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ABSTRACT 

 
The inherent characteristics of service have been acknowledged by many researchers as 

contributors to inconsistent service outcomes. This inconsistency is subjective in nature 

and is especially the case because service is delivered by people. The involvement of 

human interaction positions service as a fragile product and makes failure during service 

delivery almost unavoidable. Although service customers are generally somewhat 

forgiving when a service performance is inadequate (Mack, Mueller, & Crott, 2000; 

Wildes & Seo, 2001), their responses to service failure may give rise to situations of 

high risk for service firms especially when the unsatisfactory service experience is made 

public. Therefore, it is essential to understand the degrees of tolerance customers are 

willing to extend when experiencing a service failure.  

The service literature has acknowledged the importance of understanding the concept of 

a “zone of tolerance”, coined by Parasuraman, Berry, and Zeithaml (1991). For 

example, this concept is useful for understanding that in different circumstances, 

customers may accept variations of service performance that consequently, may have an 

effect on their perceptions (Strandvik, 1994). Customer tolerance has been presented as 

being flexible and dependent on individual and situational factors (Parasuraman, Berry, 

& Zeithaml, 1991). However, understanding when, how, and why customer tolerance 

moves or changes has received little attention from researchers. A review of the relevant 

literature revealed little work on this topic has been undertaken and in particular there is 

a paucity of research attempting to apply this concept within service failure contexts. 

Indeed, the lack of research is reflected in that almost no study studies could be found 

that had been carried out in the past five years. This thesis aimed to investigate the 

elasticity of customer tolerance in different service failure settings involving type and 

severity of failure. In the investigation, cultural familiarity was included as one of the 

independent variables. In a similar manner, the variations in the level of customer 

satisfaction were also sought. Additionally, this thesis examined the effectiveness of 

service recovery tactics in regaining customer satisfaction.  

A sequential mixed-method approach of qualitative (focus groups) and quantitative 

(experimental design) was employed to address the research problem. The focus groups 

aimed to elicit a preliminary understanding of the topic as a foundation for the 
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quantitative study. The experimental design was divided into two phases comprising 

service failure and service recovery. The first phase investigated the influence of (1) 

types of failure (interpersonal, non-interpersonal failure), (2) severity of failure (low, 

medium, high), and (3) cultural familiarity (low, medium, high) on customer tolerance 

and customer satisfaction. The second phase examined the effectiveness of service 

recovery tactics (apology, apology and compensation) and possible interactions of 

service recovery and the independent variables used in the first phase. Data were 

collected using a cross-sectional online survey with 740 responses collected from across 

Australia. Respondents were randomly assigned to various conditions based on the 

manipulations of the independent variables and were asked to respond to the dependent 

variables of tolerance and satisfaction (measured using a multi-item scale). The 

responses were analysed using ANOVA, MANOVA, and a paired t-test. 

During the first phase, analysis showed significant main effects of the type of failure 

(interpersonal and non-interpersonal failure), severity of failure, and cultural familiarity 

on customer tolerance. More specifically, the test of the effect on the interpersonal 

failure resulted in lower levels of tolerance than the effect on non-interpersonal failure. 

Furthermore, the lowest degree of tolerance was found for the highest severity of failure 

and cultural familiarity. For customer satisfaction, only type and severity of failure 

demonstrated significant influence. The cultural familiarity resulted in no significant 

main effect. Uniquely, interaction effects for both dependent variables were found 

between severity of failure and cultural familiarity and, between type of failure and 

severity of failure.  

The second phase revealed a significant increase of satisfaction following a service 

recovery intervention. By comparison, interpersonal failure was found to have a higher 

improvement of satisfaction than non-interpersonal failure. A main effect was shown 

only for type of failure. The analysis that followed indicated interactional effects 

between type of failure and service recovery. 

The practical implications from these findings add to the understanding of customer 

tolerance toward service failure within different situational settings. Specifically, this 

study provides hotel managers with the insight that customer tolerance is somewhat 

elastic depending on the three independent variables under investigation. Providing 

continuous training programs for hotel employees may help minimise the service failure 

and level of severity of failure. In particular, employee training should emphasise   
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interpersonal skills. Furthermore, cultural familiarity can be used as a reference for 

anticipating how customers with different levels of cultural familiarity are likely to 

respond to service failure and subsequently can provide information for use in 

developing appropriate recovery tactics. 

 

Key words: cultural familiarity, customer tolerance, complaining behaviour, 

satisfaction, service failure, service recovery, severity of failure, type of failure  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Research Background 

Customer tolerance applied within the context of service failure is the topic of this 

thesis. To fully appreciate the role of customer tolerance the prevalence and impact of 

service failure is first presented. Research conducted within the area of service has 

consistently highlighted the inevitability of service failure (e.g., Chang & Hsiao, 2008; 

Dewitt & Brady, 2003; Hess, Ganesan, & Klein, 2003; Lewis & Clacher, 2001). 

Considering that failure is unavoidable, the delivery of service is complex. In the 21st 

century, delivering high quality service to customers is central to the sustainability of 

many service firms (Lovelock & Wright, 2002). However, despite the best efforts of 

service firms customers are not always delighted or even satisfied with the service 

delivery they receive (McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003). Customer evaluations of 

service performance are subject to personal criteria set by each individual on any given 

occasion. Research has identified that customers tend to be critical, demanding, and 

lacking in loyalty (Kim, Kim, & Kim, 2009; Wong, 2003). On the other hand, the 

attempts by firms to control for consistently high quality at all times in every aspect of 

customer service seem to be an almost impossible thing to do. The inherent nature of 

service, that is, the simultaneous production and consumption of service and the high 

level of involvement of people (Collie, Bradely, & Sparks, 2000; Hess et al., 2003; 

Johnson & Fern, 1999; Palmer, Beggs, Keown-McMullan, 2000) either as service 

providers or customers results in quality variations and subjective evaluations. In fact, 

this characteristic variation of service performance may be exacerbated during high 

season in industry such as in a tourism business. Previous research is unequivocal, in 

such busy times service delivery may fail to satisfy customers despite rigorous standard 

operating procedures and employee training programs. Indeed, many authors suggest 

that providing service with zero-defects is seemingly an unattainable goal (e.g., Fisk, 

Brown, & Bitner, 1993; Hart, Heskett, & Sasser, 1990; Johnson & Ferner, 1999; Michel 

& Meuter, 2008; Sparks & Bradley, 1997; Reicheld & Sasser, 1990).  
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When service levels fall below a threshold of what is acceptable to a customer, the 

result may trigger feelings of dissatisfaction. These feelings most often occur when 

service performance is below the level the customer perceives to be adequate although 

there are times when customers are prepared to accept a lower standard of service. 

Customers may consider a level of service falls within an acceptable zone that past 

research has conceptualised as a zone of tolerance (Parasuraman, Berry, & Zeithaml, 

1991). The acceptable zone may differ among individuals or situations. However, at the 

extreme or beyond this zone, the service may either delight or dissatisfy. 

This thesis applies the concept of the zone of tolerance within the context of the service 

industries and to hospitality in particular. To put this concept into perspective, imagine 

that you are a hotel manager. You are competing globally to attract and retain hotel 

guests. You know that your hotel service performance is highly dependent on the 

frontline employees. However, recruiting and retaining skilful and experienced 

employees is not always successful; there may be times when service does not meet the 

expectations of hotel guests, especially during times when hotels are running high 

occupancy rates. This is the scenario that sets the scene for this thesis. Is there a need to 

allocate more resources or will hotel guests accept a less than perfect delivery? To what 

extent and under what conditions can hotel guests tolerate an inferior service? The 

variability of customer tolerance in the event of an inadequate service performance has 

not yet been fully understood. So far, only limited research within the past five years 

has examined the concept of tolerance within a setting of service failure. In fact, 

considering that service failure is considered by many to be unavoidable, it is arguably 

vital to understand how tolerant  hotel guests will be when service delivery is not 

meeting expectation. From this point, managers can anticipate appropriate service 

recovery tactics. Therefore, the elastic nature of customer tolerance toward hotel service 

failure is the research problem to be investigated in this thesis. That is, under what 

conditions will customer tolerance vary. 

In the next section, a discussion of  the reseach problem and research issues are 

presented. 

1.2 Research Problem and Research Issues  

This thesis has developed and examined a framework in order to address questions 

emerging from the research problem about the application of the concept of the 

customer tolerance within a setting of service failure. Questions that emerged are: 
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1. How elastic is customer tolerance across different service failure settings 

involving cultural familiarity? 

2. How effective are service recovery tactics in regaining customer satisfaction 

within these contexts? 

Essentially, this thesis argues that customer tolerance fluctuates across different service 

failure situations depending on cultural familiarity with a destination. In addition to 

service failure settings, this study incorporates service recovery in order to understand 

how service failure situations and cultural familiarity relate to customer satisfaction 

post-recovery.  

1.2.1 Research issues. 

Two research issues are addressed in the development of the research problem: (1) the 

lack of empirical studies into customer tolerance implemented within the context of 

service failure, and (2) the limited empirical studies on the role of cultural familiarity on 

customer tolerance and satisfaction within the context of service failure/recovery 

settings.  

The first issue emphasises the lack of studies on customer tolerance that have focused 

on service failure. The service literature has acknowledged the importance of 

understanding the concept of a zone of tolerance. For example, this concept helps both 

the researcher and the practitioner to understand that customers may accept variations of 

service performance in different circumstances that consequently may have an effect on 

their perceptions (Strandvik, 1994). Customer perceptions of service can be identified as 

being either within or outside of the zone of tolerance (Cavana, Corbett, & Lo, 2007). 

An inadequate level of service performance is likely to result in customer 

dissatisfaction, while service performance above the desired level of expectation will 

likely to result in customer delight (Boulding, Kalra, Staelin, & Zeithaml, 1993; 

Keiningham, Goddard, Vavra, &Laci, 1999; Oliver, Rust, & Varky, 1997; Parasuraman, 

Zeithaml, & Berry, 1994; Pieters, Koelemeijer, & Roest, 1995). With this concept in 

mind, service providers can determine and monitor service performance, such as 

whether it fits within the customer zone of tolerance. Furthermore, the zone of tolerance 

is suitable for measuring reactions and sensitivities to various levels of service 

(Liljander & Strandvik, 1993) and can be associated with customer satisfaction (Teas & 

DeCarlo, 2004). Similarly, the zone of tolerance can be a useful concept, not only for  

understanding perceptions of service quality and different levels of expectation, but also 
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in understanding changes in the relationship between service quality and its outcomes 

(Yap & Sweeney, 2007).  

Despite the importance of understanding the zone of tolerance, there have been few 

attempts to empirically research this concept. Among the limited studies noted, most 

have focused on the levels of customer expectations prior to service performance. Few 

studies have emphasised that each customer could have different degrees of acceptance 

to each circumstance encountered within the zone of tolerance. Indeed, some customers 

are more tolerant than others of relatively poor service performance (Estelami & 

DeMaeyer; 2002; Michel, 2001; Walker & Baker, 2000).  

Previous researchers have called for further investigation into the concept of the zone of 

tolerance and its application. For example, past research has put forward the following 

needs: 1). to gain a deeper understanding of the construct (Lee, 1999) than 

concentrating on the boundaries of desire and adequate expectations (Parasuraman et 

al., 1991) and 2). to encompass a global market place that involves domestic and 

international customers (Patrick, 1996) or a broad international arena of services, such 

as theme parks, restaurants, or hotel settings (Teas & DeCarlo, 2004).  

It is also important to consider customer tolerance within the context of service failure, 

because service failure is largely inevitable. Also, as customer tolerance has been 

known as being flexible and dependent on factors that are individual and situational 

(Parasuraman et al., 1991), it is essential to understand how tolerance varies. 

Understanding customer tolerance provides service firms with helpful information to 

use to sustain their businesses (Nadiri & Hussain, 2005). However, understanding when, 

how, and why customer tolerance moves or changes has received little attention from 

researchers. In particular, the notion of customer tolerance and flexibility toward 

different situations of service failure has not yet been investigated. It can be assumed 

that more research on this topic would be essential for achieving a better understanding 

of the nature of customer tolerance. 

This thesis also incorporated satisfaction, another customer evaluation construct in the 

examination of the tolerance levels. Satisfaction has been identified as a pivotal topic 

within the service literature (e.g., Dubrovski, 2001; Kondo, 2001; Su, 2004; Zeithaml & 

Bitner, 2000). This identification is not surprising because satisfaction is the golden 

goal of every business. However, in the era of globalisation and tight competition, 
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achieving customer satisfaction as a one-time event is not sufficient to sustain the 

majority of businesses. For example, service managers strive to persuade existing 

customers to return through attractive gimmicks and loyalty programs. Indeed, research 

has shown the important role of satisfaction in influencing such important outcomes as 

customer loyalty, profitability, and company brand. 

The second issue highlights the limited research that has examined the role of cultural 

familiarity on tolerance and satisfaction. In the hospitality context, customer tolerance 

has been linked to cultural dimensions, such as uncertainty avoidance (Reimann, 

Lunemann, & Chase, 2008) and power distance (Furrer, Liu, & Sudharsan, 2000). 

Viewing customer tolerance from a cultural aspect is particularly relevant in hospitality 

service interactions where the service provider and the customer may come from 

different cultural backgrounds. In turn, different backgrounds may lead to different 

perceptions and evaluations of the service performance in the minds of both customers 

and service providers (Stauss & Mang, 1999; Turner & Reisinger, 2001; Wong, 2004). 

The influential role of culture has also attracted researchers to the field of customer 

satisfaction. Most studies on customer satisfaction and tolerance that incorporate 

cultural aspects have focused on the national cultural background of an individual, 

either as a customer or a service provider (e.g., Donthu & Yoo, 1998; Mattila, 1999; 

Wong, 2004). While cross-cultural values have been associated with expectations, 

perceptions, and evaluations of service quality (e.g., Donthu & Yoo, 1998; Furrer et al., 

2000; Mattila, 1999), cross-cultural research in hospitality could also consider the level 

of customers’ familiarity with the culture of their destination as in this investigation. 

Indeed, people may feel more familiar with the culture of some destinations or are at 

least better able to cope with situations of service failure (Prentice, 2004) than in other 

destinations. Therefore, it can be assumed that apart from their own cultural 

background, their familiarity with the culture of the destination may affect their 

perceptions of an event and may account for some of the variations found in the 

evaluations people give to similar service performances at different times and in 

different places.  

Understanding cultural familiarity in association with a destination is becoming more 

important in hospitality management with the globalisation and expansion of hotel 

chains (Prentice, 2004). The internationalisation of the hospitality sector is particularly 

true as travel increases across the world. However, to this time, no studies have 
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addressed the impact of customer familiarity with the culture of a destination on 

customer satisfaction and the degree of tolerance shown toward variations of service 

performance. In other studies, cultural familiarity has been associated with the 

awareness and imagery of the destination (e.g., Baloglu, 2001; Milman & Pizam, 1995; 

Prentice, 2004), but not with tolerance. For example, Baloglu (2001) studied a 

familiarity index in the context of variations of the images of Turkey. In his study, the 

term familiarity was operationalised as informational and experiential in the context of 

the daily environment. The study found an association between familiarity and 

attractiveness, but this association is more relevant to the promotional side of marketing 

than to service management. The potential influence of cultural familiarity on customer 

evaluation: tolerance and satisfaction is under-researched in hospitality settings. 

In brief, in light of the gaps identified in the literature, this thesis addresses two research 

issues in order to identify the variability of customer tolerance across an individual 

service sector. 

1.2.2 Research questions.  

Following the research problem and issues identified in the previous section, the 

specific research questions are as follows: 

Research question 1: How do service failure situations (e.g., type of failure or 

severity of failure) and cultural familiarity interact and affect customer tolerance 

and satisfaction? 

Research question 2: How do pre- and post-recovery satisfactions differ?  

Research question 3: Does familiarity with the culture in a destination (cultural 

familiarity) interact with either of the service failure situations to affect 

customers’ post-service recovery satisfaction? 

Examining the relationship of the constructs of type of failure, severity of failure, 

cultural familiarity, and customer tolerance potentially expands the current 

understanding of the constructs under study and provides new insights into the 

relationships among these constructs. These research questions will be further 

elaborated and developed as hypotheses in Chapter 2.  

Next, the justification of the research is presented. 
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1.3 Justification of the Research 

Theory building and theory testing are two types of research contribution. Theory 

building clarifies or supplements existing theory or introduces relationships and 

constructs that serve as the basis for a new theory, whereas theory testing applies an 

existing theory as a means of grounding a specific set of a priori hypotheses (Colquitt & 

Zapata-Phelan, 2007). According to these authors, research that explores the mediator or 

moderator roles of certain variables in the relationships among constructs that were 

previously unexplored is also considered to have a theoretical contribution. In addition, 

expanding existing theories by clarifying, supplementing, incorporating antecedents, or 

introducing new relationships also offers theoretical contributions. However, theoretical 

research may not always be applicable or supported in the practical world (Colquitt & 

Zapata-Phelan, 2007; Veal, 2006). In such cases, findings can be less meaningful (Veal, 

2006). Similarly, empirical research without strong support from the literature is likely 

to provide weak results (Veal, 2006). Ideally, theoretical and empirical components 

coexist and enhance each other (Veal, 2006). 

Both the theoretical and practical perspectives are addressed to justify the importance of 

the research undertaken in this thesis. The contributions of this thesis are grounded by 

three aspects, as pointed out below: 

 the rapid and continued growth of the hospitality service industry and the 

inevitability of service failure 

 the gaps in the academic literature, and  

 the potential benefits for hospitality service marketing and management 

practice 

Referring to the first aspect, this thesis focuses on a hospitality service context. The 

remarkable growth of the service industry has been widely recognised (e.g., Patterson, 

Cowley, & Prasongsukarn, 2006; Wong, 2004; Zhang, Beatty, & Walsh, 2008). As one 

of the fastest growing industries worldwide for several decades, service industries have 

been providing a significant contribution to the global economy (Malhotra, Ulgando, 

Agarwal, Shainesh & Wu, 2005). Moreover, the service industries are recognised by 

researchers, practitioners, as well as governments, as a source of economic leadership 

(Fitzsimmon & Fitzsimmon, 2011). To more precisely demonstrate the growth of the 

services industry, in 2011, this industry provided a 6.8% increase to the gross national 

product (GDP) in the Americas alone (World Bank, 2011). 
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One major sector of the service industries, tourism/hospitality comprises a variety of 

businesses, such as hotels, food service, lodging, travel, and meeting and convention 

planning (Brymer, 1995, Hoffman & Bateson, 2001). This sector has also shown 

exponential growth (Lee, Barker, & Kandampully, 2003; Malhotra et al., 2005). For 

example in 2011, there was a growth of 982 million international tourist arrivals across 

the globe, equal to an increase of 4.6% (WTO, 2011). The tourism and hospitality 

industry has also been considered as the largest generator of jobs (Brymer, 1995; 

Grönroos, 2007; Hoffman & Bateson, 2001), specifically in developing countries such 

as the South East Asean countries (Kotler, Bowen & Makens, 2010; Lovelock, 

Patterson & Walker, 2007). As a major service provider in developed and developing 

countries (Lovelock et al., 2007), the hospitality sector offers a significant worldwide 

economic contribution (Ferreira, Rial & Varela, 2009; Gil, Hudson & Quintana, 2006). 

Moreover, it has been reported that internationally, the tourism/hospitality receipts have 

grown by 3.8 % to US$ 1.030 billion in 2011 (WTO, 2011). 

A major update of the long-term tourism forecast, Tourism Towards 2030, released in 

2011 by NWTO indicated the continuous and promising prospects of the 

tourism/hospitality industry where from 2015, emerging economies are expected to 

receive more international arrivals; the number of international tourists is estimated to 

reach close to 1.4 billion in 2020 and 1.8 billion by 2030; and in 2030, five million 

people may be crossing international borders every day for leisure, business or other 

purposes. In addition, international arrivals may spread out more evenly across the 

world whereby, Asia and the Pacific were predicted to achieve the highest volume of 

arrivals and to be the strongest growing regions. With this forecast of tourist arrivals, it 

is not surprising that growth in terms of the number of rooms follows. Hotels have 

anticipated the tourist growth by expanding their business. For example, three major 

hotel groups have scheduled additional rooms in order to anticipate the high increase in 

demand and growth of the hotel industry. These groups include IHG (Intercontinental 

Hotel Group), Hilton Worldwide, and Accor Hotels that jointly built almost one million 

new rooms in 2012 (Hotel Managers Group, 2012). 

With its rapid and continued growth, the hospitality service industry has become 

increasingly important in the globalised economy. As such, the internationalisation of 

the hotel service is inescapable. The concept of service implemented in the hospitality 

marketing and operations management is essential for the improvement of the service 

performance. However, hotels may not always be able to maintain a high standard of 
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service particularly during high season. When the occupancy rates are high, the delivery 

of service may lack hospitality and quality control. That is, hotel employees may focus 

more on the core or non-interpersonal aspects that are in place rather than on the process 

of the service delivery such as, to be courteous. Influenced by a huge volume of 

business, the employees may tend to speed up or omit essential pieces of the usual 

service routine in order to serve other hotel guests and may not pay the level of attention 

required to deliver a personalised service or to show appropriate concern for meeting 

the needs of individual customers. For example, the receptionists may not be able to 

properly greet their guests at the front desk; the welcome drinks may not be 

immediately served upon guests’ arrival; the room may not be cleaned and may not be 

ready for new guests after being used by other guests. Also, in a time of high level of 

business, hotel managers normally employ trainees or apprentices recruited from hotel 

schools. It can be assumed that the trainees are inexperienced especially to handle 

international guests. In addition, a training program may not be conducted due to an 

inability to allocate time and to obtain the commitment of employees to attend the 

program when demands are high. These situations can potentially reduce the quality of 

the service and increase service failure events. It can be emphasised that the setting in 

this study has an elevated contextual relevance during high season. In brief, the high 

possibility of international interactions (Bitner et al., 1990; La & Kandampully, 2004; 

Mack, Mueller, Crotts, & Broderick, 2000) and the inevitability of service failure 

(Chang & Hsiao, 2008; Dewitt & Brady, 2003; Hess et al., 2003; Lewis & Clacher, 

2001) and lack of empirical studies in service failure and recovery area within this 

industry (Mack, et al., 2000; Lewis & McCann, 2004; Oh, 2003; Thwaites & William, 

2006) imply that undertaking research within hotel service contexts is highly relevant. 

The second justification is that this thesis addresses the call by previous authors to 

conduct more studies into customer tolerance (referred to as zone of tolerance). To date, 

there have been limited studies on this particular topic despite its importance as part of 

the process of customer evaluation (Vargo, 1997). In this study, investigation was 

undertaken beyond the comparison of customer expectations and perceived service 

performance and the concept of customer tolerance has been applied in the context of 

service failure. In doing so, this thesis provides the conceptualisation of customer 

tolerance of service failure within the hospitality service area and enhances the present 

knowledge and understanding of customer tolerance toward service failure. By 

employing the construct of cultural familiarity as an independent variable affecting 
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customer tolerance, the thesis examines customer tolerance in a way that has not 

previously been undertaken. 

Finally, this thesis provides potential benefits for practitioners, particularly within hotel 

services. Hotel managers can use the insights from this thesis in terms of understanding 

the variability of customer tolerance toward service failure. Managers can differentiate 

customers based on their tolerance levels in the event of service failure. That is, 

managers can anticipate effective service recovery strategies based on the likelihood of 

customer tolerance levels. In addition, as hotel guests may come from all over the 

world, managers will be able to understand the tolerance threshold of customers from 

different levels of cultural familiarity. 

In summary, considering the gaps in the literature and the advantages and increasing use 

of hospitality service, there is a convincing reason from both an academic and industry 

standpoint to conduct research into this topic. 

The next section provides a brief overview of the methodology for this thesis. 

1.4 Methodology 

In the previous section, the justification of the research was presented. This section 

briefly introduces the methodological approaches used in this research that is a 

sequential qualitative and quantitative mixed method approach. Detailed justifications 

and explanations of the methodological procedures are further presented in Chapter 3. 

Figure 3.1 in Chapter 3 depicts the sequential nature of the two methodologies. 

The qualitative phase collected data from 29 participants in six focus groups. In this 

initial study, a deeper understanding of customer tolerance as the key research topic was 

elicited with the use of small illustrations of service failures as stimuli to understand 

whether people have different levels of tolerance toward service failure and what the 

reasons for these differences might be. Participant reactions toward specific service 

failure situations were gathered. The tendency for people to have different levels of 

tolerance when exposed to service failure in either a familiar or an unfamiliar holiday 

destination was of particular interest. Additional factors that may be important for 

determining the flexibility of customer tolerance were also collected. Findings obtained 

from the qualitative study were used to inform the quantitative study (Creswell & 

Plano-Clark, 2007).  
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In the quantitative study data were collected using a cross-sectional online survey with 

740 respondents from across Australia using an experimental design. The primary 

purpose of the quantitative study was to identify the causal relationships of types of 

failure, severity of failure, and cultural familiarity on customer tolerance. In this stage, 

investigation of the variations in the levels of satisfaction was also undertaken. The next 

purpose was to seek how these variables interplay in the variability of customer post-

recovery satisfaction. Data were analysed using ANOVA, MANOVA, and paired t-test 

using SPSS software. Essentially, the quantitative method served as the major 

methodology in this study because it was deemed appropriate to answer the research 

problem, whereas the qualitative method was employed to elicit preliminary 

understandings of the topic and to formulate research hypotheses. 

1.5 Structure of Thesis 

The purpose of this section is to outline the structure of the thesis that comprises seven 

chapters. 

Chapter 1 has provided the background of the study, research problem and issues, 

research questions, an introduction of the methodology, definitions of terms, and 

delimitations. 

Chapter 2 provides reviews of the relevant literature. A broad introduction of service is 

presented in the beginning of the chapter. Next, the focus theories of customer 

tolerance, satisfaction, cultural familiarity, service failure, and service recovery are 

discussed. From the review of the literature, gaps were identified, the research problem 

was defined, and the hypotheses and research framework were developed. 

In Chapter 3, a brief philosophy of the methodology applied in this research is 

presented. This includes justification of the research design and the methods of data 

collection, a sequence of mixed qualitative and quantitative research. The use of 

vignettes is also justified. 

Chapter 4 describes the findings of the first sequence of data collection, the qualitative 

phase that used focus groups. Based on the findings, the material for the quantitative 

study is constructed. 

In Chapter 5, the development of the vignettes as stimulus materials and the survey 

methodology that includes the strategies for sampling and data analysis are outlined. 
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Chapter 6 details the results of the second phase of data collection, the experimental 

design. A brief explanation of the method implemented for the data collection is 

presented first. From the results, the hypotheses proposed in Chapter 2 are answered. 

Chapter 7 presents the justification of the findings which includes comparisons of the 

findings with the relevant theories reviewed in Chapter 2. Conclusions are drawn in 

regard to the research problem. Also, in this final chapter, the theoretical contributions 

and practical implications from the research findings are provided. The chapter 

concludes with the limitations of the study and directions for future research. 

1.6 Definitions of Terms 

Several key terms used in this thesis investigation are defined and presented in Table 

1.1 below. The next section outlines the boundaries of the research. 

Table 1. 1. Definitions and Terms 

Terms 
Explanations 

Cultural familiarity The customer level of knowledge or 

awareness of the culture of a destination. 

Customer evaluation The assessment made by customers about 

their service experiences. 

Customer tolerance The extent to which customers accept 

service failure situation (modified from 

Parasuraman et al., 1991). 

Expectancy disconfirmation The discrepancy resulting from 

comparison of prior expectation and actual 

service performance (Oliver, 1977). 

Front Office Manager A person charged with managing the daily 

operational procedures of hotel front desk. 

Guest A hotel customer. 

Interpersonal failure A failure caused by the manner of the 

employee who delivers the service. 

Non-interpersonal failure A failure caused by the system or basic 

service 

Satisfaction Customer’s subjective evaluation of 

service failure situations and recovery 

actions. 

Severity of service failure The intensity of failure as perceived by the 

customer (Weun, Beatty, & Jones, 2004). 
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Table 1. 1. Definitions of Terms (Cont.) 

Terms Explanations 

Service recovery The organisation’s action in response to 

poor service quality (Grönroos, 1988). 

Service failure An error or mistake made during a service 

encounter (Lewis & Spyrakopoulos, 

2001). 

Type of service failure The classification of the service failure 

based on the source of failure (non-

interpersonal or interpersonal failure). 

 

1.7 Delimitations 

The scope of this thesis investigation is largely confined to its particular setting that 

may affect the generalisability of the research. First, the focus of this research was on 

hotel service failure that is, airport pick-up service. This specific type of service restricts 

the results of the research in the way that they may not be readily generalised to other 

service contexts. The context rationale is detailed in Section 3.6. The next delimitation 

involves the origin of the selected samples. Data were collected from Australian 

respondents and the settings of the vignettes were within Russia, Indonesia, and 

Australia that were identified from the focus groups and the pre-tests as being low, 

medium, and high culturally familiar destinations for Australian participants. Australian 

respondents may respond differently from other nationalities and the three countries 

chosen to represent the three levels of cultural familiarity may not be suitable for 

respondents other than Australians. As such, the findings may also not be immediately 

generalisable to a wider population. Nevertheless, the results of the research may be 

applied with cautions within similar service contexts and origins. 

1.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a brief orientation to the thesis by outlining the foundations of the 

report. The first section introduced the background of the study that included the 

research problem and questions. The justification of the research was then explained 

and was followed by a brief overview of the methodology, the structure of the thesis, 

and definitions of terms. The last section described the study’s delimitations. 
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Essentially, this chapter outlined the step by step processes of the research in general. 

These processes are detailed in the next six chapters, beginning with a review of the 

relevant literature in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 presented a general introduction to the study. An expanded overview of the 

existing literature used as the basis of the research is provided in Chapter 2. More 

specifically, this chapter further discusses the gaps in the literature and justifies the 

research problem proposed in section 1.2.  

