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Abstract. Generally, complainants have been given little power to effect how their ser-
vice recovery encounter unfolds. Meanwhile, the satisfactory resolution of customer com-
plaints has been a challenging task for many service organizations. Empowering custom-
ers in service recovery provides a solution for this challenge. However, the studies on 
customer empowerment (CE) have taken very narrow perspectives of CE and therefore, 
none of them individually can explain the nature of CE in service recovery situations 
among various services that represent the services industry. Based upon the review of the 
previous research, this article proposes a more integrative theoretical framework in an 
attempt to better describe and explain the customers’ view of CE in the management of 
service recovery encounters. According to the proposed model, the degree of complainant-
perceived empowerment during service recovery determines both the level of complain-
ant’s affective/cognitive responses and the level of subsequent complaint satisfaction. 
Implications are provided and discussed from both practical and theoretical perspectives.
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1. Introduction

‘He who wears the shoe knows best where it pinches’ (an old proverb)
It is a straightforward economic argument that the satisfactory resolution of customers’ 
complaints in service recovery is a critical driver of customer loyalty, positive word-
of-mouth, cross-buying from the firm’s portfolio of offerings (Mittal et al. 2005), and 
subsequently, the firm’s long-term financial performance (Rust et al. 2000). Yet, despite 
the costs and benefits associated with service recovery, many customers who encounter 
service failures are dissatisfied with the handling of their complaints (Tax, Brown 1998). 
What causes this discontent is customers’ inability to control and/or influence policies 
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and procedures (e.g., service recovery unfolding) directly affecting their lives (Kosci-
ulek 1999a, 1999b). Generally, complainants have had little impact on how service 
providers respond to service failure. That is, those experiencing the service failure event 
have been given little power to effect how their service encounter unfolds. This lack of 
power and control suggests a greater need for complainant empowerment.
Traditionally, customer empowerment (CE) has been considered from the firm’s point 
of view wherein delegation of activities to customers may lead to greater management 
efficiency, as the customer carries out tasks that otherwise have to be carried out by the 
company’s employees (Fuchs, Schreier 2011; Hoffman, Bateson 1997). In recent years, 
however, management research on CE has witnessed a shift from the perspective of 
improving task efficiency (organization’s view) to that of offering important yet often 
unattended benefits to customers (customer’s view; Fuchs et al. 2010; Kosciulek 2005, 
1999a, 1999b; Kosciulek, Merz 2001). This shift has been advocated by several scholars 
in both healthcare and new product development (NPD) research, who recognize that 
CE strategies can ensure happier customers thanks to a closer fit between customer pref-
erences and product/service attributes (Franke et al. 2009; Fuchs et al. 2010; Kosciulek 
2005, 1999a, 1999b). However, both research streams take a narrow perspective of CE. 
Therefore, none of them individually can explain the nature of CE in service recovery 
situations among various services that represent the services industry.
In contrast to the recent CE tendencies, this conceptual article extends the notion of CE 
into (1) situations beyond original/initial service and product encounters, i.e. service 
recovery encounters, and (2) contexts beyond the healthcare setting, i.e. other services – 
such as hotels, restaurants, airline travel, retail banking, etc. It does so by presenting 
an integrative model of service recovery from the complainant’s point of view that can 
serve as the theoretical foundation for the development and evaluation of service recov-
ery policy and complaint satisfaction in the services industry. For the purposes of this 
research, we define CE as a strategy firms use to give complainants sufficient informa-
tion and a sense of control and competence over a company’s service recovery process, 
allowing them to self-select remedies the company will then use to correct a wrong.
Thus, our key proposition is that the degree of complainant-perceived empowerment 
during service recovery determines both the level of complainant’s affective/cognitive 
responses and the level of subsequent complaint satisfaction. We argue that there is not 
a certain magic at work that changes the complainants’ subjective evaluations of service 
recovery (i.e., that empowered complainants evaluate the underlying service recovery 
more favorably than non-empowered complainants). Instead, this theoretical prediction 
can be derived because empowered complainants might be emotionally and cognitively 
enriched by their participation in service recovery, which in turn might increase their 
satisfaction. We use these ideas as a starting point for our research. In what follows, we 
begin by conceptually exploring the complainant’s view of service recovery, and then 
we theoretically develop and define the proposed relationships among five selected con-
structs (CE, affect, service quality, fairness, and complaint satisfaction) in the proposed 
service recovery model.
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2. Complainant’s view of service recovery

