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Abstract

Purpose: While research evidences how customers’ emotions can influence their consumer experience, understanding of how employees’ displayed emotions affect the customer service experience is more limited. Drawing on affect transfer theory, we test for the mediating role of attitude towards the employee, which is proposed to mediate the effect of employees’ displayed emotion on customers’ satisfaction with recovery. As service recovery entails a critical service experience in which emotions can easily rise, this paper highlights the pivotal role of employee-displayed emotions during service recovery.

Methodology: A scenario-based experiment in the context of an airline service failure recovery (3x2 between-subjects design) manipulates frontline employees’ emotions (anger vs happiness vs no specific emotion) and quality of the solution (bad vs good). 

Findings: Employees’ displayed emotions directly affect attitude towards the employee and indirectly affect service recovery satisfaction. Moreover, attitude towards the employee is affected more by the employee’s displayed emotion when the solution offered is bad compared to good. 

Practical implications: Employees’ emotions displayed during service recovery can enhance or damage service recovery strategies. Employees should control for negative emotions in the case of service failure, especially when unable to provide a good solution.

Originality: Emotions displayed by employees can influence the customer’s service recovery evaluations. There is an interesting interaction between quality of the solution and employees’ displayed emotions. Additionally, the mantra of “service with a smile” may not be valid in the case of service recovery: rather, employees should avoid displaying negative emotions.


Keywords: 
Emotions, satisfaction, service recovery, employee, anger, happiness, affect transfer, attitudes. 



Título: Influencia de las emociones mostradas por el empleado durante la recuperación del servicio 


Resumen

Propósito: A pesar de que la literatura ha demostrado la importancia que tienen las emociones en los consumidores, se sabe poco acerca de cómo influyen las emociones de los empleados. Basándonos en la teoría de la transferencia de afecto, testamos el papel mediador de la actitud hacia el empleado. Ésta se propone como mediadora del efecto que tiene la emoción mostrada por el empleado en la satisfacción del cliente. Este trabajo resalta el papel fundamental de las emociones mostradas por el empleado durante la recuperación del servicio.

Metodología: Experimento (3x2 entre sujetos) basado en el fallo de una aerolínea. Se manipulan las emociones del empleado (enfado vs alegría vs ninguna emoción específica) y la calidad de la solución (mala vs buena).

Resultados: Las emociones mostradas por los empleados afectan directamente a la actitud hacia el empleado e indirectamente a la satisfacción con la recuperación del servicio. La actitud se ve más afectada por la emoción mostrada por el empleado cuando la solución ofrecida es mala.

Implicaciones prácticas: Las emociones mostradas por los empleados pueden contribuir o dañar las estrategias de recuperación del servicio. Los empleados deben controlar las emociones negativas, especialmente cuando no pueden ofrecer una buena solución.

Originalidad: Las emociones mostradas por los empleados influyen en la recuperación del servicio. Existe interacción entre la calidad de la solución y la emoción del empleado. Además, la consigna de “atender al cliente con una sonrisa” puede no ser válida en este contexto, siendo más relevante que los empleados no muestren emociones negativas.
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Introduction

Despite the growing research literature, service recovery remains a challenge for many companies (Costers et al., 2019). For customers, service failures can be frustrating and involve many emotions (Yom-Tov et al., 2018). In fact, customers are increasing their expectations and becoming less tolerant of service failures (Bambauer-Sachse and Rabeson, 2015). In the last few years, many efforts have been made to understand what service recovery strategies are better or what the optimal solution could be (e.g. Bambauer-Sachse and Rabeson, 2015; Cheung and To, 2017). However, according to recent research (Ngan and Yu, 2018; Wei, 2021), efforts to understand the role of emotions during service recovery are more limited. To date, most of the studies that deal with emotions in service recovery have focused on the customer (Valentini et al., 2020), analysing how their emotions affect satisfaction with service recovery (Río-Lanza et al., 2013; Wen and Chi, 2013), how the emotions evolve throughout the interaction (Yom-Tov et al., 2018) or how they are passed on to other customers (Du et al., 2014). In addition, the few studies that deal with emotions displayed by the employee have focused only on positive emotions (Du et al., 2011; Ngan and Yu, 2018) or are not focused on service recovery (Söderlund and Rosengren, 2010). 

