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Abstract


In light of the fact that mistakes are inevitable in services, management of service failure has received increasing attention in research and practice.  Most research, however, has focused on service recovery while consumers’ judgment for causes of failure has remained overlooked.  Causal attribution plays a key role in the service failure process because customers’ responses might depend on the inferences about the causes for the negative service experience.  The causal attribution process for service failure is susceptible to the influence of situational and personal factors.  This study investigated how service expectation and customer participation affect causal attribution for service failure in an educational context.  We also studied the impact of causal attribution on the customer’ post-failure responses.  A scenario-based experiment with a 2 (high vs. low customer participation) x 2 (high vs. low service expectation) x 2 (classroom vs. Internet as service delivery context) was conducted to examine causal attribution and reaction pattern following service failure.  A total of 355 subjects participated in this study.  Partial support for hypotheses regarding the effects of expectation and participation on causal attribution was found.  As compared to the subjects in the low-participation condition and in the high-expectation condition, those in the high-participation condition and in the low-expectation condition placed more responsibility on the service organization, and viewed the causes of the service failure as more stable and controllable.  This general pattern of results, however, was contingent upon the context of educational service delivery to some degree.  In addition, participants’ intention to switch to another organization or to continue their patronage was influenced by their service expectation and causal attribution but not by participation.  Finally, participants’ decision to complain or to spread negative word-of-mouth was affected by participation, expectation and individual characteristics; attribution, on the contrary, showed no direct impact on customers’ intention to complain or to communicate negative word-of-mouth.
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1. Introduction
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Mistake is an inevitable part of every service (Schroeder, 1989), thus rendering effective management of service failure a critical issue and challenge for managers in the service industry (Hart, Heskett, and Sasser, 1990).  The occurrence of poor services itself tends to make the customers more aware of or more sensitive to service quality (Brandt and Reffett, 1989) than otherwise.  Service failure, however, does not always result in customer dissatisfaction (Hart, et al., 1990).  The importance of recovery after service failure in influencing customers’ subsequent reactions to service failure is well demonstrated in the literature (e.g., Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault, 1990; Hansen and Danaher, 1999; Smart and Martin, 1993; Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman, 1996). In addition to service recovery, there are other factors that might influence the consequences of service failure.  For example, customers’ actions during service delivery might have created the problems.  Research applying critical incident techniques found that customers had caused service problems by getting on the wrong bus, arriving late for a ferry, or needed to change their ferry tickets at the last moment (Johnston, 1995).  In situations where customers have created the problems, they tend to be willing to take at least partial responsibility for the results and thus are unlikely to switch in light of the service failure. 
Prior research has mainly focused on service recovery as an important issue for alleviating customer dissatisfaction resulted from service failure. But the action of service recovery might not be triggered at all if customers never complain or provide suggestions to the service organization.  In addition to filing a complaint, other customers’ reactions, such as intention to switch to another service firm or to continue patronage, can also result from dissatisfaction caused by service failure.  Regarding why customers react differently after encountering service failure, factors such as importance of the failure, benefits from complaining, dissatisfaction, and consumer personality traits are all possible antecedents of complaining behavior (Landon, 1977).  Research suggested that causal inferences for mistakes determine customers’ responses following products or service failure (Raaij and Pruyn, 1998).  There are reasons to believe that attributions are central in determining reactions following service failure.  Customers’ evaluations of the service organization are hurt to a lesser degree if they attribute the cause of failure to a third party other than the service organization.

Causal attribution for service failure is subject to the influences of many situational or individual factors.  Due to the nature of service, customers often get involved in the service delivery.  The participative roles adopted by customers in service specification and delivery could affect how customers interpret the causes of failure. In addition, customers normally enter the service with certain expectations that may influence their explanations for service failure later on.  

This study focuses on causal attribution for service failure. Specifically, we address the following issues regarding the antecedents and consequences of causal attribution: (1) how customer participation and expectation affect the attribution for service failure, (2) how the context of service delivery affects attribution for service failure, and (3) the impacts of attribution, customer participation, and service expectation on customers’ subsequent behavioral responses to service failure.

2. Literature Review


According to attribution theory, people are rational information processors who behave upon their causal inferences.  In order to predict behavior from attribution, understanding the classification of causes is crucial.  Weiner developed a categorization system by taking the underlying causal properties of attribution and proposed three dimensions of causes (Weiner, 1980).  The first dimension is “stability,” which addresses the issue of whether the cause is relatively temporary and fluctuating or fairly permanent and unchanging.  “Locus,” a second dimension, deals with the issue of whether the cause is located on the side of the customers themselves or on the side of the service organization.  A third causal dimension is “controllability,” which concerns the extent to which the cause of service outcome is controllable.  We adhere to these three causal dimensions to facilitate our investigation of the attribution process of service failure in the current study.

