understand
motivations, experiences, and perceptions. Data collection can be done through focus

groups, interviews, observations and document analysis. (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

The richness of human perceptions, experiences, and behaviours, which quantitative
metrics overlook, is captured and explored by scholars and practitioners using quantitative
research methods in the business domain. Instead of focusing on measurement and
generalisation, qualitative research aims to understand meanings, motivations, and
relationships that frame organisational practices and customer interactions (Creswell &

Poth, 2018).

In the business domain, qualitative methods like focus groups, interviews, content analysis,
and case studies offer deep insight into topics such as customer satisfaction, service
quality, customer experience, and employee engagement. These methods reveal the “why”
and “how” behind actions, offering subtle explanations that inform theory and managerial
methods (Bryman & Bell, 2015). For example, thematic analysis can find patterns in
feedback, while grounded approaches help develop conceptual models of consumer
behaviour. Qualitative research enables researchers and managers to design strategies
responsive to real experiences, strengthening decision-making and customer relationships

(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013).

Qualitative research focuses on the socially constructed aspect of reality, emphasising
interpretation and assimilation rather than explanation and hypothesis testing (Eriksson &

Kovalainen, 2008). Vasimoradi, Jones, Turunen & Snelgrove (2016) state that qualitative
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research is a data collection and analysis technique aiming to describe and interpret a

research topic in an extensive, socio-contextual, and comprehensive manner.

The focus of this research is to shed more light on the importance of communication in
customer satisfaction, and the qualitative research method was utilised because it captures
and reveals participants” individual experiences. The research was carried out using
qualitative thematic and content analysis. And according to Vasimoradi et al. (2016),
qualitative thematic and content analysis falls under the qualitative descriptive design.
They are utilised in the analysis of textual data and to throw more light on themes.
Thematic and content analysis are techniques used to analyse data (Elo & Kyngés, 2007;
Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Vasimoradi et al., 2016). Initially used in the objective,
methodical and quantitative account of recognisable data transmission, which has stretched
to include the interpretation of concealed denotations (Graneheim & Lundman 2004). Its
most profound attribute is the structured process of coding, the investigation of outcomes,

and the explanation of social reality (Vasimoradi et al., 2016).

3.1 Interview Design and Validation

The interview questions explored participants' perceptions of effective communication.
They focused on preferred communication qualities, their impact on customer satisfaction
and trust, and experiences with both effective and ineffective communication. Suggestions
for improvement were also gathered. The questions reflected an interpretivist orientation,
aiming to understand participants' subjective experiences rather than generalising the
results (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because researchers interact directly with participants and
interpret their firsthand experiences, the immediacy and depth of this interaction inherently

reinforce internal validity (Lowhorn 2007).

The focal points of the interview were derived from the research objectives, informed by
literature and grounded in SERVQUAL and Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (EDT),
both of which emphasise the importance of clarity, responsiveness, empathy, and
professionalism in framing customer satisfaction and trust (Parasuraman et al, 1988;
Oliver, 1980). To accurately capture participants' experiences without bias, the questions
were reviewed for clarity, neutrality, and comprehensiveness. To further ensure that the

final version of the questions was both understandable and contextually appropriate for the
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participants, the pilot version of the interview questions was refined by individuals with

experience in customer service.

3.2 Data Collection

Data for this research were collected through semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured
interviews are a research method that blends open-ended and structured questions.
According to Ruslin et al (2022) and Naz (2022), semi-structured interviews are the
preferred method for better understanding the participant’s distinctive viewpoint. A semi-
structured interview was used because of its open-ended, free-flow, and exploration nature.
Each question allows a detailed, unique response to individual experience while
maintaining a logical order, and the discussion is centred on the same topic. According to
Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2016), semi-structured interviews are thematic interviews

because the interview is structured around themes to be discussed.