Service recovery refers to a process-related criterion (as opposed to an outcome-based 
criterion; Grönroos 1988, 1984) in customers’ evaluations of actions taken by an or-
ganization and its employees in response to a customer complaint following a service 
failure (Zeithaml, Bitner 2000).
No matter how well the service process is designed and employees trained, some degree 
of service failure between customer and service provider is certain (Zeithaml, Bitner 
2000). Despite the inevitability of some service failure, dissatisfied customers are avoid-
able (Hart et al. 1990) as it is not the initial failure to deliver the expected service that 
causes dissatisfaction, but rather the employees’ lack of appropriate response to that 
failure (Bitner et al. 1994). Paradoxically, customers who are dissatisfied, but experience 
an excellent service recovery, may ultimately be even more satisfied than before and 
more likely to remain loyal to the service provider (Hart et al. 1990). 
When service fails, some customers choose to complain to the service provider (Ekiz, 
Arasli 2007). Subsequently, some service providers engage in service recovery in an 
attempt to rectify a customer complaint regarding a perceived service failure (Spreng 
et al. 1995). Service recovery thus refers to any actions taken by an organization and 
its employees in response to a customer complaint following a service failure (Becker 
2000; Spreng et al. 1995; Zeithaml, Bitner 2000). Customer satisfaction is influenced 
by both cognitive (specific product or service features, customers’ perceptions of qual-
ity, their attributions for service success or failure, and their perceptions of fairness) 
and affective (customers’ emotional responses) phenomena (Liljander, Strandvik 1997; 
Zeithaml, Bitner 2000). 
Within the context of service recovery, it seems reasonable to expect that because the 
complainant is more actively engaged in a service recovery act (via complaining), and 
has more investment in that interaction, complainant’s emotions would be more signifi-
cantly engaged by recovery encounters than emotions of customers in ordinary (i.e., 
initial, non-recovery) service encounters. Despite the important link between complain-
ants’ emotions and their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with service recovery, service 
providers often employ various defensive strategies (i.e., complaint management pro-
grams (i.e., Fornell, Wernerfelt 1987) and service guarantees (i.e., Hart 1988) that only 
seem to treat the symptoms (as opposed to treating the causes) of discontent. This is 
no surprise since research shows that, despite significant advances in service recovery 
research, little is known about complainants’ emotional responses to service recoveries 
(Chebat, Slusarczyk 2005). 
What causes this discontent is complainants’ inability to control and/or influence poli-
cies and procedures (e.g., type of service recovery remedy) directly affecting their lives 
(Kosciulek 1999a, 1999b). This lack of control suggests a greater need for complainant 
empowerment. To date, evidence from business management scholarly literature and 
practice suggests that CE is seen as a construct representing the provider’s point of 
view. According to this perspective, delegation of activities to customers may lead to 
greater management efficiency, as the customer carries out tasks that otherwise have 
to be carried out by the service provider’s employees (e.g., Hoffman, Bateson 1997). 
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In addition to this view, some scholars in healthcare services consider CE as a construct 
that also includes a customer’s point of view. Here, both the technical (i.e., outcome) 
aspect and the customer service (i.e., process) aspect should be shaped to meet the needs 
and preferences of individual patients/customers (Institute of Medicine [IOM] 2001; 
Tressolini, The Pew-Fetzer Task Force 1994). Because patients’ preferences are vastly 
erratic, clinicians alone cannot make the best decisions for their patients (IOM 2001). 
Additionally, patients increasingly require information and participation in decision-
making (IOM 2001). Moreover, allowing patients to play the central role in service 
production and delivery can improve the outcomes they desire (IOM 2001) and may 
bring about patient satisfaction (Kosciulek 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Kosciulek, Merz 2001), 
at least in part, by increasing their involvement in decision making (IOM 2001). Besides 
healthcare patients, other consumers are also often observed to complain that companies 
exert too much control over their daily lives, and many endeavor to participate more 
actively in the marketplace (Bernstein et al. 2000; Holt 2002).
The model in Figure 1 illustrates the logical sequence of the components that are critical 
to the determination of successful service recovery. By expanding a portion of Zeithaml 
and Bitner’s (2000) model – namely the customer who complains to a service pro-
vider – the model of service recovery is proposed. According to the model, the degree 
of complainant-felt empowerment during service recovery determines both the level of 
complainant’s cognitive/affective response and the level of subsequent complaint sat-
isfaction. Beside the direct effect of CE on complaint satisfaction, complainant affect 
and cognitions are positioned as the partial mediators of this relationship (Lassar et al. 
2000; Maute, Dube 1999; Mittal, Lassar 1998; Parasuraman et al. 1985, 1988; Tax et al. 
1998; Westbrook, Oliver 1991; Zeelenberg, Pieters 1999; Zeithaml, Bitner 2000). In 
addition to the mediating effects of the three cognitive/affective concepts on complaint 
satisfaction, the model also proposes all two-way interactions among cognitive/affective 
constructs (Essén, Wikström 2008; Katz et al. 1991; Parasuraman et al. 1985). A review 
of the literature supporting the relationships posited in Figure 1 follows.