Service recovery is a very specific context in which there seems to be a consensus that employees should show positive emotions. However, service failure can sometimes lead to stressful situations in which displaying positive emotions may be especially difficult for the employee. In fact, negative exchanges may be very common in service recovery, but they are largely unexplored (Groth and Grandey, 2012). Employees may display different emotions during service recovery. They may show a positive emotion due to their commitment to deliver “service with a smile” (Barger and Grandey, 2006); they may not be particularly expressive at that moment, showing a more neutral emotion (Barger and Grandey, 2006); or they may show a negative emotion because of stress, anxiety or burnout (Söderlund and Rosengren, 2010). In this particular context, it may be interesting to analyse how the emotion displayed by the employee affects customers’ satisfaction with recovery. Instead of proposing a direct effect, and based on an affect transfer hypothesis (Mitchell and Olson, 2000), we propose that this effect is mediated by attitude towards the employee. Some interesting questions that may arise in this context are: how may negative emotions displayed by employees affect service recovery? Could a good solution be affected by a negative emotional display by the employee during recovery? Finally, could a positive emotional display ease a bad solution?

Since the negative impact of service failure can be compensated for by service recovery (Khamitov et al., 2019), gaining understanding of how service recovery may affect customers is vital to companies. Following calls to further research the effect of emotions (Valentini et al., 2020; Wei, 2021), especially in the case of the employee (Yom-Tov et al., 2018) and of negative emotions (Dallimore et al., 2007), we try to shed light on the role of the employee’s emotional display during service recovery. The current study seeks to extend the existing service literature by aiming at the following objectives: (1) to understand how employees’ emotions displayed during service recovery affect the attitude towards employees; (2) to examine whether employees’ emotions interact with the quality of the solution offered by the company; and (3) to analyse whether those emotions displayed by the employee could also have a final impact on the customer’s satisfaction with recovery. 

The main contribution of this paper relies on the analysis of different employee emotions during service recovery, considering that the employee does not always have to or is not always able to display a positive emotion in this specific interaction episode. This paper specifically tests whether the mantra of “service with a smile” is valid for service recovery. It also contributes to the literature by studying how emotions displayed by the employee (both positive and negative) may interact with the quality of the solution offered by the company, which, to the best of our knowledge, has not been studied before. The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We begin with a review of the literature around emotions in service recovery to support the hypotheses. Next, we explain the method used and report the results obtained. Finally, we discuss the results and propose managerial implications derived from our research. We describe limitations and future research lines at the end of the paper. 


Literature review and hypotheses development

Emotions in service recovery: the importance of employees’ displayed emotions

Emotions are episodic: they occur in response to a particular stimulus, such as a service failure (Dallimore et al., 2007). Some examples of negative emotions are frustration, guilt or anger, while some examples of positive emotions are happiness, love or pride. Emotions are felt by and affect both sides of the service recovery interaction episode, that is, customers and frontline employees. Customers’ emotions are relevant because customer behaviour can be modelled using emotions as a predictor variable (Ustrov et al., 2016; Yom-Tov et al., 2018). After a service failure, customers can experience different negative emotions (Soscia, 2007), anger being the most prevalent (Du et al., 2014). Therefore, responding appropriately to this negative emotion appears to be a challenge for most companies (Menon and Dubé, 2004). 

Emotions displayed by employees are also important because they may impact customers’ responses to service recovery (Pugh, 2001; Wang et al., 2017). Among those emotions, happiness is the emotional state most ubiquitous in a marketing communication context (Söderlund and Sagfossen, 2017). Many companies have as a mantra “service with a smile”, forcing their employees to be less authentic during the interaction (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006), and this mantra has also been extended to service recovery. However, employees may experience customer rage episodes (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2009) or burnout (Söderlund, 2017) that could impede them from displaying a positive emotion during recovery. In fact, a negative display is not uncommon in many service encounters (Söderlund and Rosengren, 2010), particularly in cases of recovery (Menon and Dubé, 2004). Negative emotions displayed by employees could affect how customers perceive service recovery intents (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). Therefore, analysing the effect of a negative emotional display by employees during service recovery will give us a more complete and realistic picture of how employees’ emotions affect service recovery. 

As recent studies recommend focusing on specific emotions to analyse interaction episodes (Söderlund and Sagfossen, 2017; Yom-Tov et al., 2018), we have selected two specific emotions, one positive and one negative, that may be displayed by employees during service recovery: anger and happiness. We selected happiness because of the mantra of “service with a smile” common among employees (Otterbring, 2017). As for the negative emotion, we selected anger because it may be displayed by some employees subject to the stress of service recovery (Groth and Grandey, 2012). In addition, this emotion is more likely to appear during service recovery episodes where many customers are angry, which may also stimulate anger in employees, since anger is a very contagious emotion (Du et al., 2014). 