The research objectives, literature review and theoretical guidance from SERVQUAL
(Parasuraman et al, 1988) and Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980)
informed the development of the interview themes. This combination emphasised the role
and importance of communication in providing customer satisfaction. Hence, the use of
open-ended interview questions to explore participants” perceptions, interactions and real-

life experiences of communication with companies and businesses.
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.. Company Sector Date of Duration of
Participants Age Range Involved Interview Interview
1 31-35 Healthcare & 09/04/25 42 mins
Online
2 41-45 Online retail 14/04/25 38 mins
3 26-30 Healthcare 17/04/25 41 mins
4 31-35 Technical support 22/04/25 38 mins
5 36-40 Retail & 24/04/25 40 mins
Telecommunication
6 41-45 Telecommunication 02/05/25 44 mins
7 31-35 Car Insurance 08/05/25 35 mins

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Participants and Interview Characteristics

A total of seven working-class adults, aged 26 to 45 years, participated in the interview for
this study. Five interviews were conducted online, and the remaining two in person. Each
of which, at some points, has had interactions with businesses or companies representing
diverse sectors such as healthcare, insurance, telecommunications, and online retail; these
are shown in Table 1 above. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select individuals
with relevant experience related to the study topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The selection
also aligns with the research objectives, which aim to examine the role of effective
communication in creating customer satisfaction. The participants' interactions,
engagements, and real-life experiences provided rich, experience-based narratives that
contribute to answering the research question and offer insight into communication

practices that affect customer satisfaction across different business sectors.

Seven interviews were conducted, utilising questions tailored to allow the participants to
freely share their experiences. A list of seven pre-established questions, derived from the
research questions and literature review, was explored. A conducive time and atmosphere
were created, allowing for extended expression and motivating participants to share their
unique experiences, thoughts, and viewpoints on the topic. Leading to the extensive
contribution of thoughts, experiences and suggestions that the participants gave during the

interview.
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3.3 Analysis

As mentioned earlier, the qualitative descriptive design, comprising thematic and content
analysis, was utilised to better understand participants' responses. Thematic analysis was
used because the interview questions were exploratory, aiming to understand participants'
experiences, perceptions, and meanings regarding the importance of communication in the
service industry. It was used to identify themes and patterns in the narrative data, interpret
prime ideas, presumptions, and unique experiences, and to support flexible coding and

theme development, providing the richness and meaning of participants' responses.

The thematic analysis is most suitable for a small data sample, as is the case in this
research. Thematic analysis is commonly used for small samples, even fewer than 10
(Barun & Clarke 2006), samples of 5-10 (Creswell & Poth 2018), small samples, fewer
than 10 participants (Mason 2010), and as few as 6-9 interviews (Guest, Namey, & Chen
2020). And the content analysis was used to track trends and biases, test predefined codes,
and examine the frequency of specific words, patterns, phrases, or categories. According to
Sandelowski (2000), qualitative descriptive design is suitable for interview-based research

involving 6-15 participants.

The thematic analysis and content analysis methods illustrated by Vasimmoradi et al.
(2016) were utilised in the analysis. The method was divided into four phases of
initialisation, construction, rectification, and finalisation, and each phase was subdivided

into stages of various activities as revealed in Table 2.

Phases Stages

Reading transcriptions and highlighting meaning units;
Initialization Coding and looking for abstractions in participants” accounts;

Writing reflective notes.

Classifying;

Comparing;
Construction Labelling;

Translating & transliterating;

Defining & describing.

Immersion and distancing;

Rectification Relating themes to established knowledge;
Stabilizing.
Finalization Developing the story line

Table 2: The phases and stages of theme development in qualitative content and thematic analysis. (Vasimoradi, Jones,
Turunen & Snelgrove, (2016)
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The inductive analysis method described by Elo & Kyngés (2007) was used. This method
includes open coding, creating categories, and abstraction. It allowed themes to emerge

from participants' individual experiences.

