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Organizations frequently thank consumers, but what effects do these expressions of gratitude have on consumers? Across four studies,

we demonstrate that expressions of gratitude communicated by organizational representatives positively affect consumer attitudes and

loyalty intentions, while outlining an important boundary condition (service quality) and process mechanism (disconfirmed

expectations).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Gratitude is generally made known through conduct; it is an 

emotion with a social aspect that is incomplete without inclusion of 
an act of acknowledgement (Ceaser 2011). This acknowledgement 
is referred to as an expression of gratitude (EoG). Researchers have 
investigated the effects of EoGs in interpersonal contexts and have 
identified a variety of pro-social behaviors affected by EoGs (e.g. 
McGovern, Ditzian, and Taylor 1975). We extend this research to 
determine whether EoGs impact consumers’ pro-organizational re-
sponses, including satisfaction with the employee, the organization, 
and loyalty intentions.

Hypothesis 1: An EoG from an organizational representative 
will increase consumer satisfaction with the 
representative and the organization, as well as 
loyalty.

According to attribution theory (Folkes 1984), consumers’ atti-
tudes and behaviors are influenced by rationally-derived causal infer-
ences. We believe that consumers respond more positively to EoGs 
upon completing such an attribution.  Consumers similarly generate 
attributions regarding the causes of low-quality service (e.g. Bitner 
1990). We anticipate that low-quality attributions will overshadow 
those associated with an expression of gratitude.

Hypothesis 2: Service quality will moderate the pro-organiza-
tional effects of an EoG such that these effects 
will be stronger following high-quality service 
than low-quality service.

Finally, we propose that the extent to which expectations are 
disconfirmed (e.g. Cardozo 1965, Churchill and Surprenant 1982, 
Oliver 1980, Oliver and DeSarbo 1988, Swan 1983, Tse and Wilton 
1988), will underlie this effect. 

Hypothesis 3: Disconfirmed expectations mediate the effects 
of an EoG on pro-organizational consumer re-
sponses.

We test these hypotheses across four studies.

Study 1: Do Expressions of Gratitude Affect Pro-
Organizational Consumer Attitudes?

Study 1 examines whether an expression of gratitude positively 
impacts consumer attitudes. A two-condition (EoG present vs. ab-
sent) experiment was conducted using a scenario paradigm outlining 
a pleasant restaurant experience. Participants were 72 undergraduate 
students. Dependent measures for all studies were satisfaction with 
the employee (SatEmp), satisfaction with the organization (SatOrg), 
and behavioral intentions (Loyalty).

ANOVA analyses showed that participants in the EoG condition 
reported significantly more positive SatEmp (measured on a 7-point 
scale) than participants in the no EoG condition (MEoG = 6.00, MNoEoG 
= 5.29; F(1,70) = 5.71, p < .05). Follow-up mediation analysis using 
bootstrapping (Preacher and Hayes 2004) revealed a significant indi-
rect effect of EoG on SatOrg mediated by SatEmp (ß = .53, 95% CI 

= {0.08, 0.96}) and a significant indirect effect of EoG on Loyalty, 
mediated by SatEmp (ß =.37, 95% CI = {0.05, 0.73}).  

Study 2: Do Expressions of Gratitude Differ from 
Expressions of Politeness?

To demonstrate that an EoG is distinct from general positive af-
fect or politeness, we ran a three-condition (Message: EoG, “have a 
nice day” (HAND), control) experiment. The EoG was manipulated 
verbally and contrasted with the phrase “Have a nice day”. Partici-
pants were 230 undergraduate students.

ANOVA analysis showed a significant main effect of message 
on SatEmp. Planned contrast analyses showed that SatEmp was sig-
nificantly greater for the EoG condition as opposed to the HAND 
condition (MEoG = 5.22, MHAND = 4.56, F(1,228) = 11.11, p < .01). 
Notably, the HAND condition was not significantly different from 
the control (F(1,228) = 2.36, p > .10). A similar pattern of results was 
observed for each of the other dependent variables.

Study 3: Do Expressions of Gratitude Affect Attitudes 
Across Levels of Service Quality?

Study 3 was a 3 (EoG vs. Explicit No EoG vs. Not Mentioned) 
x 2 (Service Quality: High vs. Low) between-subjects design. To in-
crease generalizability, a hair salon context was employed. In a slight 
change from the first two studies, we included a condition that ex-
plicitly stated that no EoG had been received. This change was made 
because participants in the absent (study 1) and control (study 2) con-
ditions had been scoring closer to ‘definitely yes’ than ‘definitely no’ 
on the “were you thanked” manipulation check. Participants were 
335 undergraduate student participants. Dependent measures were 
consistent with previous studies, though measured on a 9-point scale.

ANOVA analyses demonstrated similar effects across all three 
dependent variables. Importantly, we observed the expected interac-
tion between EoG and service quality (F(2, 329) = 9.62, p <.01). 
Planned contrast analyses revealed that this interaction was signifi-
cant between the EoG and Explicit No conditions (MEoGxHigh = 8.02, 
MEoGxLow = 2.07, MExpNoxHigh = 6.31, MExpNoxLow = 2.07; F(1,329) = 18.86, 
p < .01). A marginally significant interaction was observed between 
the EoG and Not Mentioned conditions (F(1,329) = 2.87, p < .10). 
A similar pattern of results was seen for SatOrg as well as Loyalty. 

Study 4: Through what Mechanism does an Expression 
of Gratitude Operate?

Study 4 took a 3 (EoG: Written vs Verbal vs Explicit No) x 2 
(Service quality: High vs. Low) between-subjects design and mea-
sured disconfirmed expectations. Participants were 313 adults. 

Again, we observed the hypothesized interaction effect between 
service quality and EoG (F(2, 307) = 8.74, p < .01). As in study 3, 
the two EoG conditions demonstrated a significant increase in Sa-
tEmp when service quality rose from low (MWritten = 2.51, MVerbal = 
2.15, MNoEoG = 1.74) to high (MWritten = 6.32, MVerbal = 6.70, MNoEoG = 
4.82) .  This pattern of results was similarly observed for SatOrg and 
Loyalty.

We compared the effects of an EoG versus an Explicit No EoG. 
Using bootstrapping methods (Preacher and Hayes 2004), we found 
that the indirect effect of an EoG on SatEmp through disconfirmed 
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expectations was significant when service quality was high (ß = 0.42, 
95% CI = {.23, .65}) but not low (ß = 0.09, 95% CI = {-.002, .17}). 
This supports the hypothesized model wherein service quality sig-
nificantly moderates the extent to which an EoG disconfirms expec-
tations, and disconfirmed expectations predict level of SatEmp. 

General Discussion
Across four studies, using multiple contexts and participant de-

mographics, we demonstrate that expressions of gratitude promote 
pro-organizational attitudes, supporting H1. Further, we identify an 
important boundary condition to these effects. A low service qual-
ity experience overwhelms the presence or absence of an expression 
of gratitude. Finally, we demonstrate that this effect occurs through 
an attribution process whereby the extent to which consumers’ prior 
expectations are disconfirmed drives attitude change.
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