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Exploring Consumer forgiveness In Service failures
Yelena Tsarenko, Monash University, Australia
Yuliya Strizhakova, Rutgers University, USA

ABSTRACT
Despite the significant increase in service failures, little atten-

tion is given to understanding the notion of consumer forgiveness. 
Drawing upon 15 in-depth interviews with consumers across three 
service industries, we discuss three main discourses of consumer 
forgiveness. Our research offers a novel perspective on the way 
consumers frame and interpret unsatisfactory service incidents.     

InTRoduCTIon
Instances of services failures have become more abundant 

and severe in recent years, resulting in traumatizing experiences 
for consumers. Companies dealing with failures utilize their best 
PR practices to mitigate public criticism; however, much less atten-
tion is given to consumers and their experience of failures in such 
circumstances. Specifically, the question that business practice and 
research has been largely neglecting is: how do consumers forgive 
service providers for their mistakes? Although forgiveness has at-
tracted a growing line of inquiry within such fields as psychology, 
moral development, philosophy, psychotherapy and political studies 
(Mellor, Bretherton, & Firth, 2007; Rosser, 2008; Shriver, 1995), 
consumer forgiveness still remains largely unexplored. 

What stands behind such a familiar and at the same time elu-
sive concept as forgiveness? There are various conceptualizations 
of forgiveness; yet, no accepted definition has been consistently 
adopted. One definition of forgiveness proffered by Enright, Gassin 
and Wu (1992) states: “as the injured party ceases fighting against 
the other and gives him or her the unconditional gift of acceptance 
as a human being, the former is said to be forgiving” (p.101).  For-
giveness is understood to be a process of decreasing “inter-related 
negative resentment-based emotions” (Malcolm & Greenberg, 2000), 
associated with “motivation/behavior” (McCullough, Sandage, 
& Worthington, 1997) and “cognition” (DiBlasio, 1998) and is 
predominantly studied as one of the ways by which individuals 
respond to stress. 

There is a general consensus that forgiveness is a complex 
process that evolves over time rather than a straightforward re-
sponse to an incident. It forms a part of the life cycle of an incident 
that involves many steps (Thoresen, Harris, & Luskin, 1999).The 
main component of this complex process of forgiveness is the 
transformation of negative emotions, although debates exist about 
the extent of this transformation (Exline, Worthington Jr., Hill, & 
McCullough, 2003). Forgiveness is also regarded as an intended, 
deliberate activity and not merely a dissipation of negative emo-
tions (Karremans & Aarts, 2007; McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 
2003), driven by decreased intentions to avoid the offender and 
seek revenge and by increased good-will toward the transgressor. 
The main motivational drive of forgiveness lies within the offended 
party: it is one’s intention to rediscover self and reclaim the future 
for oneself (Holloway, 2002). Forgiveness is also distinct from 
forgivingness: the former is a transgression-driven process, whereas 
the latter is one’s general predisposition to forgive. In addition, the 
complexity of the forgiveness process varies based on the type of 
relationship, the nature of a transgression and steps undertaken by 
a transgressor to seek forgiveness. 

The primary goal of our research is to explore the role of 
consumer forgiveness with a deeper focus on how consumers 
understand, conceptualize and practice forgiveness in business 
settings. Even though we situate consumer forgiveness within 

the broader process models of forgiveness discussed above, we 
contribute to prior research by examining forgiveness as a distinct 
consumer process. Specifically, we develop a theoretical frame-
work of consumer forgiveness by identifying three idiosyncratic 
discourses of consumer forgiveness. Discourses reflect the social 
and political aspects of language and subjectivity as well as influ-
ence an individual’s interpretation of the world and its phenomena 
(Bristor & Fischer, 1993). Drawing upon in-depth interviews with 
15 victims of service failures, we highlight three interpretive mean-
ings – self-healing, reconciliation, and disappointment – that guide 
consumer discourses of forgiveness. Not only does our research 
bring the concept of forgiveness to the consumer domain, but also, 
and most importantly, it develops distinct interpretations of con-
sumer forgiveness, derived from the nature of provider-consumer 
relationships and marketplace constraints. The three discourses of 
consumer forgiveness identified in our research provide a basis for 
the theory of consumer forgiveness and have vital implications for 
future academic research and managerial practice 

