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We study the role of a noncontroversial service recovery strategy–providing an excuse–and show that excuses decrease satisfaction

after minor failures. We also identify the underlying process, and delineate boundary conditions.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
He who excuses himself, accuses himself.  

Gabriel Meurier
In any service setting, failures are likely to happen, and fallout 

is often significant. Consequently there is considerable literature as-
sessing how providers can recover from failures. We study the role 
of one noncontroversial strategy: we investigate whether providing 
an excuse (vs. not) can have a detrimental effect on consumer service 
perceptions, specifically looking at minor versus major failures.

Service providers believe that after any failure, proper recovery 
is essential for maintaining customer satisfaction (Hart, Heskett, and 
Sasser 2000). Likewise, after failures, consumers appreciate commu-
nications from firms (Tax, Brown, and Chandrashekaran 1998), and 
personnel feel compelled to provide information to alleviate guilt, 
manage impressions, and distance themselves from failure (Bies and 
Shapiro 1987; Snyder and Higgins 1988; Schlenker 1982; Schlenker 
and Weigold 1992).Although extensive, past literature has not ad-
dressed how failure severity affects inferences—in particular, how 
consumers evaluate minor failures, which are more common and re-
quire prompt responses from personnel. 

First, we argue that expectations regarding responses from firms 
depend on failure severity (H1). While those experiencing a major 
failure might expect a reason for the transgression, those experienc-
ing a minor failure may not —consumers may not wonder about the 
reason for the minor failure unless it is made explicit. However, once 
an excuse is offered, recipients elaborate and focus more on the fail-
ure, even when an excuse is considered valid. Specifically, we pre-
dict that customers’ critical evaluations of a minor failure increase 
when an excuse is provided (H2), thus decreasing customer satisfac-
tion (H3). We then identify a boundary condition, level of suspicion, 
and show that individuals primed with suspicion of negative ulterior 
motives are less satisfied after a minor failure when given no excuse 
(H4), as priming suspicion prompts individuals to seek out causes for 
failures (Fein, 1996; Fein, Hilton, and Miller, 1990). 

We test these predictions in three studies, using different failure 
contexts and excuses. In study 1, we used a 2 failure (major/minor) 
x 2 excuse (yes/no) between subjects design. The scenario indicated 
that participants were getting their car’s battery replaced. We ma-
nipulated failure by varying the actual price for the replacement from 
its prior estimate ($120): $125 for minor, and $170 for major failure. 
In the excuse condition, the mechanic offered an apology and excuse 
(“We did not have the right kind of battery for your car and had to or-
der it and that is why your price is higher”), whereas in the no-excuse 
condition, the mechanic only apologized for the price increase. In 
addition to main effects, we obtained the predicted significant fail-
ure x excuse interaction. In the minor failure condition, providing an 
excuse elicited lower satisfaction ratings relative to when an excuse 
was not provided. No difference emerged in the major failure condi-
tion. 

In study 2, we investigated the process in detail. We used a 2 
failure (major/minor) x 2 excuse (yes/no) between subjects design. 
The scenario was identical to that of study 1, except we manipulated 
delivery delay. At pickup, either the mechanic showed up after a 5 
minute-delay (minor failure) or a 30 minute-delay (major failure). In 
the excuse condition, the mechanic apologized for the delay and of-

fered an excuse (“We did not have the right kind of battery for your 
car”), but only offered the apology in the no-excuse condition. In 
addition to main effects, a significant failure by excuse interaction 
also emerged. When failure was minor, satisfaction was lower with 
an excuse (vs. no-excuse). In the major failure condition, no differ-
ences emerged as a function of excuse presence. A marginal two-way 
failure x excuse interaction also emerged for critical evaluations; in 
the minor failure condition, participants were more critical when 
an excuse was offered relative to when it was not. No differences 
emerged in the major failure condition. Furthermore, critical evalua-
tions mediated the effect of excuses on satisfaction.

In study 3, we manipulated suspicion by asking participants to 
either read an article on the potential for unethical behavior among 
employees (suspicion condition) or a neutral article (control condi-
tion) before completing the mechanic scenario from study one. We 
only considered the minor failure condition. As expected, the sus-
picion x excuse interaction was significant for satisfaction. In the 
control group, participants were less satisfied when an excuse was 
offered relative to when it was not. However, when primed with sus-
picion, participants were more satisfied when an excuse was offered 
relative to when it was not. 

While prior research suggests that valid excuses lead to positive 
evaluations (Hill, Baer, and Morgan 2000), we find that provider-
relevant valid excuses can be problematic (we conducted several 
pretests to ensure that excuses were considered valid). Our findings 
also suggest different processes for evaluating minor versus major 
failures. By studying service failures from the consumer perspective, 
our findings provide a fuller understanding of consumers’ immediate 
reactions to service failures, and enriches both services and excuse-
making literature in new ways. 

While past research has focused extensively on what wrong-
doers can say and do to recover from failures, our results suggest 
that doing nothing can be advantageous. Thus, there appears to be 
a significant asymmetry between what both researchers and firms 
think increases satisfaction and what actually occurs, particularly af-
ter minor failures. At a time when the ethos of service is to go above 
and beyond the call of duty to keep consumers happy, we suggest 
that omission of information can do more to improve satisfaction 
and firm perceptions.  Our findings thus are consistent with a quote 
attributed to Gabriel Meurier that “He who excuses himself, accuses 
himself.”
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