The three-phase structure of the thematic analysis approach by Braun & Clarke (2006) was
also used in the coding process. This structure consists of open coding, where individual
statements were identified and labelled; axial coding, where similar codes were
categorised; and the final phase of selective coding, where the categories were harmonised
into themes. The process began by reading the participants' transcripts several times, then
identifying and classifying phrases and statements by their meanings (open coding). This
generated codes that captivated and revealed participants' articulation regarding effective
communication, perception, and overall experience. These codes were further grouped into
categories based on their relationships and overlapping ideas (axial coding). These
categories were finally refined and harmonised into overarching themes that relate to the
study's research objectives and the theoretical frameworks used. Qualities of effective
communication were derived from the analysis and infographics (fig. 7), and five themes

were then generated from these qualities (chart 1).
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4 Results

The findings of this research work are presented in this section. The participants' responses
to the interview questions and the themes derived from them. As mentioned earlier, seven
participants were asked a set of seven open-ended questions in an online and in-person
interview, depending on individual convenience and availability. And every one of them
freely provided answers and shared their individual experiences. The participants' view of
effective communication with companies or service providers was highlighted in five
overarching themes: Clarity and Transparency, Responsiveness and Timeliness,
Friendliness and Attentiveness, Empathy and Patience, and Professionalism and

Reliability.

Theme Frequencies

8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Clarity Responsiveness Friendliness & Empathy & Professionalism
&Transparency & Timeliness  Attentiveness Patience & Reliability

Chart 1: Frequency of derived communication themes identified in the interview analysis

4.1.1 Clarity & Transparency

All seven participants identified clarity and transparency in business communication as
crucial for effective product and service delivery, as shown in Chart 1. In the interview,
participants described clear, timely communication as “super important” (participant 3),

“results in quick response and effective resolutions” (participant 2), and “ensures mutual
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understanding” (participant 4). Participant 5 further emphasised its value, calling it “very,

very important.”

On the path of transparency, a participant emphasized the importance of providing all
essential information and knowledge about products and services, especially in healthcare
and insurance, in a timely manner, given the sensitive nature of the matter. Furthermore,
one participant emphasized the need to provide complete information and proper
explanations of contracts to customers before purchasing a product, not after purchase, to

avoid undue entrapment and customer dissatisfaction, as was the case for two participants.

Transparency and honesty were mentioned by five participants as suggestions for
improvement when the question “If you could improve how companies communicate with
you, what changes would you propose?” was asked in the interview. They also suggested
clearer terms and disclaimers, saying, “make sure T&C are clearly communicated.” The
participants preferred to be told the truth, however unpleasant it may be, so they are aware
of the situation. Participant 6 said, “Say it as it is, not sugar coating or using baits,”

because providing misleading information or incomplete information erodes trust. They

emphasized the significance of clear, transparent, and jargon-free communication.

4.1.2 Responsiveness &Timeliness

Participants perceived responsive communication as an indicator of professionalism, which
says more about the company than any vision and mission statements would. It is a factor
identified by participants in determining whether to revisit the company and/or recommend
it to others. Six participants highlighted the importance of timely, responsive
communication. Stating that delays, vague responses, and a lack of updates will only lead
to frustration and mistrust. One participant said, “Quick to respond ... that's a win”
(participant 3), and another, emphasizing its importance from a health perspective, said,
“It’s super important, especially with healthcare .... Waiting too long or getting confusing

info just adds stress” (participant 3).

Providing timely, clear, jargon-free communication (easy to understand) creates mutual
understanding between the company/service provider and the customer, thereby reducing

errors and preventing misunderstandings.
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4.1.3 Friendliness & Attentiveness

When exploring the value of effective customer communication, participants identified
clarity, responsiveness, and friendliness as key. Most prioritized clarity as foundational.
They highlighted clarity and responsiveness as crucial, with friendliness as the “icing on
the cake” (participant 5). Another noted, “friendliness is key ...”" (participant 7).
Participants also identified friendliness, approachability, and active listening as qualities

that produce positive, satisfying outcomes.