mETHod
Data was collected through in-depth interviews with informants 

recruited by a market research agency. The screening criterion for 
the interview was that participants had experienced a service failure 
at least six months prior to the interview. Service failures were 
drawn from three service sectors with a varying complexity and 
risk factors for consumers: healthcare, finance and retail sectors. A 
total of 15 in-depth interviews were conducted: fourteen interviews 
in the healthcare, thirteen interviews in the finance sector and 
seventeen in the retail sector. Written consent was obtained prior 
to the interviews; all interviews were audiotaped and documented 
by a professional transcription service. 

The sample selected for our study was configured to provide a 
contribution to the generalization of the theory rather than to satisfy 
statistical principles. The process of recruiting additional respondents 
ended when theoretical saturation was achieved (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). Recognizing that human feelings, cognitions and motives 
are complex and ambiguous, the interview process required special 
preparation and structure to maximize the value of elicited informa-
tion (McCracken, 1988). To avoid priming our interviewees on the 
subject of forgiveness, we constructed the dialogue in such as way 
as to gradually arrive at the topic of forgiveness. Each interview 
started with some general stories of consumer preferences and 
dislikes that allowed informants to naturally move to the second 
stage of the discussion, i.e., their experience of a service transgres-
sion. Interviewees exposed details of a negative encounter from 
its beginning to a resolution or its ongoing ‘limbo’ state. In some 
instances, satisfactory transgression resolution either did not exist or 
was not possible to achieve. The next stage of the interview involved 
a dialogical encounter between the interviewer and interviewee 
to obtain an understanding of the concept of forgiveness and its 
meaning and interpretation (Schwandt, 2000). To achieve such an 
understanding, we aimed to elicit a conceptualization of forgiveness 
that was produced by the informants (rather than reproduced as a 
normative conceptualization) through a detailed conversation with 
informants about the feelings and emotions they experienced when 
facing issues in their daily lives. Because respondents were not 
primed in advance to discuss ‘forgiveness’, the ensuing conversa-
tions about emotions and forgiveness very often prompted them to 
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share personal and sometimes very private accounts of situations 
in which they had offered or withheld forgiveness or had sought 
(successfully or otherwise) forgiveness from another party. This 
approach enabled participants to produce an account of ‘forgive-
ness’ according to the particular interpretation and meaning they 
ascribed to the concept. 

Preliminary analyses were undertaken after documenting the 
initial verbatim transcripts to inform and modify subsequent inter-
views. This process involved assessment of transcripts to gain an 
insight into the scope of the content and emerging themes. Initially, 
two researchers independently read, reflected upon, and conducted a 
preliminary interpretation of concepts derived from the transcripts. 
Subsequently, after extensive discussions, a detailed data analysis 
and classification of categories were carried out using NVivo 8.0. 
Themes and concepts that had emerged were subsequently refined 
for axial coding.  We undertook an iterative process that involved 
consulting multidisciplinary literature on forgiveness and interpret-
ing the concepts and themes constructed by participants.    

fIndInGS
Individuals’ striving for an emotional balance and harmony 

guides their trajectory of forgiveness. Boundary conditions that are 
pertinent to business settings (e.g. extended service recovery, ease 
of switching to another service provider, allocation and distribution 
of power in the business relationship, etc.) shape and determine the 
way in which consumers deal with transgressions. In this section, 
we highlight similarities and emphasize differences in the process 
of consumer forgiveness by elaborating on three idiosyncratic 
discourses of consumer forgiveness. 