Situational or personal factors may bear important impact on attribution process.  In situations where a service is a joint action of the service provider and the customer, attribution outcome can be influenced by the customer’s participant level.  Expectations that customers hold about the service might also determine how customers attribute service failure.  The possible impacts of customer participation and service expectations on attribution for service failure are discussed in the following sections.

Customer participation and attribution for failure


With the increasing prevalence of service organizations, there is a growing concern about service performance and productivity (Bell, 1973; Davis, 1983).  Simultaneous production and demand is one major distinction between service-based and goods-based transaction.  It is common for customers to be physically present for service provision, or even to provide information as a prerequisite.  It has been suggested that customers’ contributions can be optimized if they are considered as “partial” employees of the service organizations (e.g., Lovelock and Young, 1979; Mills, 1986).  That is, service outcome emerges from the collaboration of service employees and customers (Zeithaml, 1981), and the quality of the resulted service is at least partially dependent on such collaboration.  This is particularly true when service evaluation depends heavily on credence qualities.


Ennew and Binks (1999) suggested that participation should consist of three broad dimensions: information sharing, responsible behavior, and personal interaction.  First, customers need to share information with service providers in order to ensure that their personal needs are met.  Second, taking the role of partial employee of the company means that customers recognize that they have duties and responsibilities in the relationship with the service provider.  The third dimension, personal interaction, includes many characteristics of a relationship such as trust, support, cooperation, and commitment.


Participation is similar to and yet remains distinct from involvement in various aspects. Traditionally involvement has been defined in terms of the personal relevance or importance that a product has for a consumer (Day, 1970, Greenwald & Leavitt, 1985), while participation mainly refers to customer behavior related to the specification and delivery of a service.  Pucely, Mizerski, and Perrewe (1988) conceptually and empirically distinguished the construct “behavioral involvement” from other attitudinal forms of involvement.  It should be noted that behavioral involvement is closer to the concept of participation in the current study.  Therefore, despite the differences, it is useful to look to the involvement literature for critical insights into the role of participation.  Involvement often has been found to be a significant factor for post-purchase behavior, such as attitude formation (Petty, Cacioppo & Schumann, 1983), repurchase (Zaichkowsky, 1985; Ram & Jung, 1989), referrals (Richins & Root-Shaffer, 1988), and other related behaviors (Slama & Tashchian, 1985).  Empirical evidence revealed a similar impact of customer participation on service outcome such as referrals, repurchase, and related behaviors.

Research also showed that participation level was positively correlated with customers’ quality evaluation and satisfaction (Cermak, File, and Prince, 1994).  Customers who had participated in the specification and delivery of service provided a number of significant benefits to services providers (Chase, 1978), and enhanced informative feedback flow (Kelly, Connelly, & Skinner, 1990).  In addition, it has been found that greater participation is related to greater customer satisfaction (Bateson, 1985; Cermak, File, & Rince, 1994; Mills & Morris, 1986).  However, research also showed inconsistent influences of participation on repurchase intention (Cermak, et al., 1994).  In an attempt to address these inconsistent findings in the literature, we feel it is important to investigate how customer participation affects attribution for service failure.  It has been suggested that participation in the service specification and realization will enhance customers’ perception of control or an actor perspective on the outcome.  Accordingly, customers of high participation are less likely to attribute the outcome to the service organization, and view the mistake as less stable and less controllable.  

Hypothesis 1a: 
Customers of higher participation, as compared with those of

 



Lower participation, are less (more) likely to attribute service

 



failure to
the service organization (customers themselves) as the

 



locus of causes.

Hypothesis 1b: 
Customers of higher participation will infer the cause of service

 



failure as less stable than customer of lower participation.

Hypothesis 1c: 
Customer of higher participation will infer the cause of service

 



failure as less controllable than customers of lower participation.

Customer expectations and attribution for service failure


Individuals form expectations of desired service on the basis of their past experiences, word-of-mouth communications, and explicit and implicit service promises made by the service firms (Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman, 1993).  On the other hand, customers also hold beliefs about what will happen during subsequent service contacts with the organization, which was termed as adequate or predicted service expectations (Parasuraman, Berry, and Zeithaml, 1991; Zeithaml, et al., 1993).  Both the disconfirmation paradigm (Oliver, 1980) and the service quality literature (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988) suggest that customers use their expectations as the reference point to evaluate service performance.