Affect transfer theory

Affect transfer theory (Mitchell and Olson, 2000) explains how people’s pre-existing association with one object/person is transferred to a closely related object/person, towards which people may not hold prior association (Nan and Heo, 2007). This theory has been traditionally applied to advertising, explaining the way in which consumers’ perceptions of an advertisement might influence their attitudes toward the advertisement and the brand advertised (Mitchell and Olson, 2000). 

Affect transfer has been observed in various marketing contexts (e.g. Nan and Heo, 2007). Scheinbaum and Lacey (2015) explain the transfer from event to sponsor, Wang and Zhang (2018) suggest an affect transfer from one channel to another and Garcia (2014) uses it to suggest a transfer from corporate social responsibility to lobbying effectiveness. A similar logic may be applied to service recovery, so that positive or negative feelings elicited by the employee during the recovery will be transferred to the customer’s satisfaction with recovery. A customer’s perceptions of an employee may first affect their attitude towards the employee during service recovery, which ultimately influences satisfaction with recovery. 

Hypotheses development

When the emotion displayed by the employee is positive, such as happiness, a customer’s perception of the employee may be affected (Söderlund and Berg, 2020). In this sense, Tsai and Huang (2002) observed that when an employee displayed positive emotions, the customer perceived that the employee was more friendly. Similarly, Söderlund and Sagfossen (2017) observed that an employee’s display of happiness was positively associated with employee evaluations. Moreover, previous research has concluded that the way in which the customer is treated during service recovery affects attitudes towards the employee (Tax et al., 1998). Since employees’ emotions shown during the service interaction are part of the way the customer is treated (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006), these emotions can affect customers’ attitudes towards the employee. Therefore, displaying happiness may provoke a more favourable attitude towards the employee compared to a situation in which the employee displays no specific emotion.

In a service recovery context, it may be difficult for the employee to show a positive emotion because these encounters are highly charged with negative emotions (Dallimore et al., 2007). Typical stress emotions, such as anger, are then likely to occur. In fact, Menon and Dubé (2000) found that in 25% of cases, salespersons responded to customer anger by being rude and hostile. A negative emotion displayed by the employee, such as anger, may be transferred to customers (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). As Groth and Grandey (2012) stated, a negative exchange may affect customers’ subsequent reactions. Specifically, when an employee’s displayed emotion is anger, it may negatively affect the customer’s attitude towards the employee, compared to a situation in which no specific emotion is displayed. Therefore, we propose: 

H1: The emotion displayed by the employee during the service recovery will affect the customer’s evaluation of the employee.
H1a: When the employee displays happiness, the attitude towards the employee will be more favourable than when the employee does not display any specific emotion.
H1b: When the employee displays anger, attitude towards the employee will be less favourable than when the employee does not display any specific emotion.

The quality of the solution offered by the company could moderate the previous effect. Previous research has demonstrated that being treated nicely by the employee can make it easier for people to accept or mitigate negative organisational outcomes such as a bad service recovery (Wirtz and Mattila, 2004). Therefore, the employee’s display of happiness can mitigate the effects of a bad solution being offered, and the customer may evaluate the recovery more favourably compared to the display of a negative emotion such as anger. 

An alternative explanation comes from expectations confirmation theory (Oliver, 1977). This theory suggests that customers expect a good solution and when this is not confirmed, the emotion shown by the employee can at least satisfy expectations related to how the customer should be treated. Displaying happiness will contribute to a more favourable attitude towards the employee than displaying anger. However, if the solution is good, the main expectations are met. This effect prevails over the employee’s emotion. In this case, attitude towards the employee is not so affected by the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery. In line with this reasoning, Söderlund (2017) noted that when service quality was good, customers were less affected by the emotions of the employee, since they were obtaining the expected performance. Extending this previous result to a service recovery context, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: The effect of the emotion displayed by the employee during the service recovery on the attitude towards the employee depends on the quality of the solution offered by the company. This effect is stronger for a bad solution than for a good solution.

Even if the employees involved in the service recovery are not responsible for the service failure, they may have an important impact on how customers evaluate the results of recovery (Sparks and McColl-Kennedy, 2001). Therefore, employees’ emotions transmitted during service recovery may indirectly affect customers’ satisfaction with that service recovery through attitude towards the employee. 