The discourse of Self-Healing
The discourse of self-healing suggests that self is a dynamic 

concept that is central to internal organizing principles of psycho-
logical functioning (Wilson, 2006). In the modern, fast-paced, 
hyper-active Western society, filled with stress and constant 
uncertainty, self-healing courses and mediation programs have 
attracted an unprecedented interest (Askegaard & Kjeldgaard, 
2008). The popularity of these self-healing courses stems from a 
biological desire for self-preservation and survival. It also explains 
why many informants approach forgiveness as a healing process 
which does not always result in a restoration of relationships with 
service providers, but rather has an enormous self-healing impact 
upon the injured party.

I read a lot of books on positive thinking and self help 
and there’re hundreds of books at home.  So in the books 
they sort of say that if you forgive others, you can forgive 
yourself because you’re only hurting yourself and I 
realise that “well ,hang on, that’s true” because they’re 
probably running off doing their own thing in their own 
life and not thinking two thoughts about you.  But you’re 
here two years later with things that are holding you 
back...so even if you don’t get that apology, you have 
to do a bit of work and say “I’m hurting myself here” 
because you’re not setting yourself free.[Linda]

Linda’s statement succinctly summarizes three prevailing 
aspects of the self-healing discourse of forgiveness: the injured 
party’s strong internal focus on self-healing, an unsatisfactory out-
come with the transgressor, and the salient role of spirituality. Many 
informants concur that forgiveness is inextricably intertwined with 
the healing process. Susan, a physiotherapist, offers her professional 
perspective on the healing virtue of forgiveness when discussing 

her dealings with an insurance company that refused coverage of 
some medical expenses. 

I suppose you can say that I have forgiven it; I’ve just 
let it go.  When people don’t forgive, they get very bitter 
and hold on to negative feelings or thoughts, which can 
become destructive. Life’s too short to be holding nega-
tive anger. People get really bitter and I know from a 
health perspective with my industry that a lot of illnesses 
and disease can come if people bottle things up and 
store it inside and get angry and don’t forgive and let go. 
[Susan]

She acknowledges her expectations of the service recovery 
and emphasizes the fact that no recovery was offered in her case. 

Nothing was given to me. They didn’t address the fact 
that this girl told me the wrong information and it was 
her first day.  She sort of acknowledged that but didn’t 
say “I’m sorry”.  There was actually no apology. [Susan]

Many informants agree that the forgiveness process is a result 
of an internal motivation to maintain positive physical and psycho-
logical well-being. Forgiveness emerges as pursuant to mending 
the consequences of harm. The self-healing power of forgiveness 
is evident in Karen’s account of dealing with her mother’s hospice 
care.  It resonates with her other strategies in life driven by the same 
goal of self-preservation, such as her active engagement in water 
aerobics and other exercises, the value she places on slimming and 
toning, and growing her own vegetables.

I think it’s better for you to forgive.  I think because if 
you don’t forgive after a while, you will make yourself 
into a harder person … but I don’t always put that into 
practice but that’s what I think. I think first of all you get 
angry and then you think to yourself, it’s better for you if 
you can forgive.  I think you have a better type of life if 
you can forgive people and realise that everybody has got 
their business.[Karen]

Karen’s discourse is filled with juxtapositions of the self-healing 
virtue of forgiveness with reflections on how hard it is for her to 
arrive at forgiveness. Karen has learned to forgive but it does not 
come naturally to her. She also believes that being “a happy person” 
makes people forgive easier. 

Informants who express the self-healing discourse of forgive-
ness often emphasize that spiritual/ religious beliefs and practices 
are central to their attitudes, motivations and behaviors when dealing 
with stressful service failures.  For example, Sandra who faced a 
dilemma with the return of merchandise recognizes that it is easier 
for her to forgive now than it was several years ago.