Figure 2. 1. Outline of Literature Review 

 

 
Overview of service 

and its 

characteristics 

The service concept 

within the 

hospitality sector 

 

Service failure 

Service recovery 

Customer 

satisfaction 

Research framework 

and hypotheses 

Customer  

tolerance 

Cultural familiarity 

Customer evaluation 



16 

 

As depicted in Figure 2.1., three management areas: the hospitality service, service 

failure and recovery, and customer evaluation are covered in this review that 

encompasses five sections beginning with a brief overview of service. The definitions 

and characteristics of service, the concept of hospitality service, and experience are 

included in the first section. The particular characteristics of services that lead to 

difficulties in service delivery especially within the hospitality industry are highlighted 

briefly. A review of cultural familiarity, one of the key variables in this study is then 

presented. Next, the focal theories that include service failure, service recovery, and 

customer evaluation are discussed. Specifically, the rich context for the topic area of 

customer tolerance is provided by this literature. Satisfaction is briefly discussed as an 

additional construct that is part of customer evaluation. Following the extant literature 

review, a brief synthesis of the relationships among key areas is presented. The 

foundation for the development of the research framework and hypotheses is provided 

in the final section. 

2.2 Overview of Service and its Characteristics 

Chapter 1 briefly described the phenomenal growth of the service industry, and the 

continuing contribution of this industry to the world’s economy. With this rapid growth, 

it is not surprising that service is considered an important industry. In fact, service 

industries are considered economic leaders in every industrialised nation (Fitzsimmons 

& Fitzsimmons, 2011). This consideration suggests that there are continuing 

opportunities and a need for more academic research within this area. 

The definitions of service and its unique characteristics, and the applications of concepts 

of service and service experience within the hospitality industry are overviewed in this 

section. 

2.2.1 Definitions of service. 

Service has been defined from several different standpoints in the service management 

literature. For example, from an economic point of view, service is defined as what it is 

instead of what it is not (Metters, King-Metters, Pullman, & Walton, 2006). That is, 

service activities have been economically identified as “service producing” that are not 

“good producing” such as manufacturing and construction, and are not “extraction” 

such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, and mining (Metters et al., 2006 p.2). Service can 

also be viewed from the perspective of the customer, service provider or researcher 

(Barrington & Olsen, 1987). Although, due to its complex nature, it is hard to define 
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service in terms of the roles taken by the customer and the service provider (Lovelock & 

Wright, 2002; Reisinger 2001), many scholars have emphasised its particular 

characteristic is one of interaction between people. For example, service is a benefit 

trade-off that involves the behaviour of both the customer and the employee (Wirtz & 

Bateson, 1999); an interactive experience (Reisinger & Turner, 1997); and an 

interaction between customer and service provider (Grönroos, 2007) that often requires 

a service provider working in close proximity to the customer (Metters et al., 2006). 

From another perspective, service is regarded as a deed, a process or a performance 

(Grönroos, 1980; Lovelock & Wright, 2002) whereas, from a more transactional point 

of view, service is defined as the application of resources for the benefit of others 

(Vargo, Maglio, & Alaka, 2008), or, to “…value and provide benefits for customers at 

specific times and places” (Lovelock & Wright, 2002, p.6).  These definitions illustrate 

that service can be viewed as being both specific and complex in nature. 

The blend of specific and complex features of service can be observed in many service 

business activities. However, it remains important to underline the point of difference 

that a “service producing” activity differs from a “good producing” activity in its nature 

and the output of service also differs from manufacturing. The unique characteristics of 

service are briefly explained in the following section. 

2.2.2 Characteristics of service. 

There are four key characteristics of service classified in the service marketing 

literature:  intangibility, perishability, inseparability, and heterogeneity/variability 

(Hoffman & Bateson, 2006; Kotler, et al., 2010). These characteristics distinguish 

services from manufactured products, as demonstrated in Figure 2.2 and reviewed 

below. 

2.2.2.1 Intangibility. 

The aspect of intangibility is the fundamental factor that differentiates service and 

manufactured goods (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006). A manufactured product is tangible in 

its form. It is a visible object that can be counted, tasted, touched or seen. In contrast, 

service is intangible. It is a process or idea that varies over time and between people 

(employee and customer) (Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2006; Hoffman & Bateson, 

2006). 
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    Figure 2. 2. Four Characteristics of Service  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An intangible product is something that is experienced and cannot be touched or 

preserved (Lovelock & Wright, 2002), and something where customers cannot try the 

service before purchasing (Kotler et al., 2010; Mc-Coll-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; 
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purchase. As a consequence, buying a service product may involve more risk compared 
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2.2.2.2 Perishability. 

An unsold service cannot be stored or inventoried for future sales (Hoffman & Bateson, 

2006; Kotler et al., 2010). This characteristic denotes the perishability of service. As an 

illustration, a room that is not sold tonight is lost forever. The unsold room cannot be 

added to the number of rooms available for the following night. Conversely, managing a 

product inventory can be undertaken physically. For example, a product such as a pen 

can still be sold the next day if unsold today, unlike the challenge involved with 

managing the availability of a hotel room or a seat in a restaurant. An unsold room or 

restaurant seat equates to a lost sale. 

2.2.2.3 Inseparability. 

The inseparability of service can be understood in the way that service is a series of 

processes, in which the production and consumption are simultaneous and therefore 

inseparable (Grönroos, 2007). The customer must come to experience the service and be 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2.  Four characteristics of service that distinguish service from 

manufactured products, adopted from Kotler et al., (2010). 
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involved or interact directly with the service provider. The customer is usually not 

present during the production of most tangible products, nor do they meet the worker 

during the manufacturing process. The participation of both the service employee and 

the customer are crucial to the outcome of service activities, making a service encounter 

a human performance (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006). 

2.2.2.4 Heterogeneity. 

The heterogeneity of service is a remarkable phenomenon (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006). 

This characteristic indicates that unlike the manufactured product, service cannot be 

produced in a uniform size or to a uniform specification, because it is delivered by 

people instead of machines. As there are variations among people in terms of preference 

for the appropriate way to deliver service it follows the results of service outcomes are 

inconsistent. 

These characteristics, especially the relational nature that is reflected by the 

characteristics of inseparability and heterogeneity, result in service variations. That is, 

unlike the process of manufacturing a product, the service outcome is not standardised. 

As a result, maintaining quality control is difficult (Metters et al.,2006) and zero-defect 

performance is unlikely to be achieved although it may be highly desirable (Mueller, 

Palmer, Mack, McMullan, 2003; Mc-Coll-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003). Indeed, the 

unique nature of the human as actor in the service delivery process provides a wide 

range of opportunity for service failure (Mueller et al., 2003; Mc-Coll-Kennedy & 

Sparks, 2003; Wong, 2004), even in the best run organisations (Patterson et al., 2006; 

Kim, Wang & Mattila, 2010) or in firms with rigorous service procedures, employee 

training, and advanced technology (Hart et al., 1990). 

Human characteristics also play an important role in creating variations within a 

customer when the customer perceives and evaluates a service performance. By its 

nature, the evaluation of service is subjective for each individual. This subjectivity may 

also result from the risks associated with purchasing service products such as, financial 

(the monetary loss resulting from a wrong decision), performance (the chance that the 

service performance does not meet expectation), physical (the possible occurrence of 

mental and physical harm), and social (the possibility that the service will not meet the 

approval of one’s peers) (Reid & Bojanic, 2010). Based on this information, it could be 

argued that satisfying customers with a service can be more difficult to achieve than 
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satisfying customers with a manufactured product (Best & Andreason, 1977; Johnston 

et al., 2001). 

Despite its seemingly complex nature, in many parts of the globe, the growth of the 

service industry has become one of the major trends that account for the gross domestic 

product (GDP). An immediate observation can be made in most developed countries, 

although the trends are also growing within several developing countries (Kotler et al., 

2010; Lovelock et al., 2007). Included within the service industry are the tourism and 

hospitality sectors. The application of service concepts within this sector is presented 

next. 

2.2.3 The service concept within the hospitality sector. 

The tourism and hospitality sectors are part of the service industries that have been 

emphasised by many experts as having global and national importance (Kotler et al., 

2010; Weaver & Lawton, 2010). Essentially, the tourism and hospitality sectors have 

massive economic (Mueller, Palmer, Mack, & McMullan, 2003; Reisinger, 2001; 

Shoemaker & Shaw, 2008), socio-cultural, and environmental impacts (Weaver & 

Lawton, 2010). Together, these impacts lead to an increased complexity within this 

industry (Barrington & Olsen, 1987; Weaver & Lawton, 2010). 

The daily operation of hospitality firms is already complex apart from the global 

impacts. The application of the service concept especially the involvement of people in 

daily operations may contribute to the complexity of the hospitality service. The 

hospitality service has been defined as: “A contemporaneous human exchange that is 

voluntarily entered into, and designed to enhance the mutual wellbeing of the parties 

concerned through the provision of accomodation, and/ or food, and/ or drink.” 

(Brotheron & Wood, 2000: p.142). This definition highlights the people element that 

has been known as the most important and yet the most vulnerable (Barrington & Olsen, 

1987) aspect in service encounters. Figure 2.3 summarises the application of the service 

concept within the hospitality sector based on the model of Barrington and Olsen 

(1987).  

As Figure 2.3 shows, the sequence of interactions between customer-service provider 

can be seen as having three steps: anticipation, actual service experience, and residue. 

Anticipation occurs prior to service consumption during which time customers form 

certain expectations and anticipate the level of the service performance accordingly. Of 
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particular note here is the risk involved when a customer is committing to purchase a 

hospitality service product. 

   Figure 2. 3. Model of the Hospitality Service Transaction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3.  Anticipation, actual experience, and residue in the hospitality service 

transaction, adopted from Barrington & Olsen (1987) 
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The actual service experience, the second step, captures four concepts of service applied 

during the delivery. First, although service is intangible in nature, it is also composed of 

tangible or physical elements such as, the presentation of a hotel room or the cleanliness 

of a tourist bus. 

Hospitality service is a psychological experience (Reisinger, 2001) that can range from 

positive to negative. It can be assumed that both the service employees and the 

customers expect that the service experience is psychologically positive. The literature 

suggests hospitality service experience should stimulate and satisfy customers based on 

their five senses (Hemmington, 2007). For example, the food needs to be beautiful in 

colour, fresh and appealing. It has to smell good, and taste delicious. The music being 

played in the restaurant should be enjoyable and the table cloth should be clean and soft. 

The outcome of any of these experiences is one that is ultimately indulgent. Finally, in 

the third or the last stage, customers begin to examine their service experience. Based 

on their evaluation, customers plan their future behaviour.  

In summary, in adopting this interactive concept of service, the hospitality sector shows 

the high involvement of the customer during the production process. This high 

involvement of people gives service the following charactistics: people are part of the 

product; great variability in operational inputs and outputs; harder evaluation by 

customers; no requirement of a physical inventory; an emphasis on the importance of 

time; integration with different distribution channels; and that the customers does not 

take ownership (Lovelock & Wright, 1999). The complexity of hospitality services may 

indicate the probability that no hospitality operation can provide a service that can 

satisfy every customer (Reid & Bojanic, 2010). 

2.2.4 The hospitality customer service experience. 

Hospitality service providers need to cater for a growing diversity of customers within 

the hospitality industry (Shaw & Morris, 2000). A broad classification of customers 

within this sector is based on the purpose of travel, that is, whether the travel is for 

business or leisure. For example, business customers include those travelling to attend a 

meeting, incentive, conference, and exhibition (MICE) program, within the institutional 

or corporate market, whereas leisure customers include individual and group travellers. 

Each of these classifications can be differentiated further, based on smaller segments. 

Within each smaller segment the needs and wants, as well as the desirable outcomes for 

each class differ (Shaw & Morris, 2000). Recognising and catering for these differences 
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provides great challenges for hospitality service firms. Providing a positively 

memorable experience is important, so it is essential that different approaches are 

understood and employed to meet the general needs and wants of each segment. 

The term ‘experience’ is increasingly used to refer to services (Lush, Vargo, & O’Brien, 

2007; Vargo & Lush, 2004). Indeed, the nature of service has progressed from a 

transactional one to an experience-based relationship (Fitzsimmon & Fitzsimmon, 

2011). In other words, the core feature of service lies in its ‘experiential’ nature that is 

intended to create value. Service experiences are the moments where personal 

interactions between service provider and customer take place. If these moments, are 

either highly satisfactory or highly unsatisfactory they will usually be remembered as 

highly memorable encounters. Customer service experiences depend on the level of 

interactions and involvements during the service encounter. The hotel service 

experience is of particular note because hotel services represent a medium interaction 

between employees (Ennew & Schoefer, 2005). 

Five principles (Fitzsimmons & Fitzsimmons, 2011) provide the basis of  the design of 

sound customer service experience: theme the experience (for example, Hard Rock 

Hotels use typical musical decorations and choose bright colours in the building and the 

surroundings to reflect an energetic atmosphere); harmonise impressions with positive 

cues (for example, a soothing instrumental music is played in the spa, whereas a more 

dynamic music is played in the pool area); eliminate negative cues (for example, 

through the use of magic words such as please and thank you); mix in memorabilia (for 

example, providing a birthday cake and taking pictures with the hotel guest who is 

having  a birthday during their stay); engage  the five senses (such as providing luxury 

experiences in spas and the wellbeing services). When it comes to valuing and meeting 

the needs of customers, service firms are challenged to be innovative in designing and 

managing service experiences that are essentially intangible, such as convenience, 

amusement, timeliness, or comfort or health related issues (Quinn, Baruch, & Paquette, 

1987). 

In summary, without having the physical ownership of what they purchase, customers 

can take home only the memory they keep in their mind about their service experience. 

Indeed, what hospitality service firms sell is in fact an experience (Knisely, 1991). The 

consumption of a hospitality service should result in a total experience, especially as 

today hospitality customers demand ever more sophisticated dining and lodging 
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experiences (Shoemaker & Shaw, 2008). In being prepared to put in the effort required 

to efficiently and effectively satisfy their customers during their service experience 

service providers are significant to the performance and competitiveness of the 

hospitality industry (Olsen & Connolly, 2000; Sin, Tse, Chang, Heung, & Yim, 2006). 

Moreover, the hospitality sector has continued to reach a global market (Mueller et al., 

2003). With this increased organisational commitment to international marketing, it can 

be expected that interactions between the customer and service provider will involve 

cultural aspects (Barkema, Bell, & Penning, 1996). The internationalisation of the 

industry requires an understanding of phenomenon related to national culture (Mueller 

et al., 2003). From the perspective of the customer, being familiar with the culture in a 

destination is essential in order to acquire a successful hospitality service experience. 

Literature on cultural familiarity is reviewed in the next section. 

2.3 Cultural Familiarity with the Service Experience in a Destination 

Numerous scholars have defined culture from the perspective of various disciplines 

such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology, as well as from the applied areas of 

marketing, intercultural communication, and management. Culture can be broadly 

defined as the collective mental programming of the people in an environment, and 

everything that those people have in common (Hofstede, 1980). In addition, culture 

manifests in various aspects of human life and is learned, shared, and absorbed both 

consciously and unconsciously among members of family or social groups (Reinmann 

et al., 2008). Among other aspects, culture influences people’s behaviour, habits, 

attitudes, and beliefs. 

Culture is a broad, complex, unique, multidimensional, and abstract concept (Donthu & 

Yoo, 1998; Patterson & Mattila, 2008). Prominent scholars have established dimensions 

of culture to better understand cultural values and differences (e.g., Hall, 1983; 

Hofstede, 1980; Steenkamp, 2001; Triandis, 1995). In his landmark framework, 

Hofstede (1980) included five pertinent dimensions of cultural differences: 

individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, 

masculinity/femininity and short/long term orientation. These dimensions have been 

widely used in social science research. 

Cultural differences manifest in symbols, rituals, and values (Hofstede, 1997) and can 

be identified in social behaviour, attitudes, perceptions, needs, expectation, and verbal 

and non-verbal behaviour (Reisinger & Turner, 2002). Cultural interactions and 
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influences may be evident in the attitude to service such as in greetings, gestures, food, 

amenities, language, facilities, values, behavioural norms, pattern of activities, material 

artefacts, customs, bargaining, non-verbal communication, bodily contact, rules about 

time, eating and drinking, seating of guests, eye contact, people, and in the way service 

is delivered within the various areas of tourism and hospitality. Therefore, it is not 

surprising if a misunderstanding occurs between parties from different cultural 

backgrounds. Cultural differences can be a barrier to successful communication and 

may lead to frustration or even conflict. Differences in norms of verbal and non-verbal 

communication can create different assumptions, perceptions, interpretations, and 

behaviour (Lane, Distefano, & Maznevski, 2006). Indeed, “what is different is 

dangerous” (Hofstede, 1997). 

Cultural difference has been well known as one type of risk associated with the tourism 

process within the travel and tourism marketing literature, especially in the context of 

international travel (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2006). The perception of risk varies across 

countries, the cultural orientation of tourists (Goszczynska, Tyszka, & Slovic, 1991; 

Reisinger & Mavondo, 2006), and cultural distance (Crotts, 2004). The tolerance 

tourists have for risk and uncertainty may be affected by the way people grow and 

evolve within the norms of their culture (Crotts, 2004; Hofstede, 1997). Individuals with 

high uncertainty avoidance tend to be intolerant of risk (Reimann et al., 2008). It can be 

assumed that being familiar with the culture of the “other” party or their service 

provider is essential for reducing risk perceived by a customer when they are interacting 

with members from another culture during a service encounter. 

The tourism and hospitality literature has related destination familiarity to cultural 

background and experience. A tourism product is often referred to as a tourism 

destination (Reisinger, 2001), although it is more likely to be a geographical area 

(Burkart & Medlik, 1981). Scholars have viewed destination familiarity as a 

dichotomous variable, either familiar or unfamiliar, that simply refers to previous 

visitation (Milman & Pizam, 1995); or more recently, as a multidimensional concept, 

since non-visitors may also have familiarity with a destination (Baloglu, 2001; Kim & 

Richardson, 2003; Prentice, 2004; Prentice & Andersen, 2000). Familiarity can be 

gathered from previous visitation (experiential) and knowledge (informational) about a 

destination (Tideswell & Faulkner, 1999). 
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Destination familiarity has also been defined on the basis of novelty or strangeness (Mo, 

Howard, & Havitz, 1993). Some potential tourists may be interested in visiting a 

destination that is completely strange to them and be interested to explore the people, 

places, culture, and language of foreign countries that are different from their own 

(Wiermair, 2000). These tourists tend to regard an experience as being authentically 

different when it is experienced in a strange or unexpected environment (Katriel, 1995; 

Urry, 1990). In contrast, others may prefer to travel to a relatively familiar destination. 

People from this group are interested in being in a place within the familiarity of the 

“environment bubble” (Cohen, 1972) where they can maintain the basic “comforts” as 

they do at home (Wiermaier, 2000).  

Familiarity has been linked to affection in the psychological literature (Bornstein, 1989; 

Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992). That is, the more familiar people feel toward a 

beloved, the higher their level of affection. Likewise, when tourists have a certain 

degree of familiarity with a destination, their level of affection and attachment may be 

increased. This increased affection and attachment leads to shaping the image of a 

tourism destination and can motivate the visit intention of potential tourists to the 

destination (Yang, Lin, & Han, 2009). Tourists who are familiar with a destination tend 

to evaluate their experience using an affective type of evaluation, whereas those who are 

not familiar are likely to evaluate from a cognitive aspect (Andsager & Drzewiecka, 

2002). The literature also reveals that tourists who have a cognitive familiarity with a 

certain destination can enhance their information and knowledge about that particular 

destination. In selecting their destination from an accumulated knowledge a tourist can 

build a feeling of confidence, security, and comfort (Yang et al., 2009, Weaver & 

Lawton, 2010). For instance, as a result of having a certain level of familiarity with the 

scenery and landmarks of a destination, a tourist may have a less threatening and more 

comfortable visitation experience (Mackay & Fesenmaier, 1997). 

In turn, the service literature illustrated that service interactions can be partly biased by 

familiarity with the service (Patterson & Mattila, 2008). The influence of familiarity 

(with a local service provider) on customer evaluation has been found in the context of a 

medium contact service (restaurant) (e.g., Patterson & Mattila, 2008). The research 

explained that familiarity with the service provider is likely to increase customers’ 

affective reactions to service performance, and in turn, these affective reactions tend to 

lead to a favourable attitude and evaluation of the service experience. That is, customers 

are more likely to evaluate the quality of service more highly. However, if service 
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failure occurs, this attitude may not remain the same. Therefore, it is essential to 

investigate whether customers will be more tolerant of problems associated with a 

familiar product or service if they experience the increased affection that can result from 

a higher degree of familiarity. This omission in the literature provides an opportunity to 

examine familiarity in association with the culture of the destination, incorporating the 

variables of service failure and the recovery, and to explore one of the aims of this 

thesis. 

Research within the area of destination familiarity has mainly focused on relating 

destination familiarity with destination decision making (Mo et al., 1993), destination 

image (Fakeye & Crompton, 1991; Hu & Ritchie, 1993), perceptions and attractiveness 

(Baloglu, 2001; Hu & Ritchie, 1993); intention to visit (Baloglu, 2001; Prentice & 

Andersen, 2000); information search (Gursoy & McCleary, 2004; Kerstetter & Cho, 

2003); desirability to travel (Andsager & Drzewiecka, 2002); expertise (Gursoy & 

McCleary, 2004); shaping an image, and the actual visit (Kim & Richardson, 2003). 

Although hotel service is one of the central aspects within the tourism and travel 

industry, cultural familiarity remains largely under-researched within a hotel context. 

In the field of customer evaluation, research has revealed the strong impact of cultural 

differences on customer expectations (Dhontu & Yoo, 1998), evaluations (Mattila, 

1999), and perceptions of service encounters (Stauss & Mang, 1999; Patterson, Cowley, 

& Prasongsukarn, 2006). According to Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry, (1990) there 

is a need for an awareness of the concurrent differences in expectation between the 

customer and the service provider when a service provider interacts with a culturally 

different service receiver. The customer and the service provider form expectations of 

each other, in a situation that potentially has additional gaps in understanding between 

the two parties that often can be attributed to cultural differences (Stauss & Mang, 

1999). Indeed, people from some cultures have more familiar feelings about one 

destination than others (Kozak, 2002). Customers may experience a degree of 

uncertainty about what constitutes appropriate service standards when they are visiting a 

different or unfamiliar culture. 

In brief, much research within the travel and tourism area has shown the importance of 

destination familiarity that includes cultural aspects of a destination image. However, 

research into the implementation of this concept within the hospitality service context 

has been lacking. Although tourists have been said to search for familiarity of 
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transportation, hotels, and food as part of the hospitality service sector (Mo, Howard & 

Havitz, 1993), little empirical research is evident to support the claim. This thesis 

argues that cultural familiarity with the service experience in general and hospitality in 

particular, is essential in a customer evaluation in terms of tolerance and satisfaction.  

A review of service failure literature is presented in the next section. 

2.4 Service Failure  

Researchers have emphasised the issue of service failure in the service marketing and 

management literature for the past 20 years. Scholars have regarded service failure as an 

inevitable event during a service encounter (e.g., Dewitt & Brady, 2003; Hess et al., 

2003; Lewis & Clacher, 2001). Service consumption can be seen as a psychological 

experience that can be positive (satisfying) or negative (dissatisfying) as previously 

introduced (see Section 2.2.3). Customers may still evaluate a service performance as a 

negative experience although service providers have performed to their best. 

Unfortunately, research has found that customers tend to remember a service failure 

more clearly than a good service (Titz, 2001). The reality is, a negative evaluation is 

often inescapable even though a mistake is not intentional (Swanson & Hsu, 2009). 

When such an experience occurs, service failure comes into existence.  

Four major elements derived from the service failure literature that are relevant for this 

study: definition of service failure, service failure within the hospitality sector, type of 

service failure, and severity of failure respectively are discussed in this section.  

2.4.1 Definition of service failure. 

Section 2.2.2 has discussed the importance of the human element during any service 

delivery. With the dominant element of a service encounter being human (Lewis & 

McCann, 2004; Mattila, 2001; Susskind, 2002) rather than machines, variations in the 

delivery of the service and the likelihood of human error (Fisk, et al., 1993) can be 

expected. In the eyes of customers, any one of these inconsistencies of service 

performance may be considered as a service failure. This consideration occurs when 

customers regard the service provider as having failed to meet their expectations 

(Hoffman & Bateson, 2006; Michel, 2001; Sparks &Fredline, 2007) or when customers 

perceive their service experience is not satisfactory (Liao, 2007). 
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Service failure has been defined as a mistake or an error (Lewis & Spyrakopoulos, 

2001); a negative encounter (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1993); a breakdown in 

the delivery of service (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006); an exchange where a customer 

perceives a loss (Patterson et al., 2006); and as a poor service experience (Weun, 1997). 

These definitions highlight a service performance that is considered by customers to be 

inferior or below mediocrity. 

2.4.2 Service failure within the hospitality sector.   

Among other contexts of service transactions such as banking, personal service, 

utilities, home services, government services, retails, and automobiles, hospitality 

service encounters has been found to be the type of service encounter most frequently 

recalled (Severt et al., 2007). This sector visibly demonstrates a high degree of people 

interactions, although it also involves some less predominant tangible aspects. 

Consequently, service failure in the daily service operations within this sector may be a 

common occurrence and therefore warrants inclusion in the service literature. Within 

the tourism and hospitality service in particular, the intangibility, simultaneous 

production and consumption, and experiential nature of service often leads to a greater 

possibility of a failure to meet customer expectation (Lee & Sparks, 2007).  

Prominent scholars have suggested there is a lack of research on service failure within 

the context of hospitality (Lewis & McCann, 2004; Oh, 2003; Thwaites & Williams, 

2006). The application of the service failure research within the hospitality sector has 

indicated that the focus of the research has been mainly on pragmatic contribution and 

managerial relevance rather than on theory development (Mattila, 2004, p.454). As a 

consequence researchers have called for more controlled lab studies in order to enhance 

rigour. This study has responded to this call by integrating relevant theories and using 

an experimental design. Two widely applied hospitality contexts within the service 

failure research have been hotel and restaurant which have mostly been conducted using 

experimental design (see Table 2.1). Examples of service failure within a hotel setting 

that have commonly been used in past research are: room is not ready, overbooking, 

laundry problem, bill mistake, wrong order, or an impolite employee.  

Research has shown that the nature of service failure includes the type of failure and the 

magnitude of service failure (Sajtos, Brodie, & Whittome, 2010). As a result, outcomes 

of a service failure depend on both its type and its severity (Chu, 2007). The following 
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sub-sections discuss types of failure, severity of service failure, and the consequences of 

and responses to service failure. 

Table 2. 1. Summary of Past Research within the Context of Hospitality Service Failure 

Authors Contexts Methods 

Chan, Wan, & Sin, 2007 Hotel and restaurant Experimental 

Cranage & Sujan 2004 Restaurant Experimental 

Cranage & Mattila, 2006 Restaurant Experimental 

Dutta, Venkatesh, & Parsa, 

2007 

Restaurant Interview  

Kwortnik, 2005 Hotel Interview and open-ended 

questionnaire survey 

Lee & Sparks, 2007 Restaurant & 

accommodation 

In-depth-interview  

Levesque & McDougall, 

2000 

Hotel and restaurants Experimental 

Lewis & Clacher, 2001 Theme park Critical Incident Technique 

(CIT) 

Mattila, 1999 Restaurant Experimental 

McColl-Kennedy & 

Sparks, 2003 

Tourism (hotels, airlines, 

restaurants, and theme 

parks) 

Experimental 

McCollough, 2000 Hotel Experimental 

McCollough, Berry, & 

Yadav, 2000 

Airline Experimental 

Smith & Bolton, 2002 Hotel and restautant Experimental 

Sparks & Fredline, 2007 Hotel  Experimental 

 

2.4.3 Type of service failure. 

Service has been viewed from two aspects: technical (what) and functional (how) 

(Grönroos, 2007) and a failure in service delivery can be caused by either aspect. The 

technical aspect of service involves the outcome or system or core service, whereas the 

functional or relational aspect focuses on the quality of the interaction between service 

provider and employee (Hunter, 2009). As such, the quality of the core aspect will 

depend on the technique used in producing a service product. In contrast, the quality of 

the relational aspect will depend on the ability of the employee who delivers service to 
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interact personally with customers. Based on these aspects, service failure can be 

classified as a core failure when it is a technical mistake or, as a process failure when it 

is caused by the manner of the employee delivering the service (Chu, 2007; Keaveney, 

1995; Levesque & McDougall, 2000, Mattila, 2001; Michel, 2001; Smith, Bolton, & 

Wagner, 1999; Stauss & Mang, 1999). Adopting ideas from the work of Hunter (2009), 

this study used non-interpersonal and interpersonal failures to distinguish failure caused 

by core and relational aspects of service. 

A non-interpersonal service failure that relates to physical or instrumental failure 

(Driver & Johnston, 2001) includes all service aspects in any failed delivery of service 

resulting in economic loss to the customer (Hui & Au, 2001) such as, (1) unavailable 

service; (2) unreasonably slow service; and (3) other core service failures (e.g., food is 

cold) (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006). Examples of non-interpersonal failure in hotel 

service are: room is not ready, hotel is overbooked, and room is not clean. The 

interpersonal service failure that relates to social or psychological factors (Driver & 

Johnston, 2001) is caused by the attitude of the service provider who delivers the 

service and the manner used to deliver the service such as being rude or impatient; not 

being responsive; ignoring a customer or a lack of personalised service (Keaveney, 

1995). This type of failure results in a symbolic loss to the customer (Hui & Au, 2001).  

The question of the type of failure that has the most impact on customers and 

consequently on the service firms remains unanswered despite the fact the service 

failure/recovery literature has been well developed. Some scholars have emphasised the 

greater importance of the manner of the employee when delivering service than the core 

quality (Bitner, Booms, & Tetreault, 1990; Keaveney, 1995; Smith et al., 1999) since 

interpersonal situations in fact provide the opportunity to manage service quality 

(Bearden et al., 1998). Other scholars have placed more importance on the core aspects 

(Levesque & McDougal, 2000; Mattila & Patterson, 2004). Also, non-interpersonal 

failure has been said to have the most impact on switching behaviour (Chung & 

Hoffman, 1998). A study involving value orientation has revealed that customers who 

have high face-consciousness and high fate-submissiveness (Asian) are more 

dissatisfied to process failure than to core failure (Chan et al., 2007). In contrast to the 

influence of type of failure on satisfaction, other research has also reported that 

customers have been increasingly intolerant of inconsistencies or mediocrities of service 

performance regardless of the type of service (Anton, Camarero & Carrero, 2007). 