According to the disconfirmation model, customer satisfaction is determined by the comparisons between expectations and perceived performance (Oliver 1980, 1981, 1989, 1993; Oliver and Burke, 1999).  When services exceed the desired level, customers experience positive disconfirmation.  Negative disconfirmation occurs when service performances fall short of expectation.  Literature about the disconfirmation paradigm has shown the importance of expectation in determining customer satisfaction; that is, customers evaluate the service outcome on the basis of whether service specification and realization are in accordance with expectations.  Customers usually enter the service encounter with prior expectations about the service outcome, and the expectations then serve as the basis in situations where service mistakes occur.


When service failure occurs, customers will perceive a negative discrepancy between service outcome and expectations.  Consumers’ reactions to negative disconfirmation of service expectations might be determined by their attribution for the causes of failure (Binter, 1990).  When service mistakes are attributed to external reasons, customers’ expectations for the service firms are not affected.  However, when failure is attributed to service firms’ internal causes, consumers tend to revise their expectations for the organization and respond more negatively (Raaij and Pruyn, 1998).  

Although negative disconfirmation usually results in dissatisfaction, people tend to maintain consistent perception.  Prior positive expectations thus might induce the customers to attribute the inconsistent outcome to situational, unstable, and uncontrollable factors (Floyd and Voloudakis, 1999).  We propose that customers holding more positive expectations will attribute service failure as less stable and less controllable than customers holding less favorable expectations.  In addition, customers of high expectations are less likely to blame the service organization for the undesirable outcomes than those of low expectations.  

Hypothesis 2a: 
Customers of higher expectation, as compared with those of

 



lower expectation, are less (more) likely to attribute service

 



failure to
the service organization (customers themselves) as the

 



locus of causes.

Hypothesis 2b: 
Customers of higher expectations will attribute service failure to

  



less stable causes than those of lower expectations.

Hypothesis 2c: 
Customers of higher expectations will attribute the service 

failure to less controllable causes than those of lower expectations.

Consequences of Causal Attribution for Service Failure


Customers’ responses to service failure are influenced by how they infer the reasons for failure.  When customers believe that service failures are caused by the service organization (i.e., cause located in the service firm), that service failures will happen again in the future (i.e., high stability) or that service failures should have been controlled by the service organization (i.e., high controllability), customers are more likely to respond in a negative manner.  Switching to a different service organization and complaining to friends and families are examples of negative responses while continuing to patronage is a favorable response.  

Hypothesis 3a: 
More responsibility attributed to service organization will be

 



associated with more negative customer reactions to the failure.

Hypothesis 3b: 
More stability attribution will be associated with more negative

 



customer reactions to the failure.

Hypothesis 3c: 
More controllability attribution will be associated with more

 



negative customer reactions to the failure.


Integrating the various conceptual constructs and hypotheses discussed in the previous sections, we develop a theoretical framework for the current study as shown in Figure 1.
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Insert Figure 1 Here
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3. Research Method

The Use of Scenarios

A scenario-based experiment was conducted to investigate the attribution process for service failure as well as the behavioral consequences of service failure.  As compared to the use of scenario, the traditional approach of asking the customers to recall their past experiences about service failure is subject to rationalization and response bias due to memory lapse (Smith and Bolton, 1998).  The use of scenarios also allows a better control over difficult manipulation and unmanageable variables, and facilitates the compression of time by summarize events that might otherwise unfold over days or weeks (Bitner, 1990).  The potential problem of the scenario approach is the risk of participants being unable to project their behavior in a scenario-induced context and to respond in a way similar to how they would react in a real situation.  To reduce the threat of this problem, the scenarios used in the experiment were structured and tested in advanced to ensure that they resemble the real-world situations where regular services are rendered.

Research Setting and Subjects


University-based continued education programs were chosen as the research setting, and students enrolled in the program were used as the participants of this study.  Participants of the current study in general are familiar with this educational service, and the occurrence of service failures described in the scenarios is not uncommon.  In addition, the credence attributes of educational service make it a setting appropriate for testing the impacts of important factors such as expectations and participation (other than the nature of the failure) on customers’ attribution.

Experimental Design and Procedures


This study used a 2 x 2 x 2 between-subjects design, where customer participation (low vs. high), service expectation (low vs. high), and service delivery medium as a contextual variable (classroom vs. Internet) were manipulated with different scenario descriptions.  All scenarios contain the same service failure which was described as a situation where the participant was bothered by the deviation of the actual course content from the initial description in the syllabus, and his/her written feedback regarding this concerns in the mid-term teaching evaluation form seemed to be simply ignored.
Many factors can affect one’s service expectations, such as promotion, prior experiences, and personal reasons.  Service expectation was manipulated by instructing the participants to imagine that they had had either favorable or unfavorable experiences with the instructors’ performance, the education program, and other service personnel for the educational service in the past.