It’s a little bit easier for me the last few years, because 
I’m a member of a religion which is called […].  It’s 
one of the spiritual teachings that you don’t hold things 
against another person and you actually try to find out 
the reason in yourself. [Sandra]

The post-injury phase and the question of how to deal with 
the transgression lead to an introspective analysis of one’s internal 
state that includes values, desires, beliefs, and emotions. At this 
point, one’s system of organization of self is challenged; i.e., an 
individual faces the dilemma of finding the meaning of self in a 
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stressful encounter and initially seeks remedies to maintain or pre-
serve the status quo. However, as the stressful encounter unfolds, 
the process of reconstruction of self begins. Such notions as self-
worth and self-confidence are at a crossroads, marking a new stage 
of rediscovering self.  In light of this, the self has the capacity to 
change the existing situation either via positive transformations or by 
engaging in self-defeating or self-destructive behaviors. Forgiveness 
often becomes the only remedy, the only self-healing tool when a 
customer’s stress is not appropriately addressed by the provider. 

The discourse of Reconciliation 
The second discourse of forgiveness reflects consumer recon-

ciliation of experienced negative emotions with justifications for the 
transgression. In other words, reconciliation is an internal process 
driven by one’s emotional states and cognitive elaborations rather 
than an external reconciliation between parties. It should further 
be noted that forgiveness, while not equivalent to reconciliation 
between parties can, in some instances, promote it. In this case, 
forgiveness as a coping strategy helps to reduce stressful reactions 
to a transgression and may increase one’s motivation to pursue 
relationship-constructive actions toward the offender. 

Well, it [forgiveness] means that I’ve got a compassion-
ate side to me or an understanding side to me, things 
aren’t just black and white, things can be grey. Because 
I understood the overall situation.  You can’t blame 
one person, unless it was a personal fault or they did 
something on purpose.  That’s when I don’t like it, but 
if they simply forgot something, well, that’s human. Yes, 
everyone has emotional problems and just because I 
was treated badly on one occasion doesn’t mean that I 
wouldn’t use them again.  I’m not like that. [Frank]

Frank’s statement summarizes several salient aspects of forgive-
ness as reconciliation of self and the transgression: attribution of 
blame for the transgression, cognitive elaborations on the transgres-
sion, and the role of one’s personality in this process. As evident 
from Frank’s account, forgiveness is achieved by understanding 
and weighing all possible causes for the wrong and accepting that 
wrong was unintentional. Frank maintains a broader perspective 
on his mishap with a malfunctioning new TV set that cost him 
extra money to have delivered to his house and back to the retailer 
for the repair: the failure was a result of a combination of factors 
that extended beyond one person’s negligence. Frank does not 
attribute blame for the mishap to the retailer or the manufacturer. 
Controlling his impulse to respond to the service failure with an 
emotional response and engage in name-calling the transgressor, 
Frank combats his negative feelings and replaces them with cogni-
tive elaborations that reflect his intention to internally reconcile the 
issue. In reconciling his anger with the transgressor’s role in the 
incident, Frank recognizes the role of human factors in the service 
failure; however, he is not quick to jump to the conclusion that his 
relationship with the service provider is over. He takes a balanced 
approach whereby he controls his emotion and is trying to keep 
the situation in perspective.  

The discourse of forgiveness as reconciliation is particularly 
prominent among informants who discuss their experiences with 
transgressions in the healthcare industry. On the one hand, hospital 
overcrowding and nursing understaffing have been frequently cited 
as a classic area of service failures where problems can only be 
exacerbated (Berry & Bendapudi, 2007). On the other hand, the 
nature of health services is involuntary; in itself healthcare is already 
associated with greater uncertainty, fear and vulnerability. In addi-

tion, the stakes of errors are very high and may be life-changing. 
This apparent controversy influences the way individuals differ in 
their attribution of blame. While some are ready to pursue litiga-
tion, others attempt to transform their negative experience and take 
a more balanced approach in their evaluation. 