Given these inconsistencies in the literature, there is a need to enhance the 
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understanding of how different types of failure that is, interpersonal and non-

interpersonal, have an impact on customer evaluation such as, levels of tolerance and 

satisfaction. 

In brief, two types of failure based on the cause of failure are known within the service 

failure literature, non-interpersonal and interpersonal. Considering the mixed results of 

past research with regard to the effect of the type of failure on customer satisfaction and 

the lack of studies on the influence of this variable on customer tolerance, this study 

aimed to provide empirical research to enhance the current understanding. 

2.4.3 Severity of service failure. 

Severity of failure is considered as being almost a given and there have been extensive 

studies to explore the nuances of severity. The severity of failure has been considered as 

another important aspect within the service failure literature. The severity of service 

failure refers to the magnitude or intensity of the failure that is perceived by the 

customer (Weun et al., 2004). Severity of failure can be in terms of money, time, and 

inconvenience (Craighead, Karwan, & Miller, 2004). Extensive studies in the service 

area have related the severity of service failure to customer evaluations (e.g. 

McCollough, Berry, & Yadav, 2000; Smith et al., 1999; Zeithaml et al., 1993) and 

service recovery (Hart et al., 1990; Mcquilken & Robertson, 2012; Smith & Bolton, 

1998). Research has also investigated the impact of severity of failure on levels of 

satisfaction (e.g., Aaker, Fournier, & Bradel, 2004; Hess, 2008; Sajtos, Brodie, & 

Whittome, 2010; Weun et al., 2004). As expected, a higher severity of failure leads to a 

higher level of dissatisfaction, as customers are likely to perceive a greater loss from a 

more severe failure. The severity of failure has also been found to affect various specific 

factors such as the emotional state of customers (Lin, 2011). 

Customers may perceive the severity of failure differently for each type of failure (non-

interpersonal and interpersonal). In other words, their response to service failure may 

differ according to the type of failure, representing different types of loss (Smith et al., 

1999). Research has found that non-interpersonal aspect of service is considered more 

severe than interpersonal or process failure (Levesque & McDougal, 2000). However, 

this finding remains unclear and there is a need for scholars to conduct empirical studies 

that address the issues that underpin the ongoing debate. 
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2.4.4 Consequences of and responses to service failure. 

Service failure can be followed by consequences that have to be faced by the two parties 

involved in the service encounter: the customer and the service provider/firm. Research 

has shown the consequence of a non-interpersonal service failure is an economic loss; 

whereas the consequence of an interpersonal failure involves symbolic/psychological 

costs from the point of view of a customer (Hui & Au, 2001; Smith et al., 1999). On the 

other hand, from the perspective of service firms, the consequences of service failure 

can be viewed in terms of reputation, the loss and potential loss of customers as well as 

the possibility  of diminished revenue (McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003); a decrease in 

customer assurance (Boshoff, 1997); negative referrals (Bailey, 1994; Mattila, 2001); 

customer defection (Keaveney, 1995); dissatisfaction (Keley & Davis, 1994); and a 

decline in consumer confidence (Boshoff & Leong, 1998). Service failure can be a long 

term process and can affect the sustainability of service firms. This situation is 

potentially high when failure occurs frequently and no appropriate recovery is offered. 

Service failure remains an important issue that needs to be understood, especially when 

it is focused on how tolerant customers are of a service failure event. 

The service failure/recovery research has widely adopted the Attribution Theory. Using 

this theory, prominent researchers have revealed that a customer starts to cognitively 

evaluate the service failure situation (McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003), proceeds to  

their perception of the causal attributions of the failure that to some degree may involve 

an emotional type of reaction, and takes a necessary action (Weiner, 2000). In the causal 

attribution phase, customers commonly seek explanations (Bitner et al., 1990; Folkes, 

1984) as to why a certain failure occurs. Three attributions of failure are classified, 

attributions of locus, controllability and stability (Bitner et al., 1990; Folkes, 1984). 

Attribution of locus reflects a customer’s decision as to whether they perceive the 

failure is caused by them or the service provider. Scholars have argued that this 

attribution is not relevant to most service failure situations as the majority of customers 

perceive service failure as having originated with the service provider (Bitner et al., 

1990; Folkes et al., 1987; Hess et al., 2003; Weiner, 2000). Controllability attribution 

refers to the extent to which customers believe that the service provider should have 

been able to prevent the service problem (Weiner, 2000). Attribution of stability reflects 

the degree to which customers believe that the cause of failure is likely to recur (Folkes, 

1984; Weiner, 1985). Research has stressed that to understand a post-consumption 

reaction, attributions of controllability and stability are the most salient (Weiner, 2000).  
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Cognitively, customers tend to attributing blame (Bitner et al., 1990; Folker, 1984; 

Folkes, Koletsky, & Graham, 1987; Richins, 1983; Tsiros & Mittal, 2000; Weiner, 

2000). When customers attribute a failure to service provider, they may form an 

expectation of recovery (Hess et al., 2003; Kelley & Davis, 1994) 

In terms of emotional response, customers may engage in different types of negative 

emotions that reflect the degree of dissatisfaction following a service failure event. The 

negative emotions such as anger, offense, regret, and disappointment have been 

recognized as emotional consequences (Bonifield & Cole, 2007; Gabbott, Tsarenkos, 

Mok, 2011; Gelbrich, 2010; Lerner & Keltner, 2000; Weiner, 2000). The most widely 

researched areas related to service failure are satisfaction, emotional reaction, and 

behavioural response (Sparks, 2003). Finally, customer may respond to service failure 

in terms of behavioural intention (Spreng, Harrell, & Mackoy, 1995). Taking a broad 

view, responses to behavioural intention can be favourable or unfavourable (Zeithaml, 

Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996). From the point of view of service firms, responses to an 

unfavourable behaviour relates to the customer’s intentions not to continue the business 

or appealing for justice (McCollough, 2000), whereas favourable behaviour refers to the 

intentions of the customer to maintain their bond with the service provider.  

Research within the area of service failure area has evolved around customer response 

to service failure described in terms such as, satisfaction (e.g., Hess, 2008; Smith & 

Bolton, 1998); specific emotions (Mattila & Ro, 2008, Sanchez-Garcia & Curras-Perez, 

2011; Smith & Bolton, 2002); switching behaviour (Keaveney, 1995); repatronage 

intention (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002; Susskind, 2005); word-of-mouth (Collie et al, 

2002; Weun et al., 2004; Wirtz & Mattila, 2004; Susskind, 2005), intentions to 

complain (Chan & Wan, 2008, Jones, McCleary, & Lepisto, 2002; Mount & Mattila, 

2002; Suskind, 2005); and customer defection ( Hart, Heskett, & Sasser; 1990). Service 

failure has been linked to concepts of service recovery (Smith & Bolton, 2002; Weun et 

al., 2004); customer loyalty (Sajtos et al., 2010); company image (Aaker et al., 2004); 

company trust (Sajtos et al., 2010); customer service and provider relationships; and 

cultural aspects (Mattila & Patterson, 2004; Wan, 2013).  

In the next section, service recovery literature is reviewed. 
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2.5 Service Recovery 

As a seller of “experience”, service managers must be proactive and show concern for 

the experience of the customer (Knisely, 1991; McCole, 2004). In the event of a service 

failure, the action taken by the service provider to care for unsatisfied customers shows 

a true commitment (McCole, 2004). A recovery action provides the service firm with a 

second chance to offer a better performance and to retain customer satisfaction (Sparks 

& McColl-Kennedy, 2001) and in addition, to improve the image of the firm (Hart, et 

al., 1990). Service recovery can be a turning point and can turn a mistake into a positive 

and profitable situation (Gustafsson, 2009) and has the potential to make an unhappy 

customer loyal (Heskett et al., 1990). However, this ideal outcome depends on the 

ability of management to transform the unhappy customer into one with increased 

loyalty through an excellent recovery action. The recovery effort becomes crucial to 

determining the sustainability of the relationship between the provider and the customer 

(e.g., Maxham, 2001; Smith, et al., 1999; Tax, Brown, & Chandrasekaran, 1998). Many 

scholars attest to this importance and have identified the significant role of service 

recovery on customer loyalty, word-of-mouth communication, and bottom-line 

performance (Mattila, 2001, Michel, 2001; Zeithaml, et al., 2006). 

Service recovery is referred to as the actions taken by an organisation to rectify a 

service delivery failure in response to a report of poor service quality (Grönroos, 1988; 

Kelley & Davis, 1994). This action involves procedures (Severt, Severt, 2007) to 

“resolve problems with dissatisfied customers and to ultimately retain these customers” 

(Miller, Craighead, & Karwan, 2000 p.388); to remove discontent (Johnston, 1995); to 

compensate for unsatisfactory service quality (Hart, et al., 1990); to return aggrieved 

customers to a state of satisfaction (Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 2001); and to induce 

goodwill (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006).  

However, service recovery does not always resolve positively. Perhaps, the nature and 

type of the service industry may require different recovery efforts and the effectiveness 

of service recovery varies across the industry (Weun, 1997). There is no ‘one fits all’ 

strategy. The success of a recovery action depends on various factors, such as, the type 

of service failure (Mattila, 2001), the purpose of purchase (McDougall & Levesque, 

2000), the nature or magnitude of the failure (Mattila, 2001; Michel, 2001; Smith & 

Bolton, 1998; Smith et al., 1999), previous experience with the organisation, and service 

recovery expectations (Tax et al., 1998). As the perceived magnitude of the failure may 

vary (Kelley & Davis, 1994) across customers depending on situational and individual 



36 

 

factors (Mattila, 1999), understanding the level of severity of failure is crucial to 

determining the appropriate recovery action (Hart et al., 1990). In addition, research has 

also revealed the role of gender on customer satisfaction post-recovery (McColl-

Kennedy, Daus, & Sparks, 2003). That is, males and females perceived different values 

on components of recovery within a hotel setting.  

When the recovery action has positive results, customer dissatisfaction can change into 

satisfaction (Mattila, 1999). A customer can even be more satisfied than if there had 

been no service failure at all. This successful recovery action is known as a ‘recovery 

paradox’ (McCollough & Bharadwaj, 1992) or second-order satisfaction (Etzel & 

Silverman, 1981; Gilly, 1987; Westbrook, 1987). However, Oh (2003) retested the 

recovery paradox phenomenon within the context of meetings and conventions and 

found that no effect of recovery paradox existed. In other word, the study revealed that 

successful recovery did not strengthen original satisfaction. Oh (2003) suggested that a 

recovery paradox is a hyperbole that stemmed from a successful recovery. Opposite to 

the recovery paradox is when the recovery action is unsuccessful or the service firm 

does not attempt to remedy the failure, known as ‘double deviation’ (Bitner et al., 

1990). In this case, the overall image of the service firm could be at risk (Weun, 1997). 

McColl-Kennedy and Sparks (2003) emphasised that service failure triggers both the 

customer’s emotions and their assessment of the unsatisfied event. Initially, the 

customer forms an expectation about what a service firm would do about the failure. 

Then, when the firm does attempt to fix the problem, the customer’s evaluation will 

depend on what is done (outcome) and how the failure is resolved (process) (Sparks & 

McColl-Kennedy, 2001). 

Recovery effort can be offered in the form of tangible or intangible compensation 

(Wang & Mattila, 2010). Examples of tangible recovery are compensations such as a 

coupon, a free drink, and a fruit basket; while examples of intangible recovery are an 

apology and an explanation. Recovery actions in the form of tangible compensation 

have been more frequently studied, while apology has received less attention (Davidow, 

2003), although researchers in the service field have highlighted the importance of the 

inclusion of an apology in the delivery of service recovery (e.g. Boshoff & Leung, 

1998; Mattila, 2005, Smith et al., 1999; Tax et al., 1998). Indeed, an apology can help 

service firms to make peace with an aggrieved customer (Mattila, 2004). It should be 

noted as well that an apology alone might not be effective in regaining customer 

satisfaction (e.g., Goodwin & Ross, 1992). In fact, many researchers suggest a well 
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performed service recovery strategy should include compensation and an apology 

(Mattila, 2005). Indeed, research has revealed that an apology was perceived as being 

false, however when it was accompanied by compensation, customers perceived it as 

being genuine and the recovery was more satisfactory (Mueller et al., 2003). These 

types of service recovery have been found to have interaction effects (Mattila, 2005). 

That is, the effect of compensation depends on whether it is delivered in a polite and 

courteous manner along with an apology. In other words, a successful compensation 

would not necessarily be satisfactory if it was delivered in a rude manner. In such a 

case, customers may perceive the recovery effort in a negative light (Mattila, 2005) that 

means that economic and psychological losses are perceived equal. 

Previous researchers have found that following a service or product failure customers 

expect fairness in the way organisations respond to complaints (e.g., Blodgett, et al., 

1997). Fairness is defined as rightness in comparison to other entities in which the 

comparison can be real or imaginary, individual or collective, personal or non-person 

(Oliver, 1997). During the process of service failure and recovery, customers assess the 

fairness of the service recovery compared with the relative loss they have suffered from 

a service failure (e.g., Smith et al., 1999; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; Sparks & 

McColl-Kennedy, 1998; Tax et al., 1998). The use of the construct perceived fairness 

has also been validated in research in a hotel setting whereby perceived justice is found 

to have importance for restoring customer confidence in a hotel following a service 

failure (McCollough, et al., 2000). Perceived fairness is considered as an important 

antecedent of customer satisfaction (de Rutyer & Wetzel, 2000), because customers 

evaluate their satisfaction of post-recovery by making a fairness judgment (e.g., Smith, 

et al., 1999; Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 1998; Mattila, 2001, Tax et al., 1998). 

The framework of justice in the service recovery context comprises three dimensions:  

distributive justice, interactional justice, and procedural justice (Tax et al., 1998). 

Customers are believed to evaluate the fairness of the recovery action using these 

dimensions. Distributive justice specifies that customers perceive the fairness of the 

outcome; interactional justice is the perceived fairness of the manner in which  the 

recovery action is delivered and how the customer is treated; and procedural justice 

refers to the perceived fairness of the process through which the service failure is 

rectified (Lewis & McCann, 2004). 
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Distributive justice is concerned with the practical compensation offered by the 

company. Various tangible combinations of discount, free vouchers, a refund or a credit, 

as well as intangible forms such as an apology, are part of compensation (Wirtz & 

Mattila, 2004). To take as an example, a hotel offers a free voucher for a 15 minute 

neck-massage in the spa as a concrete compensation for a guest who has to wait for one 

or two hours for the room to be ready upon their arrival. Interactional justice is 

concerned with any interactional aspect of the recovery process (Goodwin & Ross, 

1992) or the manner in which customers are treated during the recovery process (Smith, 

et al., 1999). The interactive aspect of the recovery action is more critical to customer 

judgement of fairness than the distributive and procedural aspects (Collie et al., 2002). 

Examples of interactional aspects are courtesy and empathy (Tax et al., 1998) as well as 

politeness, concern, and neutrality (Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 1998, 2001). The 

manner in which a service provider responds including the communication style and the 

effort made affect satisfaction (Sparks & Bradley, 1997). Procedural justice is 

concerned with the means of the recovery. The speed of the recovery, company policies, 

and procedural aspects are examples of procedural justice. 

In brief, within the service literature, service recovery is a concept widely deployed to 

regain customer satisfaction after a service failure event. Although mixed results have 

been found as to whether a service recovery paradox is only a theoretical concept or is 

practically achievable, research has emphasised that an increase of satisfaction can be 

gained post-recovery in the event of a low severity of failure (Magnini, Ford, 

Markowski, & Honeycutt, 2007). The post-recovery satisfaction has also been linked to 

word-of-mouth activity; repurchase intention; and switching behaviour (de Matos et al., 

2009). This study focused on examining the effectiveness of two recovery attempts, 

apology and, apology and compensation in regaining customer satisfaction. 

2.5.1 Service recovery within hospitality context. 

Within hospitality service, one of the management’s strategic actions to achieve 

customer satisfaction and loyalty following a service failure event is to provide 

outstanding service recovery tactics (Magnini & Ford, 2004; Patterson et al., 2006). 

This strategy is especially crucial considering that a failure in delivering service 

recovery may intensify customer dissatisfaction after service failure (double deviation). 

Many hotels have implemented service recovery training programs into their business 

practices (Brown 2000). Generally, this program is aimed to provide a personalised 

recovery service in order to regain customer satisfaction and possibly, customer loyalty.  
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Studies of service recovery within the hospitality context have included hotels (Smith et 

al., 1999; Smith & Bolton, 1998); restaurants (Jones, McCleary, & Lepisto, 2002; 

Namkung & Jang, 2010); airlines (Weber & Sparks, 2010); and meetings and 

conventions (Oh, 2003). Among other service recovery components in this field, 

apology and compensation have been most frequently employed for research. Justice 

theory also has a wide use in research applied within the hospitality setting. In addition, 

some studies have included cultural orientation as an important factor to understand 

customer satisfaction post-service recovery (e.g., Patterson et al., 2006). 

In the last two sections, an extant overview on the nature of service and the inevitability 

of service failure has been presented. The previous sections have also discussed the type 

of failure, severity of failure, how service failure is perceived and responded to by 

customers, and service recovery. The customer evaluation that encompasses the zone of 

tolerance, the key variable in this study, and customer satisfaction is reviewed in the 

next section. 

2.6 Customer Evaluation 

Customer evaluation is an important topic for the service and marketing researchers and 

has continuously drawn managerial interest. Customer evaluation determines the quality 

of a service performance in the eyes of customers. Constructs that have been widely 

used to measure customer evaluations are satisfaction, expectancy disconfirmation, and 

service quality. This study applied the concept of the zone of tolerance and integrated 

customer satisfaction as part of customer evaluation within the context of service failure 

and recovery. 

2.6.1 The concept of ZOT. 

In general, tolerance refers to a readiness to show respect for diversity (Corneo & 

Jeanne, 2009); an acceptance of uncertainties (Ely, 1989); or an ability to deal with 

ambiguous new stimuli without being frustrated (Ellis, 1994: 158). On the other hand, 

intolerance indicates a discomfort with uncertainties (Norton, 1975). According to the 

Longman Dictionary (2002), tolerance is the degree to which someone can suffer pain, 

difficulty, etc.; without being harmed. Similarly, the Oxford Dictionary (1989) defines 

tolerance as (1) the action or practice of sustaining pain or hardship; the power or 

capacity of enduring; endurance; (2) the action of allowing; (3) the disposition to be 

patient with or indulgent to the opinions or practices of others; (4) freedom from bigotry 

or undue severity in judging the conduct of others. As a verb, to tolerate means (1) to 
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allow people to do, say, or believe something without criticising or punishing them; (2) 

to be able to accept something unpleasant or difficult, even though one does not like it. 

A tolerance level shows the degree to which a situation is acceptable (Oxford 

Dictionary, 1989). In brief, tolerance is a term used to reflect a person’s responses to 

differences between their pre-determined standards and their current perception of what 

is happening for them. People’s tolerance may be stretched or shifted depending on 

their personal evaluation (Corneo & Jeanne, 2009) of a situation or an object, indicating 

that tolerance is not a static concept. 

The word tolerance is commonly utilised in social, sociological, cultural, psychological, 

legal/law, learning/education, religions, and within exact sciences such as engineering. 

In the service management and consumer behaviour literature the concept of tolerance 

has been used by executives in marketing and other areas of the industry to examine 

customer behaviour in regard to the variations in customer service expectations and 

satisfaction, as well as to service quality (e.g., Johnston, 1995; Kettinger & Lee, 2005; 

Liljander & Strandvik, 1993; Parasuraman, et al., 1991; Teas & DeCarlo, 2004; 

Woodruff, Cadotte, & Jenkins, 1983). In fact, expectation aligned with individual 

perceptions of pre-determined standards is the core feature of the theory relating to 

ZOT. 

Research has demonstrated that customers used expectations to evaluate product or 

service performances (Zeithaml et al., 1993). That is, in assessing service performance, 

customers compare their expectations with their perceptions of the service received. In 

the service literature, expectation has been conceptualised in various forms for instance, 

as being deserved, active, passive, ideal, adequate, desired, normative, experienced-

based norms (Woodruff et al., 1983; Zeithaml et al.,1993). The customer zone of 

tolerance extends this conceptualisation of the dynamic nature of customer expectation 

by viewing expectation in the form of a zone or range rather than a discrete point on a 

scale (Liljander & Strandvik, 1993; Poisez & Bloemer, 1991; Vargo, 1997). Various 

terms have been used to describe this concept such as, the zone of tolerance 

(Parasuraman et al., 1991), the zone of indifference (Cadotte, Woodruff, & Jenkins, 

1987), the zone of satisfaction (Kennedy & Thirkell, 1988), and the zone of acceptance 

(Johnston, 1995; Michel 2004).  

Past research (Parasuraman et al., 1991; Zeithaml et al., 1993) has posited that the 

tolerance framework represents a zone between two levels of expectations: desired and 
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adequate expectations (see Figure 2.4). In other words, zone of tolerance is an interval 

between “minimally acceptable” and “desired” service levels (Cook, Heath, & 

Thompson, 2003). The level of desired expectation at the top of the zone is defined as 

the level of service a customer wishes to receive. This expectation is a blend of what the 

customer believes “can be” and “should be” delivered (Parasuraman et al., 1993). The 

level expressed as an adequate expectation that is situated at the opposite boundary of 

the zone represents the minimum level of service that the customer considers 

acceptable. When the service level exceeds the upper level of the zone, customers will 

be delighted, when it is within the zone, customers will be satisfied. However, when 

service performance falls below this zone, the customer will be dissatisfied. In addition, 

viewed from the perspective of outcome of service received, outcomes below those 

measured as adequate service are referred to as competitive disadvantage. Outcomes 

within the zone of tolerance are considered to result in competitive advantage, and 

outcomes that are positioned above the measure of desired expectation are classified as 

customer franchise (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1991). Parasuraman et al. (1991), 

who conceptualised the idea of the customer zone of tolerance have emphasised that the 

zone of tolerance is dynamic in its nature, suggesting that the size of the zone is 

changeable. A comparison of the two levels of expectation shows the desired level of 

the scale is more stable than the adequate level. Customer perceptions of what 

constitutes an adequate expectation can fluctuate depending on individual and 

situational factors that in turn change the size or width of the zone (Zeithaml et al., 

2006). 

2.6.1.1 The importance of the concept of ZOT. 

A customer ZOT is an important concept used in the service management and consumer 

behaviour literature (Devlin et al., 2002), particularly within the areas of service quality 

and satisfaction. The ZOT represents the degree of heterogeneity a customer is willing 

to accept during the consumption of product or service (Caruana, 2002) that can be used 

as a standards-based framework by specifying a comparative conceptualisation of 

service performance (Teas & DeCarlo, 2004). This concept has been regarded as useful 

for understanding that customers are willing to accept variations in a service 

performance (Strandvik, 1994). Within the ZOT, any variations in service performance 

will only have a marginal effect on customer perceptions (Strandvik, 1994; Yap & 

Sweeney, 2007). 

 



42 

 

 Figure 2. 4. Zone of Tolerance 

 

In business practice, the concept of zone of tolerance is directly relevant to a variety of 

service sectors with regard to management of service efficiency (Nadiri & Mayboudi, 

2010). Customer tolerance toward service levels shows that they value their interaction 

and relationship with service provider. Tolerance may reflect appreciation toward 

excellent service performance and express forgiveness toward inferior service incidents 

(Davies, 2009). Therefore, from the managerial point of view, understanding how the 

service process contributes to the tolerance levels can be beneficial (Davies, 2009). 

Furthermore, it can be critical for managers to recognise that customers may adjust their 

tolerance depending on some parts of the service process such as, time waited for a 

service. Therefore, it is important to identify the activities during the service transaction 

that are most likely to cause the adjustment of the thresholds (Johnston, 1995). 

Understanding customer tolerance is useful for the service provider to develop strategies 

to improve service quality and to formulate marketing strategies (Nadiri & Hussain, 

2005). To formulate such strategies, it is important for those working in the service 

industries to understand what factors affect the ZOT. 

2.6.1.2 Measurement of the ZOT.  

Initially, the ZOT was measured by using a two-column scale separating the rating of 

service between desired and adequate (Zeithaml et al., 1993). Accordingly, two 

computations: “perceived-desired service” and “perceived-adequate service” were 

required. However, these scholars subsequently introduced a three-column format 
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Figure 2.4. Zone of Tolerance, adopted from Zeithaml et al. (1993)  
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(measuring desired expectation, adequate expectation, and perceived service 

performance). Utilising the three-column format, the authors separated the rating of 

desired expectation, adequate expectation, and perceived service using three identical, 

side-by-side scales. These measurements are mainly relevant and used for each indicator 

of each servQUAL dimension (e.g., Nadiri & Hussain, 2005). 

Although research has mostly used the measurement of the two levels of expectation 

(minimum tolerable and preferred expectations) to measure the zone of tolerance, a 

number of researchers have criticised the measurement method. That is, measuring two 

different scores may lead to decreased reliability, poor convergent validity; and poor 

predictive validity (Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Brown, Peter, & Churchill 1993; Van Dyke, 

Kappelman, & Prybutok, 1997). 

There has been a call for research on customer tolerance with regard to measuring the 

construct validity of the zone of tolerance (Lee, 1999). As introduced earlier, the zone 

of tolerance is defined as the range within minimum tolerable and preferred 

expectations. However, if the construct is mostly explained with regard to the minimum 

tolerable expectation, it may represent an entirely different construct (Lee, 1999). With 

the potential problem associated with the use of different scores, Lee (1999) suggested 

to refine the current measurement scale. In this study, instead of having a zone, 

customer tolerance is examined in terms of its level, whether high or low, and 

measurement is focused on the context of service failure in which the level of service is 

already inadequate. 

2.6.1.3 Customer tolerance of service failure.  

The concept of a zone of tolerance within the service field has been viewed from the 

points of perception and behavioural aspects (Strandvik, 1994). When taken from the 

point of view of perception, the ZOT is identified from the reactions of the customer 

and measured against their internal standards when they are experiencing a 

dissatisfactory service experience. When taken from the behaviour aspect, it is viewed 

from the actions taken by the customer following the dissatisfactory service 

performance. This concept has also been classified based on the stages of service 

consumption: a range of pre-performance expectations, a satisfactory range during the 

process of service performance, and an outcome state (Johnston, 1995). Each stage 

represents three different zones. The first zone consists of customer expectations pre-

performance, during which the performance can be considered as being unacceptable, 
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acceptable, or more than acceptable. The in-process service performance is related to 

customer perceptions of service quality and can result in a less than adequate 

performance, an adequate performance, or a more than adequate performance. The last 

zone is the outcome state, resulting in a dissatisfied, satisfied, or delighted customer. 

These zones can be used to identify how customer perceptions of service quality are 

influenced and adjusted according to the service experience (Johnston, 1995). In 

addition, in its application into a context of service failure, a customer zone of tolerance 

is categorised as being acceptable, unacceptable, and absolutely unacceptable (Michel, 

2004) (see Figure 2.5). With limited research on the ZOT within the context of service 

failure, this conceptual type of work requires further empirical research. 

In brief, although it has been proposed that customers are generally forgiving to service 

failure (Mack et al., 2000), research has been lacking that particularly focuses on how 

tolerance or forgiving customers are toward various service failure events. In order to 

answer this gap, this study adopted the concept of the zone of tolerance within a service 

failure context. In this study, customer tolerance is conceptualised as the likelihood of 

acceptability toward hotel service failure events.  

The influential factors of ZOT are explained next. 

2.6.1.4 Factors affecting ZOT. 

As described in the previous sub-section, tolerance denotes excusable limits to 

variations. These limits are generally flexible (Kalin & Berry, 1980). The size or width 

of the customer ZOT can contract or expand depending on individual and situational 

factors (Parasuraman et al., 1994). Indeed, observations indicate different people exhibit 

variations in the latitude of acceptance or rejection toward a particular stimulus (Sherif, 

1963). 

Although concerns have been widely expressed regarding the changeable size of the 

ZOT (Parasuraman et al., 1991, Walker & Baker, 2000; Wu & Wang, 2012; Weun et 

al., 2004; Zeithaml et al., 1993; Zhang, Lam, & Chow, 2009) among and within 

individuals, the question of what factors affect these changes or variations has 

undergone only a few investigation especially within the past five years. Although there 

has been limited empirical research to support the idea, service failure has been 

considered to narrow the ZOT (Parasuraman et al., 1991) especially when the failure is 

perceived as being more severe (Zhang et al., 2009). Also, a positive customer 
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experience has been found to result in a higher tolerance level (Gilbert & Gao, 2005). 

Criticality or importance of service has also been shown to have an effect on the 

customer zone of tolerance. 

            Figure 2. 5. Pyramid of Zone of Tolerance  

 

That is, customers having different priorities in any given circumstance may place more 

importance on certain service encounters than on others (Gwyne, Devlin & Ennew, 

2000; Hoyer & MacInnis, 2001; Walker & Baker, 2000). It is also important to note that 

customers who have limited time may have a narrower ZOT than those who are not 

time-constrained (Hoyer & MacInnis, 2001). Standard of service is also significant to 

customer tolerance (Gwynne, et al., 2000; Parasuraman et al. 1993). That is, when 

service firms increase their standard of service, the customers increase their 

expectations of what they consider is adequate, narrowing the ZOT as a result. In such 

cases, customers may become more demanding and expecting of a higher level of 

service quality. The phenomenon that customers become more demanding has been put 

forward by Power (1991). As a result, customers tend to have low tolerance toward 

service failure and are more demanding in expecting compensation (Mueller et al., 

2003). Some representative scholarly works on customer zone of tolerance are described 

in the next section. 
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Figure 2.5.  Classifications of tolerance of failure, adopted from 

Michel (2004) 
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2.6.1.5 Previous research on ZOT. 

As mentioned previously, research dedicated on the zone of tolerance, has mostly 

focused on the comparisons of the desired and adequate expectation using SERVQUAL 

dimensions in a normal service encounter instead of a service failure context. Table 2.1 

shows a summary of relevant scholarly works on customer tolerance. For example, Wei, 

Thompson, and Cook (2003) implemented the concept of the zone of tolerance in their 

comparative study of library users between undergraduate, graduate, and faculty groups. 