The high and low customer participation conditions were based on the three dimensions of participation suggested by Ennew and Binks (1999).  The scenarios described the hypothetical situations in which customer either participated to a high or low level in terms of information sharing, responsible behaviors, and personal interactions.  In the high participation condition, participants read the scenario in which they actively participated in class discussion, provided suggestions and feedback to the instructor, and spent a lot time to interact with the instructor and other class members.  Participants in the high participation condition were also instructed to imagine that they had worked hard on their homework and always turn in their homework on time.  In the low participation condition, the scenario described a hypothetical situation in which the participants failed to exhibit an active engagement in any of these behaviors.  Finally, the educational service was provided either in the classroom or via the Internet, and scenarios were modified to fit into the two service contextual situations. In total eight versions of the scenario were developed for this experiment. A total of 355 subjects participated in this study.  Among them, 267 adult participants were students enrolled in the continued education program, and the other 88 participants were MBA students at the same university.  Although the 88 MBA students had no experiences with the continued education programs, they were believed to have the ability to project themselves in the scenarios that are similar to their experiences with school education.  All participants were randomly assigned to the 8 experimental conditions.

Measurement


After reading the scenario, participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire regarding the manipulation of the scenario and their attribution for the service failure (i.e., the locus, stability, and controllability of the causes).  Participants also reported their intentions to switch to other service provider, to file a complaint, to spread negative word-of-mouth, and to continue patronage.  

4.
Results
To evaluate the impacts of customer participation and service expectations on causal attributions, ANOVA procedures were used with the attributions of locus, stability, and controllability as the dependent variables. 

Impacts of Participation and Expectation on Locus Attribution
 It was predicted that high customer participation and high service expectations would attribute less responsibility to the service organization than customers of low participation and low expectation.  Also, high participation and high expectation would induce the customers to attribute more responsibility to service personnel and less responsibility for themselves.  In general, we found that customers with high expectation attributed less responsibility to the university than those with low expectations (
[image: image2.wmf]Ｘ

High vs. Low Expectation=3.92 vs. 4.30, F(1, 349) = 3.92, p ( 0.05).  We also found that customer of high participation attributed more responsibility to the university than customers of low participation (
[image: image3.wmf]Ｘ

High vs. Low Participation = 4.33 vs. 3.84, F(1, 349) = 8.06, p ( 0.005).  It should be noted, however, there was a significant interaction effect of customer participation and service context (F(1, 349) = 7.25, p ( 0.01). Further analysis indicated that the significant impact of participation was only found in the Internet condition, but not in the traditional classroom condition.

          ---------------------------------------------------------------------------






Insert Figure 2 Here  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

It is also hypothesized that customers in the high-expectation condition and in the high-participation condition will attribute less responsibility to themselves than those in the low-expectation condition and in the low-participation condition.  ANOVA results partially supported these hypotheses.  As predicted, subjects in the high-participation condition attributed less responsibility to themselves than those in the low-participation condition (
[image: image4.wmf]Ｘ

High vs. Low Participation = 4.20 vs. 5.79, F(1, 348) = 10.65, p ( 0.001).  Service expectation showed no significant effects on locus attribution.

Impacts of Participation and Expectation Stability Attribution
It was predicted that higher service expectation and higher customer participation would lead to lower ratings of the stability of service failure respectively.  Our results basically showed no main effects of service expectation and customer participation. However, there was a significant interaction of expectation and delivery context, with significant difference was found between high and low expectations only when education service was delivered in classroom. As shown in Figure 3, participants with high expectations attributed the failure as less stable than participants with low expectations (
[image: image5.wmf]Ｘ

High vs. Low Expectation=3.93 vs. 4.74, F(1,188)=10.13, p ( 0.01).  
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Impacts of Participation and Expectation Controllability Attribution
It was predicted that higher expectation and higher participation would result in lower ratings of controllability of the service failure respectively.  Only a main effect of customer participation was found on controllability attribution but the direction was opposite to our hypothesis. Subjects of high participation reported a higher rating on controllability of the service failure than subjects of low participation (
[image: image6.wmf]Ｘ

High vs. Low Expectation = 5.78 vs. 5.50, F(1,351) = 4.21, p ( 0.05).  

