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Introduction

The word satisfaction has been fundamental

to the marketing concept for over three

decades. Keith (1960) viewed marketing as

`̀ satisfying the needs and desires of the

consumer’’. By the 1970s interest in

satisfaction had grown to such an extent that

over 500 studies were published on the topic

(Hunt, 1982). This trend has continued; a

recent estimate places the amount of

consumer satisfaction (CS) articles at over

15,000 (Peterson and Wilson, 1992). Despite

the overwhelming quantity of literature

surrounding the concept, Anderson and

Fornell (1994, p. 244) note that certain `̀ key

issues have either gone unresolved or have

recently been brought into question’’. One

such issue is the question of what

satisfaction actually is. This paper attempts

to bring light to this elusive yet fundamental

question by examining the meaning of CS to

both academics and `̀ ordinary’’ consumers.

Satisfaction defined
`̀ When I use a word’’, Humpty Dumpty said in

a rather scornful tone, `̀ it means just what I

choose it to mean ± neither more nor less’’

(Carroll, 1865).

The word satisfaction first appeared in

English during the thirteenth century. The

word satisfaction itself is derived from the

Latin satis (meaning enough) and the Latin

ending -faction (from the Latin facere ± to do/

make). Early usage centred on satisfaction

being some sort of release from wrong doing.

Later citings of the word emphasise

satisfaction as a `̀ release from uncertainty’’

(The Oxford Library of Words and Phrases,

1993). Modern usage of the word has tended to

be much broader, and satisfaction is clearly

related to other words such as satisfactory

(adequate), satisfy (make pleased or

contented) and satiation (enough).

The difficulty faced when trying to define

any word is that the meaning often depends

on the context in which the word is used. In a

marketing context, satisfaction is used to

have a more `̀ specific’’ meaning.

Consumer satisfaction ± alternative views
It appears that there are two basic approaches

adopted in attempting to define the concept of

CS. Satisfaction can be viewed as an outcome

of a consumption activity or experience;

however, it is also represented as a process.

Satisfaction as a process
Currently, the most widely adopted

description of CS is that of a process; an

evaluation between what was received and

what was expected (Oliver, 1977, 1981; Olson

and Dover, 1979; Tse and Wilton, 1988)[1]. By

looking at satisfaction as a process, these

definitions concentrate on the antecedents to

satisfaction rather than satisfaction itself.

Consequently, much research effort has been

directed at understanding the cognitive

processes involved in satisfaction evaluations.

This strand of theory appears to have

origins in discrepancy theory (Porter, 1961)

and a number of authors have, over the

years, used some form of comparison to

model satisfaction. Early contributions

include Contrast Theory (Cardozo, 1965;

Howard and Sheth, 1969), which supposed

that consumers would exaggerate any

contrasts between expectations and product

evaluations. This was developed into

assimilation-contrast theory (Anderson,

1973). Many studies support the occurrence of

assimilation (Olshavsky and Miller, 1972;

Olson and Dover, 1979). Nevertheless, if the

discrepancy is too large to be assimilated

then the contrast effect occurs.

The most `̀ well-known’’ descendent of the

discrepancy theories is the expectation-

disconfirmation paradigm (Oliver, 1977,

1981). According to this paradigm consumers’
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satisfaction judgements are the result of

consumers’ perceptions of the difference

between their perceptions of performance

and their predictions (or expectations) of

performance. Positive disconfirmation leads

to increased satisfaction, with negative

disconfirmation having the opposite effect.

Many studies support the disconfirmation

paradigm but others do not; for example,

Churchill and Surprenant (1982) found that

neither disconfirmation nor expectations had

any effect on CS with durable products.

In their review, Poisz and Van Grumbkow

(1988) view satisfaction as a discrepancy

between the observed and the desired. This is

consistent with value-percept disparity

theory (Westbrook and Reilly, 1983) which

was developed in response to the problem

that consumers could be satisfied by aspects

for which expectations never existed (Yi,

1990). The value-percept theory views

satisfaction as an emotional response

triggered by a cognitive-evaluative process

(which is the comparison of the `̀ object’’ to

one’s values rather than an expectation).

Consumers want consonance (or no

disparity) between their values (needs, wants

and desires) and the object of their

evaluations. Recent developments of this

study include the concept of desire

congruency (Spreng et al., 1996).