Their study demonstrated the existence of a negative relationship between the zone of 

tolerance and the perceptions of library service quality. Similarly, Kettinger and Lee 

(2005) adapted the concept of the ZOT for their research on information system service 

quality. Applying exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, they found four 

dimensions of information system (IS) ZOT SERVQUAL. The dimensions were 

confirmed for each level of expectation: desired, adequate, and perceived service 

quality. 

The application of the concept of ZOT has been carried out within several service 

contexts such as libraries  (Cook et al., 2003; Nadiri & Hussain, 2005; Nadiri & 

Mayboudi, 2010; Shoeb, 2011), student apartment renting (Zhang et al., 2009), rail 

services (Cavana, Corbett, & Lo, 2007), advertising agencies (Davies, 2009), the mobile 

telephone industry (Wu, 2011), education service (Nadiri, Hussain, & Kandampully, 

2011); fast food restaurants (Campos & Nobrega, 2009), bankings (Devlin, et al., 2002; 

Gwynne et al., 2000; Nadiri et al., 2010), hospital service (Ariffin & Aziz, 2010); travel 

agents (Gilbert & Gao, 2005); retail (Nadiri, 2011); e-service quality (van Riel, 

Semeijn, & Janssen, 2003); information systems (Gorla, 2012; Kettinger & Lee, 2005), 

city buses (Hu, 2010); airlines (Chen, 1997; Salleh, Ariffin, Tih, & Asbudin, 2010; Wu 

& Wang, 2012), hotel sectors (Nadiri & Husain, 2005; Zainol, Lockwood, & Kutsch, 

2010), IT callcentres (Hsieh, Sharma, Rai, & Parasuraman, 2013; student services (Teas 

& DeCarlo, 2004); and the stockbroking industry (Durvasula, Lobo, Lysonski, &Mehta, 

2006; Lobo, 2009).  

Research of the customer ZOT within a service failure context has been limited, as 

discussed in Section 2.8.2. Among the few studies, Gilbert and Gao (2005) examined 

the relationships of customer tolerance and customer experience, and of emotion and 

trust within a travel agency setting. The results found a weak correlation between 

customer experience and customer tolerance, whereas customer emotion and perception 

of brand trust each had a negative impact on customer tolerance. One study into the 
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context of the service failure of banks was undertaken by Michel (2004). This author 

introduced the construct of acceptability of service failure and related it to the concept 

of the zone of tolerance whereby, the perceived acceptability of service performance has 

a significant impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

A more recent research study conducted by Zainol et al. (2010) related the customer 

ZOT to service failure in the hospitality industry. Their exploratory research found that 

people have differing degrees of variability in terms of their zone of tolerance when 

facing positive or negative service encounters. That is, restaurant customers have a 

larger ZOT when facing a positive service experience and a smaller ZOT when 

experiencing a negative service encounter. 

While it is important to study the concept of the ZOT based on the comparison of the 

expectations within the dimensions of SERVQUAL, it is also important to apply this 

concept in a service failure context, considering that service failure is unavoidable. 

Arguably, with the inevitability of service failure, understanding how tolerant customers 

are of service failure will be essential. 

In summary, the zone of tolerance within a context of service failure has been under- 

researched. Therefore, in order to answer the empirical enquiry, new research to support 

an understanding of other variables that trigger the changes of customer tolerance in a 

service failure setting is undeniably insightful. Questions that remain to be answered 

include knowing how tolerant a customer is of service failure and what other factors 

affect that tolerance level. These remaining unanswered questions are one of the 

underlying reasons for conducting this investigation. In addition, this thesis also 

addressed several calls emerging from the literature that encourage further study in this 

area as described in the next sub-section. 

2.6.1.7 The calls for research on customer ZOT. 

As discussed in the previous section, there has been a lack of studies on the customer 

ZOT within the context of service failure (Gremler, Gwiner, & Brown, 2001; Lee, 1999; 

Patrick, 1996; Strandvik 1994; Zeithaml et al., 1993). 

More specifically, most research on this concept has been undertaken more than a 

decade ago. Future studies are needed to extend the knowledge and understanding of the 

construct of the ZOT (Lee, 1999), beyond the scope of the attention of current scholars 

on the size and the boundaries of the zone of tolerance (Zeithaml & Parasuraman, 
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2003). Research focusing on when and how the ZOT varies will provide a more in-

depth understanding of the concept (Zeithaml & Parasuraman, 2003). Also, calls have 

emerged from researchers for more research to focus on the areas inside and outside the 

customer ZOT (Wirtz & Mattila, 2001). 

Table 2. 2. Previous Research on ZOT 

Authors Normal service 

encounter 

Service failure Experimental Non- 

experimental 

Stodnick & 

Marley, 2013 
    

Hsieh, Sharma, 

Rai, & 

Parasuraman, 

2013 

    

Chang, Liang, 

Chu, Chou, 

2012 

    

Gorla, 2012     

Wu & Wang, 

2012 
    

Nadiri, 

Kandampully, 

& Hussain, 

2011 

    

Shoeb, 2011     

Wu, 2011     

Nadiri & 

Mayboudi, 

2011 

    

Van Riel, 

Semeijin, 

Janssen, 2010 

    

Zainol, 

Lockwood, & 

Kutsch,2010 

    

Garcia-

Acebron, 

Vazquez-

Casielles, & 

Iglesias, 2010 

    

Lobo, 2009     
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Table 2. 2. Previous Research on ZOT (Cont.) 

Authors Normal service 

encounter 

Service failure Experimental Non- 

experimental 

Abraham, 2009     

Davies, 2009     

Nadiri, 

Kandampully, 

Hussain, 2009 

    

Campos & 

Nobrega, 2009 
    

Chan, Wan, & 

Sin, 2009 

    

Zhang, Lam, & 

Chow, 2009 

    

Yilmaz, 2009     

Ariffin & Aziz, 

2008 
    

Reimann, 2008     

Cavana, 2007     

Lobo, Meritz, 

& Mehta, 2007 
    

Yap & 

Sweeney, 2007 
    

Walker & 

Baker, 2000 
    

Gwynne, 

Devlin, & 

Ennew, 2000 

    

Lee (1999)     

De Carvalho & 

Leite, 1999 
    

Chen, 1997     

Vargo, 1997     

Anderson, 

1996 
    

Johnston, 1995     

Liljander & 

Strandvik, 

1993 
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It has been suggested, there is a need to encompass the concept of a customer ZOT in a 

broad international arena. The difference between the ZOT in terms of domestic and 

international customers can also be an important factor in understanding the construct in 

the global marketplace (Patrick, 1996). In addition, it has been suggested that in order to 

identify the variability of the ZOT across an individual service sector there is a need for 

research to apply this concept within various service settings, for example, in theme 

parks, restaurants, or in hotel settings (Teas & DeCarlo, 2004). 

The emerging calls to expand the current understanding of customer ZOT have had little 

response so far. Responding to the gaps in the literature and answering the emerging 

calls for research on customer tolerance has been a motivation for conducting this 

investigation. The notion of customer tolerance implies that when service performance 

is below the adequate level it is considered as service failure in which case a customer 

might be dissatisfied. This research is concerned with the idea that the area below the 

zot is more critical for the attention of service providers compared to areas within or 

above zot because, a customer may engage in complaining behaviour that is not 

favourable to the service provider such as spreading negative word-of-mouth or may 

report to a third party. It is well known in the literature people are more inclined to 

engage in the word-of-mouth behaviour when the service experienced is either 

delightful or unsatisfactory. This activity may have huge consequences for a service 

provider such as decreasing profitability and consequently become a risk to the 

sustainability of the business.  In this thesis ZOT is conceptualised as the willingness of 

customers to accept service failure within a hotel setting. The concept of customer 

tolerance is applied in this study in the form of a discrete point (level) instead of as a 

zone. In this thesis levels or points are used to measuring customer tolerance because 

the purpose of this thesis is to understand the variability of customer tolerance in terms 

of levels (e.g. low or high) instead of as a zone (e.g. narrow or wide). A review of 

customer satisfaction is presented next. 

2.6.2 Customer satisfaction. 

Every business organisation strives to achieve customer satisfaction in order to sustain 

its business. This is not surprising as satisfied customers are more likely to be loyal, less 

sensitive to increased prices and to engage in positive word-of-mouth communication 

(Anderson et al., 2004; Brady & Robertson, 2001; Matzler, Fuller, Rentzl, Herting, & 

Spath, 2008). Satisfaction is a response of a customer’s fulfilment (Oliver, 1977) or the 

individual's subjective evaluation of the various outcomes associated with their 
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consumption of product/service (Hunt, 1977). This evaluation is based on the 

comparison of their need and expectation (Zeithaml & Bitner 2000; Zeithaml et al., 

2006) or between experience and expectation (Tse & Wilton, 1988). In a more 

managerial sense, satisfaction is regarded as a way of reducing customer complaints 

(Kondo, 2001) and as an antecedent to and the generator of repeated purchase 

(Dubrovski, 2001). However, a customer may be tolerant but not thrilled by a service 

experience or not totally satisfied. Consequently they may not complain, but in addition, 

may never return (Shoemaker & Shaw, 2008). 

For decades satisfaction has been a focus of interest among researchers in the area of 

service marketing and management. Whether it is service or a manufactured product, 

this construct has been linked to many aspects of business, such as brand, loyalty, or 

profitability (e.g., Anderson, Fornell, & Lehmann, 1994; Gummesson, 1993; Heskett et 

al., 1990; Oh, 1999; Zeithaml, 2000; Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996). 

Application of this concept has been within a wide array of service sectors such as 

banks, retail, public service, and education. Satisfaction has also drawn the interest of 

researchers within the area of tourism and hospitality (Lam & Zhang, 1999; Oh, 1999; 

Su, 2004). Despite being a central topic within the service marketing/management 

literature, more opportunities exist in the satisfaction area with the incorporation of 

customer tolerance as conducted in this thesis investigation. 

The last five sections have reviewed each construct used in this research. The next 

section discusses the hypothesised relationships among the key constructs. 

2.7 Hypothesised Relationships among Key Constructs 

Theory is defined as the relationship between independent and dependent variables 

(Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007). The relationship of these variables may be viewed in 

terms of how and why they relate or interrelate, the importance of one to another, and 

the conditions under which they may/or may not be related or interrelated. Based on the 

theoretical foundation discussed in this chapter, the relationships among the key 

constructs from which the hypotheses of this thesis were developed and are outlined in 

this section. 

2.7.1 Type of service failure, zone of tolerance, and satisfaction. 

As mentioned previously, a customer ZOT is not always stable. A satisfying or 

dissatisfying transaction may impact on the width of the ZOT (Johnston, 1995). Several 
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situations such as service failure may cause movement of what constitutes an adequate 

expectation for a customer that in turn may result in a narrower ZOT (Hoffman et al., 

1995; Parasuraman et al., 1991; Zeithaml et al., 1993; Weun et al., 2004). Customers 

with a negative disposition toward the provider are likely to have a narrower ZOT 

(Johnston, 1995). As a consequence, service failure may play an important role in 

influencing the dynamic nature of customer tolerance.  

Despite these propositions, there is a lack of empirical findings about this relationship. 

Not only how the type of failure affects customer tolerance, but more specifically, the 

type of failure that is more dominant in decreasing the level of tolerance remains 

questionable. Few scholars have found that the core failure was a more aggravating 

situation than was a process failure (Levesque & McDougall, 2000) and have proposed 

that customers are likely to focus on the core services that lead to the narrower ZOT 

when core failure occurs (Parasuraman et al., 1991). Others are concerned more with the 

interpersonal aspect of service (Bitner et al., 1990; Keaveney, 1995) during which, 

failure caused by the manner of the service employee in delivering service may result in 

lower tolerance. These inconsistent research outcomes highlight the continuing demand 

for empirical research into the relationship of type of failure and customer tolerance in 

order to deepen the understanding of this relationship. 

As discussed in Section 2.4.2, Grönroos (2007) separated service quality into ‘technical’ 

quality (what the customer actually receives) and ‘functional’ quality (how the service is 

delivered).  Technical quality is considered to be more easily and objectively assessed 

than functional quality however, the functional quality has more of an impact on service 

quality. Functional quality refers to the process or the manner of service delivery that 

underlines the human involvement. The involvement of the customer in the service 

process makes the quality of service inconsistent over time. The quality of service is not 

solely based on how the actual service is delivered by the service firms, but also on the 

role the customer plays during the service consumption. It has been suggested that the 

human interaction in the service encounter determines the dis/satisfaction (Bitner et al., 

2000). The role of people in the service encounter is a dominant component in the 

success of each service encounter. In a hotel operation, specifically, the people involved 

in the service process may come from different cultures and backgrounds. These 

differences can result in a complex situation where failure can be caused by the cultural 

interactions between customer and service provider. Examining the influential role of 

the type of service failure in relation to the variations of customer tolerance and 
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satisfaction is arguable. As it may enhance current understanding, it is justifiable for 

researchers to further empirically test how these types of failure differ through 

demonstrating their impact on customer tolerance. This thesis investigated the impact of 

the types of service failure on customer tolerance and satisfaction simultaneously, and 

in doing so, also provided a contribution to the literature. More specifically, with the 

high interpersonal interaction between employee and customer within the hospitality 

service (Bitner et al., 1990, Mack et al., 2000), the importance of the human aspect 

during a service encounter is unquestionable. This thesis argues that interpersonal 

failure will result in lower satisfaction and tolerance. Also, this thesis addressed the 

inconsistent findings of previous research with regard to the impact of each type of 

failure on customer satisfaction, 

2.7.2 Severity of failure, customer tolerance, and satisfaction. 

Previous research that has adopted the principles of resource exchange has found that in 

the event of service failure, customers evaluate the equitability of exchange depending 

on the magnitude of the failure. That is, the higher the severity of the service problem, 

the lower the satisfaction will be (Hoffman et al., 1995; Smith et al., 1999). The severity 

of failure has been largely identified in the literature and also has a negative impact on 

customer satisfaction (Smith et al., 1999). This construct has also been proposed as a 

critical factor that influences customer tolerance (Parasuraman et al., 1993) although 

there is a recognised need for empirical clarification. That is, customers’ ZOT and 

severity of failure interact inversely. In other words, as the failure becomes more severe, 

the ZOT becomes narrower (de Matos et al., 2009; Hoffman et al., 1995, Lin, 2011; 

Parasuraman et al., 1993). Customers who have high tolerance levels can also have a 

limit. That is, up to a certain level of the severity of failure, they may become intolerant 

(Zhang, Lam, & Chow, 2009).  On the other hand, for customers who have low 

tolerance, a small problem can already be considered inadequate or intolerable. There 

has been limited empirical research that has specifically looked into this relationship. 

Investigating this relationship will enhance the understanding of the dynamic nature of 

customer ZOT with regard to severity of failure. It is considered to be reasonable to 

assume that the level of the severity of failure is also important in determining the level 

of customer tolerance and satisfaction simultaneously. This thesis integrates three levels 

of severity of failure and two types of service recovery in the examination of 

satisfaction after service recovery that potentially enhances the current understanding in 

the literature. 
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2.7.3 Cultural familiarity, zone of tolerance, and satisfaction. 

 A fundamental construct within service failure literature has been the idea of 

expectations and the disconfirmation of expectations when service failure occurs 

(Churchill & Surprenant, 1982). Expectations tend to be formed based on learning or 

experiences, either directly or through others (e.g., word-of-mouth). People tend to 

develop normative standards against which experience is judged. People from different 

cultures have different behavioural norms and their expectation of service may also 

differ (Stauss & Mang, 1999). Over time people will develop schema or frames of 

reference through which actual experiences are decoded or interpreted (Kahneman & 

Miller, 1986). When a person faces a service failure event, it is likely that a cognitive 

process is invoked that involves a search of what was expected in the situation (some 

normative reference). Normative standards might vary however, depending on 

experiences and knowledge structures. One frame might be the cultural context within 

which the service failure occurs. For instance, someone is more likely to have a schema 

for service standards when a situation relates to their own culture, but, perhaps they do 

not hold such a schema for what should happen in a more distant/remote culture (one 

that is less familiar).  

Individual attitudes are not determined by their personal characteristics alone (e.g., age, 

education, income), but are also influenced by the characteristics of the people and the 

social context that surrounds them (Moore & Ovadia, 2006). During an interaction, 

customer attitude can be influenced by the attitude of service provider and vice versa. 

Indeed, tourist satisfaction was found to be influenced by the cultural value system of 

the tourist and the host (Pearce & Moscardo, 1984). That is, when the culture of the host 

and the tourist are compatible, then the satisfaction tends to be high (Pearce & 

Moscardo, 1984). In contrast, if it is not compatible, the tourist may become stressed, 

uncertain, and full of fear or anxiety that then results in dissatisfaction. Within the 

tourist context, cultural characteristics rather than individual characteristics have been 

acknowledged as having an impact on the level of tolerance, even in two places with 

identical populations or travellers (Stouffer, 1963 as cited in Moore & Ovadia, 2006). 

There are four types of traveller recognised in the tourism/hospitality literature 

(Woodside, 2000): local-area-only travellers (non-travellers), near-home travellers (i.e. 

they travel only within the state or region, or no further than the next state or region); 

distant domestic travellers (who also sometimes travel near home); and international 

travellers (who also sometimes travel domestically). An intercultural interaction occurs 
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when international travellers meet domestic service providers. When travelling to 

another country each person will bring his or her own culture, conditioning, and 

distortions, as well as habits, attitudes, values, tastes, relationships, or sources of 

satisfaction (Moran, Harris, & Moran, 2007). As a consequence, problems may exist 

when a domestic service provider serves a foreign customer. Intercultural problems 

during a service encounter have been found to be caused by an intercultural provider 

performance gap where the domestic service provider fails to meet the expectations of 

the foreign customer and intercultural customer performance gap happens where the 

foreign customer does not play the role of behaviour expected by the service provider 

(Stauss & Mang, 1999). This may result in a reduction in the demonstrated level of 

adequate service expectation that indicates a wider ZOT in an intercultural performance 

gap (Stauss & Mang, 1999).   

Conflicting phenomenon have been found within the service literature with regard to 

familiarity and customer evaluation. For example, customers who are familiar with a 

service provider tend to have a higher level of evaluation toward service performance 

(Mattila & Patterson, 2008) and in a service failure situation, customers become more 

tolerant; attribute the failure to unstable causes; and have a lower expectation of service 

recovery (Hess et al., 2003). In contrast, research has also shown empirical evidence 

that supports the so-called “love becomes hate” effect (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; 

Gregoire & Fisher, 2008) that suggests that customers who are familiar with service 

become more demanding. Adopting the model of intercultural performance gap research 

within the service failure and recovery setting has shown that customers have a higher 

satisfaction level for a service recovery strategy when the situation is experienced in a 

host country than when it is experienced in the home country (Warden, Liu, & Huang, 

2003). Conversely, the level of adequate service expectation after the service recovery 

strategy will be lower in the host country than in the home country; indicating the zone 

of tolerance is wider in the host country compared to the width in the home country. 

The seriousness of the failure was not found to be higher in the home country than in 

the host country (Warden et al., 2003).  

As described in the earlier section, service experiences involve more risk than product 

consumption. One aspect that contributes to the risk in service consumption is when 

customers are relatively new to the service or the customer is inexperienced, or has a 

lack of knowledge and confidence (Lovelock et al., 2007). Therefore, familiarity of the 

service experience and its environment is important in the reduction of risk. This 
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phenomenon does not exclude the experiences of tourism and travelling. Entering a new 

country without being familiar with its culture may lead to uncertainty about how to 

react or behave. Having no or limited standards to refer to, confidence in judging 

service performance in an unfamiliar environment compared to in a familiar location 

may be lower. Misunderstanding or misinterpretation (faux pas) may occur during 

social interaction between people from different cultural backgrounds. The confusing 

and disorientating experience when entering a new culture is known as “culture shock” 

(Oberg, 1954). Difficulties in such interactions and communications arise in several 

main areas such as language (including forms of civilised usage; non-verbal 

communication (e.g., gestures, gazing, touch, etc); rules of social situations (e.g., 

bribing, giving gifts, eating, etc.); social relationships; motivation; and concepts of 

ideology) as well as food; cleanliness; pace of life; recreation; standards of living; 

transportation; humour; intimacy; privacy; etiquette; and formality (Spradley & Phillips, 

1972). The familiarity with a destination leads a tourist to cognitively reinforce 

accumulation of knowledge of the destination. This increased knowledge is likely to 

enhance the feeling of security and thus, confidence in choosing the destination 

(Toyama & Yamada, 2012, Weaver & Lawton, 2009; Yang et al., 2009). As a result, the 

tourist can also have the confidence to interact with local people and to involve in 

service transaction and to face service failure situation. 

In brief, research within the area of service failure and recovery has employed cultural 

aspects. This includes the individual/national cultural values, cultural distance, cultural 

difference or similarity. For example, from a point of view of cultural distance, it has 

been reported that customers rated higher satisfaction levels toward service recovery in 

a host country than in the home country (Warden et al., 2003). In fact, customers may 

have great distance or differences with the culture in a destination or service 

environment, but may already be familiar with it. As a consequence, the familiarity with 

a different culture may have an influential role in their evaluation of service 

performance including a recovery effort. Therefore, it is arguable that cultural 

familiarity is an important factor that determines the level of customer tolerance and 

satisfaction within a hospitality service context. 

2.7.4 Service recovery and customer satisfaction. 

Extensive research has inferred that how the problem is solved is more important than 

the problem itself (Colgate & Norris, 2001; McCollough et al., 2000) and that service 

management should be proactive, instead of reactive in nature (Boshoff, 1999). The true 
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test of the organisation’s commitment to service quality is how the organisation handles 

service failure (Hoffman & Bateson, 2006). This test implies the critical role of service 

recovery, although, research has shown that the effectiveness of service recovery has 

been influenced by the severity of failure (de Matos, 2009). 

Following a service failure event, the essence of a service recovery is to retain good 

relationship between an unhappy customer and the service provider at fault. However, a 

recovery action does not mean that a service problem will automatically disappear. A 

recovery action can be positive or negative in the perception of the customer. A 

positively perceived outcome means that the relationship may be strengthened, while a 

negatively perceived outcome means that it may be weakened (McCollough, et al., 

2000). This means that a bad recovery performance potentially decreases customer 

satisfaction and loyalty (McCollough, et al., 2000). In fact, the combination of an initial 

service problem and a recovery failure can intensify customer dissatisfaction (Bitner et 

al., 1990; Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002) and increase the magnitude of the service 

failure for the customer (Bitner et al., 1990; Hoffman et al., 1995; Levesque & 

McDougall, 2000; Miller et al., 2000; Smith et al., 1999). 

The literature has posited that service recovery consists of two dimensions: outcomes 

(the tangible results) and processes (the manner) (McCollough et al., 2000; Mohr & 

Bitner, 1995). Although the importance of the process in the service recovery has been 

emphasised (Mattila & Patterson, 2004), both the service recovery process and the 

outcome are positively related to customer satisfaction (Weun, 1997). The social 

exchange and equity theories have been widely used within the area of service failure 

and recovery research. Research has revealed different consequences based on the type 

of service failure. That is, an interpersonal failure (the manner of service employee) 

results in symbolic loss (status, esteem), whereas a non-interpersonal failure (core 

failure) results in economic loss (money, time) (Hui & Au, 2001; Smith et al., 1999). In 

response to a dissatisfactory service failure event, the service provider offers a recovery 

action. Similarly, customers weigh the gains obtained from a recovery effort based on 

their perceived loss. This thesis argues that the recovery effort will result in different 

levels of satisfaction for each type of failure, because different types of failure are 

associated with different levels of perceived loss. 
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2.7.5 Comparisons of pre- and post-recovery satisfaction. 

Service recovery is an action taken by a service provider to rectify service problems. 

The results of a recovery action can be positive or negative. That is, in the eyes of the 

customer, the outcome of a service recovery can be satisfactory or unsatisfactory. 

Satisfaction after service recovery has been known as one of the most important issues 

within the service research area (Wang, Chen, Wang, & Zhao, 2007). The service 

failure and recovery literature has posited that service recovery affects customer 

satisfaction, whereby, unsatisfactory/weak recovery performances decrease customer 

satisfaction (McCollough et al., 2000). Moreover, research has found that the 

differences between pre-and post-recovery satisfaction are not large (Michel & Meuter, 

2008). 

Changes in levels of customer satisfaction or evaluation are common in a period of 

service encounter. As service is experiential in nature, customers evaluate service 

performance from time to time based on their experience. Customer evaluation is 

developed and updated as the service experience evolves (Smith & Bolton, 1998; Tax et 

al., 1998). For example, at the beginning of their service consumption, customers feel 

happy however at the end, they may not be happy. This is particularly the case for 

instances of hospitality service. Imagine that you are staying in a hotel for three nights. 

The first night you may be satisfied, but there are possibilities that you encounter an 

incident of unsatisfactory service in the following nights. Until the entire three nights 

have been completed, your evaluation of the service performance may still be open and 

revised periodically. 

This thesis does not only provide more evidence about the role of service recovery on 

customer satisfaction, but also enhances the current understanding of this research issue, 

by sparticularly observing the gaps of customer satisfaction before and after recovery. 

This study sought to understand more specifically if differences in the satisfaction level 

occur in each type of service failure. That is, how the satisfaction before and after 

service recovery differ within different types of failure: non-interpersonal and 

interpersonal failure. This examination has been little addressed within the literature of 

service failure/recovery and thus, provides a substantial contribution to the knowledge. 

2.8 Research Framework 

This thesis draws together ideas from the literature concerned with service failure, 

customer tolerance, satisfaction and cultural familiarity. The key interest of this 
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investigation was the variability of customer tolerance and satisfaction toward service 

failure. Also of interest was the role of cultural familiarity in these potential variations. 

As presented in the previous sections, the review on the relevant literature has identified 

several gaps that support this research idea. Based on this review the hypotheses for this 

thesis were developed as listed in Table 2.3 and, as an effort to summarise the 

constructs and their relationships, a framework of the research is shown in Figures 2.6. 

Table 2. 3. List of Hypotheses 

Hypotheses 1a A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment versus 

non-interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels of 

intolerance. 

Hypotheses 1b A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment versus 

non-interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels of 

dissatisfaction. 

Hypothesis 2a A high (lower) severity of service failure will result in lower 

(higher) tolerance. 

Hypothesis 2b A high (lower) severity of service failure will result in higher 

(lower) dissatisfaction. 

Hypothesis 3a A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus low 

culturally familiar destination will result in correspondingly lower 

levels of customer tolerance. 

Hypothesis 3b A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus low 

culturally familiar destination will result in correspondingly lower 

levels of customer satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 4a There will be significant differences in the levels of customer 

tolerance for different type of service failure at different levels of 

severity of failure. 

Hypothesis 4b There will be significant differences in the levels of customer 

satisfaction for different type of service failure at different levels of 

severity of failure. 

Hypothesis 5a Customer tolerance will be significantly different at different levels 

of severity of failure occurring in different culturally familiar 

destinations. 

Hypothesis 5b Customer satisfaction will be significantly different at different 

levels of severity of failure occurring in different culturally familiar 

destinations. 

Hypothesis 6 Customers who are more tolerant will be more satisfied than those 

who are less tolerant. 

Hypothesis 7 Customers’ levels of post-recovery satisfaction will be higher than 

the pre-recovery satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 8 An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of post- 

recovery satisfaction than just an apology. 
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Table 2.3. List of Hypotheses (Cont.) 

Hypothesis 9 An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of post- 

recovery satisfaction than apology only when severity is high. 

Hypothesis 10 The level of customers’ post-recovery satisfaction will be 

significantly higher when offered apology and compensation rather 

than apology only for each type of service failure. 

Hypothesis 11 Compared to an apology only, an apology and compensation will 

result in higher levels of post-recovery satisfaction at different 

levels of cultural familiarity. 

 

2.9 Chapter Summary  

This chapter provided an overview of the literature used in this study. Initially, a brief 

view of the importance and growth of service industry and the characteristics of service 

that differ from manufactured product were presented. In this section, the service 

concept within the hospitality context was also introduced. The next section reviewed 

the service failure literature that detailed two general types of service failure, severity of 

failure, and consequences of and responses to service failure. Furthermore, a review on 

service recovery and consumer behaviour was presented. This review was followed by 

cultural familiarity. In this section, it was emphasised that culture is one of the factors 

that may influence customer behaviour or attitude and that in an international service 

encounter such as within the tourism and hospitality sector, cultural interaction cannot 

be avoided. This fact suggested that familiarity with culture in a destination may help 

reduce potential gaps during a service encounter. 
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Figure 2. 6. Research Framework 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 has presented a review of the literature that has covered the following areas: 

service failure, service recovery, cultural familiarity, the zone of tolerance, and 

customer satisfaction. Several gaps identified in the extant literature provide the basis 

for the development of research questions and hypotheses, as well as the proposal for 

the conceptual framework (see Section 2.8). 

The current chapter outlines the methodology that was used to undertake the 

investigation. A general discussion of the research approach that was designed to 

answer the research questions is presented. The five major issues related to the research 

design are justified. The issues are detailed under the following headings: 1) paradigm 

rationale; 2). methodological rationale; 3). data collection strategies; 4). vignette as 

stimulus material, and 5). context rationale. Further discussion on the procedures, 

applications, and implementation of the methods employed for the qualitative 

method/focus group interviews are presented in Chapter 4 and similar details of 

information for the quantitative method/experimental design are found in Chapter 5. 