Continuing with the importance of friendliness, four participants cited it as a reason for
revisiting or recommending a business to others when asked, "What kind of
communication and service would make you revisit or recommend the business to others?"
The first participant mentioned, "Friendly staff makes it easier to talk."” Participants also
pointed out that "feeling heard" and respected are important aspects of good service and

effective communication.

4.1.4 Empathy and Patience

Participants highlighted empathy, kindness, and patience as vital communication qualities
when dealing with customers, especially in stressful, urgent situations such as health and
insurance, as was the case for two of the participants. While sharing their positive
communication experiences, the participants highlighted clear explanations, empathy, and
action as essential to customer satisfaction. With examples such as rescheduling
appointments, transparent product explanations, and liaison efforts to resolve delivery
delays. A participant said “.... it is easier to speak with someone when they have empathy”
(participant 7). Another participant said, “Being patient when communicating .... kind and
empathetic” (Participant 1). Participants appreciated instances where service providers

acknowledged their needs with compassion when sharing their personal experiences.

4.1.5 Professionalism and Reliability

Participants expressed professionalism through communication, staff competence,

responsiveness, training, and reliable updates. Effective communication reflected a
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company’s reliability, integrity, and professionalism. When asked, “How does good or bad
communication affect your confidence in a company?”, participant 6 noted, “It tells me
more about the company...which they themselves are not saying.” Participant 4 said,
“Poor communication makes me question their competence and trustworthiness.”
Participants identified clear and honest communication, quick problem resolution, and

ownership of mistakes as reasons to repeat business, purchase, and recommend the

company.

On the other hand, the participant's negative experience with poor communication caused
frustration, confusion, brand rejection, and mistrust. Vague responses, misinformation, and
deceptive claims were recurring issues that left participants feeling ignored and deceived.
Poor communication affected how participants viewed the companies, and it led to
company rejection, as many said they had blacklisted the companies and would never do

business with them again.

They also acknowledge that well-trained staff and reliable communication increase trust.
As one participant said, “Good communication builds my confidence in a company by
showing professionalism and reliability” (participant 6). Another participant suggested
proper staff training, as this will help staff communicate products and services clearly,

understandably, and in a friendly manner to customers.

Importance of Communication |
Positive Aspects: Clarity |

Positive Aspects: Responsiveness | 5

Positive Aspects: Friendliness | 4
Good Communication Examples | 4
Poor Communication Examples | 4
Impact on Trust (Good) f 6
Impact on Trust (Bad) | 6

Revisit/Recommend: Honesty | 6
Revisit/Recommend: Friendliness | 4
Suggestions: Transparency [ 5

Sugagestions: Staff Training | 2

)

0 1 2 3 4 5 6
Number of Mentions (out of 7 respondents)

Chart 2: Content analysis of participants” responses on key communication-related points
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Chart 2 shows the content analysis of participants' responses. It reveals how often the key
themes were mentioned by the participants, providing a clear recap of recurring patterns in

their perceptions of effectiveness in communicating with customers.
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5 Discussion

This section discusses the findings from the research analysis, their relationship to the

research questions, and the literature review.

5.1 The Impact of Derived Qualities on Effective Communication

Effective communication is increasingly recognised as a core component of product &
service delivery and customer relationship management. It fosters trust and collaboration
(Muthusamy, Wheeler & Simmons, 2005) and predicts customer satisfaction, trust, and
loyalty (Ladhari, 2009b; Vasimmoradi et al., 2016). In today’s competitive market,
companies are expected not just to meet customer needs and expectations, but also to

maintain clear, timely and empathetic communication.