Fig. 1. The service recovery model
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3. Empowerment

This section outlines key results from the study of the empowerment concept in various 
streams of literature. Building on this brief outline, the construct definition of CE in 
service recovery context is presented next. 

3.1. Studying empowerment
As empowerment historically is a term used across a wide range of disciplines, its 
definitions and interpretations vary with destination discipline (Lincoln et al. 2002).

3.1.1. Empowerment in non-management disciplines
The issue of empowerment in fields other than management has largely been centered 
on women, minorities, education, and politics and viewed from the perspective of pow-
erlessness and oppression (Lincoln et al. 2002). In short, the overarching contention 
in these disciplines is that the purpose of empowerment of group A (e.g., women or 
minority) is not to take power from group B (e.g., men or majority); rather, the goal 
of group A is to develop its own power while respecting group B for what it is (Hall 
1992). Thus, “empowerment is not a zerosum game” (Saltman 1994: 8) but rather a 
positive-sum game (Dunlop 1958).

3.1.2. Organizational empowerment
Within the management discipline, organizational empowerment is synonymous with 
employee empowerment and is seen as the route to improved work and organizational 
performance (Wall et al. 2002). While some scholars appear to hold a relatively uniform 
understanding of employee empowerment across settings (e.g., Lee, Koh 2001), oth-
ers find it as individually, contextually, and variably defined (e.g., Zimmerman 1995). 
Nevertheless, it appears to have two broad uses (Lee, Koh 2001; Menon 2001; Wall 
et al. 2002). First is the empowering ‘behavior of a supervisor’ who empowers his/her 
subordinates and who is the cause of empowerment. Second is ‘psychological empower-
ment’ (PE) which is the consequential perception of a subordinated resulting from his/
her supervisors’ act of empowering. PE is manifested in 4 cognitions: meaning (value of 
work goal or purpose), competence (self-efficacy), self-determination (autonomy in ini-
tiation and continuation of work behaviors), and impact (influence of work outcomes). 
PE’s antecedents are self-esteem, information, and rewards. 

While Lee and Koh (2001) view PE as a unique concept, many similar phrases exist 
in the literature. These include authority delegation, motivation, self-efficacy, job en-
richment, employee ownership, autonomy, self-determination, self-management, self-
control, self-influence, self-leadership, high-involvement, and participative management 
(Lee, Koh 2001). In addition to a distinction between an empowering ‘behavior of a 
supervisor’ and PE, differentiation is also made between empowering and empowered 
organizations. While empowering organizations produce PE for individual members 
as part of their organizational process, empowered organizations influence the larger 
system of which they are a part (Peterson, Zimmerman 2004).
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3.1.3. Customer empowerment

As organizations often regard customers as co-producers (Edvardsson et al. 1994) or 
‘partial’ employees (Kelley et al. 1992), CE is a natural and logical extension of em-
ployee empowerment. The most significant contribution in this area has been in the 
literature covering NPD and healthcare services (i.e., via the recent introduction of the 
consumer-directed theory of empowerment [CDTE]). 

In CDTE, CE may be broadly defined as “the transfer of power and control over the 
values, decisions, choices, and directions of human services from external entities to the 
consumers of services, resulting in increased motivation to participate and succeed and 
a greater dignity for the consumer” (West, Parent 1992, as cited in Kosciulek 1999b: 
4). Therein, CE involves both internal-psychological and situational-social factors (Ko-
sciulek 2005). Internal-psychological aspects include a sense of control, competence, 
responsibility, participation, and future orientation. Situational-social aspects include 
control over resources, interpersonal skills, work, organizational skills, and savvy. How-
ever, there are two main reasons why CDTE is limited in its ability to explain service 
recovery strategies. First, CDTE was developed specifically as a theoretical framework 
for research in healthcare rehabilitation services, rendering its application to other ser-
vices questionable. Second, CDTE’s focus on improving the delivery of initial services 
neglects important service recovery issues resulting from the unique nature of the com-
plainant-provider relationship. Despite its limitations in the service recovery context, 
CDTE provides some useful conceptual and philosophical guidance for this study. In 
short, the major tenets of the CDTE – as it applies to this research – are that (1) greater 
consumer control in service production and delivery will lead to the perception of em-
powerment (Kosciulek 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Kosciulek, Merz 2001), and (2) individuals 
should be free to make their own decisions about the management of their own lives 
(Kosciulek 1999a, 1999b, 2005). 