3.2 Paradigm Rationale: Post-positivist Perspective  

Paradigm is a term used to describe a basic orientation toward the production of 

knowledge (Lodahl & Gordon, 1972). More specifically, this term is also referred to as 

“a set of basic beliefs that guides action” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Included in the 

beliefs are systems of thinking, basic assumptions, research problems, and research 

techniques (Neuman, 2000) that imply a research methodology (Neuman, 2000). The 

actions guided by these beliefs involve a thorough process that includes defining the 

research problem and the way the research is structured, conducted, interpreted, and 

reported (Khun, 1977). A paradigm influences the way the knowledge is produced and 

interpreted. Ultimately the processes of learning, training, and producing knowledge in 

a given area will depend on the selection of research questions, suitable methods of data 

collection, and sequences of data collection if using more than one method and data 

analysis (Pfeffer, 1993). A paradigm also has a paramount role of influencing the 
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selection of the research design. This design should be selected first as the basis of 

subsequent choices regarding the methodology and the methods of data analysis 

(Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). In addition, the nomination of a paradigm is crucial to an 

effective research design as it directs and guides the needs and nature of the 

investigation (Brodio & Manning, 2002; De Vaus, 2002; MacKenzie & Knipe, 2006). 

Discussion on paradigms in the social sciences evolves around the following: 

positivist/post-positive, interpretive/constructive, critical/transformative, and pragmatic 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Gephart, 1999; Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Mertens, 2005). 

Although paradigms differ, each approach is interrelated by a set of ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological underpinnings (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 

Considering this set of interrelationships, a post-positivism social science was deemed 

suitable for this thesis investigation. 

First, in terms of ontology, a post-positivism approach assumes that an objective world 

exists but it also assumes that variable relations or facts might be only probabilistic, not 

deterministic (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Mertens, 2005). Second, from the epistemology 

perspective, this approach is concerned with the objectivity of the results achieved 

through external guidance such as previous research and the critical community such as 

an editor or referees (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Mertens, 2005). In addition, although 

subject to falsification, replications of findings are probably true (Guba & Lincoln, 

2002). These considerations were applied in this investigation, making a post-positivism 

paradigm a relevant choice. Third, methodologically, post-positivism typically is 

concerned with revealing hypothesised relationships among constructs through logical 

deduction and quantitative techniques (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). Although this 

approach is based on a rational scientific aspect that reflects causal relationships 

(Creswell, 2003), particularly through a modified experimental design (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2002), it is also intuitive, inductive, and explorative in nature (O’Leary, 2004). 

There has been an increased focus on employing qualitative methods in post-positive 

research whereby the explorations of the topic undertaken during the qualitative phase 

of the study supersede or complement the subsequent experimental or quantitative study 

used to test the relationships among variables (e.g. Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

This thesis involved the causal examination of the variables under study through a 

modified experimental or manipulative method; the falsification of hypotheses; and 

included qualitative methods. However, it should be noted that the quantitative method 
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predominates this research, whereas the qualitative part acted as a minor study to 

support the quantitative part. Selecting this approach was deemed appropriate to answer 

the research problem. 

The next section discusses the rationale for using a mixed method approach in this 

thesis. 

3.3 Methodological Rationale: Mixed Method Approach 

The two distinctive research methods, quantitative and qualitative, have commonly been 

used in social research. These methods clearly differ in their research design (Neuman, 

2000) including the methods of data collection, analysis, and the reporting style 

(Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). The way the qualitative and quantitative research methods 

contribute to knowledge reflects their core differences (Teuwksbury, 2009). 

Qualitative research refers to the meanings, concepts, traits, definitions, characteristics, 

metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of events, people, interactions, settings/cultures 

and experiences; rather than to  the quantity, or number, or numerical descriptions and 

the related relationships that describe quantitative research (Berg, 2007; Teuwksbury, 

2009).  Typically the qualitative method can be used to explore a phenomenon. This 

method involves a process of discovery of the nature, incidence or distributions of 

variables (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002) and is aimed at describing what is found 

(Veal, 2006). An important feature of qualitative research is the direct and active 

interactions between the researcher and participants. Data obtained from a qualitative 

study potentially provides the researcher with a more informative, richer, and enhanced 

understanding of the problem being studied, compared to data from a quantitative study 

(Tewkbusry, 2009; Veal, 2006). However, qualitative research can be situationally 

constrained in terms of its requirements of a small sample size (Neuman, 2000; Patton, 

1990) and this constraint may be a drawback if there is an intention to generalise the 

findings to other contexts (Malhotra, Hall, Shaw, & Oppenheim, 2002). 

In turn, quantitative approaches  do not require the researcher to interact directly with 

participants, measure specific facts objectively, determine and predict relationships, 

obtain insights into those relationships, and offer an explanation of how things are as 

they are  (Ar et al., 2002; Hair, Bus, & Ortinnau, 2003; Malhotra et al., 2002; Neuman, 

2000; Veal, 2006). By manipulating variables and employing statistical analysis, 

quantitative research is typically considered to be more scientific (Ar et al., 2002; Veal, 



66 

 

2006). However, a quantitative approach is not necessarily superior to a qualitative 

approach (Worrall, 2000). In fact, the lack of contextual meaning highlights the 

disadvantage of the quantitative method. 

The dichotomy of qualitative and quantitative methods is an ideological representation 

of the best research techniques to use in certain circumstances (Oakley, 1998) especially 

because each of the methods offers several advantages and some disadvantages. Mixing 

the two approaches allows the researcher to complement the weaknesses of each 

approach (Neuman, 2000). Investigating a topic of research from different points of 

view can improve the accuracy of the findings and conclusions (Brewer & Hunter, 

1989; Neuman, 2000). Combining the two methods has been called the mixed methods 

approach. This combination provides an option to the dichotomy of qualitative and 

quantitative methods. 

Mixed method research is known as the third methodological movement or third 

research community, following qualitative as the first and quantitative as the second 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The mixed methods approach focuses on both the 

narrative and numeric data and their analysis. In social science, a common motivation 

for conducting mixed methods research is that neither method used individually would 

be sufficient to effectively answer the research question in terms of breadth and depth, 

commonalities and details (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). This approach has 

gained an increasing acceptance and popularity in the world of research, especially in 

social and related sciences (Berg, 2011; Mayoh, Bond, & Todres, 2012; Sharp, Mobley, 

Hammond, Withington, Drew, & Stringfield, 2012; Wheeldon, 2010) and, is considered 

by some scholars to be preferable to a mono-methodical design (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

2000). 

The preference for using a mixed method approach in this study is made for several 

reasons. It is considered a mixed method approach  provides a greater opportunity for  

understanding and/or validating results (Bazeley & Kemp, 2012) and offers a greater 

variety of choices, options, or approaches for the consideration of researchers 

(Wheeldon, 2010). In addition, a mixed method approach offers a broad dimension of 

research scope that results in a more robust and holistic explanation, and a deeper 

understanding of the investigation process (Creswell, 2003; Morse, 2003; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2003). However, although the increasing use of the mixed methods 

approach has been apparent, the implementation of this method remains challenging 
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(Flick, 2007). Indeed, even though the mixed method approach is theoretically 

beneficial, in practical terms, this approach is often more complex than when using 

either a qualitative and quantitative method alone (Jang, McDougall, Pollon, Herbert, & 

Russell, 2008). 

Given the advantages of using both the qualitative and the quantitative methods, the 

need to elicit preliminary understanding into the research topic and to discover insights 

into the variations of the customer tolerance, it was deemed appropriate to employ a 

mixed method approach in this thesis. 

3.4 Data Collection Strategy: Sequential Mixed Methods Design 

Mixed method research can be undertaken in a variety of ways. Researchers may use 

different procedures for collecting and analysing data through phases of multiple data 

collection (Bazeley & Kemp, 2012), for example, data can be collected through 

quantitative surveys (online, mail, telephone surveys) and various types of qualitative 

interviews (unstructured, semi-structured, structured interviews). The qualitative and 

quantitative data collections can be carried out in a parallel or sequential manner 

(Gogolin & Swartz, 1992; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). In a parallel manner, also 

termed concurrent or simultaneous (Mertens, 2005), the phases of the study occur 

during the same or a similar time-frame (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). In a sequential 

mixed method design, the two types of data collection are executed chronologically 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009); that is, one method facilitates the other or one type of 

data informs the collection of another type of data in a subsequent stage (Mertens, 

2010). 

The sequential manner of data collection and analysis is said to be the most popular 

strategy for mixed methods research whereby, it is usual for the qualitative component 

to be conducted in the initial stage followed by the quantitative component (Bergman, 

2011). The qualitative stage is generally aimed at understanding a phenomenon under 

investigation and findings are then used to develop scales or questionnaires to be used 

in a large scale survey during the quantitative study (Bergman, 2011; Malhotra et al., 

2002). In agreement with the purpose of each method, this thesis investigation has 

followed this rationale and has applied a sequential qualitative and quantitative 

approach respectively. The combination of approaches in this thesis includes focus 

groups and an experimental design using online survey. This combination is one of the 

preferred ways of combining qualitative and quantitative methods in a single study. The 
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qualitative stage served as a preliminary and complementary part of this research to 

further understand the topic under study, whereas the quantitative stage acted as a 

principal method to provide evidence of the cause and effect relationships. The stages of 

the research process are depicted in Figure 3.1.  

Details of each method are described separately in the next sections. 

3.4.1 Focus groups. 

The qualitative part of this thesis is introduced in this section. Ideas such as the purpose, 

the selection of the method, strengths and limitations of the focus groups are presented.  

3.4.1.1 Purpose. 

The qualitative section of this thesis was used to complement the quantitative methods 

by providing preliminary insight into the topic. More precisely, the purpose of the 

qualitative part was first, to elicit preliminary insight into understanding the concept of 

customer tolerance from the point of its potential variability toward service failure. The 

second purpose was to understand whether the variances in levels of tolerance are 

resulted by the manipulated independent variables. The third purpose was to identify 

other important factors that might be important in determining variations in degrees of 

customer tolerance that had not previously been considered. The final purpose was to 

collect materials that are useful for the development of the vignettes for the 

experimental design that was applied in the quantitative section of this thesis. Details of 

the implementation of focus groups in this thesis are discussed in Chapter 4. 

3.4.1.2 Focus group versus interview. 

The research literature offers a variety of methods for conducting qualitative research. 

These methods include focus groups, in-depth interviews, participant observations, 

textual analysis, biographical methods, and ethnography (Veal, 2006). Focus groups and 

interview are two methods of qualitative data collections contrasted in this section. 

A focus group is an unstructured discussion or a group interview about a topic that has 

been determined by the researcher (Kitzinger, 1994; Krueger, 1998) and identified from 

the literature review. The discussion can be conducted by a moderator (Malhotra et al., 

2002) or facilitated by the researcher.  
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Figure 3.1. Research methodology design developed for this thesis, adapted from Creswell & Plano-Clark (2007) 
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By concentrating on the communication and interactions among participants within the 

group (Kitzinger, 1995, Morgan, 1996; Sim & Snell, 1996) the researcher or facilitator 

can collect and generate information about the underlying reasons for people’s 

behaviours or perceptions or beliefs with regard to the topic being discussed (Miller & 

Ortinau, 2008). 

The objective of a focus group is to explore ideas and to gain a better understanding of 

the attitudes, beliefs, practices, and values of a small group of participants. Unlike other 

methods, such as observations or individual interviews, the focus group interview 

allows the researcher to obtain information from interactions among participants 

(Krueger & Casey, 2000). Such interactions are open-ended, informal, simultaneous, 

and allow and encourage open discussion and open evaluation among participants 

(Bristol & Fern, 2003). Focus groups can also be useful for the development of items 

for inclusion in questionnaires. Focus group interviews are commonly used in social 

science research when conducting empirical research on an unfamiliar concept (Veal, 

2006), for example, the observation of people’s experiences of service (Kitzinger 1994) 

that involved tolerance of service failure in this thesis. This method allows the 

researcher to become more familiar with the topic, to identify relevant concepts that 

were not previously considered and, to avoid invalid, unreliable, irrelevant or 

misleading measurements. 

The nature of a focus group is that a group of people are interviewed at the same time, 

rather than individually (Veal, 2006) and are encouraged to engage in an informal, 

spontaneous, and interactive discussion with other participants (Miller & Ortinau, 

2008). With several people being interviewed at once, this method is cost and time 

effective. Compared to an individual interview, focus groups have a “synergy” that can 

make them more productive than an equivalent number of individual interviews 

(Morgan, 1996). The real issue of comparing the two methods of the focus group and 

in-depth interview is to ascertain the relative efficiency of the two methods for any 

given project. Logistical issues such as location of interviews; mobility of participants; 

and the flexibility of the participants’ schedules could be the factors that determine the 

preference between the two methods (Morgan, 1996). The differences between the 

outcomes achieved from a focus group interview and an individual interview should be 

viewed from the perspective of the results produced by each method (Kitzinger, 1994) 

rather than arguing the validity of each method (Morgan, 1996). Based on this 
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information, it would seem advisable to refer to the purpose of the study when making a 

selection of interview technique. 

A brief review on the strength of focus group is presented next. 

3.4.1.3 Strength of focus group. 

The major strength of a focus group interview lies in its structure that enables the 

researcher to elicit opinions, attitudes, and beliefs from participants and to explore what 

knowledge and experience they have about a topic (Kitzinger, 1995). However, a focus 

group does not only offer a strong process exploring a topic, it is also able to provide 

the researcher with a broader and deeper insight into the sources and motivations of 

complex behaviours or beliefs, such as why people think or feel they way they do 

(Kitzinger, 1995; Morgan & Krueger, 1993). These insights can be generated from the 

“group effect” (Carey & Smith, 1994), that is, the dynamic and spontaneous interactions 

among participants (Morgan, 1996). The interaction among participants becomes the 

unique feature of a focus group (Morgan, 1988) as it can enable the researcher to collect 

useful data (Asbury, 1995). In this regard, focus groups explicitly allow participants to 

ask questions, inform, comment, exchange anecdotes or influence one another 

(Kitzinger, 1995; Krueger, 1988, Morgan, 1988) in a way that would be less likely to 

happen in a person to person interview. As a result, one participant may form, clarify, 

and change an opinion based on the opinions of other participants. The simultaneous 

collection of data from several people also highlights the effective use of time in a focus 

group interview (Kitzinger, 1995; Krueger, 1994). 

The next section provides the limitations of focus group. 

3.4.1.4 Limitations of focus group. 

It is generally acknowledged that no single research method is perfect. Likewise, despite 

having advantages, a focus group also has limitations. For example, findings from a 

focus group cannot be generalised, because of the small sample size that is used 

(Malhotra et al., 2002). Critics of this method emphasise that the small number of 

participants, is not representative of a more widely targeted population. Also, as with 

other methods in a qualitative approach, data that are collected from a focus group are 

open to the individual interpretation of the researcher. Indeed, the lack of quantification 

may result in undue subjectivity on the part of researcher when interpreting data or 

analysing the results and in forming conclusions. 
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In addition, despite the importance of the dynamic interaction during the group 

discussions and of maintaining a sense of the whole group within the analysis (Macleod, 

Maben & Jones, 1996), the group setting may modify the attitude of the individuals in 

the group. This attitude change is especially true when one participant dominates the 

discussion and influences the opinions of other participants. Indeed, in a group setting, 

the strength and polarity (e.g. positive or negative) of the elicited attitudes may be 

influenced by the discussion process (Bristol & Fern, 2003; Morgan, 1996). In some 

cases, participants might be unwilling to share personal information in a group 

discussion, especially when the topic on the discussion agenda is considered to be 

private, sensitive or taboo (Morgan, 1996). Adding to these weaknesses is the 

possibility that if more than one moderator or facilitator is employed, different 

moderating styles may result in a range of variations of directing the group discussion 

(Morgan, 1996). The variation may lead to different interpretations about the topic from 

the participants and understandably, different findings. When more than one facilitator 

is employed to facilitate several group discussions this situation becomes a concern. 

Also, the process of collecting data in a focus group can be complex. For example, the 

method of recording data should not include any reactive effects from the researcher on 

how participants discussed the topic (Sim, 1998). 

Finally, while focus group interviews are time intensive as many people can gather at 

once, the process can also be expensive. The researcher may need to rent a meeting 

room that is accessible to most participants, and as participants are required to make the 

effort to go to the specified venue and to dedicate their time during the discussion, it is 

usual to provide compensation that can be in the form of money or meals. Nevertheless, 

with an adequate investment of time and resources, a focus group can provide rich and 

useful information.  

The justification for employing focus groups in the first stage of this thesis is briefly 

explained next. 

3.4.1.5 The rationale for using a focus group in this study. 

Following a review of the qualitative method in terms of strengths, weaknesses, and 

potentiality to address the purpose of the qualitative part of this study, a decision was 

taken to employ a focus group interview. This method was considered an appropriate 

method for this investigation for the three reasons. First, the relevant literature on 

customer tolerance in a service failure context is limited, so it was deemed to be 
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necessary to gain additional information on this topic. Second, gaining an understanding 

of how people perceive and react to specific hotel service failures was deemed 

important. Therefore, processes of group interaction were considered appropriate for 

obtaining the subjective views of the customer. Third, focus group interviews provide 

material that complements the information found during the main quantitative study by 

obtaining an understanding about the topic under investigation. Importantly this 

information assists in the design and clarification of the material for the experimental 

design. In this study, small scenario that illustrate service failure situations were used as 

stimulus material based on the scenario, participants of the focus groups engage in an 

interactive discussion.  

The weaknesses listed were not considered to have a substantial impact on the current 

study as the qualitative phase was not employed as the main method for this thesis. 

Focus groups were primarily used to complement the experimental design in the 

quantitative section of the thesis. The shortcomings of this method were considered and 

possibly addressed in this study, for instance to ensure there was a facilitator to take the 

pivotal role of leading the group discussion so that each participant had an equal 

opportunity to express their opinions. 

3.4.2 Experimental design.  

An experimental design was employed in the quantitative phase of this thesis. The root 

word of experimental, that is experiment, denotes a test (Cook & Campbell, 1979). 

Tests in an experimental study are usually causal and characterised by the notion of a 

trial that exists in a process of manipulation. Experimental design is used widely in 

service failure/recovery research (e.g., Karande, Magnini, & Tam, 2007; McColl-

Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; Smith et al., 1999; Sparks & Fredline, 2007). A thorough 

consideration and rationale of experimental designs are described throughout this 

section of the thesis. 

3.4.2.1 Purpose. 

The primary purpose of using an experimental design in this thesis was to examine 

causal relationships among key variables and to assess the comparative nature among 

groups within and across the independent variables. The quantitative stage is also aimed 

at providing explanations of such causal relationships. 
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3.4.2.2 Experimental (causation) versus non-experimental (correlations) 

research. 

Quantitative research ordinarily investigates relationships between variables that can be 

conducted through methods such as experimental design (causation) or non-

experimental (correlations). The two methods are distinctive at certain levels. An 

experimental design allows for a test of causation, whereas a correlation approach can 

only show associations between independent and dependent variables. As a result, it is 

considered by some scholars that an experimental design can achieve a higher purpose 

than just testing correlations. 

Causal relationship tests are commonly conducted by performing an experiment using 

treatments or conditions (Perdue & Summers, 1986; Field, 2009). The key interest in 

this test would be whether there are variations in the dependent variables when the 

settings of the independent variables are purposely varied (Summer & Perdue, 1986; 

Wu & Hamada, 2009). In other words, in an experimental design, the cause variable is 

varied, and the effect of this variability on the outcome variable is examined. 

Conversely, when testing correlations, variation or manipulation of an input variable is 

not conducted or it is naturally occurring (Christensen, Johnson, & Turner, 2011). The 

correlation test focuses only on whether the outcome variable is positively, negatively 

or not related at all with the input variable (Field, 2009). One weakness of correlation is 

the third variable problem, that is, the correlation between two variables occurs because 

of a third variable that is the cause of the variation. In other words, although a 

correlation exists, a conclusion cannot be made that the two variables are causally 

related (Christensen et al., 2011). In such a case, according to these authors, the 

comparison of the effect of the causal variable that is present against that which is 

absent is unable to be conducted. Consequently, correlation research is unable to 

determine the variable that causes the change of the outcome variable; instead it only 

shows that both variables co-occur in a certain way. Using the process of correlation to 

draw conclusions about cause and effect is questionable unless the relationships are 

corroborated through experimental research (Christensen et al., 2011). 

In brief, the fundamental difference between experimental and non-experimental 

research lies in the manipulation of the independent variables (Tabachnick & Fidel, 

2007). With its capacity to manipulate the independent variable, an experimental design 

offers a more comprehensive test to investigate causation than simply using a test of 
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relationships between variables. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the 

appropriateness of using an experimental design is dependent upon the research 

questions. 

The next section discusses the limitations of experimental design. 

3.4.2.3 Limitations of experimental design. 

A limit of the experimental method in terms of causality is a tendency to use a uni-

causal approach that narrows the study to only one cause and one effect (Guthrie, 2010). 

Experimental methods tend to simplify the decision made in order to produce verifiable 

conclusions with regard to the constructs under investigation that are reported by the 

respondents (Taylor, 2006). This simplification is especially true when there are 

multiple factors that make the set more complex for determining the exact factors that 

influence the evaluation or responses provided by the respondents. It is also important 

to consider that there can be other true causes in which several causes can have one 

effect and one cause can have several effects (Taylor, 2006). In terms of practicality, 

experimental design requires considerations of time, cost, and administration (Malhotra 

et al., 2006), particularly in relation to the preparation of materials. 

Another limitation is that an experimental study focuses on observing the effects of the 

manipulated independent variables on the dependent variable. The effects of non-

manipulated variables are not tested (Christensen et al., 2011). There may be other 

variables aside from the manipulated variables that therefore cannot be controlled by the 

researcher such as demographic variables that include gender, age, or income level. 

These variables can be investigated through the use of non-experimental research 

designs. Where possible, a researcher will attempt to minimise the effect of extraneous 

variables. 

In turn, as a consequence of its nature, experimental research is undertaken using an 

artificial setting designed by a researcher in place of a real-life situation. Although this 

increases the internal validity as it offers better evidence of cause and effect (Taylor, 

2006), it can reduce the external validity especially when the experiment is not 

realistically designed (Campbell, 1957). In particular, problems potentially arise when 

results are generalised without first determining whether a generalisation can be made 

(Christensene et al., 2011). Even though an experimental design can increase reliability, 

it can lower the validity, relevance, and generalisability (Guthrie, 2010). As such, 



76 

 

generalising the findings from experimental research should be taken with caution. The 

experimental design employed in this investigation was not aimed at generalisation of 

findings to a wider population. Instead, it was designed for testing a theory. 

Lastly, criticism over experimental research design has been directed at its inadequate 

view that humans are manipulable mechanistic objects. This inadequacy arises when 

experimental design is regarded as the only method to use to study human behaviour. 

This criticism can be addressed with the use of qualitative research as part of a mixed 

research methodology (Teddlie & Takashori, 2003). 

In the next section, the use of experimental design is rationalised. 

3.4.2.4 The rationale for experimental design in this thesis investigation. 

The key research questions for this thesis were whether types of failure, severity of 

failure, and cultural familiarity influence customer tolerance and satisfaction within a 

service failure context. In other words, this study examined causal relationships between 

the independent and dependent variables. As described in the previous Section 3.4.2.2, 

the major advantage of an experimental design lies in its ability to test causation. 

Testing causal relationships using an experimental research design enables researchers 

to meet three conditions for causality: temporal order, association, and no alternative 

explanations (Neuman, 2000). This method has been considered to be a more 

appropriate technique for identifying causal relationships as it has an ability to actively 

manipulate variables and to gain control over extraneous variables (Christensen et al., 

2011; Neuman, 2000). In other words, the changes or variations in the dependent 

variable are caused by rather than associated with the virtual independent variables 

(Taylor, 2006). Among the quantitative approaches, an experimental design can gain a 

strong conclusion for cause and effect (Lee, 1999) that can be derived from the effort to 

maximise the effectiveness of systematic variance; the control of extraneous sources of 

variance; and minimisation of the error variance (Broota, 1989). 

Although experimental research is a strong method especially for testing causal 

relationship, this type of research also has weaknesses. The core weakness of an 

experimental design is primarily caused by its design, particularly in terms of 

controlling various threats to internal validity (Christensen, et al., 2011). A weak 

experimental design may result in a difficulty to infer causal relationships between 

independent and dependent variables. On the other hand, a strong experimental design 
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allows the researcher to have control over situations in the experiment in order to have 

confidence in the relationships observed between independent and dependent variables.  

The weak and strong types of experimental design are depicted in Figure 3.2. 

In summary, having reviewed its relevance to the purpose of this research, an 

experimental design was employed based on three reasons. First, an experimental 

design is recognised as a powerful method to test causal relationships between 

independent and dependent variables as a consequence of its ability to enhance greater 

internal validity (Bernard, 2000; Christensen et al., 2011; Neuman, 2000). Therefore, it 

is considered to be an appropriate method to answer the research questions. Also, 

experimental design can demonstrate its control mechanism over the cause-and-effect 

relationships (Guthier, 2010). Second, experimental design is considered to be an 

epistemologically powerful method, whereby the researcher can predict the probable 

cause of the changes of the dependent variable through the treatment of the independent 

variables (Guthier, 2010). 

Figure 3. 2. Weak and Strong Experimental Research Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Types of weak and strong experimental design, adopted from Christensen 

et al., (2011) 
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Third, the hypotheses were tested using a between subject factorial design that is 

considered as a strong experimental research method (see Figure 3.2). With this design, 

the researcher is able to examine the effects of more than one variable at a time, as well 

as to examine the interactions between the independent variables (Broota, 1989). 

As mentioned, experimental design is somewhat complicated in its application. Several 

issues to be concerned in an experimental study are discussed next. 

3.4.2.5 Important issues in experimental design study. 

The nature of an experiment or a test is highlighted by the application of repetitive 

processes before a considerable conclusion is made. These processes include a cycle of 

conjecture, design, experiment, and analysis (Steinberg & Hunter, 1984). Modifications 

or refinements may need several iterations. A postulated causal relationship is evident 

after it has been repeated a number of times (reproducibility) and its results have been 

verified (verifiability) (Steinberg & Hunter, 1984). The manipulation of the independent 

variable and considerations of any threats to validity is crucial to the design of an 

experiment. Issues of both threats to validity and manipulation in experimental design 

study are detailed next. 

3.4.2.6 The threats to validity in experimental design. 

Validity is a critical issue in an experimental study. This term is used to refer to the 

approximate truth or falsity related to a proposition that describes how things happen 

(Cook & Campbell, 1979; Maxwell & Delahey, 1990). In other words, validity in 

experimental design refers to the accuracy of the causal effects of the independent 

variables on the dependent variable. Validity demonstrates the evidence to support or 

reject the meaning of the results (Downing, 2003). Threats to validity exist if there are 

factors that interfere with the meaningful interpretation of assessment (Downing & 

Haladyna, 2004) that are distinguished as statistical conclusion validity, internal, 

external, and construct validity (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Maxwell & Delahey, 1990; 

Miller & Ortinou, 2008). These types of validity are depicted in Figure 3.3 and 

discussed next, beginning with internal validity.  

Internal validity refers to the extent to which an experimental research design makes for 

differences observed in the behaviour of the dependent variable (Guthrie, 2010). In 

other words, the internal validity focuses upon whether the outcome indeed measures 

the identified independent variable (Eldridge et al., 2008) or whether there are causal 
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relationships between the independent (x) and dependent (y) variables (Maxwell & 

Delaney, 1990). 

If x is a true independent variable and statistical conclusions are found, the levels or 

conditions of that variable independently cause variations of the dependent variable. A 

threat to internal validity exists when another variable other than the x or y variables 

appears to influence the relationship between the two variables. A conclusion drawn 

from this kind of examination may be misleading (Maxwell & Delaney, 1990). 

An alternative solution to the threat to internal validity is randomisation (Miller &, 

2008).  

Figure 3. 3. Research Validity 
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Figure 3.3. Classifications of research validity, adapted from Christensen, 

Johnson, & Turner (2011); Cook & Campbell (1979) 
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In experimental design, random selection of subjects and random assignment to 

treatment groups are the most powerful tool to use to achieve internal validity (Miller & 

Ortinau, 2008). For example, using a written scenario can offer an opportunity for 

participants rather than the researcher to read the vignette.  

Next, external validity concerns the generalisability or stability of the findings across 

different contexts (time, setting, or population) (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Eldridge et 

al., 2008; Guthrie, 2010; Sani & Todman, 2006; Maxwell & Delaney, 1990). External 

validity also relates to population validity and ecological validity. Population validity 

concerns the representativeness of the sample, whereas ecological validity relates to 

how the results connect with real life situations (Onwuegbuzie, 2000). The 

generalisability of a laboratory experimental study to the ecological niches outside the 

laboratory may be questionable (Guthrie, 2010). Potential threats to construct validity 

can be sourced from the aspect of selection, settings, histories, and treatments (Cook & 

Campbell, 1979). 

In turn, construct validity refers to the extent to which a variable reflects the theoretical 

construct that a researcher intends to measure (Sani & Todman, 2006) including  both 

the cause and  effect (Maxwell & Delaney, 1990). A potential threat to construct 

validity is the presence of a confounding variable (Cook & Campbell, 1979) that 

unintentionally reflects the constructs being measured (Sani & Todman, 2006). 

Confounding is caused by the unintended manipulation or assessment of other 

theoretically relevant variables other than the variable a researcher intends to measure 

(Maxwell & Delaney, 1990). Therefore, proper manipulations of independent 

variable(s) and the measurement of dependent variable(s) show that construct validity is 

tenable. More on the manipulation as another central issue in experimental design is 

provided in the next section. 

3.4.2.7 The manipulation of the independent variable. 

In an experimental study, the experimenter’s main interest is to examine the effect of 

the independent variable on the dependent variable therefore, the manipulation of the 

independent variable is a critical part of the process of designing an experimental study 

(Perdue & Summers, 1986). In a causal relationship, both a cause and an effect should 

be present (Field, 2009). When a cause is absent, the effect should also be absent. In the 

event that there is no effect or the outcome variable does not change, the presence of a 
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       IV: Type of failure    Manipulation check 

 

 

confounding variable is suspicious. The manipulation of the independent variables 

should be conducted with caution. 

To ascertain the likelihood of the manipulation working as intended, that is, the 

intentional state of an independent variable is induced (Sternthal, Tybout & Calder, 

1994), it is important to perform a manipulation check (Perdue & Summer, 1986). 