Equity theory has also been applied to CS

(e.g. Fisk and Young, 1985; Swan and Oliver,

1985). According to this theory, individuals

compare their input/output ratios with those

of others (Yi, 1990). In a transaction

relationship, therefore, a consumer could

compare their net gain to the marketer’s or

any other reference group (Merton and

Lazarsfeld, 1950). If this was perceived to be

`̀ fair’’ then the consumer would be satisfied.

Thus, in these cases, satisfaction is an

outcome of inter-personal rather than intra-

personal comparisons.

Satisfaction as an outcome
More recently, renewed attention has been

focused on the nature (not cause) of

satisfaction:
. Emotion ± prompted by Oliver’s (1981)

view that satisfaction is the surprise

element of product acquisition and/or

consumption experiences, other

researchers have seen satisfaction as an

affective response to a specific

consumption experience (Westbrook and

Reilly, 1983). This viewpoint

acknowledges the input of comparative

cognitive processes but goes further by

stating that these may be just one of the

determinants of the affective `̀ state’’

satisfaction.
. Fulfilment ± motivation theories state that

either people are driven by the desire to

satisfy their needs (for example, Maslow,

1943) or their behaviour is directed at the

achievement of relevant goals (Vroom,

1964). Either way, satisfaction can be

viewed as the end-point in the motivational

process. Thus `̀ consumer satisfaction can

be seen as the consumer’s fulfilment

response’’ (Rust and Oliver, 1994, p. 4).
. State ± Oliver’s (1989) framework of four

satisfaction states relates satisfaction to

reinforcement and arousal. Low arousal

fulfilment is described as `̀ satisfaction-as-

contentment’’, a result of the product/

service performing adequately `̀ in an on-

going passive sense’’ (Rust and Oliver,

1994), such as a regular bus journey. High

arousal satisfaction is termed

`̀ satisfaction as surprise’’ which could be

either positive (delight) or negative

(shock). In relation to reinforcement,

`̀ satisfaction-as-pleasure’’ results from

positive reinforcement, where the

product/service is adding to an aroused

resting state, and `̀ satisfaction-as-relief’’

results from negative reinforcement to

such a state as, for example, analgesics do.

Conclusion on the `̀ academic’’ definitions
and statement of research issues
Currently, there are two principal

interpretations of satisfaction within the

literature (satisfaction as a process and

satisfaction as an outcome). However, these

are complementary interpretations as, often,

one depends on the other. To further

compound matters, some authors have linked

satisfaction with the experience of making the

purchase decision itself; a definition that falls

outside the above categories (Westbrook and

Newman, 1978; Kourilsky and Murray, 1981).

In order to further our understanding of

satisfaction, it is helpful to keep these two

broad interpretations; conceptualising the

notion as both the satisfaction process and

the satisfaction response. Nevertheless, such

`̀ academic’’ definitions may be at variance

with `̀ reality’’, or at least what the consumer

feels to be the case. Perhaps consumers do

not think about the process aspects ± just the

outcome. Perhaps the nature of the purchase

impacts on the nature of the satisfaction

yielded; after all it is worth remembering

that all the process theories of satisfaction

contained within this review do have

empirical support. Given the need for a

clearer conceptualisation of satisfaction (Yi,

1990), it would seem appropriate to ask

consumers what satisfaction means to them.

The purpose of this paper is to explore these

issues by analysing consumers’ own

interpretation of the term `̀ satisfaction’’ and

comparing these to the definitions found

within the literature. From our review of the
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literature we have identified ten discrete

aspects which individually or jointly

encompass the concept of satisfaction (see

Table I) and these were carried forward to the

empirical phase of this research.

Methodology

The data for this investigation have been

built up over a period of time as part of a

variety of executive and post-experience

programmes. One element of the overall

package involved a `̀ workshop’’ where

satisfaction was explored. During the

workshop we followed an approach similar to

the critical incident technique to conduct the

fieldwork. The sequence of activities ran

typically as follows. First, participants were

asked to think of a recent occasion when they

had felt satisfied after the purchase, use or

consumption of a good or service. They were

then asked to write a short description of the

event. Immediately following on from this

participants were asked to give their own

written `̀ definition’’ of the term satisfaction,

in terms of the context they had just

identified. This was completed at the

respondents’ own pace and without their

knowing exactly what was to be done with

them. Once the `̀ definition’’ had been

completed respondents were asked to

categorise it into the ten meanings outlined

in Table I. Respondents were free to use one

or more categories in the same way that they

were free to define satisfaction in any way

they chose. There was no briefing given on

the nature or definition of satisfaction prior

to the activity so as not to colour the

perceptions of participants.