I forgive because I know people are human and I know 
they don’t have enough funding, I know they don’t have 
much money and I know that a lot of them are doing the 
best they can do but when you – I think a lot of people 
can forgive but you don’t forget; it stays with you so if 
it happens again, it’s always there and it’s always that 
worry that you’re going to get stressed; are they going to 
look after my kids?[Carol]

Despite forgiving, informants in the health industry are not 
capable of forgetting the incidents because of the very high stakes 
of such errors.  Unless constrained by insurance or geographic loca-
tion, most informants do not envision seeking future services with 
providers at fault. Carol’s discourse is filled with reconciling themes: 
empathy for the provider driven by her knowledge and respect for 
the doctors and anxiety about her future with the provider. Similar 
to many other informants, Carol reconciles the transgression and 
forgives the provider both cognitively and emotionally; however, her 
behavior toward the provider is likely to remain avoidant because 
of the experienced high stakes of the transgression. Carol’s excerpt 
reveals not only the ubiquitous nature of forgiveness in modern life, 
but also separates forgiveness as a motivational process, distinct 
from forgetting. 

The most complex cognitive elaboration on the provider failure 
is found in Sharon’s account:  

I just need some answers and I respect you [surgeon] 
enough to provide that in a way that I can understand.  
So yeah, it wasn’t going anywhere making me feel with 
the intent to degrade his ability or his knowledge or his 
experience.  It wasn’t that at all because we’re talking 
about one of the most prominent brain surgeons in the 
state, I guess.  It was more his attitude wasn’t very nice 
but at the end of the day, I think he respected me for that 
and we had a nice sort of – we understood each other.  
I think he respected me for taking him on but not on a 
professional level otherwise I would never have done it. 
[Sharon]

Sharon’s family was shocked when her father had a stroke 
during his surgery that left him half-paralyzed. In order to come 
to grips with and comprehend that trauma, Sharon and her family 
needed a detailed explanation of what had happened during the 
surgery. However, the elicited information was clouded by medi-
cal jargon without any proper acknowledgment of their loss. In 
her account of forgiveness, Sharon faced the dilemma of having 
to acknowledge the skills and expertise of the surgeon while chal-
lenging his interpersonal skills and his attitude to the members of 
patient’s family. Despite the surgeon’s apparent lack of empathy 
and the transactional nature of the business relationship, Sharon 
was attempting to relinquish her self-righteous and judgmental at-
titude that separates the injured party from the transgressor (Exline, 
Campbell, et al., 2004; Tangney, 2002).

In thinking about forgiveness, our informants often discussed 
their understanding of the positions of the transgressors, which in 
Amy’s case comes from her observation and contemplation of the 
positions of the service providers: 
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But then again, the customer probably doesn’t under-
stand what they’ve [personnel] been through in the day.  
I think that a lot of customers do feel like they’re the only 
customer and they expect to be treated like they’re the 
only person but I suppose well, they’re supposed to be 
serving you or whatever and maybe people have got a 
right to feel a bit special but then some people expect too 
much, I think [Amy]

Amy is able to empathize with the pharmacy and its personnel 
in particular, despite the loss of her prescription. Being sick and 
elderly, she felt very frustrated with her situation but she made a 
conscious attempt to remain positive and retain some compassion 
and understanding of the service personnel. In other words, she 
was reconciling her frustration with the failure with her empathetic 
feelings toward the provider.

The discourse of disappointment
Some consumers projected feelings of disappointment with 

service providers at large onto a given failure; hence, one failure 
resonated with a spectrum of failures they expected from providers 
and resulted in lowered negative emotions. Consumer forgiveness in 
such cases is driven by one’s disappointment with the whole service 
provider system and is achieved through cognitive elaborations 
that compare an individual incident with one’s expectations of the 
general social system. In other words, metaphorically, forgiveness 
as disappointment is “when goodness goes beyond virtue and evil 
beyond vice” (Arendt, 1963).