Administering this test is valuable in the way that it assists the researcher to rule out 

alternative interpretations (Sternthal et al., 1994). The manipulation checks involve 

testing of two kinds of validity: convergence and divergence (Perdue & Summers, 

1986). The convergence between a manipulation and its respective measure were tested 

in this thesis for significant differences between each level of the treatments (Blodgett, 

Hill & Tax, 1997). Figure 3.4 illustrates convergent validity. As shown, in the case that 

two levels are manipulated in an independent variable, the items for the manipulation 

check would be reflective of the particular independent variable. In turn, the divergence 

or confounding check examines the manipulations of one independent variable to see 

they are not confounded by other independent variables (Blodgett et al., 1997; Perdue & 

Summers, 1986). These tests ensure that the outcome of each independent variable 

corresponds to the respective manipulation check and not that of another independent 

variable. Manipulation checks help investigate the plausibility of demand characteristics 

(Perdue & Summers, 1986). 

         Figure 3. 4. Illustration of Convergent Validity 
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Figure 3.4. Illustration of convergent validity for this thesis, adapted from 

Viswanathan, (2010) 
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In brief, perhaps the most important aspect of selecting an experimental design scenario 

is to ensure considerable thought goes into the development and checking of the 

stimulus materials and the manipulations. An overview of stimulus material is presented 

next. 

3.5 Vignette as Stimulus Material 

In many experimental studies, particularly those within the context of service failure 

and recovery, a written scenario or vignette is commonly used to achieve the 

manipulation of independent variables (e.g. Chu, 2007; Cranager & Sujan, 2004; 

Mattila, 2001; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003. Smith et al., 1999). In other words, 

vignettes are used as a stimulus material that reflects the manipulation of independent 

variables. A scenario approach provides advantages such as greater internal validity, 

more precise manipulation of variables, greater control over unmanageable variables, 

preventions of memory-bias, and a reasonable level of realism (Smith, 1997). It allows 

for stronger causal inferences of the relationships being studied, although, the external 

validity is potentially reduced because respondents might not be able to respond in the 

same way as if the scene occurred in reality (Chu, 2007).  

A vignette is a carefully constructed simulation of a hypothetical person, object, or 

situation (Alexander & Becker, 1978; Finch, 1987; Hox, Kreft, & Hermkens, 1991; 

Wilks, 2004) that represents indicators of the constructs under study (Fredrickson, 

1986). In research, vignettes are employed as tools to explore responses to 

hypothetically described situations from respondents (Eskelinen & Caswell, 2006; 

Wilks, 2004). The task for respondents is to evaluate or decide how they would act in 

the situation presented (Finch, 1987; Holland, 2009). Typically, a vignette aims to 

identify how each indicator of an independent variable affects the respondents’ 

evaluations or decisions in regard to the dependent variable (Sauer, Hinz, Auspurg & 

Liebig, 2011). The systematic combination of hypothetical characteristics in specified 

circumstances illustrated in vignettes is the most important factors to consider in 

participant responses (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010). 

A general guideline of creating a vignette is with regard to its length. The description in 

a vignette can be short or long; simple or complex (e.g., Finch, 1987). Although 

preference would be for short descriptions so as not to overwhelm respondents in the 

process of making judgments (Hox et al.,1991), vignettes should be complex enough so 

that the element of each situation are specified in some detail (Finch, 1978). In terms of 
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stimulus presentation, a vignette can be designed in keyword, dialogue, or narrative 

style, or as a cartoon, pictures, or in audio or video (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010). 

Within the service failure and recovery research area, vignettes are able to represent a 

set of service failure/recovery situations (Smith et al., 1999). Vignette research requires 

respondents to imagine themselves as the person illustrated in the vignette and to 

answer questions about how they would have felt and what they would have done with 

regard to the illustrated situations. In this way, vignettes can control for how 

respondents perceive the independent variable therfore, enhance the internal validity 

(Cooper & Emory, 1995). 

In the next section, how vignette differs from direct questioning is presented. 

3.5.1 Vignette versus direct questioning. 

The purpose of a vignette is to elicit beliefs, attitudes, opinions, perceptions judgments, 

preferences, knowledge, or intended behaviour with respect to the presented vignette 

scenarios (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010; Eskelinen & Caswell, 2006; Louviere, Hensher 

& Swait, 2000; Torres, 2009). Although such a purpose can be achieved solely from a 

survey questionnaire, it is frequently argued by scholars that self-reporting in survey 

form is based on limited information, often too abstract, and can potentially lead to 

unreliable and biased results (Alexander & Becker, 1978). A vignette presents 

respondents with a reasonably realistic and detailed situation. A realistic vignette can be 

shown from the appropriate presentation of its context, problem, described actions and 

terminology and, its ability to stimulate the interest and involvement of the respondents 

(Fredrickson, 1986). This involvement enables the researcher to approximate real world 

conditions more closely and elicits more realistic responses (Weber, 1992). The 

standard vignette can be varied through the manipulation of the independent variable(s) 

while holding constant other aspects of the stimulus material. 

In a survey, all answers to questions that respondents may have difficulty in 

understanding are subject to varying interpretations, understandings, and cognitive 

orientations. A vignette provides respondents with a standardised stimulus that 

demonstrates the most beneficial use of a vignette (Fredrickson, 1986). The 

standardised stimulus across respondents leads to a more realistic evaluative process 

(Alexander & Becker, 1978), a more focused activity and greater uniformity of data 

(Wilks, 2004). Although, a vignette is highly cognitively based, it remains important to 
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consider the characteristics of respondents such as their ability to perform assessment 

especially based on a more complicated vignette (Nosanchuk, 1972). Several people 

especially older or less educated people may find difficulties in performing such tasks 

especially when using a computer and may be slower in reading and assimilating 

information (Caro, Ho, McFadden, Gotlieb, Yee, Chan, & Winter, 2009; Copeland & 

Radvansky, 2007). 

Criticism over direct questioning is directed at attempts to elicit information in a non-

contextualised way (Finch, 1978). Taking a different approach, a vignette allows for 

features of the context to be specified, rather than using a direct, abstract approach as 

that used in direct questioning, so that the respondent can be invited to make normative 

statements about a set of social circumstances (Finch, 1978). Presented this way, 

vignettes show one of their strengths by more accurately representing a real life 

situation than the type of generalised questions used in a survey method (Finch, 1978; 

Lauder, 2002). Further advantages of vignettes are explained below. 

3.5.2 Advantages of vignette. 

One of the key beneficial features of using a vignette is it enables the researcher to 

identify and assess the causal effects of independent variables on dependent variables. 

These effects are represented in the individual responses of respondents to the 

contextualised but hypothetical vignette (Atzmullarer & Steiner, 2010). This powerful 

feature is also obtained by having the opportunity to experimentally combine all 

vignette factors, as this allows the estimation of un-confounded and context-dependent 

effects of explanatory vignette factors (Atzmuler & Steiner, 2010). The systematic 

variation of characteristics illustrated in a vignette allows for a precise estimate of the 

effects of changes in combinations of the independent variables on the corresponding 

changes in respondents’ attitude. In other words, a more precise conclusion can be made 

that the changes in the dependent variables are caused by the combinations of the 

independent variables. Moreover, as a vignette contains descriptions of a phenomenon 

in which conversation, behaviour, context, and characteristics are used to convey an 

idea or a situation upon which subjects make a judgement (Flint, 1999), it provides an 

opportunity to control, manipulate variables, and include a large numbers of subjects 

and therefore, offers a high degree of rigour (Lauder, 2002). Additionally, as the 

previous section explained, respondents’ evaluations on the hypothesised situation 

illustrated in a vignette are less likely to lead to bias (Alexander & Becker, 1978). 
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3.5.3 Disadvantages of a vignette. 

The previous section has described the strengths of a vignette as a research stimulus.  

However, vignettes also have disadvantageous aspects. Vignettes are an artificial 

construct so, there is potential for them to contain considerable methodological 

imperfections. For example, vignette research may be composed of questionable 

measurements (Stolte, 1994) that can result from the contextual variables promoting 

satisfaction (Krosnick, 1991; Simon, 1957). That is, subjects may respond to the 

questionnaire without carefully cultivating the information provided in the vignette 

compared to when they experienced the real situation (Krosnick, 1991; Simon, 1957). 

The use of a vignette may also be weakened due to the gap between the content of the 

vignette and the knowledge and direct experiences of the respondents (Gould, 1996). 

The gap may also create a significant difference between the responses people have to 

the vignette and the actual reactions they have to real life situations (Barter & Renold, 

1999, 2000; Hughes, 1998; Lauder, 2002; Wilks 2004). Some experiments may elicit 

stronger emotional responses in real life than they would in a vignette. Although this 

distance addresses the social desirability bias (Gould, 1996), it can reduce external 

validity at the same time (Lanza & Carifio, 1990). Research in the area of health 

services for example, has found that the results of vignette studies were more likely to 

yield accurate estimates if respondents were familiar with the situations and the actual 

behaviours set out in the case (Eifler, 2007).  

 

In support of the respondents involved it may be that the weaknesses of a vignette may 

be that it is unrealistic. In other words, vignettes do not reflect a real life situation 

(Lauder, 2002). Therefore, it is important to pre-test the vignettes in terms of the most 

critical methodology concerns, the realness of the hypothetical situations illustrated, and 

the validity of the questions (Wilks, 2004). In its nature, a vignette presents a particular 

and specific issue related to the constructs under investigation that therefore, is not 

suitable for generalisation (Holland, 2009). 

In summary, the development of a vignette includes determinations in respect of which 

variable needs to be manipulated in the scenario and which variables will be treated as 

dependent variables as well as the  one that is to be ignored or considered covary 

(Vargo, 1997). When using vignettes, respondents are required to imagine themselves in 

the situation illustrated in the scenario and to respond via the instrument provided that 

assesses the dependent variables of interest (Vargo, 1997). There are many advantages 
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of using vignettes, especially their importance of causally affecting individual responses 

to the contextualised but hypothetical vignette setting. The use of vignettes to obtain 

data on the dependent variable obviously has been wide spread in the literature (Rossi & 

Anderson, 1982), especially for research using experimental design. In particular, 

vignette-based studies are common in service failure/recovery research (Wason, 

Polonsky & Hyman, 2002). This thesis investigation confidently use vignettes as 

stimulus materials in the experimental design. The step by step development of a 

vignette to be used in the primary study is presented in Chapter 5. An argument for the 

selected context for this thesis research is provided in the next final section of the 

current chapter. 

3.6 Context Rationale: Hotel Service Failure 

This section extends the discussion related to the context of this thesis previously 

presented in section 1.3. 

A hospitality service in a hotel context is particularly relevant for research involving 

service, as the daily operations of this industry involve a high degree of human 

interaction between employees and customers (Lewis & McCann, 2004). As 

overviewed in Section 2.2, this interaction embodies the core characteristic of service. 

With humans playing as the actors in service interactions, service failure may become 

inevitable. In the service failure and recovery literature, hospitality service has been 

widely used as the setting for the research (e.g., Goodwin & Ross, 1992; Karande et al., 

2007; Levesque & McDougall, 2000; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; Nadiri & 

Hussain, 2005; Ok, Back & Shanklin, 2006; Patterson et al., 2006; Smith et al., 1999; 

Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 2001; Wan, Chan & Su, 2010; Wirtz & Mattila, 2004; 

Zainol et al., 2010).  

The importance of the hotel industry might rationalise the frequent use of this type of 

service within social science research. For example, as one sector of the service industry 

that markets internationally, the hospitality sector has been recognised as the world`s 

largest industry and the largest generator of jobs (Hoffman & Bateson, 2001; Grönroos, 

2007). This sector is regarded as an important contributor to the development of the 

world`s economy (Gill et al., 2006) and also influences the quality of life within 

regions, cities, and nations (Woodside, 2005). The hospitality sector is predicted to be 

one of continuous growth (Malhotra et al., 2004). Opportunity for academic research 
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within hotel settings remains extensive and the resulting implications are important 

within business practice. 

A hotel setting was chosen for this thesis based on several related reasons that focused 

on customer tolerance toward service failure situations and incorporated cultural 

familiarity. First, people involved in a hotel service interaction may come from different 

cultural backgrounds (Lovelock & Yip, 1996). That is, customers may have different 

levels of familiarity with the destination, including its culture. Second, because research 

participants are generally familiar with hotel operations a hotel represents an 

appropriate setting for the type of service failure under study (Smith, 1997; Weun, 

1997). Third, there has been limited research on customer tolerance in hotel service 

encounters, such as the exploratory study conducted by Zainol et al., (2010). A similar 

type of study was conducted within a context of apartment renting (Zhang et al., 2009). 

Most of the research on this topic has focused on restaurants, travel agents, life 

insurance, information systems and computer services, the mobile telecommunication 

industry, retail banking, university libraries and airlines (e.g., Chan, Wan, Sin, 2009; 

Devlin et al., 2002; Durvasula  et al.,  2006; Gorla, 2012;  Michel, 2004; Nadiri & 

Hussain 2005; Nadiri & Mayboudi, 2010; Zhoeb, 2011; Wu, 2011; Wu & Wang, 2011). 

For these reasons, this thesis was expected to have the potential to expand on previous 

studies on customer tolerance within a hospitality setting. 

3.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the methodology used in this thesis starting with a brief 

overview of the paradigm rationale. The mixed method approach was then introduced 

by presenting the rationale for its application in this thesis investigation. Next, the use 

of a sequential mixed method research design using first, qualitative methods followed 

by quantitative strategies to collect data was rationalised. In this section, the 

justification for selecting the methods chosen for each stage that is, a focus group 

interview for the qualitative stage and an experimental design for the quantitative stage 

was explained. It is important to note that the focus groups were a secondary method 

that acted as an exploratory type of study, whereas the experimental study acted as the 

primary part of this thesis investigation. In turn, the rationale for applying a vignette as 

stimulus material was also explained. Finally, a short presentation of the context 

rationale was provided. The implementation and results of the qualitative study based 

on the methodology outlined in this chapter are discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FOCUS GROUPS 
 

4.1 Introduction 

An overview of the methodology design including the justification for the selection of a 

sequential mixed method approach for this thesis investigation was detailed in Chapter 

3. The method of data collection for each sequence, that is, the focus group discussions 

for the qualitative stage followed by experimental design for the quantitative stage, was 

also rationalised. 

Chapter 4 presents the first sequence of this research, the focus group discussions. One 

of the aims of the focus groups was to collect information and to generate a deeper 

understanding of the key topic with regard to the potential variations in levels of 

tolerance people expressed toward hotel service failure. Results informed the design for 

the experimental study. The purpose of the focus groups is further explained in the first 

part of this chapter together with the details of the method. In addition, the findings of 

the focus group discussions and how they were used in the vignette development are 

also presented in this chapter. Figure 4.1 shows the outline of this chapter. 

4.2 Purpose of the Focus Group 

Chapter 2 has reviewed the literature on customer tolerance. While scholars have noted 

that the tolerance zone varies depending on individual and situational factors 

(Parasuraman et al., 1991), these factors remain largely under researched, especially 

within a service failure setting. For this reason, this thesis investigated how and in what 

service failure circumstances customer tolerance varied. 

To conduct the investigation, three primary constructs with the potential to affect 

customer tolerance were proposed in Chapter 2. As there has been limited research on 

this topic and the related factors, an initial elicitation of understanding the concept 

further through a qualitative study was required. However, the qualitative study was not 

intended to explore the construct for measurement scale of the construct. The specific 

aim required of the qualitative study was to generate a deeper understanding of how 

levels of tolerance vary in respect to service failure situations. As such, this initial study 

served as a minor part of this thesis that focused on the variability of the levels of 

customer tolerance using an experimental design. 
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As explained in Chapter 3, focus group discussions were employed to collect data in the 

qualitative stage. This method allows a researcher to obtain data from the free 

interactions aroused among participants (Krueger & Casey, 2000) during the planned 

activities. As also briefly introduced in Section 3.4.1.1, there were four purposes of the 

focus groups that were conducted through the use of vignettes:  

  eliciting preliminary insight into the differences in people’s tolerance toward 

service failure; 

  seeking evidence of the suitability of the independent variables proposed in 

Chapter 2, primarily cultural familiarity, with regard to the potential variations 

of customer tolerance; 

  identifying other aspects that might be important for determining the variations 

of customer tolerance that have not been previously considered;  

  collecting useful materials for the development of the experimental study. 

It was expected that the group discussions would show that there were variations in 

people’s levels of tolerance toward situations of service failure. The implementation of 

the focus group was based on several procedural and analytical steps as discussed in the 

next method section. 

4.3 Methods 

This section provides details of the four steps undertaken in the preparation, 

implementation, and data analysis of the focus group activities: stimulus materials, 

participant recruitment, focus group procedures, and anticipated data analysis. 

4.3.1 Stimulus materials. 

As part of the focus group process, a decision was made to use a short story illustrating 

a service failure situation to stimulate discussion around service failure and customer 

tolerance. The materials used were developed based on insights from the literature 

review and through brainstorming issues predominantly related to common hotel 

service failures such as the attitude of staff towards customers and the provision of 

timely service. This process led to a decision to use aspect of staff manner, timeliness, 

and different cultural contexts. 

Ultimately, each story described a hotel service failure illustrating interpersonal and 

non-interpersonal failures with varying degrees of severity. The location of the failure 
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was also purposely varied, that is, within a familiar and non-familiar destination. The 

descriptions in the stories reflected the proposed independent variables. Each story was 

printed on a card and these were distributed to all participants after a general discussion 

had been held. All focus groups received the same stimulus materials for discussion. An 

example of the story used in the focus groups is presented in Appendix 4.1. The 

selection of the participants for the focus groups is described in the next section. 

         Figure 4. 1. Outline of Chapter 4 

 

4.3.2 Participant recruitment. 
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domestically, or both. Technically, it was expected that each participant would have 

different levels of familiarity with the context of the research because that would help 

stimulate spontaneous discussions; minimise quiet moments when none of the 

participants speak; and help the participants feel comfortable in expressing their 

opinions (Kleber, 2004). The potential participants were recruited through a non-

probability purposive sampling method (Babbie, 2011; Hair et al, 2003; Malhotra, 

2004). Issues of heterogeneity and homogeneity in terms of gender or age were not 

considered due to the nature of the purpose of the research, although it is preferable for 

the number of female and male and, young and old participants to be equal. 

Several Griffith University staff and research students were personally invited to 

participate in the focus groups. Invitations were also sent to members of social clubs 

such as the University of the Third Age Group (U3A) and to members of travelling and 

holidaying groups within the Gold Coast area. In addition, flyers designed to create 

interest and to appeal to people to participate were handed out in public areas such as 

supermarkets and restaurants. To attract participants, light meals and refreshments were 

offered, as well as small souvenirs. Despite these efforts, an insufficient number of 

people were recruited. Difficulties were faced with regard to fitting in with the 

schedules of several people and from the fact that many people did not keep the 

appointment they had made. As a result, continuous adjustments in terms of participant 

recruitment were undertaken, such as using a snowball technique (Malhotra et al., 

2006). That is, people who consented to participating in a focus group were asked to 

encourage their relatives or friends to participate, until the number of participants was 

deemed sufficient. The profiles of the participants are detailed in the next section. 

4.3.3 Participant Profiles. 

Six focus groups were conducted in Queensland, Australia during 2010. The 

participants were 29 adult Australians ranging in age from 25 to 65 years. At the time of 

the focus group discussions, occupation types ranged across full-time and casually 

employed and unemployed. Table 4.1 sets out the key characteristics for this sample. 

Eighteen of the 29 participants were female resulting in a slightly unequal gender 

balance. The primary aim of the focus group activities was for the researcher to 

understand the subjective views of people regarding service failure and their levels of 

tolerance towards service failure events, due to a lack of previous research on this 

particular topic. 
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4.3.4 Procedure. 

Ethical approval for this qualitative phase was obtained from the Human Ethics 

Committee of Griffith University prior to conducting the focus groups. Guidance with 

regard to research ethics was followed to minimise any potential risk (Patton, 1990) 

associated with the collection of data. This guidance included providing the participants 

with information sheets and informed consent forms (see Appendix 4.1) prior to the 

focus group activities; securing the data after the focus groups and ensuring limited 

audience access to the data; and maintaining the confidentiality of the participants 

through the use of codes in the transcription and data analysis. The information sheets 

and consent forms were given to the participants personally at the beginning of each 

focus group by the researcher. The information sheet provided the participants with an 

introduction to the topic under study. This introduction was aimed at familiarising 

participants with the context of the discussion before the focus groups started.  

Participants were free to choose whether to give their consent either by signing the form 

or verbally acknowledging their willingness to participate within the conditions 

described on the sheet.  

Each focus group session was facilitated by the researcher with the help of an assistant 

who helped handle the logistics; distributing materials; monitoring the recording 

equipment; and taking field-notes. The role of the researcher was crucial as the job was 

to collect data specifically required to address the purpose of the research (Krueger, 

1998). Therefore, basic guidance was developed and was used in each discussion. This 

guidance typically includes the introduction, discussion, and closing parts of the session 

(see Appendix 4.1). In the introductory part of each session, the facilitator built rapport 

with the participants by introducing herself, welcoming, and thanking the participants 

for their participation. This included general conversation such as the current 

happenings in the area. Next, the researcher explained the purpose of the discussion and 

introduced the discussion topic. 

The information sheets (see Appendix 4.1) were distributed, and written or verbal 

consent was sought. Participants were informed that the discussion would be audio-

taped and the data found would be treated confidentially. Participants were informed 

that they could leave the room without asking if in the middle of the discussion they 

became uninterested. Nevertheless, it turned out that none of the participants withdrew 

their participation during any of the discussion forums. 
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                Table 4. 1. Participants’ Profile 

Number Gender Age Occupation 

1. Female 28 Post-graduate student 

2. Female 45 Administrative staff 

3. Female 28 Post-graduate student  

4. Male 47 Academic 

5. Female 46 Academic 

6. Female 50 Secretary 

7. Female 28 Administrative staff 

8. Female 45 Secretary 

9. Male 51 Academic 

10. Female 48 House wife 

11. Female 45 Nurse 

12. Male 35 Shop keeper 

13. Male 65 Retired 

14. Male 37 Wait person 

15. Male 33 Entertainer 

16. Male 28 Entertainer 

17. Female 29 Entertainer 

18. Male 45 Academic 

19. Male 38 Post-graduate student 

20. Female 29 Post-graduate student 

21. Male 65 Retired 

22. Female 63 Retired 

23. Female 32 Post-graduate student 

24. Female 25 Casual worker 

25. Female 24 Casual worker 

26. Female 41 Journalist 

27. Female 28 Post-graduate student 

28. Male 28 Post-graduate student 

29. Female 28 Post-graduate student 
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At the start of the discussion sessions, the researcher briefly described her travelling 

experience and then asked the participants to introduce themselves and share their 

travelling experiences. The researcher worked from a semi-structured interview 

schedule (see Appendix 4.1) prompting with questions related to hotel service including 

hotel service expectations, different types of service failure, and the variability of 

service standards in different countries. These questions were posed to obtain 

information to help develop background materials for the next phase of study. To 

stimulate the discussion, participants were asked to describe any situations of hotel 

service failure that they had encountered as a domestic or an international tourist. The 

researcher was then able to ask further questions about the topic such as, how they felt; 

what actions the hotel took; and whether they were finally satisfied. 

A large part of the discussion was focused on the hotel service failures outlined in the 

story, one being a non-interpersonal failure (late pick up service) and the other being an 

interpersonal failure (unfriendly staff) (see Appendix 4.1). The non-interpersonal 

failures were varied in terms of the length of waiting time (for example 15, 20, and 30 

minutes), while the interpersonal failures were varied in terms of unfriendliness. These 

failure situations were illustrated to occur in different locations (familiar or unfamiliar). 

Each participant was exposed to the same vignette at the one time. Specific questions 

were posed relating to the feelings, likelihood of reactions, and behaviours of 

participants as well as about why they believed they would feel and behave in the way 

they described. 

At the end of each session, when the discussion had adequately covered the intended 

questions, a brief summary of the discussion was provided and participants were asked 

if they wanted to provide further comments. The analysis procedure used to assess and 

interpret the findings of the focus group is outlined next. 

4.3.5 Data analysis. 

Data collected from the six focus groups were first transcribed and then content 

analysed. Content analyse is a type of qualitative method used to analyse documents by 

researcher (Elo & Kyngas, 2007) in the form of written, verbal or visual communication 

messages (Cole, 1988). Data were reduced to categories that integrated and generalised 

the major themes of the document. The analysis of data can be conducted manually 

(Veal, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008) or using computer software (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). While manual data analysis is generally used for a limited amount of data, 
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computer programs allow the researcher to analyse a large amount of data and to 

approach the analysis mechanically (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). With a small data, the 

analysis of the focus groups was conducted manually. It is widely accepted that in a 

qualitative data analysis, the researcher has the freedom to think, adjust, and interpret 

data and make the findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Essentially, three phases of data analysis were conducted: preparation, organising, and 

reporting results. In the preparation process, the unit of analysis was determined as the 

complete transcript of the discussion with each focus group. The researcher used actual 

words of the participants proceeded to make sense of the complete data set through a 

process of familiarisation that was gained through iterative readings of the transcripts  

and notes, to look for any trends observed in the discussions. In the organising phase, 

data were open-coded and the categories for themes were created. Categorising the data 

helped the researcher to describe, understand, and generate knowledge in regard to the 

phenomenon under study. The categorisations were formulated through the researcher’s 

interpretation of where to reduce data. During this process, similar or dissimilar 

categories were collapsed into broader higher order categories. The last phase, the 

reporting of the results is presented next in the last phase of the qualitative study. 

4.4 Findings 

The findings of the focus group interviews are reported in this section and begin with an 

understanding of the nature of customer tolerance toward service failure. Then, reports 

on the suitability of the constructs proposed and other potential aspects that may be 

influential to individual differences of tolerance toward service failure are presented. 

4.4.1 Variations in the customer tolerance of service failure. 

As described previously, in all the focus group discussions, the participants were asked 

to review specific service failure illustrations that were designed in order for this study 

to understand the responses to particular instances of service failure. The information 

shared by the participants during these discussions provided data that would be used in 

the subsequent experimental study, and to investigate the possible reactions or 

evaluations of service performance that implied their tolerance levels. The story 

illustrated events that represented non-interpersonal or interpersonal failure, two types 

of service failure variable. The degrees or magnitude of the failure were varied, as were 

the locations, that were set both in the participants home country (familiar) and different 

host countries (unfamiliar). Essentially, these variations were exposed in order to 
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ascertain the suitability of the proposed constructs (type of failure, severity of failure, 

and cultural familiarity) in relation to customer tolerance. 

The main finding was that the participants demonstrated variations of their tolerance 

toward service failures. In expressing their tolerance with regard to each of the 

examples, the participants used several terms such as limitation, tolerance, comfort, 

being fine or okay, endurance, (un)acceptability or likelihood of (un)acceptability and 

making  allowances for other reasons (see Table 4.2). These expressions were in 

accordance with the definitions of tolerance presented in Section 2.6.1 of Chapter 2. For 

example, tolerance is the extent to which someone accepts, endures, sustains or allows 

unpleasant situations to occur (Ely, 1989; Oxford Dictionary, 1989). Therefore, this 

finding highlighted the conceptualisation of customer tolerance toward service failure in 

this thesis investigation, that is, the level of customers’ acceptance of service failure 

situations. 

Relevant to the service literature (e.g., Oliver, 1977), it was emphasised by the 

participants that they anticipated differences in their expectations or pre-determined 

standards and the actual service experienced (“There is something that is not as 

planned.”) Also, another point to be emphasised here is that the participants seemed to 

have flexibility within their levels of tolerance. The participants qualified some of their 

replies by saying for example, “…will be justified with an apologetic explanation.”; “I 

think it depends. I guess, what is set up…”; “…allow for a language barrier.”; “…will 

be justified…”; “I do adjust. I must adjust.”. These examples support the notion of 

tolerance as being a dynamic concept (Parasuraman et al., 1991) in that tolerance is not 

fixed or stable across the situational variables people encounter. In other words, people 

showed their flexibility both in the level they considered to be adequate, but also in their 

desired expectations that were expressed by the frequent use of the words “should be” 

(e.g. “It wasn’t done as what it should be done.”; “It should be done…”). Parasuraman 

et al. (1991) defined desired expectation as what should be received. As reviewed in 

Chapter 2, the desired expectation is the level of service that is perceived should be 

delivered. This perception was posited to be more stable than the level of expectation 

considered as being adequate (see Parasuraman et al., 1991). However in the group 

discussion, it was observed that the desired expectation was relatively dynamic. 
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   Table 4. 2. Examples of Quotes Illustrating Variations of Tolerance 

Figure 4.Examples of quotes expressing variations in levels of tolerance  

“I think 10 minutes is within my tolerance.” 

“10 minutes is not okay. 15 mins is unacceptable…I can’t endure.” 

 “…30 minutes may be my limit.” 

“Five minutes is still acceptable…but maximum 10 still acceptable but start 

annoying… 15 minutes plus is not acceptable at all.” 

“To me 10 minutes is acceptable, 15 is still okay, but 20 minutes is not okay.” 

“I could allow 15-20 minutes.” 

 “20 minutes? No, 10 minutes is okay... that’s fine…that’s acceptable.” 

“It’s all about comfort.” 

“Just a bit weak than okay…” 

“… much more less likely to be accepting.” 

“…at least five minutes.” 

 “You have to allow for a language barrier. They may not be able to say good 

morning.” 

“ I don’t feel comfortable.” 

“If I feel the staff did not care, I probably won’t bother. I would not waste my time 

on these.” 

“I couldn’t accept it.” 

“It might still be fine.” 

 

It was also found that in expressing their degrees of tolerance or intolerance, the 

participants used cognitive, affective, and behavioural language. Examples of each type 

of expression are listed in Table 4.3.  In regard to the cognitive level of their responses, 

people assessed the situation and made sense of it. Furthermore, during this assessment, 

an affective type of reaction seems to arise. At the end, people either did nothing about 

it or took further actions which reflect their behavioural reactions. These cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural types of evaluations are consistent with those previously used 

in assessing service failure (see for example McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003). 

4.4.2 The suitability of the proposed constructs for this study. 

The second purpose of the focus group discussions was to elicit the suitability of the key 

constructs to be used as independent variables in this study. This purpose was achieved 
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using the story that illustrated service failures. From the group discussions, the potential 

variations of customer tolerance based on type of failure, severity of failure, and cultural 

familiarity was sought. The results addressing this purpose are described below. 