Previous research has widely supported the idea that customers’ evaluation of the employee affects the evaluation of the service (e.g. Zhang et al., 2020). Recently, Söderlund and Berg (2020) have observed that expressions of high levels of happiness produced a more positive attitude towards the employee, while Kim and Qu (2020) have maintained that the causal relationship between attitude and behaviour is implicitly proved in the social psychology literature. It is therefore reasonable to think that a customer’s attitudes towards an employee may mediate the effect that employee-displayed emotions during recovery have on the customer’s satisfaction with recovery. 

Additionally, based on affect transfer theory (Mitchell and Olson, 2000), affect transfer between customer’s perceptions of the employee and the evaluation of the recovery outcome should occur. Customers will transfer affect from the employee to recovery (satisfaction with recovery) and will base their attitudes on the employees’ displayed emotions. On a similar line of reasoning, Söderlund and Sagfossen (2017) found that customer’s evaluations of the employees mediated the link between employees’ displayed emotions (only happiness) and the evaluation of the company’s offer. Therefore, we can argue that attitude towards the employee may act as a mediator in the relationship between the emotion displayed by the employee and the customer’s satisfaction with recovery:

H3: Attitude towards the employee mediates the effect of employee-displayed emotion on the customer’s satisfaction with service recovery.

FigureⅠpresents all the hypotheses. 

[Insert FigureⅠhere]


Methodology

Study design and sample

The research setting was a service recovery after a service failure in an airline service. Airline services generate many failures (Wen and Chi, 2013), which are likely to affect customer emotions (Otto and Ritchie, 1996). Therefore, it seems to be an adequate setting for testing our research hypotheses.

A 3x2 between-subjects experimental design was created by manipulating the emotion displayed by the employee during recovery (anger, happiness or no specific emotion) and the quality of the solution offered by the company (good solution vs bad solution). An independent marketing research company was used for data collection. A total of 357 Spanish subjects between 18 and 65 years old with experience of being an airline customer participated in the study online.

Stimuli and pre-test

As facial expressions transmit emotions (Winkielman et al., 2011), a picture of an employee showing either (1) anger, (2) happiness, or (3) no specific emotion (control condition) was used to manipulate emotions displayed by the employee recovering the service. The pictures were taken by a professional photographer. Following Söderlund and Rosengren (2010), each picture was displayed along with text consistent with the picture indicating the emotion of the employee while they attended to the customer (see FigureⅡ). 

[Insert Figure Ⅱ here]

A pre-test was conducted with 36 women and 46 men, with ages ranging from 18 to 25 years old. Results indicated that the pictures along with the texts conveyed the intended emotions. Each participant was exposed to a pair of pictures along with their corresponding texts indicating the intended emotion. As intended, participants perceived that the employee was angrier in the anger condition (M=4.29) than in the control condition (M=2.18; p<0.00). Participants exposed to the happiness and control condition pair perceived that the employee was happier in the happiness condition (M=4.56) than in the control condition (M=1.80; p<0.00). 

Regarding the manipulation of the quality of the solution, participants were told that the employee offered them either another flight one hour later (good solution) or a flight four days later with no change to the return date, halving the time of their trip (bad solution). This manipulation was shown to be successful. 

Procedure

The first question asked participants whether they had flown previously. Participants who answered negatively were excluded from the study, as they could have greater difficulty in understanding the scenario and stimuli (Schoefer and Ennew, 2005). 
Participants were initially exposed to the following service failure scenario:“Imagine you've been planning a trip for three months. You have dedicated many hours to it and it represents a very important financial outlay for you. You are very excited, you will be able to do what you like the most (whether it is discovering new places, meeting people, resting or having fun). It is a unique opportunity to go to the destination you have always dreamed of and you are already at the airport with all your luggage. But suddenly, all your illusions are ruined because your flight is cancelled.”
After reading this scenario, participants were asked how angry they would be if that situation happened to them. Anger was measured with a scale based on Roseman (1991) and Soscia (2007), ranging from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very intensely). Initial anger has to be controlled because pre-recovery emotions can affect customers’ reactions to service recovery. Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of six experimental conditions depending on the emotion displayed by the employee and the quality of the solution offered. In all conditions, the individuals went to the flight counter and were attended to by an employee of the company. Exposure to the stimulus lasted for at least 30 seconds to ensure that all individuals had enough time to see the stimuli. 
Participants then indicated their attitude towards the employee recovering the service. Items for measuring attitude towards the employee included “the employee treated me in a friendly manner” or “the employee was nice” (Tsai and Huang, 2002). Next, respondents indicated their general satisfaction with service recovery using an 11-point semantic differential scale, from very unsatisfied to very satisfied (Wen and Chi, 2013). In addition, two questions were included to check for manipulations. The first question asked about the employee’s displayed emotion during recovery (selection among four options: anger, guilt, happiness and no specific emotion). Guilt was included to introduce a confounding check. A second question asked individuals to rate whether they considered the solution offered by the company adequate on a 11-point scale (Du et al., 2010). Interest in travelling (Yeh, 2013) was also controlled because it could affect some of the dependent variables of the study. Finally, the realism of the scenario was measured using a scale based on Mattila et al. (2014). The final sample consisted of 357 individuals. The average respondent was 39 years old, 47.1% of the respondents were male, and 65.8% had completed university studies. 