In NPD research, empowered customers (i.e., those who participate in the new prod-
uct selection process) show stronger demand for final products than non-empowered 
customers (i.e., those who do not participate in the new product selection process; 
Fuchs et al. 2010). As customer preferences have become increasingly heterogeneous 
in many markets, and customers progressively demand customized products (Gilmore, 
Pine 1997), empowerment-to-select strategies allow customers to experience the feel-
ing of having an impact in the new product selection process. Moreover, self-tailored 
products create higher benefits for customers than standard products because they de-
liver a closer preference fit (Franke et al. 2009). However, a major problem arises when 
customer empowerment in the area of NPD is used to study CE in the service recovery 
context. Namely, in NPD consumers are empowered to select the brand new product 
concepts to be produced by the manufacturer at some point in the future. Since NPD 
and service recovery vastly differ (in terms of intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, 
and perishability), both the usefulness and the power of NPD-related arguments in the 
service recovery context is dubious.
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In addition to the healthcare and NPD views of customer empowerment, McGregor 
(2005) offers an educational perspective on customer empowerment. Accordingly, giv-
ing someone information is enabling them to do something but not empowering them. 
Hence a truly empowered customer must create and hold an inner perception of power 
and authority to take action. This is accomplished through encouraging and enabling of 
individuals to do things and to think for themselves. By teaching people to act and think 
independently, their abilities and competence increase, they become more self-reliant, 
and they perceive themselves as empowered to take action and control of conditions 
affecting their daily lives.

In sum, common dimensions shared by all approaches – community, organizational, and 
customer – to the study of empowerment are (1) access to information, (2) participation 
and influence in decision-making, and (3) competence to make decisions. Moreover, the 
review of community, organizational, and customer empowerment literature suggests 
that empowerment at the individual level denotes either (1) an empowering behavior of 
person A who empowers person B and who is the cause of empowerment or (2) ‘psy-
chological empowerment’ which is the consequential perception of a person B resulting 
from person A’s act of empowering (e.g., Kosciulek 1999a, 1999b; McGregor 2005; 
Menon 2001; Peterson, Zimmerman 2004; Spreitzer 1995). Overall, while CE in the 
context of healthcare and NPD is not new per se, CE in service recovery encounters 
(i.e., complainant empowerment) is a new concept.

3.2. Construct definition of CE in the service recovery context
Review of the various streams of empowerment research outlined above reveals that, 
at an individual level in the context of service recovery, the three underlying theoreti-
cal components in CE are (1) information, (2) competence, and (3) control/influence.

Information is conceptualized as both provision of and access to information by the 
empowered agent, to and from the external agent or organization respectively (Khwaja 
2005). When complainants in service recovery are empowered, they are both able to 
provide information about their own preferences and gain information from the service 
provider that may in turn enhance their capacity to make optimal choices. Both types 
of information are likely to lead to increased welfare of the empowered complainant. 

Competence, or self-efficacy, is conceptualized as an individual’s belief in her/his ca-
pability to “mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action needed 
to meet given situational demands” (Wood, Bandura 1989: 408). People tend to avoid 
activities they perceive as exceeding their coping skills. Conversely, they get involved 
in situations they perceive as within their power to handle (Menon 2001). When com-
plainants in service recovery are empowered, they both have the capacity to articulate 
information about their preferences and use information from service provider to make 
optimal choices. 

Control or influence is conceptualized as an agent’s ability to influence a particular 
decision, and knowledge that s/he has this ability (Khwaja 2005). By giving greater 
influence in a decision to the agent whose perspective matters most for outcome of the 
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decision, we are ensuring that this agent has a high incentive to supply her/his perspec-
tive. All parties involved experience higher overall benefits from such a decision.
In sum, we define CE as a strategy firms use to give complainants sufficient informa-
tion and a sense of control and competence over its service recovery, allowing them 
to self-select remedies the company will use to correct a wrong. Stated differently, an 
empowered complainant is defined as a consumer who has information, competence, 
and influence in the service recovery process. CE is manifested in three dimensions (in-
formation, competence, and influence) that are argued to combine additively to create an 
overall construct of CE in service recovery. Additionally, empowerment is a continuous 
variable wherein complainants are more empowered or less empowered, rather than em-
powered or not empowered (Spreitzer 1995). Thus, the decrease in any single dimension 
will reduce – albeit not completely eliminate – the overall degree of felt empowerment.