A total of 71 individuals participated in this

research. Our sample base largely comprises

practising managers based in the North-East

and central-southern England. They thus

came from a wide geographical area. The data

set draws from managers from a wide range

of occupational groups. While accurate

demographics were not specifically collected,

the profile of participants shows that they

were mostly in employment and their ages

ranged from mid-20s to late 40s. The majority

of our respondents are employed in large

organisations, slanted towards the not-for-

profit sector, and are a relatively young (30s)

group. Participants were typically relatively

well qualified. Both males and females

participated. While this profile cannot be said

to be truly representative of the population as

a whole, it does include potential opinion

leaders and people who are able to verbalise

their feelings and express themselves well.

Findings and interpretation

The first analysis examines the categories

reported by respondents in their self-

categorisation of their satisfaction

definitions. These are shown in Table I. In

terms of the spread of definitions cited there

is a considerable variation. We see relatively

little support for reference group theory with

only 15 citations. Similarly, equity theory is

not a serious contender. At the other end of

the spectrum we do get models from all main

conceptualisations achieving high scores

(satisfaction as a process, outcome and with

the decision itself).

Another observation is that respondents

typically chose five definitions. It is feasible

that the process of self-categorisation has

Table I
Self-categorisation of satisfaction meaning

n

Percentage of
respondents

who chose this
category

Percentage
of total

responses

Pleasure 51 71 14
You evaluated what you received against what you expected 48 68 13
Contentment 48 68 13
You felt that you had made the right purchase decision 48 68 13
It is a feeling about the product, service or consumption experience 42 59 11
Your needs were fulfilled and you did not need any more 39 55 11
Delight 34 48 9
Relief 24 34 7
You felt suitably rewarded for your efforts 17 24 5
You compared your situation with that of other people 15 21 4
Total 366 515a 100

Note: aPercentage greater than 100 per cent because respondents were free to choose more than one category;
the average number of categories chosen being five
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inflated the range of definitions that are, in

fact, applicable to the consumption

experience. Individuals, when using

prompted responses (such as a list of options),

are prone to choose more categories than

strictly apply, and may choose categories that

suit the satisfaction context rather than the

definition given. A small number of our

respondents used very short definitions, e.g.

`̀ good value for £ paid; feeling that required

standard met’’, but were still able to come up

with seven applicable categories. Thus, to

redress the balance, following on from the

self-categorisation by respondents we explore

the definitions themselves, re-allocating them

to the relevant categories (Table II). These

results are cross-validated by comparing the

number of responses whose categorisations

tally with those of the respondents. This

analysis was carried out using NUD.IST.

Given that this re-allocation only has the

written text to draw from, a much smaller

total number of definitions was arrived at.

Looking at the cross-validation (percentage

of our categorisations that matched

respondents’ categorisations) we see that

only 63 per cent of the `̀ feeling’’

categorisations match. This was because we

allocated a far higher proportion of

definitions to this category than the

respondents did. The remaining 47 per cent of

definitions included the words `̀ feeling’’ or a

synonym, or mentioned feelings such as

`̀ wellbeing’’ but their authors (the

respondents) failed to nominate that

`̀ feeling’’ category. One explanation is that

the low-level of intensity associated with the

`̀ feeling’’ in these instances may not have

been great enough for the respondents to

choose the category. A second explanation is

that respondents may have nominated

categories such as `̀ pleasure’’ or

`̀ contentment’’ but their written definition

did not contain these words or synonyms. Of

the categories that did `̀ tally’’, we noticed a

large number of references to the words

`̀ happy’’ and `̀ happiness’’.

The evaluation category fared better, with

an 82 per cent match. On closer examination

of the definitions that did not `̀ tally’’ we

found that all these definitions made

reference to an evaluation between

performance and `̀ personal standards’’ or

`̀ my requirements’’; it seemed that

respondents were not viewing these as

expectancies. Next, we address the category

of fulfilment ± a 70 per cent match. The

discrepancy here lay in what constituted a

need. Finally, we examine the equity

categorisations where we get a tally of 89 per

cent, probably as a result of this category not

being used so extensively. It was apparent,

though, that respondents perceived effort to

be a variety of things including time, travel

and cost.