Manipulation and control checks

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to check the manipulation of the quality of service recovery solution. The results show that there is a significant difference (F(1,356)=598.080; p<0.000) between the good solution (MGood=6.93) and the bad solution (MBad=1.36) for the variable adequateness of the solution offered by the company. This result confirms that participants’ perceptions are consistent with the intended manipulation of this factor. 
 
In addition to the pre-test developed prior to the main study, recall scores were used to check the manipulation of the employee’s displayed emotions. Subjects were instructed to recall the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery. The results show a significant relationship between the emotion conveyed by the scenario and the emotion recalled by participants (chi-square= 601.621; p<0.00): 94.1% of subjects correctly recalled that the employee was angry, 94.0% that the employee was happy and 88.4% that the employee displayed no specific emotion (see Table I). Taken together, the results indicate that both experimental manipulations were successful.

[Insert Table I here]
Regarding the realism of the scenario, most participants rated the situation described as quite realistic, since individuals indicated that the situation described at the beginning of the study was very likely/realistic/believable (mean of the scale=7.29 on an 11-point scale). Interestingly, realism did not vary along the three emotions displayed by the employee (F(2,356)=0.717; p>0.10), which indicates that encountering an angry employee during service recovery is a realistic possibility that should be considered and analysed. Realism of the scenario did vary with the quality of the solution (F(1,356)=19.014; p<0.00). Perceived realism was higher when the solution offered by the company was good (MGood=7.79) than when it was bad (MBad=6.82), confirming that current expectations of customers regarding service recovery are high. However, the perceived realism did not affect any of the dependent variables of the study. Interest in travelling was also controlled, but as it did not affect any of the dependent variables, it was not considered further in the analyses. 
Results

A univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used to test the first hypothesis. We introduced customers’ initial anger (measured just after service failure) as a covariate in the analysis, as it showed a significant effect on attitude towards the employee (p=0.011). Attitude towards the employee does depend on the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery (F=34.673; p<0.00). As proposed in H1a and H1b, attitude towards the employee was more favourable when the employee displayed happiness (MHappiness=5.97 vs Mcontrol=5.24; p=0.007) and less favourable when the employee displayed anger compared to the control condition (MAnger=3.79 vs Mcontol=5.24; p=0.000). 

The main effect of the quality of the solution was also significant on attitude towards the employee (F=165.336; p<0.00), with a more positive attitude for the good solution than for the bad solution (Mgood=6.42 vs Mbad=3.58). 

Regarding the moderating role of the quality of the solution, the results show an interaction effect between the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery and the quality of the solution on attitude towards the employee (F=4.787; p<0.01). As shown in Figure Ⅲ, attitude towards the employee was more affected by the emotion displayed by the employee when the solution was bad than when it was good. Pairwise comparisons showed that when the solution was good, attitude towards the employee was similar when the employee displayed happiness and when no specific emotion was displayed (MGood*Happiness=7.11 vs MGood*Control=6.42; p=0.076), but that attitude was slightly worse when the employee displayed anger compared to the control condition (MGood*Anger=5.67 vs MGood*Control=6.42; p=0.052). In contrast, when the solution was bad, attitude towards the employee was clearly worse when the employee displayed anger compared to the control condition (MBad*Anger=1.91 vs MBad*Control=4.07; p<0.00), while displaying happiness improved attitude towards the employee compared to the control condition (MBad*Happiness=4.84 vs MBad*Control=4.07; p=0.042). Results are in the expected direction, as attitude towards the employee seems to be more affected by the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery when the solution offered is bad compared to good, giving support to H2.