4. The CE – affect relationship

While consumer affect has received some research attention in marketing via the con-
cept of Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM; see Special Issue on Relationship 
Marketing 1995), the issue of complainants’ emotional responses in service recovery 
research has been largely ignored (Chebat, Slusarczyk 2005).
The term ‘affect’ usually refers to a wide range of emotions, moods, feelings, and 
drives generated by individuals as they decipher events around them (Maute, Dube 
1999). We expect this prediction to arise because the underlying emotional states might 
be influenced by the complainant’s participation in service recovery. First, we assume 
that empowerment-to-control strategies allow complainants to experience the feeling of 
‘having an influence’ (the direct psychological outcome of empowerment strategies). 
Perceived influence refers to the degree to which a complainant has the ability to control 
certain outcomes, and knowledge that s/he has this ability (Khwaja 2005). It is plausible 
that empowered complainants believe that they have a stronger influence on a company 
and its service recovery acts than non-empowered complainants, who have nearly no 
say in a firm’s service recovery process. 
Second, because of complainants’ ability to participate in service recovery (and thus 
have an influence), we expect empowered complainants to experience increased be-
liefs of self-efficacy (a ‘can-do’ attitude) and increased feelings of responsibility, which 
might lead to stronger feelings of ownership (Pierce et al. 2001). This is consistent 
with the literature on empowerment in general: When people are allowed to participate 
actively in decision making and perceive that they may influence the outcome, they 
assume psychological ownership of such decisions because they are partly responsible 
for the outcome (i.e., the final decision becomes ‘their decision’ (Agarwal, Ramaswami 
1993; Hunton 1996), and this tends to elicit positive feelings (Barki, Hartwick 1994; 
Hui, Bateson 1991), such as happy/content and pleasantly surprised (Westbrook, Oliver 
1991). 
A recent classroom discussion with a group of tourism and hospitality students follow-
ing a guided visit to a leading international hotel brand offers further insight into the 
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CE – affect relationship. During the hotel visit, one of the students had inquired with 
the HR manager about the most recent customer complaint and the hotel’s response 
to it. The manager described an encounter where a guest called the front desk, com-
plaining that he had been awakened by the lawn mowing noise on hotel property. The 
disgruntled guest first received an apology, and was then told that the problem would 
be taken care of, and it sure was (i.e., the lawn mower was shut off within minutes). 
Later that same day, a front desk shift manager contacted the same guest, apologized 
for the mishap once again, and offered him a complimentary one-day wellness and spa 
package at the hotel (package otherwise not included in guest’s room price and valued 
at € 55). In the ensuing classroom discussion later that week, the students were asked 
what they thought about the complementary wellness and spa package furnished to the 
guest. Surprisingly, one student lamented that she did not care much for wellness and 
spa services. Her remark immediately prompted another student’s commentary whereby 
he rejoiced over the possibility of receiving compensation in the form of a free use of 
wellness and spa services. This short narrative exemplifies how even the best intended 
service remedy can produce starkly opposed emotional reactions. Based on these ideas, 
the following proposition is formulated: 
Proposition 1: In a service recovery context, the affective responses of empowered 
complainants will be more positive than those of non-empowered complainants. 