The findings of this research work confirm what both customers and researchers have long
suspected: communication is not just a component of customer service — it is the very heart
of it. Drawing on qualitative data from interviews and bolstered by existing literature, it is
undeniable that communication is not merely a transactional tool but a fundamental
component of the customer experience. The qualities of effective communication as

derived from this research are shown in the diagram below.
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COMPETENCE
(KNOWLEDGE
& TRAINING)

TRANSPARENCY
~ & HONESTY

EFFECTIVE
COMMUNICATION

TIMELINESS /
RESPONSIVENESS

EMPATHY & FRIENDLINESS
PATIENCE  &APPROACHABILITY

Figure 8: Derived communication qualities from the interview data

Clear and timely communication was identified by all participants as a core driver of
customer satisfaction, answering RQ.1 on how effective communication impacts this area.
Effective communication conveys clear, timely, and unambiguous information, rather than
ambiguous, deceptive, or delayed messages. Some companies employ such misleading
communication to attract customers, only for those customers to later discover the deceit,
as one participant described. This negatively affected the participant’s satisfaction and

resulted in dissatisfaction with the service.

Participants consistently highlighted that when service providers or companies were
transparent, responsive, and empathetic in their communication, it not only led to
resolution but also reassured the company’s competence. This further provided answers to
the research questions and met the research objectives by exploring participants” lived
experiences and perspectives, thereby offering a nuanced understanding of the role of
communication in influencing customer satisfaction. A good example of this is reflected in
the shared experiences of participants who faced issues such as confusion about package
delivery and unexpected contract terms. Participants who received quick, clear

explanations reportedly experienced a sense of trust and control, while, on the other hand,
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those met with vague or misleading information expressed frustration, loss of confidence,
and the decision to discontinue using the service, confirming Gronroos' (1990) viewpoint
that communication failures can damage long-term customer relationships and company

reputation.

A participant mentioned blacklisting a company for poor communication, which resulted in
undue entrapment in a contract, and this led to permanent loss of trust. Ladhari (2009b)
emphasised that communication quality — especially clarity and responsiveness — is one of
the major predominant dimensions of perceived service quality. The communication in this
case lacked clarity, and it resulted in blacklisting the company, even though the
misinformation or poor communication that produced the dissatisfaction came from an
employee of the company. This provides an answer to RQ.2: What is the role of
communication in shaping and enhancing customer satisfaction from the customer's
perspective? Conversely, clear and proactive engagement often leads to customer
satisfaction, repeat business, and word-of-mouth recommendations. Effective

communication boosts customer loyalty and advocacy (Harris & Goode, 2004).

Many participants linked good communication with honesty and transparency—especially
when providers disclosed product disadvantages or service limitations upfront. In a
competitive market, such integrity becomes a differentiator. As one participant put it, “Say
it as it is—don’t sugarcoat.” This highlights the growing expectation for businesses to
communicate authentically and take accountability when things go wrong. Customers
appreciate it when service providers are upfront about service limitations or contract terms.
This level of openness increases trust and reduces feelings of betrayal when problems
occur. Perceived honesty and transparency improve overall satisfaction and reduce
complaints (Rawson, Duncan, & Jones, 2013). It also reduces costs because it costs more
to acquire a new customer than to retain an existing one, and the company will eventually

spend less on rectifying any damage or mishaps caused by poor communication.

In contrast, poor communication fostered dissatisfaction and mistrust. Such gaps eroded
trust, causing customers to leave or warn others away. Participants equated delays, lack of
transparency, and poor resolution with internal failures. Bowen and Lawler (1992) note

that these systemic gaps hinder service recovery and harm performance.
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The data shows communication serves an emotional function. Participants wanted not just
answers, but to feel understood. As has been said, “Man is a relational being.” We form
relationships and create bonds (Mele & Canton, 2014), even in business. Friendly,
empathetic communication helped reduce stress, improve experiences, and enhance
communication quality. This aligns with Parasuraman et al. (1988) SERVQUAL model,
which recognises empathy as a pillar of service quality. This answers RQ.3: To what extent
does communication quality influence customer satisfaction, and how does this impact
overall service performance and the customer experience? The human touch in
communication—such as friendliness and understanding—can significantly elevate the

perceived value of the service.