[Insert Figure Ⅲ here]

We tested the mediation hypothesis (H3) using Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro for SPSS (version 3.5). The mediation analysis (Model 4 in PROCESS; Hayes, 2013) tested the mediating role of attitude towards the employee on the relationship between employee-displayed emotion and the customer’s satisfaction with recovery. Since employees’ emotion is a multicategorical variable, we coded this using indicator coding, also known as dummy coding (Hayes and Preacher, 2014). We created two dummy-coded variables (D1 and D2). The group in which the employee displayed no specific emotion was used as a reference group against those showing employee anger (D1) and employee happiness (D2). We entered the two dummy-coded variables to calculate the relative indirect and direct effects in the model. For the heteroscedasticity-consistent inference HC4 was selected, and the bootstrap inference for model coefficients was included in case of possible violation of normality. Additionally, we included customer’s initial anger in the analysis as a covariate. 

The employee’s displayed emotions during service recovery do have a significant impact on attitude towards the employee (D1: β=-.55; p<0.001; D2: β=.27; p<0.05). Compared to those exposed to the control condition (reference group), individuals exposed to an employee displaying anger showed a less favourable attitude towards the employee, while individuals exposed to a happy employee showed a more favourable attitude. These results are consistent with those reported for H1. In addition, attitude towards the employee had a positive effect on service recovery satisfaction (β=.61, p<0.001). In order to test H3, we also need to look at the bias-corrected confidence interval bootstrap (BBCI) to confirm the effect (Table II). When the BBCI does not contain zero, the effect is statistically significant (p<0.05). BBCI reported for the relative indirect effects and the non-parametric bootstrap inferences for model coefficients showed that none of the intervals (for D1 and for D2) contain zero. That is, the indirect effect of employee’s displayed emotions on customer’s service recovery satisfaction is significant by the mediation of attitude towards the employee. Compared to those exposed to the control condition (reference group), individuals exposed to an employee displaying anger were less satisfied with the recovery, while individuals exposed to a happy employee reported a higher satisfaction with the recovery. These effects occur through the mediation of attitude towards the employee, which confirms H3.

[Insert Table II here]

To gain further insight into the moderating effect of the quality of the solution, we also tested a moderated mediation model using PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). According to Khamitov et al. (2019), moderated mediation along with experimental design may improve service recovery research by allowing a more finely grained analysis and more precision. The moderated mediation model was measured through Model 7, with 5,000 bootstrap resamples and 95% BBCI (Hayes, 2013). This model examines how the effect of the employee’s displayed emotions (independent variable X) on service recovery satisfaction (dependent variable Y) through attitude towards the employee (mediation variable M) differs depending on the quality of the solution (moderator variable W). The moderated mediation model also includes initial anger as a covariate. The previous dummy-coded variables, D1 and D2, were used in this additional analysis (see Table III). 

[Insert Table III here]

Model 7 shows that there is a moderated mediation effect for D1 (index of moderated mediation, anger vs control: point estimate = 1.06, Standard Error (SE) = 0.39, 95%, Confidence Interval (CI): 0.26 to 1.81) but not for D2 (index of moderated mediation, happy vs control: point estimate = -0.08, SE=0.42, 95%, CI: -0.92 to 0.76). Displaying anger (vs no specific emotion) is negatively associated with attitude towards the employee (β=-2.85, p<0.01). This trend is moderated by the quality of the solution (bad vs good), as indicated by the significant interaction between both variables (Int_1: D1 x W, β=0.69, p<0.01). The bootstrapping procedure revealed that both the relative conditional indirect effect and index of moderation mediation for D1 were significant (95% BBCI analyses do not contain zero), supporting the moderated mediation effect for group D1. Consequently, the negative effect of displaying anger on service recovery satisfaction via attitude towards the employee is higher for bad solutions than for good solutions.


Discussion

This study contributes to the service marketing literature in three important ways. First, unlike most of the previous studies, it focuses on the employee’s displayed emotions during service recovery. Secondly, it considers not only an employee’s positive emotion (happiness) as most papers do (i.e. Du et al. 2011; Yom-Tov et al. 2018), but also a negative one (anger). The inclusion of a negative emotion is an aspect little explored to date, despite it being quite likely to occur in the context of service recovery, where employees may find it difficult to recover the service under the general mantra of “service with a smile”. Finally, although the role of service recovery quality is undoubted, we further explore this main effect on customers by analysing the interaction between service recovery quality and the employee’s displayed emotions. 

Theoretical implications

The findings indicate that employees’ emotions displayed during service recovery do determine the success of service recovery strategies. This extends previous research showing that employees’ emotions influence receivers’ reactions (Söderlund and Sagfossen, 2017). Employees’ displayed emotions directly affected customers’ attitude towards the employee and indirectly affected customer satisfaction with service recovery. Consistent with the affect transfer hypothesis (Mitchell and Olson, 2000), attitude towards the employee was found to mediate the effect that employees’ displayed emotions have on customers’ satisfaction with recovery. Displaying happiness positively affects service recovery satisfaction, whereas displaying anger negatively affects service recovery satisfaction through the customer’s attitude towards the employee. 

