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When is the best time to offer an empathetic apology? Across four experiments, we consistently show that consumers respond more

positively to an offender’s apology that is offered after they have their concerns heard, when they have a high, rather than low,

expectation to interact with the same offender.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
An apology is a powerful tool to repair broken relationships 

among individuals. However, we know very little about when and 
why some apologies are more effective than others because academic 
research on apology has mainly focused on examining a victim’s re-
action to an apology relative to no apology (Brown, Wohl, and Exline 
2008; Wooten 2009). This research addresses these two important 
questions. Specifically, we explore how an apology works when it is 
offered after (i.e., delayed apology), rather than before (i.e., immedi-
ate apology), victims have their concerns heard. Services marketing 
researchers have shown that an immediate apology has a more favor-
able impact on consumer satisfaction than a delayed apology (Smith, 
Bolton, and Wagner 1999; Wirtz and Mattila 2004). Yet, there is 
contradictory evidence that a delayed apology can be more persua-
sive than an immediate apology. According to Frantz and Bennigson 
(2005), victims are likely to be ready to accept an apology after they 
have their concerns expressed and heard. Such a delayed apology is 
viewed as more empathetic and sincere and less superficial than an 
immediate apology. To resolve the apparently conflicting findings in 
the literature, we examine the situations that influence the apology 
timing effect.  

LITErATurE rEvIEW And HyPOTHESES
Building on Fehr and Gelfand (2010), we predict that the rela-

tive advantage of a service person’s delayed (vs. immediate) apology 
exists only when consumers know that they are likely to interact with 
the same service person in the future. According to Fehr and Gelfand 
(2010), the effectiveness of an apology depends on whether an of-
fender’s apology is consistent with the way victims view their rela-
tionship with the offender. They show that victims with a relational 
self-view are more likely to forgive an offender when the apology 
focuses on empathic concerns. As a result, we hypothesize that, for 
those who have a high expectation to interact with the same service 
person, the service person’s apology will be more effective if it is 
offered after consumers have their concerns heard, compared to if it 
is immediately offered. In contrast, for those who have a relatively 
low interaction expectation, the service person’s empathic apology 
will not be matched with their view on the relationship. For them, it 
will be more forgiving to get a prompt apology instead of a delayed 
apology.  

According to Zhao, Hoeffler, and Zauberman (2011), individu-
als whose main focus is on the process of consuming a hedonic prod-
uct tend to rely more on cognitive and effortful processing, whereas 
individuals whose primary focus is on the outcome are more likely to 
rely on affective and effortless processing. By the same token, we ar-
gue that consumers in the high interaction expectation situation will 
focus more on a process of their service experience than those in the 
low interaction expectation situation. Unlike the latter, the former are 
likely to believe that their relationship with the same service person 
will continue. Thus, we predict that the relative effectiveness of a de-
layed (vs. immediate) apology in the high expectation condition will 
be predominantly driven by a cognitive process (e.g., “The service 
person understand my concerns”), whereas the relative effectiveness 
of an immediate (vs. delayed) apology in the low expectation condi-
tion will be mainly guided by an affective process (e.g., “I do not 
feel angry”).

METHOd And FIndInGS
In the first three scenario-based experiments, we used a 2 (apol-

ogy timing: immediate vs. delayed) x 2 (interaction expectation: high 
vs. low) between-subjects design. We tested how the timing of a ser-
vice person’s apology operates when the consumer described in the 
scenario received services that were slower than did other consum-
ers. Experiment 1 examined the moderating role of interaction ex-
pectation at a restaurant. We manipulated the apology timing based 
on whether a service person apologized either before (i.e., immediate 
apology) or after consumers had their concerns heard (i.e., delayed 
apology). Additionally, in the high (low) expectation condition, par-
ticipants were led to believe that they were likely (unlikely) to in-
teract with the same service person. As predicted, we found that the 
delayed apology produced greater post-apology satisfaction than the 
immediate apology in the high expectation condition, whereas the 
apology timing effect was reversed in the low expectation condition.  

Experiments 2 and 3 replicated and extended previous findings 
in the context of hotel and hair salon services, respectively, by test-
ing underlying processes and ruling out alternative accounts. As in 
experiment 1, we found the same interaction effect on post-apology 
satisfaction between apology timing and interaction expectation. 
Next, we observed that the apology timing effect was differentially 
mediated by cognitive and affective reactions, depending on interac-
tion expectation. Using bootstrapping methods with two mediators 
(Preacher and Hayes 2008), we consistently showed that for the high 
(low) expectation condition, the apology timing effect was mediated 
only by cognitive (affective) reactions.  

In experiment 4, we employed a 2 (apology timing: immediate 
vs. delayed) x 2 (interaction expectation: high vs. low) x 2 (expres-
sion of empathy: yes vs. no) between-subjects design in a hair salon 
service scenario. We investigated whether the apology timing effect 
would be weaker when a service person’s empathy is removed from 
the apology. We varied the presence of a service person’s expression 
of empathy, and also used tip size as a new dependent variable. As 
expected, we found the joint effect on consumers’ post-apology tip 
size between apology timing and interaction expectation only when 
the service person expressed empathy, but not when the service per-
son did not express any empathy. 

COnTrIBuTIOnS
The main contribution of this research is its novel findings that 

the apology timing effect depends on whether the consumer expects 
to interact with the same offender in the future. We extend Frantz 
and Bennigson (2005) and Fehr and Gelfand (2010) by documenting 
boundary conditions for the apology timing effect (experiments 1 to 
4) and identifying the underlying processes (experiments 2 and 3). 
Particularly, we confirm that empathy is a key ingredient for success 
of a delayed apology (experiment 4). 
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