The study also revealed that expectations for communication varied by industry, depending
on the sensitivity and urgency of the matter at hand or the nature of the business. For
instance, in healthcare, speed and precision were vital, while in online retail, clarity of
terms and proactive updates were more critical. This suggests the need for communication
strategies tailored to different customer contexts. Although communication in business, as
mentioned earlier, is a means by which a company directly relates with its customers to
carry out business transactions (Mustelier-Puig, Anjum, & Ming, 2019), its strategy is not
one-size-fits-all. Every company, depending on its sector, has to create a strategy that suits

it and helps it reach its customers, thereby generating customer satisfaction.

As previously noted regarding customer types, employees are internal customers, and their
jobs are the products and/or services that satisfy their desires and needs (De Vries,
Rowson, & Vasse, 2020). Employees have expectations of the companies they work for
before they get on the job, and they also have perceptions of the actual work experience.
When expectations do not align with perceptions, dissatisfaction sets in, and customers
bear the brunt. This backlash triggers a ripple effect of negative occurrences, such as theft,
nonchalant behaviour, the transfer of aggression to customers or suppliers, the transmission
of wrong or incomplete information, and anything contrary to quality service delivery. This

further leads to dissatisfied customers and all the negative implications that accompany it.

Effective communication is not only applicable to customers (external customers) alone,
but also to the employees — internal customers too. Effective communication should cut
across all four types of business communication - upward communication, downward

communication, lateral communication, and external communication (Locker & Kienzler,
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2024). There should be free communication between employees and management. The
communication should reflect the various attributes of SERVQUAL as described by

Parasuraman et al. (1988).

Companies should be strategic in customer communication and nonchalant in other aspects
of business communication, such as government agencies, suppliers, shareholders, the
public, and the press; effective communication should cut across all. Transactions are
carried out directly or indirectly with these external bodies, and communication is the
medium used. When poor, inefficient or ineffective communication is carried out with any
or all of these external bodies, it produces dissatisfaction, which has the tendency to
destroy the business. According to Agarwal & Narayana (2020), effective communication
leads to greater trust, which, in turn, enhances relationship satisfaction among parties with

strong commitments.

5.2 Link to Customer Satisfaction and Customer Trust

The five key qualities of effective communication identified in this study align with the
major qualities that shape customer experience. These qualities address customers' needs
for support, value, and accurate information, ultimately promoting both satisfaction and

trust. The figure below visually depicts this relationship.
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Customer Trust
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Chustomer Satisfaction

Clarity & Transparency Empathy & Patience

Friendliness & Attentiveness Responsiveness & Timeliness

Professionalism & Reliability

Figure 9: Derived communication attributes influencing customer satisfaction and trust

Clarity & transparency, responsiveness & timeliness reduce uncertainty and ambiguity;
empathy & patience, friendliness & attentiveness create a human and emotional connection
with customers; and professionalism & reliability show and confirm competence. These
align with the SERVQUAL dimensions, with customer trust as the long-term outcome.
Customer trust is built when customers consistently experience services that are reliable,
transparent, and empathetic (Parasuraman et al, 1988). Habitual delivery of these qualities
aligns with Oliver’s Expectation Disconfirmation Theory, with customer satisfaction as its
immediate outcome (Oliver 1980). Effective communication produces both customer
satisfaction and customer trust, which creates loyalty and lasting customer relationships

(Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996).

5.3 Link to SERVQUAL Dimensions

The SERVQUAL dimensions created by Parasuraman et al (1988) posit that service
quality is the difference between customer expectations before receiving the service and
their perception of the actual service experience. It identifies five dimensions — assurance,
reliability, empathy, responsiveness, and tangibles that govern quality of service delivered

to customers, and the qualities derived from this study closely align with four of them.
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Clarity and Transparency are connected to the Assurance dimension. The participants
preferred honest, jargon-free, “say it as it is ” information when it was communicated to

them, as this builds trust and confidence.