Results from the moderating effect of quality of the solution shed light on how this variable interacts with employees’ emotions. When a bad solution is offered to the customer, the anger displayed by the employee (compared to the control condition) affects the employee evaluation more than when a good solution is offered to the customer. This means that it is critical for employees to control for the display of such a negative emotion when they are not able to offer a good solution to the customer. Since an employee’s negative emotional display can be easily perceived by customers (Du et al., 2011), it is very important for the employee to control this negative emotion while recovering the service.

The existence of a moderated mediation effect is of special interest to determine if the mediation effect remains constant across different contexts and values of the independent variable (Preacher et al., 2007), in our case good and bad solutions. Our results suggest that displaying happiness, compared to not displaying any specific emotion, does not affect customer’s attitude towards the employee no matter the quality of the solution (good or bad). This result puts into question the traditional mantra of “service with a smile”. It is also consistent with the recent line of thought expressed by Söderlund and Sagfossen (2017) regarding what may happen if customers do not expect or even desire employee happiness. The mantra of “service with a smile” wrongly assumes that happiness is always expected or even desired among customers. Our paper questions the validity of this traditional mantra in the case of service recovery. Since displaying happiness does not add any advantage for service recovery compared to the control condition, companies should not force or encourage the employees to deliver “service with a smile” in cases where customers are complaining or are very angry because of a service failure. 

Finally, a moderated mediation effect does exist for the display of anger compared to the control condition. In this case, the negative indirect effect of the employee’s displayed anger on the customer’s satisfaction with recovery is more negative for a bad solution than for a good solution. This means that anger is an emotion that employees need to control as much as possible during service recovery, especially when they are not able to provide a solution that fully compensates for the failure that has occurred.

Practical implications

The findings reported in this paper identify emotions displayed by employees as an area of special concern for managers. On the one hand, there is a need for better training of employees’ responses to customer emotions, particularly in the case of negative emotions such as anger. Sometimes, offering a good solution is not possible for a company, and in this particular case it is especially important for employees to keep their negative emotions under control. Recently, Zhang et al. (2020, p. 8) have warned about the lack of a “unique organisational strategy for service recovery” that fits all frontline employees. In this particular case, it is essential to train frontline employees to be able to manage their own emotions while dealing with angry customers. We are not suggesting forcing employees to restrain their emotions or feign them, but rather training employees in communication and social skills so that they know how to avoid displaying anger, especially when a good solution cannot be offered. Frontline employees’ training in emotional intelligence should then be a priority for employees engaged in service recovery. In this line, service companies should hire experts to conduct emotional intelligence tests not only in every new hiring process to evaluate candidates’ emotional intelligence, but also for existing frontline employees. These experts would also be in charge of conducting targeted emotional intelligence training. 

It is very interesting to note that employees do not need to recover the service displaying a positive emotion, such as happiness, since it does not improve the results obtained in terms of satisfaction with recovery and may put employees in the difficult position of trying to smile when they do not feel it genuinely. Relaxing this mantra for service recovery may also favour perceived service authenticity, which has been recently recognized (Kim, 2021) as a crucial factor in determining customers’ emotions and their future behaviour.

The undoubted relevance of the quality of the solution for customer satisfaction should help managers realise the need to provide employees with the appropriate structure and tools to solve problems and recover the service. Gaining an understanding of what customers consider a good service recovery can help to reduce the gap between what customers and companies consider a good service recovery to be. Additionally, developing clear standards with a service recovery programme and providing employees with appropriate tools could contribute positively to the work environment. Empowering the employee to find the best way to do the right thing for the customer who has experienced a failure could prove beneficial. Companies leading in service recovery practices allow their employees to compensate customers with free shipping, gifts, extra points, upgrades, item replacements, product exchanges or free products. These tools are meant not only to solve the problem, but also to make the customer feel important for the organisation, so the negative experience is transformed into a positive one. 

Limitations and future research

This research has limitations that future research should address. Because the study uses an experiment to test its hypotheses, it shares limitations associated with experiments. In addition, the employee–customer interaction was not face to face, which may have affected the results obtained. Along this line, future research could include other types of interactions (e.g. videos and face-to-face interactions) as well as manipulate variables that could be key in the recovery process, such as the length or intensity of the interaction.

