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Two studies show that rapportful employee-customer interactions enhance pleasant encounters, but backfire in service failures.

Interestingly, customers in high-rapport conditions voiced their (dis)satisfaction in a manner that favors the employee (vs. company).

Undergirding these findings, we show that appropriate levels of nonverbally-expressed emotion are critical for connecting employees

to customers.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Amidst growing interest in the engineering of positive emo-

tions in commercial interactions (e.g., Tan, Foo, and Kwek, 2004), 
research underscores the need to consider both employee and cus-
tomer characteristics when it comes to the appreciation for nonver-
bally- expressed emotion (Rafaeli and Sutton 1990). We posit that 
strong employee-customer bonds are formed when the affective 
style (i.e., expressiveness) of employees aligns closely with the cus-
tomer’s preference for nonverbally- expressed emotions. Support 
comes from research suggesting that rapport (i.e., quality interper-
sonal interactions characterized by a connection among the interac-
tants) can be established using nonverbal cues (Harrigan, Oxman, 
and Rosenthal 1985). 

Given that the quality of consumers’ interaction with the ser-
vice provider predicts customer (dis)satisfaction (Mohr and Bitner 
1995), we expect a more rapportful employee-customer interaction 
to enhance consumers’ satisfaction. Paradoxically, we predict that 
a dissatisfying event will appear more negative to consumers from 
high-rapport conditions, as it poses as a greater contrast to the initial 
enjoyable interaction. We further examine how low-/high-rapport 
employee-customer interactions affect the way in which customers 
vocalize felt (dis)satisfaction. Besides positive (e.g., compliments) 
and negative (e.g., complaints) voice, we further differentiate be-
tween customer voice that is directed inward (to the organization) 
and outward (to the public). Despite key differences between inward 
and outward voice, no research has yet examined consumers’ rela-
tive tendency to use them. We predict that when there is a rapportful 
exchange due to affective match (i.e., low expressiveness-low recep-
tivity, high expressiveness-high receptivity), consumers will behave 
in a way that enhances or protects the well-being of the service em-
ployee. This is expressed either by a higher tendency to direct posi-
tive voice inward (vs. outward) after a positive encounter, or a lower 
likelihood to voice negatively inward (vs. outward) after a negative 
encounter. 

OVErVIEW OF sTUdIEs 1 And 2
Two experiments (featuring a satisfying or dissatisfying service 

context respectively) were conducted to test our predictions. Both 
studies used a 2 (emotional expressiveness: low vs. high) x 2 (emo-
tional receptivity: low vs. high) factorial design whereby emotional 
expressiveness was manipulated and emotional receptivity was mea-
sured. Data collection was completed over two sessions. In the first 
session, participants’ emotional receptivity (Lee and Lim 2010) was 
assessed. A week later, they watched a video showing an employee-
customer exchange in a holiday resort. The employee was actually 
a confederate actor who was trained to deliver low-, or high-, ex-
pressiveness by varying the use of smiling, voice intonations, and 
hand gestures hand gestures1. The dependent variables were rapport, 
customer satisfaction, and participants’ proclivity to use inward and 
outward positive voice (see Appendix).

1   Across both studies, manipulation checks indicate that the actor 
displayed appropriately lower (higher) levels of expressiveness in 
the low- (high-) expressiveness conditions respectively. 

Key findings from Studies 1 and 2
In Study 1, we found that less emotionally receptive participants 

reported less rapport with a more (vs. less) expressive employee, 
whereas high receptivity respondents perceived higher rapport with 
the more (vs. less) expressive employee. In terms of satisfaction, the 
more expressive employee condition produced lower satisfaction for 
low receptivity levels. For high emotional receptivity, conversely, 
participants were more satisfied with high (vs. low) expressiveness. 
Further, low receptivity participants in the less (vs. more) expressive 
employee condition indicated a higher relative tendency to voice in-
ward than outward. At high receptivity levels, a higher relative ten-
dency to voice inward than outward was observed in the more (vs. 
less) expressive employee condition. 

In Study 2, we observed that low receptivity participants indi-
cated less rapport with a more expressive (vs. a less expressive) em-
ployee, whereas high receptivity respondents reported higher rapport 
with the more (vs. less) expressive employee. While the less recep-
tive participants were more dissatisfied in the less (vs. more) expres-
sive condition, high receptivity participants felt more dissatisfied in 
the high (vs. low) expressive employee condition. In terms of cus-
tomers’ voice intentions, for low receptivity, participants in the less 
(vs. more) expressive employee condition indicated a lower relative 
tendency to voice inward than outward. At high emotional receptiv-
ity level with high (vs. low) expressiveness, the relative inward-to-
outward voice tendency was lower. 

discussion
Our work supports the common belief that strong relationships 

with customers can be beneficial (e.g., Ganesan, Brown, Mariadoss, 
and Ho 2010), but cautions that they can backfire in service failures. 
Theoretically, this research expands the voice literature by delineat-
ing positive and negative customer voice, as well as its direction 
(inward vs. outward). Since rapport can be formed even in service 
encounters (as we show in this research), firms should coach service 
employees about how to leverage the use of nonverbal cues to en-
hance customers’ overall service experience. 

Moving forward, we conjecture that the amplification effects 
due to strong employee-customer bonds may diminish for senior 
employees (e.g., the general manager) as they are seen to be more 
representative of the organization. Future research may investigate if 
the strength of employee-organization affiliation, as communicated 
via overt or subtle cues (e.g., employee’s uniforms or corporate arti-
facts; Rafaeli and Pratt 1993), moderates the observed in this current 
research.
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APPEndIx
Dependent Measures Used In Studies 1 and 2

sTUdY 1

Emotional receptivity 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Lee and Lim 2010) 

1. The use of hands and other body movements is very helpful in 
facilitating communication

2. It is not necessary to show too much facial expressions (reverse-
coded item).

3. People should show a lot of facial expressions when talking.
4. When communicating, a person should use a lot of variation in 

his/her voice tone, pitch, and loudness.

rapport 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

Gremler and Gwinner 2000) 
1. In thinking about my relationship with the service employee.
2. I would enjoy interacting with this employee.

3. I would look forward to seeing the service employee when I 
visit this resort again.

4. The service employee relates well to me.
5. I care for the service employee.
6. I am comfortable interacting with the service employee.
7. The service employee has my personal interest in mind.

satisfaction 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002)
1. I am satisfied with my overall experience with the resort. 
2. As a whole, I am happy with the resort.
3. Overall, I am pleased with the service experience at the resort 

so far. 

Positive Voice 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very likely; adapted from Maxham and 

Netemeyer 2002).
Inward voice. How likely are you to send your compliments to the 
resort manager? 
Outward voice. How likely are you to recommend this resort to my 
friends if there were looking for a vacation in the same area as (name 
of resort)?

sTUdY 2
The items used to measure emotional receptivity and rapport 

are identical to those used for Study 1.

dissatisfaction 
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree;  

adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002) 
1. I am dissatisfied with my overall experience with the resort so 

far. 
2. As a whole, I am not happy with the resort. 
3. Overall, I am displeased with the service experience at the 

resort. 

negative Voice 
(1 = not at all, 7 = very likely;  

items adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer 2002).
Inward voice. How likely are you to complain to the resort manager? 
Outward voice. How likely are you to discourage your friends from 
the resort if there were looking for a vacation in the same area as 
(name of resort)?