Friendliness and Attention connect with the Empathy dimension. This creates

understanding and individualised attention.

Responsiveness and Timeliness link to the Responsiveness dimension. Participants
appreciated quick, proactive support and a willingness to help, especially in critical

situations such as health and insurance matters.

Empathy and Patience directly connect to the Empathy dimension. Incorporating
emotional understanding, patience, and human warmth into the communication provides

comfort and a feeling of being heard and seen.

Professionalism and reliability directly reflect the Reliability dimension. The participant
emphasised the importance of consistent, dependable services and recommended staff

training to ensure these standards are met.

These connections show that effective communication is more than just exchanging or
transferring information; it directly enhances all five SERVQUAL dimensions—tangibles,
reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy—and shapes customers’ perceptions of
service quality. As Zeithaml (1988) notes, evaluation and perception of service quality

occur through communication.

5.4 Link to Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (EDT)

The Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (EDT), developed by Oliver (1980), states that
expectations and disconfirmation (perceived performance) lead to satisfaction. This was
observed in this study. When participants received clear, transparent, and timely
communication, they were satisfied as these met or exceeded their expectations. Some
examples include prompt responses and issue resolution, proactively explaining business
terms, and consistently providing accurate information and updates. These actions were
seen to have built confidence and trust in the company/ service providers. Conversely,
instances where the participants experienced delays, miscommunication, misleading or

vague communication/information created negative disconfirmation (Oliver, 1980), and
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this led to dissatisfaction, frustration, distrust, and blacklisting of the company, as
mentioned by a participant. Empathy and patience are indications of positive
disconfirmation. Instances in which participants felt pleasantly surprised by the care and
attention they received exceeded their expectations, leading to satisfaction and building

their trust and confidence in the company.
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6 Conclusion

This conclusion presents the main findings, theoretical contributions, connections to
previous literature, managerial implications, future research directions, and study

limitations.

6.1 Main Findings

The findings indicate that effective communication is essential for shaping customer
satisfaction and trust across business sectors. Analysis identified five key qualities of
effective communication: clarity and transparency, friendliness and attentiveness,
responsiveness and timeliness, empathy and patience, and professionalism and reliability.
These qualities collectively define customers’ perceptions of service quality. When
business communication incorporates empathy, attentiveness, and sincerity in addition to
transactional accuracy, it fosters strong customer relationships and long-term loyalty.
Conversely, ineffective communication—characterized by delays, misinformation, lack of
empathy, or negligence—Ileads to frustration, disengagement, and blacklisting, as reported
by some participants. In cases where service performance was substandard or did not meet
customer expectations, empathetic communication helped bridge the gap by managing
expectations and restoring confidence (Tax et al., 1998; Davidow, 2003). Overall, the
research demonstrates that communication is foundational to creating and sustaining

customer satisfaction and trust in business contexts.

6.2 Theoretical Contributions

This research advances existing knowledge by linking communication behavior to service
quality and customer satisfaction through the application of SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et
al., 1988) and Expectation Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980). The study extends
SERVQUAL by conceptualizing communication as a multidimensional construct that
includes both operational and relational dimensions. It further contributes to Expectation

Disconfirmation Theory by demonstrating that clear, transparent, and empathetic
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communication can shift negative disconfirmation toward neutral or positive outcomes,
thereby restoring customer satisfaction and trust. Effective communication is thus
established as both a determinant and mediator of trust and customer satisfaction (Berry &

Parasuraman, 1991; Wang et al., 2025).

6.3 Connection to Previous Literature

The findings of this study reinforce prior research that effective communication enhances
customer satisfaction and trust. These results are consistent with studies showing that
transparent and timely communication improves perceived reliability and fosters emotional
connection (Akhtar et al., 2023). Research also highlights the importance of empathetic
interaction in maintaining customer relationships across multiple channels (Lehnert &
Kuehnl, 2024). Additionally, these findings support the perspective that customers
associate clear, respectful, and responsive communication with service quality (Berry &
Parasuraman, 1991). Satisfaction is driven not only by fulfilled expectations, but also by
the perception that the company listens, provides explanations, and demonstrates genuine
care (Oliver, 1980). Building upon these connections to prior literature, the wider

implications of communication in business contexts can be further understood.