We have assumed that employees’ display of anger is the most typical negative emotion to be displayed after a service failure. Nevertheless, employees are likely to experience other emotions that have not been included in this research. Emotions less studied – including frustration, embarrassment, guilt or an extreme of anger such as rage – could also take place in this context. Future research should analyse how these specific employees’ emotions affect customers’ attitudes and behaviours. 

In our experimental design, we have also assumed that employees’ emotions do not change during the interaction. As future research, we recommend analysing how employees’ emotions evolve during the service recovery interaction. Employees’ emotions are also susceptible to emotional contagion from customers (Dallimore et al., 2007), or employees could use an emotion regulation strategy (Côté, 2005) that affects the interaction. Therefore, it could be interesting to analyse the dynamics of the emotions of the two parts involved in the interaction. The study of Yom-Tov et al. (2018) may represent a good first step for studying the dynamics of emotions during service recovery. 
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Figure I. Theoretical Model[image: P247#yIS1]
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Figure II. Manipulation of the emotion displayed by the employee during service recovery
	Anger condition
	Happiness condition
	No specific emotion condition
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	You are attended by an employee who displays anger.
	You are attended by an employee who displays happiness.
	You are attended by an employee who does not display any specific emotion.





Table I. Manipulation check for employee’s displayed emotion during service recovery*
	
	
	Recall of employee’s displayed emotion
	Correct attributions

	
	
	Anger
	Guilt
	Happiness
	No specific emotion
	Total
	 (%)

	Employee’s displayed emotion
	Anger
	112
	3
	3
	1
	119
	94.1

	
	Happiness
	2
	2
	110
	3
	117
	94.0

	
	No specific emotion
	6
	7
	1
	107
	121
	88.4

	Total
	120
	12
	114
	111
	357
	


*Numbers in bold indicate correct attributions








Figure III. Customer’s attitude towards the employee’s (estimated means)








Table II. Partially standardised relative indirect effects
	Groups
	Paths
	Effect (SE)
	95% BCCI
  Lower Upper

	D1: Angry employee vs. control (ref)
	Employee’s displayed emotion →
	Attitude towards the employee→
	Recovery satisfaction
	-.34 (.081)
	-.496
	-.182

	D2: Happy employee vs control (ref)
	Employee’s displayed emotion →
	Attitude towards the employee →
	Recovery satisfaction
	.17 (.073)
	.024
	.310


BBCI=Bias-corrected bootstrap 95% confidence interval; 







Table III. Results of the moderated mediation analysis between employee’s displayed emotion and service recovery satisfaction via attitude towards the employee, moderated by service recovery quality
	Path: Employee’s displayed emotion → Attitude towards the employee
	

	Predictor
	Effect
	(SE)
	95% BCCI
  Lower Upper

	Initial anger
	-.13*
	.05
	-.231
	-.031

	D1
	  -2.85***
	.60
	-4.027
	-1.677

	D2
	.86
	.599
	-.321
	2.032

	Quality level (W)
	  1.21***
	.189
	.833
	1.576

	Int_1 (D1 x W)
	  .69**
	.268
	.166
	1.221

	Int 2 (D2 x W)
	-.05
	.269
	-.584
	.476

	Path: Attitude towards the employee → Satisfaction with recovery
	
	

	Predictor
	Effect
	(SE)
	95% BCCI
  Lower Upper

	Initial anger
	.04
	.067
	-.086
	.175

	D1
	.64
	.362
	-.069
	1.356

	D2
	-.50
	.356
	-1.204
	.198

	Attitude toward the employee (M)
	  .76***
	.057
	.650
	.876

	Relative conditional indirect effect of employee’s displayed emotion (X) on satisfaction with recovery (Y) 

	Group
	Quality level (W)
	Effect (SE)
	95% BCCI
  Lower Upper

	D1: Angry employee vs control (ref)
	Bad
	-1.65(.30)
	-2.243
	-1.056

	
	Good
	-.59(.28)
	-1.149
	-.075

	D2: Happy employee vs control (ref)
	Bad
	.61(.33)
	-.031
	1.262

	
	Good
	.53(.28)
	-.012
	1.086

	Index of moderated mediation
	Effect (SE)
	95% BCCI
  Lower Upper

	D1
	
	1.06(.39)
	.267
	1.809

	D2 
	
	-.08(.42)
	-.919
	.757


* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001; 5000 bootstrap samples, level of confidence 95%.
5000 bootstrap samples for percentile bootstrap confidence intervals.



Anger	Bad solution	Good solution	1.91	5.67	Control	Bad solution	Good solution	4.07	6.42	Happiness	Bad solution	Good solution	4.84	7.11	
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