While examining respondents’ definitions

for the purpose of categorisation it became

obvious that many definitions highlighted

aspects of satisfaction that could not be

linked to the ten definitions of satisfaction

found from the literature. Another category

was created to `̀ store’’ any definitions of

satisfaction which depended on a concept or

antecedent not fully covered by our ten

categories. After re-analysing the data (again

through the use of NUD.IST), 45 elements

from the definitions of satisfaction were

contained within this `̀ other’’ category.

While we had a high degree of success in

coding the majority of information, this

nevertheless shows that 70 per cent of the

respondents’ definitions contained words or

concepts that could not be wholly contained

within any one definition or combination of

definitions found from the literature. These

Table II
Categorisation of satisfaction definitions

n

Definitions as
percentage of
respondents

Percentage
of total

definitions
Percentage
congruence

It is a feeling about the product, service or consumption experience 27 42 26 63
You evaluated what you received against what you expected 23 35 22 82
Your needs were fulfilled and you did not need any more 13 20 12 70
You felt suitably rewarded for your efforts 9 14 9 89
Pleasure 8 12 7 63
You felt that you had made the right purchase decision 7 11 7 100
You compared your situation with that of other people 6 9 6 33
Contentment ± the product/service performed adequately 6 9 6 100
Delight 3 5 3 100
Relief 2 3 2 100
Total 104 160a 100

Note: aPercentage greater than 100 per cent because of multiple classification
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were analysed in order to develop further

categories and are presented as Table III.

It is interesting to note the diversity of

these additional categories. Within the

literature, cost is not mentioned in any of the

definitions of satisfaction directly. Our

research certainly demonstrates the salience

of this dimension and how often respondents

link cost to satisfaction, perhaps through a

value-for-money assessment. A relatively

large percentage of respondents also

mentioned quality in their definition of

satisfaction. These are areas where further

analysis incorporating information

regarding the nature of the context would

prove fruitful. We also see a negative

dimension from a dissatisfiers category. This

contains the definitions of satisfaction which

were dependent upon `̀ a lack of irritations’’.

This latter category could merit further

research, but in this instance the incidence is

too limited for reliable interpretation.

In order to gauge the impact of contextual

issues, the nature of the purchase or

consumption was analysed. Here we group

transactions into broad areas of product,

service and retail encounters. Both retail

visits and `̀ pure’’ services accounted for the

majority of satisfaction experiences (80 per

cent). Experiences were included in the retail

category only if they made specific reference

to some aspect of retail service. From the data

it appears that the process of `̀ shopping’’ for

items such as gifts, clothing and cars is the

satisfying part. In contrast, it is the product

aspects of food items that seemed to be linked

with satisfaction, e.g. `̀ the best coffee I’d ever

tasted’’. As for `̀ pure’’ services, leisure was

obviously important, with holidays and meals

out accounting for 75 per cent of this category

and of 30 per cent of the total number of

satisfaction experiences cited. `̀ Pure’’

products only accounted for 20 per cent of the

satisfaction experiences recounted.

We investigate the impact of the context of

the satisfaction experience upon the

definition and categorisations of satisfaction

given (Table IV) by analysing the top five

categories of our original and additional

categorisations of respondents’ definitions

(any category chosen over 13 times).

The scores for retail services mirror the

overall totals closely (the greatest variation

is about three percentage points of the

column total). Product satisfaction, despite

the relatively low frequency of mention, is

concentrated in the `̀ fulfilment’’ dimension.

This emphasises the tangible, factual nature

of the satisfaction antecedents. Services, on

the other hand, are associated with `̀ feeling’’,

where the incidence of this item greatly

exceeds that which would be indicated by the

overall totals. Here we see an affective

response associated with an intangible

product. Where services were scored against

the `̀ fulfilment’’ dimension these appear

typically to be associated with a highly

tangible `̀ end-product’’; of the three services

mentioned one involved the fitting of a new

fire and surround, the other the fitting of a

car sunroof.

Looking at retailing in more detail, the

purchase of high involvement products

resulted in an affective response. A number

of the products were rather `̀ special’’ (a

Christmas party dress, a wedding outfit,

antiques purchased in the USA and a

`̀ designer’’ mountain bike) and, therefore,

more likely to be associated with an

emotional feeling.

Of the `̀ additional’’ dimensions identified,

cost appears to equally important across all

contexts. Quality appears to be important to

retail outlets and services, but only one

example from the `̀ pure product’’ category

mentioned this facet.