5. The CE – service quality effect

Perceived service quality may be defined as the customer’s assessment of the relative in-
feriority/superiority of the provider organization and its services (Bitner, Hubbert 1994). 
At the individual customer level, numerous studies have shown that perceived service 
quality is a partial determinant of satisfaction (Lassar et al. 2000; Mittal, Lassar 1998; 
Parasuraman et al. 1985, 1988).
The two most popular schools of thought on service quality are the North American 
and the Nordic European (Ekinci et al. 1998; Weber, Roehl 2001). The North Ameri-
can School is represented by the SERVQUAL model (Parasuraman et al. 1985, 1988), 
while the Technical/Functional Quality (T/FQ) framework embodies the Nordic Eu-
ropean School (Grönroos 1984). The SERVQUAL instrument is a multiple-item scale 
designed to determine a perception of service quality as a function of the difference 
between consumer’s expectations and actual service performance (Parasuraman et al. 
1985). However, despite its widespread use, the SERVQUAL instrument has generated 
considerable criticism in most replication studies, both on theoretical and operational 
grounds (Cronin, Taylor 1992).
In the T/FQ framework – representing the Nordic European School – service quality is 
believed to consist of two dimensions – technical or outcome quality and functional or 
process quality (Grönroos 1984; Lassar et al. 2000; Mittal, Lassar 1998). While techni-
cal quality refers to what is provided (e.g., the cleanliness of the room), functional qual-
ity considers how it is provided (e.g., the care and/or manners of the service provider). 
This effect can be derived because the underlying service quality perceptions might be 
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influenced by the complainant’s participation in the service recovery process. First, a 
typical complainant will need either to be physically present for a service to be remedied 
or will have to provide information as a prerequisite. Therefore, the quality of the ensu-
ing service recovery will then be dependent, at least in part, on the way in which the 
complainant interacts with the service provider (Zeithaml et al. 1988). Continuing with 
the earlier example from a students’ hotel visit, a manager’s offer of a complimentary 
one-day wellness and spa package to the disgruntled guest did not come about as a result 
of the guest’s participation in the recovery process. Instead, a manager presented the 
guest with a compensation resembling a take it or leave it approach. As evidenced by the 
two students’ reactions in the later classroom discussion about the incident, the hotel’s 
apparent hit or miss recovery remedy can seriously damage its perceived service quality. 
A female student who stated that she did not care much for wellness and spa services 
is likely to interpret the hotel’s compensation as evidence of inferior service quality. 
Second, we assume that empowerment-to-participate strategies allow complainants to 
experience the sense of ‘receiving a customized service.’ Providing high-quality ser-
vice means customizing as much as possible to what the individual customer desires 
(Rust, Chung 2006). Customization, or personalization, is a process that often requires 
extensive customer participation (Simonson 2005) to deliver a tailored solution to that 
customer (Murthi, Sarkar 2003). This is consistent with Ennew and Binks (1999), who 
argued a decade ago that participation of small businesses in services provided by banks 
has a positive impact on quality. It is also consistent with the logic behind employee 
empowerment in the service sector literature, where empowerment of front-line staff can 
be fundamental to achieving and improving the level of service quality (Berry, Paras-
uraman 1992). Based on these ideas, we expect empowered complainants to perceive a 
higher level of service quality than non-empowered complainants because participation 
in the recovery process will induce strong perceptions of high quality service recovery.
Proposition 2: In a service recovery context, empowered complainants will perceive a 
higher level of service quality than non-empowered complainants.

6. The CE – fairness effect

Fairness, also referred to as equity (De Ruyter, Wetzels 2000) or justice (Maxham, 
Netemeyer 2003), is defined as customer’s fairness comparison of an exchange be-
tween themselves and other entities (Maxham, Netemeyer 2003; Oliver 1997). Cus-
tomers evaluate equity via three dimensions: distributive justice, procedural justice, 
and interactional justice (Blodgett et al. 1997; Choi, Mattila 2004; Clemmer, Schneider 
1996; Smith et al. 1999; Sparks, McColl-Kennedy 2001; Tax et al. 1998; Zeithaml,  
Bitner 2000).
Distributive justice refers to the perceived fairness of the redress (refund, exchange, 
discount on future purchase, etc., or some combination thereof) offered to customers to 
resolve their complaints (Blodgett et al. 1997). In a service recovery context, percep-
tions of fair outcomes rest with individual complainants and reflect their impressions 
of tangible outcomes. Hence, should complainants be permitted to select among several 
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types of remedies or, even better, invited to propose a redress of their own choosing, 
they might like their outcome better and perceive it as fairer than non-empowered 
complainants who may neither pick nor propose an outcome. Such an argument is 
partially supported by the literature on empowerment in general. That is, when people 
are allowed to participate actively in decision making and perceive that they may influ-
ence the outcome, they assume psychological ownership of such decisions because they 
are partly responsible for the outcome (i.e., the final decision becomes ‘their decision’ 
(Agarwal, Ramaswami 1993; Hunton 1996).
Procedural justice entails perceived fairness of the policies and rules used by decision-
makers in arriving at the outcome (Lind, Tyler 1988; Smith et al. 1999). Fair procedures 
are based on accurate information, representative of all parties’ interests, flexible, and 
allow concerned parties some control over the decision (Blodgett et al. 1997; Goodwin, 
Ross 1992; Greenberg, Folger 1983; Leventhal et al. 1980; Tax et al. 1998). Therefore, 
when complainants are given the opportunity to voice their interests during service re-
covery, they then might perceive firm’s empowering procedures and rules as fairer than 
non-empowered complainants whose voices cannot be heard.
Interactional justice corresponds to the perceived fairness of the interpersonal treatment 
customers receive during service recovery (Blodgett et al. 1997; Tax et al. 1998). Fair 
interactions include offer of an apology, acceptance of blame, provision of explana-
tion, empathy, assurance, politeness, friendliness, sensitivity, interest, honesty, direct-
ness, and effort (Blodgett et al. 1997; Goodwin, Ross 1992; Parasuraman et al. 1985). 
Thus, service providers who show interest in and are sensitive towards complainant’s 
viewpoint might be perceived as interacting more fairly with their customers than non-
empowered complainants whose viewpoints are neglected. Continuing with the earlier 
example of students’ classroom discussion following a hotel visit, the reaction by a 
female student suggests she would not deem the compensation offered as fair. Since 
free wellness and spa pass does not represent something she is interested in, she will 
likely interpret the hotel’s compensation as evidence of hotel’s insensitivity towards 
her view and, thus, unfair. Building on these ideas, we expect the fairness perceptions 
of empowered customers to be more positive than those of non-empowered customers 
because fair recovery procedures and interactions will result in strong perceptions of a 
righteous service recovery.
Proposition 3: In a service recovery context, the fairness perceptions of empowered 
customers will be more positive than those of non-empowered customers.

