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We investigate consumer rumination – recurrent thoughts about a discrepancy between one’s current position and a goal – as a

psychological process through which consumers’ negative emotions influence service failure outcomes. The results of three studies

show that rumination mediates effects of negative emotions on customer dissatisfaction, complaining and word-of-mouth intentions.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
With social networking, youtubing, and twittering, consumers 

are gaining power to express publicly their discontent with products 
and services (Grégoire, Tripp and Legoux 2009). Yet, consumer re-
search has largely ignored internal processes that prompt or hinder 
consumers’ public display of thoughts and emotions toward compa-
nies at fault in service failures. We investigate consumer rumination 
as a psychological process through which consumers’ negative emo-
tions influence three service failure outcomes: complaining, negative 
word-of-mouth, and repatronage intentions. Rumination is defined 
as recurrent thoughts instigated by a discrepancy between one’s cur-
rent position versus a goal (Martin and Tesser 1996; Porath, MacIn-
nis and Folkes 2010). Although extensively studied in psychology, 
rumination has received sparse attention in the consumer domain. 
By conceptualizing and testing rumination as a mediator within the 
consumer’s experience of a service failure, we contribute to knowl-
edge of consumer emotions and show that rumination has important 
implications for service providers.

COnCEPTUAL MOdEL And HYPOTHEsEs
Building upon emotion (Bagozzi, Baumgartner and Pieters 

1998; Lazarus and Folkman 1984) and attribution theories (Weiner 
1986), we posit that in service failures, contextual factors shape con-
sumers’ negative emotions that contribute to rumination and service 
failure outcomes (see Figure 1). Specifically, contextual factors – 
locus of control (internal/external), extent of controllability (under 
someone’s /beyond anyone’s control), failure severity, and outcome 
certainty – are systemically linked to negative emotions such as an-
ger and anxiety (Smith and Ellsworth 1985; Roseman, Wiest, and 
Swartz 1994). Rumination is believed to be an involuntary response 
elicited in response to such emotion-provoking situations (Salovey et 

al. 2002; Martin and Tesser 1996). Research in non-business contexts 
shows that, when activated, rumination facilitates negative and hin-
ders positive behaviors toward transgressors. Accordingly, because 
service failures provoke negative emotions such as anger and anxiety 
(e.g., Bougie et al. 2003; Gelbrich 2010), we hypothesize rumina-
tion as an involuntary response mediating the relationship between 
negative emotions and service failure outcomes such as complaining, 
negative word-of-mouth and repatronage intentions. 

METHOds And AnALYsIs APPrOACH
Three experiments were conducted. In each study, adult partici-

pants were presented with an experimentally manipulated scenario 
regarding a service failure. Participants then responded to measures 
of emotions, rumination, complaining, negative word-of-mouth 
(WOM), and patronage intentions. Conceptual mediation models 
were analyzed via SEM with bootstrapping bias-corrected proce-
dure. Measurement and hypothesized models achieved satisfactory 
model fits (Bagozzi and Yi 2012); detailed results are available from 
authors.  

Study 1 manipulated three contextual factors: locus of control 
(external/internal), controllability (high/low), and frequency (high/
low). Results show that anger and anxiety have significant positive 
direct effects on rumination. Rumination has significant positive di-
rect effects on complaining and negative WOM intentions  as well as 
a significant negative direct effect on patronage intentions. Consum-
er rumination about the service failure fully mediates effects of anger 
on complaining and negative WOM and partially mediates effects of 
anger on patronage; rumination fully mediates effects of anxiety on 
the three outcomes. Anger and anxiety only partially mediate effects 
of controllability on rumination, but they fully mediate effects of ex-
ternal locus of control and frequency on rumination. The results sug-
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Conceptual Framework
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gest that effects of consumer anger and anxiety on outcomes may be 
underestimated if the internal process of consumer rumination about 
the service failure incident is not taken into consideration. Studies 
2 and 3 examine the effects of other contextual factors. Results are 
available from the authors. 

dIsCUssIOn
Our research expands understanding of an internal process – 

consumer rumination – that mediates effects of anger and anxiety on 
outward manifestations of service failures: consumer complaining, 
negative word-of-mouth and repatronage intentions. We adapted a 
measure of rumination to the service failure context, demonstrating 
its validity and reliability across studies. Our research contributes 
to emotion theory by showing that rumination is an important me-
diator, adding explanatory power across contextual conditions that 
elicit anger and anxiety. Our research also contributes by showing 
that rumination not only has damaging effects when providers are 
at fault, consumer rumination decreases patronage intentions and 
increases negative WOM when consumers are responsible for the 
failure. Given that only a small percentage of dissatisfied customers 
actually complain, consumer rumination may provide an explanation 
for the loss of customers and greater negative publicity that accom-
pany service failures.
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