Predictors of Behavioral Responses to Service Failure

There are various post-failure options investigated in this study.  It was predicted that as customers attributed more responsibility to the service organization and viewed the causes of the failure as more stable and controllable, their behavioral responses to the service failure would be more unfavorable.  A series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to examine the predictors of these post-failure behavioral responses by entering the predictors in three steps.  At the first step, demographic variables and other controlling variables (which includes the years of enrollment in the continued education programs, previous experiences with continued education programs, and perceived importance of the service failure) were entered.  Customer participation, service expectation, and service delivery context were then entered at the second step, and finally the causal attributions were entered at the third step.

(1) Intention to Switch and Willingness to Continue Patronage
The analyses showed that perceived importance of failure, expectations, and locus attribution for the failure were significant predictors for the intention to switch to other university.  Specifically, participants reported a higher intention to switch when they perceived the failure as more important and when they attributed more responsibility to the service organization as well as themselves (all Beta’s > 0.131, p’s ( 0.05).  Participants of low service expectation also reported a higher intention to switch to another university (Beta = -0.212, p ( 0.001). 


As to the willingness to continue patronage, we found that expectation and controllability attribution (along with age, gender, previous experiences and duration of enrollment) were significant predictors. Specifically, participants reported a lower intention to continue patronage when they perceived the failure as more controllable and when they held a lower service expectation. Furthermore, male participants and those whose prior experiences with continued education programs were more favorable were more willing to continue patronage with the university (all Beta’s > 0.118, all p’s < 0.05).  Subjects who had enrolled in the education program between 1/2 to 1 year and those who are 31 to 35 years old were less likely to continue their patronage in face of service failure (all Beta’s > -0.148, all p’s < 0.05).

The r-square changes produced by adding the attribution variables to the model are significant (p < 0.05), suggested that participants’ attribution contributed significantly additional explanation for switching and repurchasing behaviors beyond the influences of other factors measured in this study.

(2) Negative Word-of-Mouth and Complaints
Negative word-of-mouth and complaints are unfavorable responses from customers that normally occur after service failure.  Hierarchical regression analyses showed that participation, expectations and perceived importance of service failure (along with gender and the previous experiences with continued education programs) were significant predictors of the intention to communicate negative word-of-mouth. Specifically, participants were more likely to communicate negative word-of-mouth when they have higher participation (Beta=.212, p < 0.001), when they have lower expectation (Beta = -0.196, p < 0.001), and when they viewed the failure as more important (Beta = 0.181, p < 0.01).   In addition, female participants (Beta = -0.185, p < 0.01) were more likely to communicate negative word-of-mouth than male participants.  Those participants who held a less favorable prior experience of extended education were also more likely to use negative word-of-mouth (Beta = -0.267, p<.001).

Different from negative word-of-mouth, complaints were directed toward the university or to the third party.  Participants who are aged between 46 to 50 and who perceived the failure as more important had a greater likelihood to complain to the university after encountering the service failure (both Beta’s > 0.133, p’s <.05).  In addition, some customers preferred to complain to a third party to expose this service failure to more people.  The analyses showed that female participants (Beta = -0.134, p < 0.05), those who are aged between 31 to 35 or 41 to 45 (both Beta’s > 0.205, p < 0.001), and those who viewed the failure as more important (Beta = 0.252, p < 0.001) were more likely to complain to the third party.  Also, participants tended to complain to the third party if they had less positive prior experiences with continued education programs (Beta = -0.180, p < 0.05), and were in high participation condition (Beta = 0.151, p < 0.05).  The findings suggested that negative word-of-mouth and complaints were subject to the influence of situational factors (such as customer participation and the perceived importance of the problem) and personal characteristics but not by the attributions of service failure.

5. Discussions and Conclusions


This study examined the impacts of service expectation and customer participation on causal attribution for service failure, and predictors of post-failure responses.  The findings provided partial support for most of our hypotheses regarding the effects of service expectation and participation though some effects were confirmed only under certain delivery-context conditions.  One contradictory finding, however, was that higher participation resulted in more unfavorable attribution to the service organization. One possible explanation is that higher participation might represent a higher cost rather than an actor role to the customers in educational service, hence leading to a greater tendency to blame the service organization for the service failure.  As to the actions taken by customers in face of service failure, more favorable attribution for the service organization did predict a higher level of intention to repurchase and stay with the service firm.  However, attributions show no impact on customers’ complaints and negative word-of-mouth when other situational and personal factors were also taken into consideration.  One major managerial implication of our findings is that managers in service organization should strive to maintain positive customer expectation while being careful at eliciting customer input (i.e., customer participation) during the specification and realization of the service to avoid negative attribution toward the company in case that service failure occurs.
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework: Antecedents and Consequences of Service Failure Attribution  
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Figure 2: Interaction effects of participation and
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