Conclusions

First, from our findings, it is apparent that

respondents took a holistic perspective when

prompted to remember a purchase or

consumption activity that resulted in

satisfaction. Words such as shops, shopping

or retailers were not mentioned in our

research design, but, when relating instances

of satisfaction resulting from products, two-

thirds of respondents mentioned the store

from which the product was bought and some

aspect of the service of that store. In addition

to retail experiences, `̀ pure’’ services were

also a major source of satisfaction,

accounting for a further 40 per cent of

satisfaction experiences. Satisfaction with

products themselves only accounted for 20

per cent of the satisfaction experiences

recounted. This is somewhat surprising

given that, within the literature, CS is

Table III
Additional categories of satisfaction

n

Percentage
of

respondents

Percentage
of

definitions

Cost 16 25 28
Quality 13 20 22
Absence of dissatifiers 8 12 14
Convenience 8 12 14
Enjoyment 4 6 7
Relaxing 4 6 7
Future benefits 3 5 5
Excitement 2 3 3
Total 72 89 100
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usually researched in the context of products

rather than services.

After re-allocating respondents’ definitions

to categories ourselves we found the

dominant interpretations to be satisfaction as

a feeling and an evaluation process.

Nevertheless, the consumer behaviour

literature has tended to focus upon the

cognitive rather than the affective

components of satisfaction, with some

notable exceptions (Oliver, 1993; Westbrook,

1987). Given the dominance of service

situations within our findings it is interesting

to note that satisfaction as an evaluation

between what was received and what was

expected maintains a high profile. Although

expectancy-disconfirmation is the underlying

paradigm of CS, the research has typically

utilised low-involvement products (Gilly et

al., 1982). It appears that the paradigm is also

applicable to service situations.

Many of the `̀ pure’’ service accounts made

reference to some kind of expectation or

norm. For goods the most popular

interpretation of these experiences was of

some sort of fulfilment; not usually the

fulfilment of needs, more of wants:

`̀ performing at a standard I had always

wished for’’. This appears to support the

desires-congruency view of satisfaction

(Spreng et al., 1996).

Our research has also highlighted a range of

additional interpretations or antecedents not

contained within present definitions of

satisfaction. The most important ones are

cost, quality and the absence of dissatisfiers.

Indirectly, many interpretations of

satisfaction theory may take cost into

account, for example expectancy-

disconfirmation (as price has been shown to

affect expectations), equity theory (as outputs

should be worth inputs) and even theories

which attribute satisfaction to the purchase

decision (as consumers like getting

`̀ bargains’’). Perhaps the concept of cost needs

to be given more emphasis when establishing

and measuring the antecedents of satisfaction.

Given the current debate regarding the causal

paths between quality and satisfaction

(Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Parasuraman et al.,

1994), our research seems to support the view

that quality is an antecedent of satisfaction,

since it is included in nearly one-fifth of

consumers’ definitions of satisfaction.

Happiness was mentioned by a number of

respondents. Happiness is internally focused,

similar to Oliver’s (1994) satisfaction-as-

pleasure and satisfaction-as-delight. However,

it would appear to fall somewhere between

these two and may be a more appropriate

operationalisation to use in satisfaction

surveys due to the frequency with which this

word was used by our respondents.

One of the most interesting findings of our

research is the additional category of

dissatisfiers. In some instances, satisfaction

is merely the result of `̀ things not going

wrong’’. These circumstances were

characterised by high risk and demonstrate

the importance of just getting the simple

things right. For example, in the case of our

respondent who had to take a faulty shirt

back to the retailer, satisfaction merely

resulted from `̀ no arguments’’.

Satisfaction appears to mean different

things to different people. Nevertheless, the

most common interpretations were

satisfaction as a feeling and as some sort of

evaluation process, which provides further

support for the two interpretations found

within the literature (satisfaction as a

process and satisfaction as an outcome). As

the definitions appeared to influenced by

contextual issues, further research needs to

be done, of a confirmatory nature, to

establish the discriminant validity of these

different interpretations under various

situations. It may well be more appropriate to

operationalise satisfaction in ways identified

by respondents themselves (cost, happiness,

absence of dissatisfiers, etc.), bearing in

mind the context within which the research

is being undertaken. This may be more

meaningful than merely asking consumers to

rate how satisfied they are on scales whose

anchors have little shared meaning.

Note
1 Many other references could be included here

but, due to the volume of consumer

satisfaction literature throughout this paper,

we have concentrated on seminal works.
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