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Severe form of service failure has been well studied. In this research, we explore service failure triggered by contextual social goals

and corresponding service recovery strategies. Three experiments are reported to examine how types of recovery strategy, awareness

of the recovery efforts, immediate/delayed service evaluation, and emotion regulation strategies will ameliorate the service experience.

 
 
[to cite]:

Fang Wan, Pingping Qiu, and L.J. Shrum (2011) ,"A Complex Account of Service Recovery: Subtle Efforts to Remedy Subtle

Service Failure ", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl, Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van

Osselaer, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16325/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/16325/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


437 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 38, © 2012

Competitive Papers——Extended Abstracts

A Complex Account of Service Recovery: Subtle Efforts to Remedy Subtle Service Failure
Fang Wan, University of Manitoba, Canada
Pingping Qiu, Monash University, Australia

L. J. Shrum, University of Texas at San Antonio, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Service failure and recovery are complex and dynamic 

constructs (Bonifield and Cole 2007). However, most existing 
literature focused on blatant and outrageous service failure (Boni-
field and Cole 2007; O’Donohoe and Turley 2007) and the role of 
strong and outward emotions such as anger in service failure and 
recovery (Bonifield and Cole 2007; O’Donohoe and Turley 2007). 
Our research explores an understudied area—the effectiveness of 
recovery strategies in a subtle service failure situation that involves 
a passive negative emotion embarrassment. Drawing on research 
on embarrassment (Grace 2007; Keltner and Buswell 1997) and 
goal automaticity (Bargh 2002; Leary 1995), we identify that even 
perfectly friendly and personalized service encounter can fail when 
it violates contextually activated social goals. More importantly, 
we propose that in such a situation with a subtle service failure, the 
effectiveness of various recovery efforts is impacted by subtle cues 
such as types of recovery strategy, awareness of the recovery efforts 
and time of service evaluation. Three experiments are reported to 
demonstrate the impact of these subtle cues in ameliorating the 
service experience.

In Study 1, we identified a service setting with a subtle failure. 
Specifically, we examined a personalized service scenario in which 
the server unintentionally discloses the customers’ privacy (i.e., 
reminding the customer of their previous unhealthy food choice 
in a restaurant) and jeopardize their contextually activated social 
goals (i.e., impression management goal when dining with a date 
for the first time plus health goal if the date is a fitness instructor). 
By conducting a 2 (personalization: high vs. low) by 3 (social goal: 
dining with a friend, a date, a date as a fitness instructor) between-
subjects experiment with restaurant dining scenarios, we identified 
that even high-personalized service may cause subtle service failure 
(evoke felt embarrassment and incur negative service evaluation) 
if this service unintentionally violates the customer’s contextually 
driven social goals. The subtle service failure scenario (high per-
sonalization and dining with date as fitness instructor) identified in 
this study is utilized in the following experiments.

In Study 2 we examined whether the server or customer is the 
recovery initiator will make the service recovery more effective. 
As research on embarrassment suggests that either the person who 
feels embarrassed or the others who evokes the embarrassing situ-
ation can relieve the felt embarrassment (Miller and Leary 1992; 
Miller 1995)(Miller 1995). We designed strategies with the server 
(or self) initiating an attempt to mitigate the transgression: “Well, 
you (or I) may like trying something else today.” We further argue 
that high awareness of server’s recovery efforts can exacerbate the 
attention paid to the previous service failure and can incur more 
negative attributions about the server, making recovery efforts futile 
(Kelley 1972; Main et al. 2007). We tested the hypothesis with a 
2 (remedy initiator: self vs. server) x 2 (awareness of the remedy 
effort: high vs. control) between-subjects design, plus a no-remedy 
control condition. We manipulated awareness of the recovery ef-
forts by measuring responses to the self or the server’s recovery 
attempts either before (high awareness condition) or after (control 

condition) service experience related measures. ANOVA analyses 
yielded significant interaction effects, supporting our hypotheses.

Study 3 further explores the effectiveness of recovery efforts 
by examining the different recovery strategies a server can take, as 
well as the role of time lag. Based on service recovery (Hoffman, 
Kelley, and Rotalsky 1995) and embarrassment literature (Keltner 
and Buswell 1997), we designed two types of server’s recovery 
strategies, explicit (directly correcting the transgression) versus 
implicit (offering a free coupon—distracting the attention). In 
addition, according to emotion regulation (Gross et al. 2007) and 
interpersonal relationship literature (Fletcher and Clark 2002), we 
argued that distraction (implicit recovery) may help reduce the felt 
embarrassment and enhance service evaluation in the short run. 
However, with a time lag, the explicit recovery (confronting the 
issue) can be more effective in helping reduce felt embarrassment, 
and therefore, ameliorate the service experience. In this study, a 2 
(explicit vs. covert recovery) by 2 (immediate vs. delayed service 
evaluation) between-subject design was adopted to test the hypoth-
esis. ANOVA findings supported our hypotheses. 

Taken together, our research examines the subtle service failures 
and recoveries that involve a passive emotion such as embarrass-
ment. Theoretically, service failure, recovery, and emotions are 
complex and dynamic processes that may vary dramatically from 
one situation to another (Bonifield and Cole 2007). We provide 
nuances of a complex interaction between subtle recovery efforts 
and consumers’ perceptions and subsequent reactions. To service 
managers, the most important message is that service delivery can 
be personalized but can not be done at the cost of revealing sensi-
tive information. When embarrassing service encounter is incurred, 
recovery strategies vary depending on whether a short-term or 
long-term oriented goal is adopted by service managers. In a short 
run, implicit strategies such as incentives can be effective. But in 
a long run, explicit strategies are more effective. 
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