I went back [to the lab] and it was convenient and I 
did forgive.  I thought it’s happened once, okay, they 
probably didn’t fulfil my obligations of how I would 
have rectified the situation, but then I didn’t have high ex-
pectations of them being a health provider. I’m not really 
happy with the health care. On the other side, I probably 
need them more than they need me.  So it’s a little bit dif-
ferent so hence going back and forgiving them and to be 
honest, I’m glad that I did.  [Irene]

Consumer discourse of forgiveness as disappointment was 
driven by a feeling of inequitable power between self and the “big 
institution”, marketplace constraints and an astute sense of betrayal. 
Irene’s path to forgiveness lies in a web of ambiguous thoughts 
driven by her disappointment with the whole healthcare system. 
Because of a mix-up of blood test results, she was given a false 
positive diagnosis that caused anxiety and fear. She had to undergo 
the whole process all over again. Undoubtedly, Irene questioned the 
accuracy of results each subsequent time. Moreover, she was sent an 
invoice at home stating that she had to pay $80 for this test which 
was supposed to be covered through the government-sponsored 
healthcare system. Irene acknowledges the mishap, but further 
elaborates that recovery did not meet her standards. However, she 
did not have high expectations; instead she replaced them with her 
diminished view of the importance of the system. Forgiveness stems 
from Irene’s disappointment with the whole system and her greater 
need of this particular service provider in contrast to her own value 
to the provider. In Irene’s statement, it is evident that forgiveness 
is a highly motivational process which occurs as an integration of 
strategies designed to produce a desired outcome but this moti-
vational process is marked by an asymmetrical relationship and 
market constraints rather than by gracious and dignified feelings. 

In the passage below, Brett who did not receive an appropriate 
explanation about fees on his account describes his forgiveness of 
a financial institution as a “selfish act”. His disappointment with 
the banking system resonates with broader consumer descriptions 
of banking services: traditional and ordinary but, as Arendt (1963) 
puts it, “banality evil”. Financial institutions are services where 
customers often feel alienated, unprotected and without much 
control over their relationships with them. The provider-customer 
inequality is further aggravated by the sheer size and monetary 
power of these establishments. 

...but it’s just a small guy fighting a big bank. I didn’t feel 
like I was treated as an individual. They don’t have to 
fight for your, um - loyalty, I suppose and retention.  
I’ve forgiven for sure - selfish once again, you know, 
okay, but if I’ve had a bad experience, I’m going to tell 
people through conversation. I wouldn’t recommend them 
to go to that - that shop, that branch, whatever. But I’d 
forgive only on a monetary, selfish way. I mean, I’ve still 
got my credit card with them and the savings account 
with them, you know. So I’ve probably forgiven the bank 
indirectly. [Brett]

The impersonal service that is provided when consumers 
do not feel valued or cared about is largely a norm rather than an 
exception, it is a default mode of operandi underlying the asym-
metry in this relationship (La Caze, 2008; Young, 1997).  While 
service provider-customer relationships remain unproblematic, 
there is no explicit need to re-evaluate the positions of each party. 
Once the conflict emerges, the differences between parties become 
more salient and their positions become more diverging. Such a 
state leaves the consumer with little to no choice but to embrace 
forgiveness as a defensive mechanism to retain their own human 
side. Brett considers his forgiveness as a selfish behavior, empha-
sizing the monetary, not emotional, value of his forgiveness (i.e., 
his ability to continue using the credit card and earning interest on 
a savings account). 

Assessment of market constraints, particularly in the health 
service industry where the number of options is relatively limited, 
forces consumers to embrace forgiveness in light of their needs. 
Jane explicitly states that she not only contemplates forgiveness 
but also her preparedness for further patronage of this particular 
hospital. This sense that you need the service more than the service 
needs you dominates the approach of how consumers forgive the 
service failure.  