The findings support the view that business activities are fundamentally communicative
(Forsyth & Kay, 2008). Both positive and negative communication are critical for
organizational success (Gopal, 2009; Strongman, 2016; Forsyth & Kay, 2008).
Communication is essential for establishing and maintaining customer understanding
(Ahmad & Allan, 2014) and is directly linked to competitive advantage (Nwabueze &
Mileski, 2018). Participants' experiences in this study show that strategically managed,
human-centered, and transparent communication strengthens customer relationships, builds

trust, and reduces dissatisfaction.

6.4 Managerial Implications

The managerial implications derived from this study are as follows. First, managers should
make effective communication a core organizational capability by offering structured

training in both technical and interpersonal communication. This allows employees to
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respond to customers empathetically, clearly, and promptly at every interaction point.
Second, managers should establish transparent systems that proactively inform customers,
clearly explain terms and conditions, and acknowledge any service limitations, thereby

helping build customer trust and satisfaction.

Third, managers must maintain consistent communication across all channels, ensuring
messages are uniform in face-to-face, online, phone, and Al-based interactions. Fourth,
managers should implement systems to actively monitor and evaluate customer feedback,
using these insights to drive continuous improvement. These steps collectively build
customer trust, reduce churn, strengthen customer relationships (Parasuraman et al, 1988;

Lehnert & Kuehnl, 2024), and enhance satisfaction.

6.5 Future Research Area

Future studies could extend this research by examining communication effectiveness
across various industries and cultural contexts, given that communication norms differ
globally (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991). Employing more heterogeneous and larger samples
would improve generalizability and facilitate statistical evaluation of the roles of empathy,

clarity, and timeliness in customer satisfaction and trust.

Future research should investigate how Al-driven communication tools, such as chatbots
and virtual assistants, can maintain human warmth, emotional intelligence, and sincerity in
digital interactions. Such research could enhance understanding of the impact of
technology-mediated communication on customer perceptions in hybrid service

environments.

6.6 Study Limitation

The sample size of this study limits the generalizability of the findings. In addition, as a
qualitative inquiry, the study prioritizes depth over breadth, highlighting detailed
individual perspectives rather than providing statistical representation (Creswell & Poth,
2018). This approach ensures the interpretation offers context-specific insights instead of

universal conclusions. Limitations related to distance and time also prevented conducting
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face-to-face interviews with some participants, necessitating some interviews be conducted
online. Despite these limitations, the research offers meaningful contextual insights into

customers' perceptions of communication with businesses.

Being a qualitative inquiry, this study sought depth over breadth, highlighting nuanced
individual perspectives instead of statistical representation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This
yields context-specific insights rather than universal conclusions. Distance and time were
also limitations that prevented face-to-face interviews with some participants; therefore,
some interviews were conducted online. Despite these limitations, the research provides
significant contextual insights into how customers perceive communication with business

establishments.
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Appendix 1. Interview Questions

We are exploring how people experience communication with service providers — what

works, what does not, and what could be better.

1. How important is clear and timely communication when interacting with a service

provider?

2. What aspects of communication—Tlike friendliness, clarity, or responsiveness—

positively stand out to you?

3. Can you think of a time you were satisfied with a service provider's communication?

What happened?

4. Conversely, have you ever been frustrated and disappointed due to poor
communication? What happened, and how did that influence your perception of the

service?

5. How does good or bad communication affect your confidence in a company or service

provider?

6. What kind of communication and service would make you revisit or recommend the

business to others?

7. If you could improve how companies communicate with you, what changes would you

propose?
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