4.4.2.1 Types of failure. 

One story exposed the participants of each focus group to a situation of non-

interpersonal failure that was primarily about time delays when being picked up at an 

airport. Another story illustrated an interpersonal failure in which a hotel employee was 

not friendly. For the non-interpersonal failure, the variations in levels of participant 

tolerance were attributed to the occurrence of external factors, such as traffic delays. 

Many of the responses to this type of service failure were expressed in emotional 

language, such as feeling unwelcome, anxious, panicky, worried, or frustrated, 

although, some people simply cognitively evaluated the situation by asking themselves 

if they were on the right date, time and place.The story concerned with interpersonal 

failure attracted  respondents from  the female participants in mostly emotional types of 

expression (“I feel uncomfortable at all.”; “ I think that’s very rude.”; “It’s 

unacceptable.”), although one female explained that she would not let the situation ruin 

her holiday mood (“ I am okay with that. Bad service is every where...it’s not a big 

deal...it doesn’t change the mood for the day.”). In addition, most of the male 

participants regarded the manner of the employee as being not personal and they tended 

to forget about it. 

       Table 4. 3. Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioural Expressions of (In)tolerance 

Type of 

responses 
Examples of quotes 

Cognitive 

“The employee should smile.” 

 “Maybe the arrangements are wrong.” 

“That’s their feelings, angry inside (is) their problem.” 

“I’d be thinking that I’ve done something wrong.” 

Affective 
“I’ll be anxious.” 

“I’ll be angry, you know... and I’ll tell you that...” 

Behavioural 

“I’ll blame the hotel.” 

“I could find other transport.” 

“Sometimes (it’s) easier to just to move and get another hotel.” 
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 Some male respondents preferred to move out and find another hotel to stay where 

people were friendlier. This expression describes that people were not comfortable 

being in an unfriendly hotel service environment which showed the importance of the 

attitude of the employee. 

In essence, the participants expressed different tolerance levels toward the two types of 

failure. For example, one female participant emphasised that she was more intolerant to 

the non-interpersonal than the interpersonal failure (“I’d rather to see the bus than a 

smiling employee.”). However, other participant placed her expectations more on the 

interpersonal than non-interpersonal aspect of service (“..Be a bit slow but good, than 

they are really quick but unfriendly.”). Another participant explained that friendliness 

can compensate for the failure of the core service elements (“Generally, the friendliness 

of the staff I think… actually compensates for that.”). It can be concluded that the focus 

groups gave light to the different weight or importance of each type of failure that 

resulted in the variability of people’s levels of tolerance. This conclusion was drawn 

from the different reactions of the participants after being exposed to two types of 

vignettes in the focus groups. Uniquely, most participants, especially the females, 

demonstrated a low tolerance toward the interpersonal failure compared to the non-

interpersonal counterpart. As such, interpersonal and non-interpersonal failures can be 

used as different levels of the variable type of failure and need further statistical tests. 

4.4.2.2 Severity of failure. 

In respect to service failures involving time, it was observed that the participants 

changed their view after being exposed to a longer waiting time. The purpose of 

exposing participants to different waiting times was to reflect the magnitude of the 

failure. The intention was to determine whether longer waiting times would reflect a 

more severe failure. It was noted from the group discussions that the degree of people’s 

tolerance varied whereby, participants became less tolerant as the wait was made longer. 

For example, some respondents mostly felt a 5 or 10 minute wait was considered 

acceptable, whereas others showed a level of tolerance for up to 15 minutes. 

Nevertheless, there seemed to be a general consensus among participants that 30 

minutes was unacceptable. Emphasis was made by participants through the use of  

several emotional and forceful comments such as, “If it is more than 10 minutes.”; ” I 

would not accept it.” ; “I can’t accept it (30 minutes).”; “It’s unacceptable (30 

minutes).” In addition, many participants explained that they would feel more relaxed if 

they were informed about how long they needed to wait for the driver.  
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With regard to the scenarios concerning interpersonal failure, difficulties were 

experienced with identifying differences in the level of tolerance based on different 

levels of severity. In reacting to the different degrees of severity of failure caused by the 

manner of the employee illustrated in the scenario, some participants expressed different 

levels of tolerance after being exposed to a more severe service problem, (”If too much 

happen…okay ( I am ) not coming back.”; “The longer (to wait), the worse the problem 

become… no excuse.”). In addition, some participants explained that if the non-

interpersonal and interpersonal occurred, they became completely intolerant. This 

outcome indicates that a combination of the two types of service failure may result in 

higher levels of intolerance however, this combination was not the focus of this study. 

The next section presents the findings related to cultural familiarity. 

4.4.2.3 Cultural familiarity. 

In order to obtain insights into the possible use of the variable of cultural familiarity in 

this research, opinions were first sought from participants about whether standards of 

service differed across the globe. The discussions revealed a belief that variations in 

service standards existed all over the world. This belief implied that customers may 

anticipate, expect, and allow differences between their expectation of service and their 

perceived service performance in international service experiences, depending on the 

location or destination. Accordingly, customer reactions toward a hotel failure to meet 

their expectations may also be dependent on the location of the service encounter (“It 

depends on where I go. If I have been there or I know their culture…”; “…Australia, we 

are familiar. We know…not a problem. It’s only somewhere outside Australia.”). 

Cultural familiarity was proposed as one of the independent variables. The focus groups 

were implemented to better understand how familiarity with a culture affects customer 

tolerance of service standards. Focus group participants were asked to imagine that the 

same failures occurred in different destinations (familiar or unfamiliar) and their 

responses were contrasted. As expected, variations of tolerance in different locations 

were observed. In particular, discussions about culture arose when participants were 

exposed to the vignette illustrating a service failure that occurred overseas. The 

participants demonstrated great enthusiasm in explaining that their tolerance in an 

unfamiliar place was partly because of their limited knowledge of the area, people, and 

situations that to some degree reflected cultural aspects. Examples of participants’ 

comments are presented in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4. 4. Examples of Quotes on Cultural Familiarity 

“In some places, people are friendlier.” 

“It depends on where I go, if I have been there or I know their culture…”  

“In Fiji, people don’t seem to worry about time.”  

“…depends on where you travel, cause your expectation vary. You are more demanding 

in a familiar place.” 

 “ …(it’s )the custom, the culture.”  

“You don’t speak the language.” 

“You are not familiar with anything…” 

“It’s culture” 

“Yes, I think so…It’s more…culture…” 

“ But, I can see that it could make a different, if it’s outside your home country.” 

“In Fiji if we know the culture there, so not to expect too much in terms of people 

hassling around. So…adjusting your expectation depending where you are...” 

 

The participants discussed the issue of holidaying in destinations closer to home in 

terms of service culture, and that there was a standard to judge the actual performance 

against, while when overseas (destinations never visited), people were limited by 

knowledge on this aspect and thus, unable to make comparisons of the service standard 

(” I know more about Australian hotel than Balinese hotel, so the standard (in 

Australia) is a way to against it. I got nothing about Bali…”). This lack of knowledge 

or familiarity seems to allow for the variations in of service experiences. That is, people 

are generally prepared to experience variations of service performance in an unfamiliar 

destination. In contrast, in a familiar destination, the participants explained that they 

were more demanding (“You expect more in Australia.“; “…it wasn’t done what should 

be done…”; “…it hasn’t happen the way it should be done.”) and thus, less tolerant of 

service failure situations. 

 

In brief, as a consequence of people’s anticipation of variations in service performance 

in different locations, when experiencing service that fails to meet their expectation in 

an unfamiliar place, people tend to be somewhat permissive. The gap between their 

expectation and the actual service performance is more likely to be attributed to cultural 

aspects (Trianasari, Sparks, & Butcher, 2011). Conversely, being familiar with the 

culture of the destination is likely to reduce the uncertainty of what to do or how to 
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behave in certain circumstances. In other words, people become more confident with the 

situation or surroundings. Participants reported to be less tolerant when experiencing 

service failure in a familiar location. Therefore, cultural familiarity is arguably suitable 

for use in understanding the variations of customer tolerance. In the next section, the 

findings with regards to service recovery are briefly discussed. 

4.4.2.4 Service recovery. 

Although it was not a primary aim of the qualitative study, the construct of service 

recovery that was proposed for inclusion in the second phase of this thesis investigation, 

also gained special attention in the focus group discussions. It seemed that service 

recovery was a relevant construct within a study of customer tolerance that involved 

service failure. Participants demonstrated their expectations of service recovery when 

dealing with service failure (“ …depends on how the hotel handles,… how quick their 

response.”). More specifically, it was discussed that even a small recovery action, such 

as an apology, when delivered genuinely, can be sufficiently powerful to shift their 

negative reaction and to even change it into a positive one (“Imagine you are so good, 

just by saying, look we apologise.”; “If they say, “I apologise”, that’s fine… that’s 

acceptable.”). These comments demonstrates the importance of a recovery effort post 

service failure, as has appeared in the service literature (e.g., Karande et al., 2007; 

Magnini & Karande, 2009; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; Parasuraman, 2006; 

Schoefer, 2008; Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 2001; Swanson & Hsu, 2009). In addition 

to an apology, an explanation (“…and say, because of this…and this is what we are 

going to do.”) and compensation (“…a free breakfast would be good…) were also 

considered as essential recovery effort. Furthermore, an important note here is that 

service recovery has the potential role in justifying people’s tolerance of service failure 

events (”…will be justified if given explanation.”; “.That will compensate..”). 

Therefore, it was deemed suitable to incorporate the service recovery construct into this 

research. 

4.4.2.5 Potential interactions among constructs. 

From the focus group discussions, possible interactions among the proposed constructs 

were identified. It was observed that people’s tolerance for each type of failure seemed 

to differ depending on the location where the service failure occurred; at home in 

Australia versus in a foreign country. For example, in the non-interpersonal failure 

story, a short waiting time was regarded as being less threatening when it occurred in an 
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unfamiliar destination compared to in a familiar destination (“I won’t be worried at 

home”, “I can jump in a taxi”, “I’ll ring the hotel.”). The familiarity with a culture was 

raised as being the main reason. Participants explained that being in a new place, to a 

certain degree they did not know what constituted a normal service. Moreover, there 

was evidence of an increase in expressions of anxiety if the non-interpersonal failure 

was to occur overseas. In an unfamiliar destination, respondents explained that 

unfamiliarity with the culture or norm of the destination led to frustration or 

misunderstanding. 

In regard to interpersonal service failure, respondents react in the opposite way. When 

customers meet and interact with unfriendly staff in their home country, they would be 

more likely to complain compared to when they are overseas (particularly in a 

destination where English is not spoken). In contrast, in an unfamiliar place, 

respondents tended to be uncertain of how to behave or respond to a service problem. 

Some respondents argued that in some places people are more approachable or 

friendlier than in other places. Other respondents commented that, in certain countries, 

people are not friendly, therefore, it might be a common situation. For example, it may 

be common that a receptionist does not smile. This finding suggested an interaction may 

occur between an interpersonal failure and the location of the failure. 

In brief, the focus groups showed evidence of the roles of the proposed independent 

variables and interesting potential interactions among the variables that required further 

statistical tests. Several other reasons that underlie the variations of people’s levels of 

tolerance are presented next. 

4.4.3 Individual Differences Indicating Reasons of changes in customer 

tolerance. 

The third focus of the group discussion was to elicit other factors that had the potential 

to determine the variations in the levels of tolerance. The finding can be used as a 

reference for the development of the stimulus material thus, also addressing the fourth 

purpose of the focus groups. The focus group discussions revealed several reasons that 

suggest people’s levels of tolerance fluctuated. Items associated with the type of hotel, 

familiarity with travelling, travel companion, purpose of visit, and length of stay were 

considered and were drawn from either the participants’ perceptions with regard to the 

vignettes or directly from their previous experiences. Each reason or theme is briefly 

discussed next, beginning with type of hotel. 
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4.4.3.1 Type of hotel. 

Type of hotel was a common theme that emerged in the focus group discussions. Most 

of the participants referred to this theme in regard to the star rating of the hotel; a 

conventional or a boutique hotel; and the type of management (locally/family owned or 

chained hotel). All of these references were in fact related to the price of the hotel, 

although they were also associated with the levels of professionalism of the service 

performance. It was explained by the participants that if the price was high, participants 

reported a low tolerance of service failure (“If that was a 4 or 5 stars hotel, they should 

provide a good service.”;  “ …I mean, a lot of things [are]) about how much you pay 

for the hotel and the  service you get.”). 

4.4.3.2 Familiarity with travelling. 

Frequency of travel was another common theme raised by the participants. It was 

reasoned that people who frequently travelled to any destination tended to be more 

knowledgeable or familiar with common issues that may occur during travelling (”If 

you have experience in travelling before, you will be more comfortable than if it is your 

first time.”; ”…unless you have done lots of travelling..you would be more nervous.”; 

“It depends on how familiar are you with travelling.”; “ If it’s first time, your 

expectation is much higher than people who do lots of travel.”). Thus, they became 

more prepared and can anticipate unplanned situations. These expressions suggested 

that frequency of travelling increased the feeling of confidence that may be important in 

dealing with service failure experiences. On the other hand, the lack of familiarity with 

travelling was likely to result in a higher level of anxiety. 

4.4.3.3 Travel companions. 

The next factor derived from the focus group discussions was travel companions. This 

theme was particularly directed to the non-interpersonal failure illustrated in the 

vignette. Specifically, participants emphasised travelling with family, including 

children, whereas travelling without family such as, alone, with friends or with a partner 

was not discussed in particular. Travelling with children was viewed to be more 

complicated by its nature, especially after a long flight. Children might be tired or 

hungry or needing special care, particularly toddlers (“It will be different if I am 

travelling by myself or with family, especially with kids”; ”…because I would be 

travelling with children as well. If you got other things in mind and not being familiar 

with the area.” ;“It’s harder…kids are crying or running here and there…”). It was 
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explained that the situation became complex when the children cried or ran around in a 

busy airport terminal. In this case, participants reported that waiting for even a few 

minutes became intolerable. 

4.4.3.4 Purpose of visit. 

Purpose of visit was also discussed as being influential in the variations of the levels of 

people’s tolerance. The majority of participants explained that they took a different 

approach when dealing with service problems depending on whether they were on a 

holiday or on a business trip. A description was given that indicated people on holiday 

generally wanted to enjoy their time and be happy. Thus, when faced with service 

problems they remained more relaxed in order not to ruin their holiday mood (”You 

want to holiday at a time…you wanna feel happy…). On the other hand, as explained by 

a male participant, if he was on a businesses trip, time seemed to be more precious and 

to be punctual was important (If I am on business trip, I can’t accept it.”; “When I come 

for business, even two minutes would be essential.”; “I guess it depends...especially 

when you are on business trip. You don’t really interact with staff that much.”). People 

who travel for a business purpose seemed to be more intolerant to service failure. 

4.4.3.5 Length of stay. 

The last theme to arise from the group discussions was the length of stay. The 

participants reported that if they stayed for a short period of time, such as three nights, 

they did not want to be disturbed by a service problem if it occurred. Thus, instead of 

allocating their time and effort to deal with it, they preferred to accept the situation. 

However, a female participant explained that if the stay was longer, the levels of 

tolerance tended to be lower (“If I stay shortly, I won’t bother.”). Perhaps, by staying 

longer, the chance of multiple failures occurring would be higher as they would have 

more interactions with the hotel (It depends on the purpose (of trip) and how long you 

stay.”; “With a short stay, I am not gonna spend a lot of time in the hotel.”). 

The last three sections have reported the findings of the focus groups. The application of 

the findings of the focus groups related to the key independent variables used for the 

experimental design study is discussed in the next section. 

4.5 Use of Focus Group Findings for the Experimental Design 

As explained earlier, the qualitative study in this thesis was used to provide initial 

insights into the topic and the feasibility of using the proposed independent variables for 
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the main experimental study. The purpose of this section is to briefly describe how the 

qualitative study has been used in the quantitative study. 

As proposed in Chapter 2, this experimental study involved two phases. The first phase 

involved service failure contexts and the second one included an example of service 

recovery. In light of the relevant literature, three primary independent variables of type 

of failure, severity of failure, and cultural familiarity were proposed in phase 1; and 

service recovery was proposed to act as an additional independent variable in phase 2. 

These variables were hypothesised according to how they would affect people’s levels 

of tolerance and satisfaction and confirmed through the focus groups as detailed in 

Section 4.5 of this chapter. The focus group discussions also revealed several additional 

influential themes to the variation of people’s tolerance: purpose of visit, travel 

companions, length of stay, type of hotel, and familiarity with travelling. Although this 

information was valuable, it was decided to control these additional factors in the 

experimental study in order to limit the scope of the study. That is, elements of the 

vignettes that reflected these themes were made constant. 

Guided by the literature and the input from the focus groups, the independent variables 

were further studied to determine their specific values that were termed as levels or 

categories (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010; Caro et al., 2009). The levels of each 

independent variable were used as the core content of the vignette that reflected the 

manipulations of the independent variables. The number of levels for each independent 

variable was designed to be small (Sauer et al., 2997). Accordingly, the number of 

vignettes depended on the number of levels for all the manipulated independent 

variables (Wason et al., 2002). The categories or levels for each independent variable 

are presented in Table 4.5. 

     Table 4. 5. Vignette Variables and Levels 

Independent variables Levels 

Type of failure interpersonal/non-interpersonal 

Severity of failure low/medium/high 

Cultural familiarity low/medium/high 

Service recovery apology/apology and compensation 
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The justification for the use of the key independent variables and their levels are 

discussed next, starting with types of failure. 

4.5.1 Types of failure. 

In the service literature, service quality is composed of what and how aspects (see 

Gronros, 1990, 2007), that is, what is delivered and how it is delivered. In line with this 

literature, the results of the focus groups showed that people’s expectations of service 

are formed based on these two aspects that were termed interpersonal (people/employee) 

and non-interpersonal (facility) in this investigation. When expectations of these aspects 

are not met during service consumption or when a service failure occurs, customers may 

become dissatisfied. In other words, the aspects causing a failure are an influential 

factor for customer satisfaction and tolerance. Service failures within the context of this 

study were viewed as the inability of a hotel management to meet the expectations of 

hotel guests in terms of these aspects. Accordingly, the independent variable, type of 

failure, was distinguished and divided into two categories, interpersonal and non-

interpersonal. 

The particular hotel service introduced in the focus groups, that is airport pick up 

service was  considered appropriate for the next experimental design study. Within hotel 

operations, airport pick-up is one type of service that is usually offered to customers 

when they make a booking. With the increased use of internet bookings, this service is 

considered important, especially for first time travellers. However, research has ignored 

this part of hotel service. Also, this type of service can represent both the interpersonal 

and non-interpersonal aspects simultaneously, making it relevant to this thesis 

investigation. These aspects were used as the core elements for forming the vignette 

scenarios for the main experimental study. 

4.5.2 Severity of failure. 

The focus groups suggested that severity of failure was potentially critical to the 

flexibility of customer tolerance although, it was deemed important to design the 

manipulation of this variable further in the vignettes. The service literature has defined 

severity of failure the magnitude or seriousness of the service failure (Weun et al., 

2004). In most service failure research, the severity of failure has been categorised into 

low and high (e.g., Smith & Bolton, 1998, 2002; Smith et al., 1999). In a slightly 

different way, this thesis intended to manipulate this variable using three levels: low, 

medium, high. The purpose of these levels was to understand whether customer 
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tolerance toward differ toward each level of severity of failure. Accordingly, each type 

of service failure, interpersonal and non-interpersonal, was to be designed to differ in 

terms of their severity. Further details of the development of each level of this construct 

are outlined in Section 5.2. 

4.5.3 Cultural familiarity. 

Similar to the severity of failure, the cultural familiarity variable was categorised into 

three levels for the purpose of understanding the variations of people’s levels of 

tolerance and satisfaction within low, medium, and high cultural familiarity contexts. 

As no references were obtained from the literature regarding cultural familiarity, the 

information from the focus groups became a major source to create the levels. Australia, 

being the home country of the respondents was obviously the most culturally familiar 

country for all participants. As an initial effort to create levels of the cultural familiarity 

variable for the main study, participants were asked about their levels of familiarity to 

several countries at the end of the focus groups. From the focus groups, countries were 

obtained that represented low (Russia, Spain, and France) and medium (Thailand and 

Indonesia) cultural familiarity. However, further tests were required to select only one 

country for each level and to optimise confidence in the process used to determine the 

familiarity levels. These tests were conducted later in the design stage of the vignette 

development (Section 5.2). It is arguable that the use of cultural familiarity in the 

investigation on customer tolerance ultimately provides new contribution to the existing 

literature. 

4.5.4 Service recovery. 

Service recovery was used in the second phase of the experimental study. A review of 

the literature, input from the focus groups, and small informal discussions with hotel 

managers was  conducted to obtain ideas in regard to how hotel management handles 

service failure events and in particular, how they apologise and compensate for a 

failure. In addition, insights from the focus groups were considered. As a result, the 

combination of apology and compensation was found to be theoretically and practically 

appropriate to realise a service recovery. Due to the kind of service failures designed in 

the vignettes, that is, a hotel’s airport pick-up service, it was decided to employ 

apology, and, apology and compensation as the levels of service recovery. These 

recovery tactics were deemed suitable for the setting of this study. These were further 

pre-tested and will be discussed in the vignette design stage (Section 5.2). 
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In summary, the insights obtained from the focus group discussions centred on the 

variability of tolerance levels and confirmed the proposed constructs. The three main 

constructs (type of failure, severity of failure, and cultural familiarity) proposed in the 

hypothesis were, among others, reasons for change in tolerance levels toward service 

failure. The results were used in the development of the vignette scenarios and the 

questionnaire as reflections of the main constructs that were being tested as 

determinants of customer tolerance and evaluation. It should be noted that although new 

variables were identified, they were considered to be controlled in the experimental 

study so as to keep the consistency of the scope of the study. That is, these variables 

were included in the vignettes and made constant across all conditions. In addition, the 

focus groups also strengthened the basis for using service recovery in the second phase 

of the study. Therefore, the overall hypotheses and the conceptual framework proposed 

prior to the focus group stage of the study were maintained. 

4.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the method and findings of the first phase of this thesis. Data 

were collected from six focus groups involving 29 Australians. Key insights into the 

potential variations of people’s levels of tolerance toward hotel service failure were 

elicited. These variations were concluded from diverse reactions shown as a response 

toward service failure vignettes illustrating three key independent variables proposed for 

this thesis; type of failure, severity of failure and cultural familiarity. Moreover, other 

influential themes regarding customer tolerance: length of stay, purpose of visit, travel 

companions, frequent of service failures, and type of hotel, were also obtained. 

The findings of the focus groups were utilised to justify the constructs under study that 

were proposed and overviewed in Chapter 2. Furthermore, the results were used to 

develop the stimulus materials in the experimental design. The next chapter discusses 

the design and development of the stimulus materials and the survey methodology. 
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CHAPTER 5 

STIMULUS DEVELOPMENT AND 

SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 thoroughly discussed the supporting literature with respect to all the 

constructs employed in this research. To enrich the understanding of the key constructs 

proposed, six focus groups were undertaken and their results were presented in Chapter 

4. In brief, the focus group discussions suggested that people’s tolerance of service 

failure varies and gave light to the suitability of the key independent variables proposed 

for this research. From this point, the quantitative study was developed. Based on a 

combined understanding of the literature and information taken from the focus groups, 

vignettes illustrating hotel service failures were written. The vignettes were constructed 

from the potential indicators of the constructs employed as the independent variables. 

An explanation of the development of the vignettes is one of the purposes of this 

chapter. Two stages were taken in this development process: the pre-design stage and, 

the design and post-design stage. Another purpose of this chapter is to present the 

survey methodology that details the design and development of a questionnaire and 

considerations for the sampling and data analysis strategies. Thus, Chapter 5 covers two 

major components: the development of the stimulus materials in the form of written 

vignettes and the survey methodology. The stages undertaken in the development of the 

vignettes are presented first. 

5.2 The Stages in the Stimulus Material Development  

As introduced in the previous section, the experimental part of this thesis investigation 

used written vignettes as stimulus materials in order to promote responses to relevant 

issues surrounding customer tolerance within service failure contexts.  

The vignettes were outlined in Section 3.5 of Chapter 3. The purpose of this section is 

to present the two-stage process of developing the vignettes that involved adapting the 

work of Fredrickson (1986) and Rungtusanatham, Wallin, and Eckerd, (2011). 
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Frederickson (1986) divided vignette development into two major steps: information 

gathering and instrument development. According to Fredrickson (1986), the 

information gathering process includes identifying constructs to be measured through a 

literature review and general reading, followed by conducting structured interviews. The 

instrument development process includes writing content for the scenarios, pre-testing, 

and refining the scenarios. Similarly, Rungtusanatham et al., (2011) discuss the pre-

design stage (information gathering) and design/post-design stage (development of 

components, pre-testing, and refining). The present study involved two discrete steps as 

depicted in Figure 5.1 by adapting the vignette development process of Frederickson 

(1986) and Rungtusanatham et al., (2011). Although the basic steps were similar, in this 

study, the writing stage was divided into individual components followed by complete 

vignette drafting. Also, the design stage and post-design stage were combined because 

they both involved iterative processes of testing and refining steps. 

The content for each of the vignettes was developed using descriptive indicators of the 

constructs being studied (Fredrickson, 1986). As the experimental design included 

service failure and recovery in different phases, vignettes that illustrated hypothetical 

situations of the two phases were designed separately, based on the relevant literature 

and the information obtained from the focus groups. Pre-tests were then conducted to 

ensure that the vignettes were easy to understand and realistically portrayed the service 

failure and recovery situations so as to generate reactions from the respondents 

(Fredrickson, 1986). A pre-test is small-scale and informal and was conducted to test 

the content of the vignettes before they were used in the real data collection. Pre-tests 

are commonly performed for experimental research. Moreover, as vignette drafting is an 

iterative process (Lapatin, Goncalves, Nillni, Chavez, Quinn, Green, & Alegria, 2012; 

Steinberg & Hunter, 1984), the pre-test and refinement steps were repeated until there 

was confidence in their appropriateness and that the accurate portrayal of a real situation 

was obtained. Beginning with the pre-design stage, each stage is discussed as follows. 
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1
3
 

     Figure 5. 1. Overall Vignette Development Process 
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5.2.1 Pre-design stage. 

The pre-design stage included collecting relevant information within the context of the 

research, hotel service failure. More specifically, information was gathered that 

identified current understandings of service failure situations and the likelihood of 

customer reaction to service failure in the literature and in the focus groups. The 

purpose of this stage was to familiarise the researcher with the context that reflected the 

research questions under investigation and to introduce the independent variables of 

interest (Rungtusanatham et al., 2011). At this stage, it was important to note that the 

inclusion of the independent variables in the vignettes needed to be supported by formal 

theoretical reasoning (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010; Lauder, 2002; Sauer et al., 1997). 

Adopting vignettes from existing literature could have been beneficial if they were well 

constructed and validated (Weber, 1992), however, there was no pre-existing material to 

fit the context of this study, so the vignettes were specifically created to achieve the 

objectives this research. 

As presented in Chapter 4, the literature review and the focus groups supported the 

constructs proposed as the independent variables in this research. The relevant 

independent variables and their appropriate levels such as low, medium, and high were 

determined for the research hypotheses under investigation (Atmuller & Steiner, 2010). 

The independent variables identified for phase 1 were type of failure, severity of failure, 

and cultural familiarity. For phase 2, the additional variable of service recovery was 

determined. As explained in Section 3.4.2.7, a manipulation was required for the 

explication of the constructs prior to the main study and to avoid any misleading 

manipulations (Perdue & Summers, 1986). In addition, the implementation of 

manipulation checks for the independent variables was prudent to ensure the operations 

worked as intended. As the independent variables in this study were non-observable or 

non-concrete, except for the non-interpersonal type of failure, the manipulations were 

made indirectly by changing selected aspects of the respondents’ environment (Perdue 

& Summers, 1980) in the vignette. 

Overall, the experimental design included four treatments that reflect the independent 

variables, type of failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity, and service recovery. 

Two levels of type of failure, three levels of severity of failure and cultural familiarity 

and two levels of service recovery treatment were crossed to yield a 2 x 3 x 3 x 3 

factorial design (see Table 5.1) resulting in 36 versions of the vignette being required. 
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With this decision, the content of the vignettes needed further development in the 

design stage, as described in the next section. 

Table 5. 1. Full Factorial Design Matrix of 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 Consisting of 36 Vignettes 

  Cultural familiarity 

  Low Medium High 

Severity of failure Service recovery Type of failure 

  I
+
 NI

*
 I

+
  NI

*
 I

+
 NI

*
 

Low 

Apology       

Apology and 

compensation 
      

Medium 

Apology       

Apology and 

compensation 
      

High 

Apology       

Apology and 

compensation 
      

 
+
I = Interpersonal 

*
NI = Non-interpersonal 

5.2.2 Design and post-design stage. 

Referring back to Figure 5.1, the design stage of the vignette development involved 

carefully creating an appropriate scenario to test the selected independent variables. 

Discussions with people in the field, such as tour guides and hotel staff, previous 

research, and the findings from the focus groups were used to identify relevant 

independent variables (Taylor, 2006). In turn, the information obtained was used to 

construct the vignettes. Given the complexity of the factorial design, elements of the 

vignette were first decided and tested separately before full drafts of the vignettes were 

written. 

5.2.2.1 Deciding on the elements of the vignettes. 

A hotel pick-up service was used as a service scene in the focus groups and was 

continued to be used in the vignette for the experimental study. The use of a hotel pick-

up service was selected as it was justified for meeting the criteria of a service that could 

be operationalised using either personal (driver manner) or non-interpersonal (timing) 
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components, was deemed to be relevant in all cultural settings and enabled follow 

through to the hotel for the recovery stage. Many hotels offer an option for hotel pick-

up so it was considered an applicable service. Finally, the focus group discussion 

confirmed it was realistic and credible service failure situation. The next step was to 

determine the individual component of the vignette to represent the different levels of 

each independent variable. In order to arrive at this decision, individual drafts 

containing each independent variable were first created and pre-tested. For the vignette 

containing interpersonal failure, considerations were made around the normative 

interactions between the hotel staff (driver) and the hotel guests. Accordingly, a list of 

interpersonal interactions was drafted and several preliminary pre-tests were conducted 

(see Table 5.2).  