I can forgive and I will consider going back there be-
cause there’s not many other hospitals to go to. [Jane]

In contrast, Harry’s path to forgiveness is driven by his disap-
pointment with the whole banking system and is overshadowed with 
the feeling of betrayal. His debit card was not returned by an ATM 
machine in a foreign county and his bank was not able to replace 
it in a timely manner, leaving him only with one credit card but no 
access to his bank account on a multi-country trip

When I was overseas when I needed them the most – 
that’s what I said to her “when I needed you the most, 
you let me down” so it would have been nice to have the 
bank help me when I needed them. I’m still banking with 
them and I’ve been banking with them for a very long 
time as well, so I haven’t decided to take my business 
elsewhere.  I think I would only be replacing them with 
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pretty much the same thing because it’s probably the 
same. So obviously, I’ve forgiven. [Harry]

Harry doubts the efficiency of other financial institutions. He 
does not see the point of replacing one “locked-in” relationship 
with another one of the same quality and value. Harry declares his 
forgiveness; however, this is no more or less than a discrepancy-
reduction strategy. 

dISCuSSIon
Consumer forgiveness is a complex process that involves 

emotional transformations, cognitive elaborations and behavioral 
expressions. Through three distinct discourses, we show how con-
sumers intrinsically deal with negative incidents in their consumption 
practice. Affective, cognitive and behavioral aspects of forgiveness 
are untangled through delineating three main discourses of forgive-
ness as self-healing, reconciliation and disappointment. Discourses 
unveil how consumers construct, understand, and interpret their 
forgiveness process.  

Our findings demonstrate that consumer forgiveness, apart from 
being internal, is a highly motivational process that is influenced 
by both internal and external forces. For example, self-healing and 
reconciliation are driven by internal motives when consumers rely on 
internal strength, values and beliefs in their accounts of forgiveness. 
The influence of the service provider is important but not essential in 
order for consumers to forgive. These discourses at large correspond 
with both emotional and unconditional forgiveness in psychological 
research (Worthington, 2006). Self-healing discourse is associated 
with the way consumers replace their negative emotions with neutral 
or positive ones, regardless of the actual problem resolution.  In 
a similar vein, reconciliation is aimed at one’s emotions and the 
incident at hand. Reconciliation of negative emotions elicited by the 
transgression and their transformation into more empathetic feel-
ings occurs through extensive cognitive elaborations, attribution of 
blame, and appreciation of a personal factor in which the offended 
party steps beyond the transgression in an attempt to justify it. It is 
based upon available body of knowledge on human mistakes and 
their causes. Hence, the discourse of forgiveness as reconciliation 
is characterized by elaborated cognitive processes that reconcile 
one’s negative affective states with one’s humanity to understand 
why mistakes happen in the first place. 

Finally, the discourse of disappointment is likely to be unique 
and relevant to institutional relationships: it is driven by marketplace 
constraints, a sense of betrayal and a perceived asymmetry of the 
relationship.  Consumer forgiveness stems from a resonance of one 
transgression with an overall view on business relationships that are 
shaped by inequality and betrayal. In contrast to other discourses 
of forgiveness, forgiveness as disappointment does not result in 
any positive emotions, but rather, reduces immediate anger and 
frustration with less negative disappointment. Forgiveness emerges 
as an individual’s survival response to external constraints and 
institutional powers rather than as an internal virtue. 

It should be noted that although in this study discourses of 
consumer forgiveness are presented as distinctive interpretive 
frameworks, in reality more than one discourse may shape the 
consumer forgiveness process. Service failure contexts, marketplace 
constraints, and individual differences impact the salience of each 
discourse in individual accounts. Overall, by situating our research 
within broader process models of forgiveness in psychology and 
applying the discourse analysis methodology to our interviews, we 
are able to highlight the multi-faceted nature of consumer forgive-
ness and provide a foundation for future theoretical advances in  
this new frontier. 
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