7. The CE – complaint satisfaction relationship

According to Oliver (1997), “satisfaction is the consumer’s fulfillment response. It is a 
judgment that a product or service feature, or the product or service itself, provides a 
pleasurable level of consumption-related fulfillment” (p. 13). In more practical terms, 
satisfaction is customer’s assessment of a product or service in terms of whether that 
product or service has met his or her needs and expectations. Thus dissatisfaction with 
a product or service is attributed to customer’s unmet needs and expectations. Customer 
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satisfaction is influenced by specific product or service features, perceptions of quality, 
customers’ emotional responses, their attributions for service success or failure, and 
their perceptions of equity or fairness (Zeithaml, Bitner 2000).
In the context of service recovery, Stauss (2002) replaced Oliver’s global definition of 
satisfaction with ‘complaint satisfaction’, which refers to complainant’s satisfaction with 
a company’s response to her/his complaint. In line with Grönroos’ (1984) differentia-
tion between technical and functional service quality (T/FQ), complaint satisfaction is 
believed to consist of outcome (technical) satisfaction and process (functional) satis-
faction (Lassar et al. 2000; Stauss 2002). While the former refers to the evaluation of 
what the complainant gets from the company (i.e., ‘outcome complaint satisfaction’), 
the latter refers to complainant’s satisfaction with how his/her complaint is handled 
(i.e., ‘process complaint satisfaction’; Lassar et al. 2000; Stauss 2002). As customers 
increasingly demand that companies open up more of their processes to customers’ ac-
tive participation (e.g., Firat, Venkatesh 1995), complainants are likely to assess their 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with an underlying recovery encounter in terms of whether 
that encounter has met their needs and expectations for participation. Continuing with 
the earlier example of a female student’s remark during a classroom discussion follow-
ing a hotel visit, compensation in the form of a free wellness and spa pass did not meet 
her needs and expectations. Thus, she is likely to be dissatisfied with a hotel’s response 
to the complaint.
The proposed impact of empowerment on those who are empowered is well documented 
in the services management literature in general, which suggests that empowerment 
of frontline staff can improve both customer satisfaction and employee attitudes and 
behaviour (Ashness, Lashley 1995; Lashley, McGoldrick 1994; Rafiq, Ahmed 1998; 
Ripley, R. E., Ripley, M. J. 1992; Van Looy et al. 1998). If this relationship also holds 
for complainants in service recovery encounters, firms may do well to empower them. 
With these ideas in mind, we expect complainants experiencing firms’ empowerment-
to-participate recovery strategies to perceive such recoveries as more satisfactory than 
complainants who have their desires thwarted or redirected by those with power.
Proposition 4: In a service recovery context, empowered complainants will perceive 
higher levels of complaint satisfaction than non-empowered complainants.

8. Discussion and conclusions

The satisfactory resolution of customer complaints requires empowering those (i.e., 
complainants) who have traditionally been given little power to effect how their service 
recovery encounter unfolds. Studies on CE in service recovery appear to be particularly 
relevant at a time when consumers increasingly gripe that companies exert too much 
control over their daily lives, and many endeavor to participate more actively in the 
marketplace (Bernstein et al. 2000; Holt 2002). In addition, service recovery is ideally 
suited to the introduction of CE because complainants are more emotionally involved, 
have hightened expectations, and have a greater vested interest in service recovery than 
customers in ordinary (i.e., initial, non-recovery) service encounters. It is, therefore, 
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surprising that the notion of CE has received little attention in the service recovery 
literature. This study has attempted, in part, to fill a gap in the literature by proposing 
an integrative model of service recovery from the complainant’s point of view that 
can serve as the theoretical foundation for the development and evaluation of service 
recovery policy and complaint satisfaction. 
In this framework, empowered complainant is conceptualized as someone who has in-
formation, competence, and influence in service recovery. The proposed model suggests 
that CE from complainant’s perspective produces four major service recovery outcomes: 
customer affect, service quality, fairness, and complaint satisfaction. This framework of-
fers important theoretical implications for service recovery research as well as practical 
guidance for CE development in the service recovery context. Theoretically, this study 
represents a valuable attempt to expand the framework for research on service recovery. 
That is, conventional research on CE usually focuses on devising tools and techniques 
to develop new consumer products or to improve the delivery of initial services in the 
healthcare setting. While these studies have identified and developed useful means that 
manufacturing and healthcare organizations can utilize for NPD and initial service de-
livery, how to improve service recovery efforts through empowering complainants has 
rarely been fully examined. By providing a customer’s view of CE in service recovery, 
this study demonstrates an important, albeit preliminary, step toward a research theme 
focusing on CE for service organizations within a service recovery context.
Practically, this study offers guidance for managers in service organizations in connec-
tion to the issue of realism of empowering complainants. In this sense, CE should not 
be viewed in isolation from compensation. Instead, managers should think of CE as a 
vehicle with a potential to produce compensation that is individually tailored for each 
complainant. By offering tailored solutions to each guest’s problem via CE, managers 
might significantly increase their chances of turning disgruntled guests into engaged and 
loyal customers. In response to a possible critique in case of outrageous requests by 
complainants during service recovery, there is some evidence suggesting that customers 
may experience consumer guilt if overly compensated (Dedeoglu, Kazancoglu 2010). 
For instance, Domino’s Pizza (the U.S.-based pizza chain) – following a discovery that 
customers were not comfortable asking for a free pizza if the driver narrowly missed a 
delivery deadline – changed its service guarantee from ‘Delivery within 30 minutes or 
receive a free pizza’ to ‘Delivery within 30 minutes or $3.00 off the purchase price’ (Tax 
et al. 1998; Zeithaml, Bitner 2000). This rather anecdotal evidence suggests that before 
any empowerment strategy is deployed, the effect of varying levels of compensation on 
complainant’s feeling of dis/comfort must undergo empirical scrutiny. 
Although this study established a foundation for research on CE in service recovery, 
further research is required to confirm or challenge the various aspects of the proposed 
framework. First, future research should strive to develop and validate a new measure-
ment instrument of CE in service recovery. Following the operationalization and valida-
tion of the CE construct, the second step would be to empirically test whether CE has 
a positive impact on complainant cognitions/affect and complaint satisfaction. Third, 
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future empirical research should also examine potential differences between different 
types of services, i.e. whether CE is more important in the service recovery of certain 
services while less important for others. Namely, the degree of interpersonal contact in 
buyer-seller interactions seems important in the evaluation of technical and functional 
aspects of services. Functional or process quality significantly and positively affects 
satisfaction in high contact services whereas technical or outcome quality is more im-
portant in low contact services (Mittal, Lassar 1998). 
In high contact services – such as hotels, restaurants, airline travel, and retail banking – 
customers visit the service facility and remain throughout the service delivery (Love-
lock, Wirtz 2004). Moreover, high contact services involve an active (i.e., direct) and 
relatively intense contact between customers and service personnel (Lovelock, Wirtz 
2004; Mittal, Lassar 1998). In contrast, low contact services (e.g., car repair, insurance, 
internet banking) feature little or no physical contact with service personnel, and con-
tact is usually at arm’s length through electronic (e.g., Internet) or physical distribution 
channels (Lovelock, Wirtz 2004). Overall, service on one’s possessions is a ‘lower’ 
contact service, while service on the person himself/herself is a ‘higher’ contact service 
(Mittal, Lassar 1998). Last, but not least, future research should also examine potential 
differences between different cultures, i.e. whether CE is more important in the service 
recovery of certain countries and cultures while less important for others.
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