While it was challenging to categorise the responses for interpersonal failure, it was 

quite straight forward to classify the non-interpersonal type of failure. The non-

interpersonal failure involved times that were quantifiable and easier to manipulate. 

Insights were elicited from the focus groups, for example, a late pick up of 30 minutes 

that indicated high severity was considered unacceptable. However, further tests of the 

vignette were required to refine and ascertain confidence in the application of the 

categories and to ensure if they were realistic for use in the actual experimental study 

(see Table 5.3). Several people were recruited to participate in small tests with regard to 

the manipulation of this variable. Comments were sought from the participants on the 

acceptances of various the lengths of time to wait for a hotel pick-up service at an 

airport. That is, the times given: short, average, or long waits were then used to 

determine the levels of the non-interpersonal failure severity: low, medium, and high. 

This exercise was achieved by asking the participants to choose one of the lengths of 

time provided (e.g., 5, 10, 15, 30, minutes) and to match it with one of the explanations 

given (short, average, and long wait) (see Table 5.3). The short wait represented a mild 

severity; the average wait represented an average or medium severity; while the long 

wait represented the longest waiting time. Similar to aims for interpersonal failure, the 

aim of this activity was to determine the realistic waiting times for each level of severity 

for the non-interpersonal failure that were also suitable for the context of this research. 

Next, for the cultural familiarity variable, the high level was Australia because the 

respondents to the questionnaire would be Australians. Thus, the next task was to 

determine the countries that best represented the medium and low levels of cultural 



117 

 

familiarity. The countries short-listed from the focus group were reduced in terms of 

number in order to assign one country for each level (low and high). 

 

 

Table 5. 2. Example of Tool to Develop Levels for the Vignette for Interpersonal 

Failure 

Imagine that you are having holiday. This is your first visit to the destination. You have 

booked a seven night stay in a 4 star hotel with a pick up transfer from the airport to the 

hotel. On your arrival, you meet the driver and interact with him. 
 

 
The list of behaviours (below) is presented to explore the level of unfriendliness people may 

feel about the attitude of the hotel employee (driver). 
 

 
Below, you are given some statements about the attitude of the driver who picks you up at 

the airport. Please indicate your opinion about the level of unfriendliness of the driver by 

rating each statement from 1 = a little bit unfriendly; 2 = unfriendly; 3 = very unfriendly 

at the end of each statement. 
 

1. The driver frowns when seeing your medium sized luggage. 
2. The driver does not help you with your luggage. 
3. The driver does not talk at all to you on the way to the hotel. 
4. The driver asks you to follow him to the mini bus with a frowning face. 
5. The driver stops at the fuel station for 15 minutes without telling you in advance. 
6. The driver asks you personal questions such as “How old are you?” 

7. The driver offers you many tours and gives you his mobile number. 
8. Do you have any idea of unfriendliness in this context? Please write it down in the 

following space. 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 
Thank you for your participation. 

 

As such, pre-tests were conducted to validate and to obtain more confidence in 

assigning countries for these levels. However, these tests required an iterative process. 

To encourage interest, participants were given a list of countries and were asked to draw 

a line from the centre of a circle provided (indicating Australia) for each country based 

on their familiarity with that country. The shorter the line from the centre circle to a 
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particular country denotes the more familiar the participants with that particular country 

(see Figure 5.2). The results of the pre-tests showed that Indonesia and Thailand were 

moderately familiar countries, while France, Spain, and Russia were classified as 

unfamiliar countries. Unquestionably, The United Kingdom was considered a highly 

familiar country. 
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Table 5. 3.  Example of Tool to Develop Levels for the Vignette for Non-interpersonal 

Failure 

Imagine that you are having holiday. This is your first visit to the destination. You have 

booked a seven night stay in a 4 star hotel with a pick up transfer from the airport to the 

hotel. On your arrival, you meet the driver and interact with him. 
 

 
This simulation is intended to explore how much waiting time people consider to be short, 

medium or long wait. 
 

 
Below you are given three levels of waiting on the left sides and four waiting times on the 

right side. You are asked to put an arrow connecting two boxes, one from the left and the 

other from the right boxes. Thus, one box on the right will have no link. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Thank you for your participation. 
 

 

From these results, the levels of moderate and low cultural familiarity were redesigned 

and a final decision was made to manipulate the cultural familiarity variable with 

Australia being high, Indonesia being moderate and Russia being low familiarity. 

As for service recovery, the focus group suggested that apology, explanation, and 

compensation were types of the recovery tactic expected by participant. Considering the 

particular kind of service failure projected for this study and the complexity of applying 

three levels for the recovery variable, only apology and the combination of apology and 

compensation were applied. 

Short wait 

Long wait 

Medium wait 

30 minutes 

5 minutes 

15 minutes 

10 minutes 
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Also, these recovery tactics have wide use within the service failure/recovery research 

(e.g., Davidow, 2003; Mattila, 2005; Mueller et al., 2003). To obtain more confidence in 

implementing the vignette, further information was sourced from small online 

discussions with one hotel employee and two tour guides in regard to what kind of 

compensations were usually given to unhappy hotel guests or tourists; how an apology 

was delivered; and by whom. Finally, it was decided that an apology given by the Front 

Office Manager and a free drink voucher by the pool were considered appropriate 

compensations.  

Figure 5. 2. Example of Tool to Develop Levels of Cultural Familiarity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In brief, the process of pre-testing elements of the vignette that described each level of 

each independent variable was time consuming and challenging. However, this process 

was an important foundation for the whole experimental study as discussed previously. 

At the completion of this stage, information was selected from all the small pre-tests 

and decisions were made in regard to the elements that would used to construct the full 

draft of the vignette (see Table 5.4). To this stage, only individual components of the 

vignette were drafted and tested. The process of drafting the full vignette is described in 

the next section. 

Please draw a line from the small circle outward representing a country available in 

the box. The length of the arrow shows how familiar (closely or far away) you are 

with a particular country. Thank you for your participation. 

Australia 

1. UK 

2. Thailand 

3. Indonesia 

4. Spain 

5. France 

6. Russia 
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           Table 5. 4. Elements of Vignettes 

Type of failure     : the cause of the failure, either the manner of the driver or the  

                               punctuality of an airport pick up service. 

 
Interpersonal        : The driver who picked you up at the airport was unfriendly.  

Non-interpersonal: The hotel pick up service at the airport was late.  

Severity of failure: the magnitude or seriousness of the service failure. 

 

Interpersonal   

Low  : He looks at your luggage and frowns. 
Medium : He looks at your luggage and frowns. He asks you to 
                    take your  luggage. 
High  : He looks at your luggage and frowns. In a gruff voice, 

     he asks you to take your luggage. 
 
Non-interpersonal 

Low : You stand in the waiting room and after 5 minutes the driver         

                            comes 
Medium : You stand in the waiting room and after 15 minutes the driver  

                            comes 
High : You stand in the waiting room and after 30 minutes the driver 

                            comes  

Cultural familiarity: knowledge about the culture of the given destinations. 

Low  : Imagine you are having a holiday in Moscow, Russia. 
Medium : Imagine you are having a holiday in Bali, Indonesia. 
High  : Imagine you are having a holiday in Cairns, Australia. 

Service recovery: an action taken by the hotel to respond to service failure. 

Apology : The Front Office Manager calls you in the room    

                                                      and apologises for the inconvenience caused 

                                                      during the pick up service at the airport. 

Apology & compensation  : The Front Office Manager offers you an  

                                                      apology and a drink voucher by the pool. 

 

5.2.2.2 Drafting the complete vignette.   

Once the elements that reflected each level of the respective variables were decided, a 

full draft of the vignette was created. During this stage, it was considered that the 

vignette should not be so long as to confuse or bore the respondents, or too short that it 

could not fully portray the intended situation. In all vignettes, the conditions were the 

same except for the manipulated variables. In other words, while the majority of the 

scenario was held constant there were some segments that varied in terms of type of 

failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity and service recovery. In addition, as 
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previously explained, several potential factors (type of hotel, purpose of travelling, 

length of stay, travel companion and familiarity with travelling) were controlled. For the 

type of hotel, as suggested by the focus group findings, employees in four- or five-star 

hotels tended to be rigid or to show an artificial friendliness compared with employees 

hotels with fewer stars. In other words, employees in lower star hotels may seem to be 

more friendly and approachable. This opinion suggested that it is likely to be more 

appropriate to illustrate the scene occurring in a four-star hotel, especially as situations 

that best illustrate interpersonal failure tended to occur in the larger hotels. In addition, 

the story was designed to occur in a holiday situation instead of a situation for business 

or other purposes. This choice was in line with the setting for this study introduced in 

Chapter 1, that a hotel portraying leisure or holiday situations is the type to which most 

people travel. The other controlled elements were determined based on several 

discussions and on brainstorming with other PhD colleagues and people from the 

tourism/hospitality field. This activity was conducted in order to avoid extremely 

unrealistic scenarios. For example, the length of stay was decided to be seven nights; 

the travel companion was made to be a friend; and familiarity of travelling was 

illustrated to be unfamiliar or first time travel. Finally, as this study incorporated two 

phases, one that involved service failure settings and one service recovery attempts, two 

types of draft were composed. In the first phase, vignettes illustrating interpersonal and 

situations of non-interpersonal failure were distinguished. The second phase included 

service recovery situations. Table 5.5, Table 5.6, and Table 5.7 show the final drafts of 

the vignettes. The vignettes represent the 36 conditions or situations that illustrated 

different levels of each independent variable (2 levels for each type of failure; 3 levels 

for severity of failures; 3 levels for cultural familiarity; and 2 levels for service 

recovery). 

Finally, a pilot test was conducted before the vignettes were used in the actual data 

collections. Following the pilot test, manipulations of the independent variables and 

credibility checks of the vignettes were performed. The pilot test also incorporated a test 

of the questionnaire items for the key constructs. The results of the pilot-test are 

explained in the survey methodology section next. 
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Table 5. 5. Vignette for Service Failure Situation Involving a Non-interpersonal Failure 

Non-interpersonal failure 

 
In any hotel service encounter, we may expect that not everything runs smoothly or as 

planned. In this study, we are interested in your views on how you would feel being in the 

situation shown below. We would like you to try and imagine yourself in the role of the 

hotel guest. Please bear in mind that there are no right or wrong answers. 
 

 
Imagine the following situation 
 

You are having a holiday with your partner or friend in Moscow, Russia [M:Bali, 

Indonesia; H: Cairns, Australia]. This is the first visit to Russia for both of you. You and 

your partner/friend have booked a 7 night stay in a 4 star hotel. When booking the hotel, you 

also took an option to book and pay for a pick up transfer from the airport to the hotel. Prior 

to your departure you received a confirmation letter from the hotel about your hotel room 

and the pick- up service. It is guaranteed in the letter that a driver will be at the arrival hall 

exactly at 3.00pm to take you to the hotel. 

After a flight, you arrive safely at the destination’s airport. You collect your 

luggage. In the arrival hall, you see lots of travel guides holding boards displaying  

customers’ names. You look around but cannot see your family name on any board. You 

check the time and notice it is now 3.00pm.  

You stand in the arrival lounge waiting and at 3.05pm [M:3.15pm; H:3.30pm], a 

man in a uniform arrives holding a board with your name. He tells you that he is the 

representative of the hotel you have booked. He looks at your luggage and asks you to get 

into the van. You head off to the hotel.       

On arrival at the hotel, the driver stops the van and directs you to the lobby. You 

walk into the hotel lobby and while checking in, you tell the receptionist that you had to wait 

for the driver at the airport. You are given an “Incident’ form to complete while the 

receptionist is allocating your room. You hand in the form, take your key and make your 

way to your room.  

 

Table 5. 6. Vignette for Service Failure Situation Involving Interpersonal Failure 

Interpersonal Failure 

 
In any hotel service encounter, we may expect that not everything runs smoothly or as 

planned. In this study, we are interested in your views on how you would feel being in the 

situation shown below. We would like you to try and imagine yourself in the role of the 

hotel guest. Please bear in mind that there are no right or wrong answers. 
 

 
Imagine the following situation 
 

You are having a holiday with your partner or friend in Moscow, Russia [M:Bali, 

Indonesia; H: Cairns, Australia]. This is the first visit to Russia for both of you. You and 

your partner/friend have booked a 7 night stay in a 4-star hotel. When booking the hotel, you 

also took an option to book and pay for a pick- up transfer from the airport to the hotel.  
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Table 5. 7. Vignette for Service Failure Situation Involving Interpersonal Failure 

Prior to your departure you received a confirmation letter from the hotel about your hotel 

room and the pick up service. It is guaranteed in the letter that a driver will be at the arrival 

hall at exactly 3.00pm to take you to the hotel. 

After a flight, you arrive safely at the destination’s airport. You collect your 

luggage, and go through customs. On your way out, you see lots of travel guides holding 

boards displaying customers’ names. You look around and cannot see your family name on 

any board. You check the time and notice it is now 3.00pm.  

You stand in the arrival lounge waiting and almost immediately, a man in a uniform 

arrives holding a board with your name. He tells you that he is the representative of the hotel 

you booked. He looks at your luggage and frowns. He lets you take your luggage and 

walks with you to the van [M: frowns + in a gruff voice asks you to take your luggage, 

H: frowns + in a gruff voice asks you to take your luggage, + while he is having a chat 

with another guide]. 

On arrival at the hotel, the driver stops the van and directs you to the lobby. You 

walk into the hotel lobby and while checking in, you tell the receptionist about the attitude of 

the driver. You are given an “Incident’ form to complete while the receptionist is allocating 

your room. You hand in the form, take your key and make your way to your room. 

 

Table 5. 8. Vignette for Service Recovery Situation 

Apology and compensation 
 
Now, please imagine that the situation in the scenario continues as illustrated below. 
 

The Front Office Manager calls you in the room. He greets you and asks if everything 

is fine. He mentions that he has received your report from the receptionist. He 

apologises for the situation you experienced and offers you and your 

friend/partner a free drink voucher in the pool bar. Before hanging the phone up, 

he wishes you and your friend/partner a pleasant stay. 

Apology 
 
Now, please imagine that the situation in the scenario continues as illustrated below. 
 

The Front Office Manager calls you in the room. He greets you and asks if everything 

is fine. He mentions that he has received your report from the receptionist. He 

apologises for the situation you experienced. Before hanging the phone up, he 

wishes you and your friend/partner a pleasant stay. 

 

 

5.3 Survey Methodology 

As explained in the previous sections, once the vignettes had been fully reviewed and 

modified, they were integrated to become part of the overall survey material. This 

section specifically outlines the process of preparing the questionnaire before launching 

the main data collection. Several steps were taken that were relevant to the type of 

information required from the respondents that would fit the research problem. The 
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steps included the design and development of the questionnaire and the selection of 

strategies for sampling and data analysis. These steps are overviewed respectively in 

separate sub-sections beginning with the design and development of the questionnaire. 

5.3.1 Questionnaire design and development.  

Six steps were undertaken in the design and development of the questionnaire for this 

research based on a synthesis of the work of Hair et al. (2003) and Malhotra et al. 

(2002). The steps taken areas depicted in Figure 5.3, and each of the steps is described 

briefly in the figure below. 

Figure 5. 3. Steps in the Questionnaire Design and Development Used in this Reserach 

 

5.3.1.1 Specifying the information needed. 

Determining the type of information required from the respondents to answer the 

research questions was the first step in the design and development of the questionnaire 

for this thesis (Malhotra et al., 2002). A dummy table (see Table 5.9) and compiling a 

Step 1 

Step 2 

Step 3 

Step 4 

Step 5 

Step 6 

Specifying the information needed 

Determining the method of data collection 

Formatting measurement scales 

Developing questionnaire  

Pilot testing 

Implementing and administering the survey 

Note: synthesised for this thesis investigation from Hair, Bush, & Ortinau 

(2003); Malhotra et al. (2002) 
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list of the research questions and the dependent variables was done to complete this 

step. In addition, the operationalisation of each variable was determined (Davis & 

Cozensa, 1993) and was used as the basis for the development of the questionnaire. The 

operationalisation of the constructs used and manipulated in this thesis is presented in 

Table 5.10 and Table 5.11. 

Table 5. 9. Dependent Variables for Each Research Question 

Research questions Dependent Variables 

1. How do service failure situations 

(e.g., type of failure or severity of 

failure) and cultural familiarity interact 

and affect customer tolerance and 

satisfaction? 

Customer tolerance and satisfaction 

2. How do pre- and post-recovery 

satisfactions differ? 

Pre- and post-recovery satisfaction 

3. Does familiarity with the culture in a 

destination (cultural familiarity) interact 

with either of the service failure 

situations to affect customers’ post-

service recovery satisfaction? 

Post-recovery satisfaction 

 

  Table 5. 10. Operational Definitions of Constructs 

Constructs Conceptual definitions Operational definitions 

Customer 

tolerance 

 

 

 

Satisfaction (pre-

recovery) 

 

 

Post-recovery 

satisfaction 

 

 

The extent to which customer is 

tolerant toward a service failure 

incident during service 

consumption. 

 

The affective feeling toward 

hotel service consumption in the 

context of service failure. 

 

The affective feeling toward 

hotel service consumption in the 

context of service recovery. 

 

 

Customer tolerance is 

measured using multiple 

bipolar items on a 7 point 

Likert type scale. 

 

Satisfaction is measured 

using multiple items on a 

7 point Likert type scale. 

 

Pos-recovery satisfaction 

is measured using 

multiple items on a 7 

point Likert type scale. 
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Table 5. 11. The Manipulated Variables 

Constructs Conceptual definitions Operational definitions 

Type of failure The cause of hotel service 

failure that occurs during 

hotel service 

consumptions. 

Interpersonal failure is 

caused by the process or 

manner of hotel employee. 

Non- interpersonal 

(functional) is caused by 

the core service. 

Severity of failure The magnitude of service 

failure. 

Three levels of magnitude 

for the failure: low, 

medium and high. 

Cultural familiarity The extent to which a 

customer is familiar with 

the destination in terms of 

its culture. 

Level of familiarity with 

the culture of the 

destination: low, medium 

and high. 

Service recovery An action taken by the 

hotel management to fix 

the failure 

Two types of recovery 

action: apology and 

compensation 

 

5.3.1.2 Determining the method of data collection. 

The previous sub-section explained how the type of information required to address the 

research problem was determined and was based on the operationalisation of each 

construct employed. This sub-section details the decision made for the method of data 

collection. 

A survey is one of the data collection methods used to obtain information from people 

about activities, opinions, attitudes or beliefs (Christensen et al., 2011). This method is 

considered to be quick, efficient, and inexpensive and therefore, unsurprisingly, it is 

used widely in social science research, such as in marketing, business, education, 

psychology, social work, library and information systems (Babbie, 1990). In addition, 

the use of surveys is motivated by their ability to provide quantifiable data for further 

statistical analysis (Christensen et al., 2011). 

Although surveys are widely used for non-experimental research, this thesis employed 

an experimental manipulation within a survey instrument (Christensen et al., 2011; 

Lauder, 2002). The method used combined the features of a survey and an experimental 
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design in order to sample a large number of respondents cost effectively and to allow 

for the manipulation and control of variables (Lauder, 2002). 

As detailed in Chapter 3, several strong characteristics of online surveys undoubtedly 

justify the popularity of this method. An online survey can supply rich information 

(Zhang, 2000) from any place in the world providing there is internet access. This 

method also offers efficiency in terms of speed and timeliness, as well as convenience 

for respondents (Evans & Mathur, 2005; Illieva, Baron, & Healey, 2002; Zhang, 2000) 

and can reach a large sample size at relatively low cost. Furthermore, it allows for the 

use of several types of questions, including open-ended questions, and is effective for 

data analysis (Evans & Mathur, 2005). These advantages rationalised the use of an 

online survey as the data collection method for this thesis. 

Despite the considerable strengths of the online survey, this method of data collection 

also has several weaknesses that need to be addressed to minimise any negative effects. 

For example, it may be possible for survey respondents to unintentionally submit the 

completed survey more than once. This situation may occur when there is a delay in the 

submission of the completed survey that may result in participants becoming impatient, 

leading them to click the submit button several more times. To minimise this problem a 

statement was provided that the survey had been completed and submitted successfully 

once a submission button was clicked. In addition, the ease and practicality of 

completing and submitting an internet survey may lead a respondent to rush to complete 

and submit it. Consequently, respondents may skip items or give random responses. 

While this can be minimised by preventing respondents to proceed until all items are 

completed, what may not be controlled is that respondents may provide untrue profiles. 

For example, certain items such as age, income, and education can be created 

untruthfully by the respondents. A further consideration of the practicality of the survey 

method is detailed in Section 5.3.1.4 that focuses on the design and development of the 

online questionnaire. 

5.3.1.3 Formatting the measurement scales.  

Selecting the format for measuring responses was the next step. This step involved 

deciding the levels of measurement to be used for each of the questions. Most of the 

questions were obtained from established scales.  
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There are four types of measurement scales used in quantitative research: nominal, 

interval, ordinal, and ratio. A nominal scale categorises an object based on a number, 

however does not pay attention to the order or distance among the numbers (Malhotra, 

1999). An ordinal scale assigns responses based on order, that is, a higher score 

possesses more of a characteristic under study than a lower score. An interval scale 

assigns numbers to indicate differences in the degree of a characteristic along a 

continuum such that the differences from number to number are equal across the range 

of the scale. This type of scale is probably the most frequently used in social science, 

particularly in service marketing research. A ratio scale is a further step of interval scale 

in which ratios of values should be meaningful (Field, 2009). All of these scales can be 

used to measure the objective and subjective characteristics of respondents. This 

research used nominal, ratio, and interval types of measurement scales using a seven-

point Likert scales (see Appendix 5.2 for full details of items). 

Furthermore, almost all of the questions in this research were posed in the form of 

closed questions. This choice was made in consideration of the large scale of the survey 

approach (Gendall & Hoek, 1990; Luck & Rubin, 1987). In terms of practicality and 

convenience, especially for the respondents, closed questions were considered more 

appropriate. When answering the closed questions, respondents were asked to rate 

specific statements using a non-comparative scale without comparing the object being 

evaluated to another object or some specific standard (Malhotra et al., 2002). More 

specifically, the respondents were given a scale that had a number representing a brief 

description associated with the particular number, known as the itemised rating scale 

(Malhotra et al., 2002).  

Most of the closed questions used multi-item Likert/type scales rather than a single item 

scale. The multi-item scale has been considered more effective because it also allows 

for the expression of a degree of intensity of feelings. This scale has been undoubtedly 

popular in social science research (Malhotra et al., 2002) and is probably the most 

widely used response scale. Addition reasons for the popularity of the multi-item scale 

is it provides a direct measure of a respondent’s opinion (Luck & Rubin, 1987) and 

makes the responses easy to administer, code and adaptable to statistical analysis (Burns 

& Bush, 2000). 

Determining the optimal number of rating categories is important when designing a 

scale (Matell & Jacoby, 1971). Although originally the Likert scale used five items or 
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categories, researchers have used up to ten points. There has been debate about whether 

to use an odd or an even point scale. Respondents are given a chance to show their 

neutral opinion when odd numbers are used, whereas when using even numbers, 

participants are forced to rate to a given statement. Despite the debate of whether it is an 

odd or even point scale, the numbers of point do not affect the reliability and validity of 

the responses (Matell & Jacoby, 1971). That is, both internal consistency and stability 

measures can be obtained. 

Although providing more choice to respondents can result in more precise information, 

using more than 11 points seems to confuse the respondents when they are choosing and 

they have difficulties in differing one point from another (Oppenheim, 1992). A seven 

point scale has been largely used in social sciences (Malhotra et al., 2002) and based on 

this, a 7 point Likert type scale was used in this thesis. 

Next, with regards to the credibility and manipulation checks, multi items were used 

and also measured using a 7 point Likert type scale. Another itemized rating scale, a 

semantic differential scale was used to record the responses to the questions that 

remained about customer tolerance. This type of scale uses labels in the form of 

adjective bipolar descriptors at each end of the scale (Malhotra et al., 2002). The 

respondents were asked to rate their evaluation on a specific statement within the 

bounds of this label. 

The format of the response measurement including the design of the measurement and 

scaling procedures for the questionnaire was undertaken with care. Next, the steps in 

developing and designing the research instrument are described. 

5.3.1.4 Developing the questionnaire.  

A questionnaire is an instrument that is formalised into a set of questions to collect 

relevant information required to achieve the purpose of the research (Malhotra et al., 

2002). The questionnaire contained closed questions that represented the constructs 

being measured and credibility and manipulation items. Also, several demographic 

questions were additionally included at the end of the questionnaire. These types of 

questions were posed for the purpose of descriptive analysis in order to understand the 

characteristics of the respondents. 

In addition to the closed questions, an open-ended question was also asked in order to 

obtain a wide variety of responses that reflected the respondents’ opinions, particularly 
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in regard to customer tolerance. The purpose of the open-ended question was to clarify 

the quantitative findings and to possibly gather new information in regard to customer 

tolerance. The open-ended question allowed respondents to express details using their 

own words (Jackson & Trochim, 2002) that are not possible when answering the closed 

questions. Therefore, richer (Jaskson & Trochim, 2002), more diverse (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 1998) and more honest information (Erikson & Kaplan, 2000) was able to be 

collected. From the open-ended questions, not only were the tolerance levels within a 

familiar/unfamiliar location elicited, alternative explanations were also sought of why 

respondents’ levels of tolerance differed. 

Moreover, several guidelines were followed in designing the questionnaire to minimise 

the errors and maximise the response rate (Malhotra et al., 2002). The guidelines 

adopted in the drafting process of the questionnaire for this investigation were applied. 

The guidance involved ensuring that the questions were simple, easy to understand and 

complete. Also, the randomisation of questions and long, confusing questions were 

avoided. Almost all of the questions were in the close-ended format in order to save 

time and minimise the burden on the respondents. 

Next, the layout of the questionnaire was taken into consideration. This consideration 

was especially important as the questionnaire was online based, not a paper-based 

survey. Included in this consideration were general organisation; formatting; question 

and type phrasing; and general and technical issues (Lumsden & Morgan, 2005). For 

example, distracting images and bright colours were avoided. The sequence, flow, and 

length of the questionnaire were also considered. Unfamiliar or difficult words, as well 

as jargon, were not used. Ambiguous, confusing, vague, and leading or hypothetical 

questions were avoided. The questions were grouped within similar themes and 

questions that raised interest were placed at the beginning of the survey instrument. 

Engagement with the respondents was established by alerting them to their current 

position from the end of the questionnaire and encouraging them to keep moving 

through and completing the survey. Finally, there is no universal principle regarding the 

optimal length of a questionnaire, so for this study the important consideration was for 

the questionnaire to cover the core constructs needed to investigate the research 

questions. Established scales were adopted for the majority of the constructs. The layout 

of the questionnaire was designed in a way to help the respondents to navigate through 

it easily and to encourage them to complete the survey. Once all the items were ready, 

the questionnaire was pilot tested as discussed in the next. 
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5.3.1.5 Pilot testing and post-pilot pre-testing. 

A pilot study is a run-through of the entire experiment with a small number of 

participants (Christensen et al., 2011). The purpose of this test is to ensure the 

simplicity, understandibility and sufficiency of the questions so as to achieve the aims 

and objectives of the research. The test also allows for the identification of problems or 

errors that need to be addressed before the actual data collection (Malhotra, 1999; 

Emory & Cooper, 1991). The pilot test can help the researcher identify any difficulties, 

unclear instructions, indications of boredom or fatigue. Boredom or fatigue may result 

from a lengthy presentation of material and can be observed for example in behaviours 

such as respondents’ skipping questions and selecting the same score for all questions 

within a set (Miller & Ortinau, 2008). 

A great amount of information can be collected from a pilot study. In particular a pilot 

test can indicate whether the manipulation of the independent variables produced the 

intended effect for an experimental study. It also helps the researcher to familiarise 

themselves with the instrument, particularly when the questionnaire is conducted using 

the internet. The researcher can identify of how the respondent may feel about the 

instrument and its presentation. 

The analysis of the pilot test using university students and staff (n=91) used the 

Crobach’s Alpha criteria to assess the reliability scales. The results of the test indicated 

that the all constructs were reliable (all scores were above .70). Credibility checks were 

also run in order to elicit whether or not the respondents perceived the vignettes to be 

realistic. These checks were found to be favourable with the lowest mean score of 5.90. 

However, there were several important comments provided by respondents with regard 

to the wording of the vignette scenarios. Several refinements on the wording of the 

vignettes were undertaken based on these comments. Also, comments collected from 

the pilot test were reviewed in regard to the presentation of the online questionnaire. 

These comments mainly related to suggestions surrounding the size of the font. 

Consequently, a decision was taken to provide an option that enabled the respondents to 

access the previous page and to fit several questions onto one page. As such, post-pilot 

pre-tests were run to gain more confidence (see Appendix 5.1). 

The administrations of the survey are provided below. 
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5.3.1.6 Survey administration.  

The administration of the questionnaire occurred during the final step of the design and 

development process. This step involved the actual data collection. At this stage, 

response behaviour and the validity of the responses were the main concerns. These 

issues are discussed below. 

Dealing with response rate 

To achieve the purpose of their research, scholars depend on the responses obtained 

from research participants or survey respondents (Baruch & Holtom, 2008). However, 

achieving a 100% response rate is likely to be rare (Rogelberg & Stanton, 2007) 

especially when survey participation is voluntary (Demaio, 1980). It can be expected 

that despite the increased number of people using the internet, response rates from 

online surveys may not always be satisfactory. Attracting respondents and encouraging 

them to participate in a survey becomes a challenging task. 

On a positive note, research has shown significant increases in response rates resulting 

from incentives (cash or non-cash) offered to respondents as a stimulus to participate 

(Dilman, 1999; Hare, Price, Flynn, & King, 1998; Shank, Darr, & Werner, 1990). 

Accordingly, for this study, two shopping vouchers amounting to AUD 100 and AUD 

150 were offered to the respondents as a stimulus. Respondents were invited to entry for 

the prizes if interested and were asked to provide their contact details at the completion 

of the survey. In addition, building relationships with respondents is crucial to keep 

them engaged in answering the questions and returning a completed survey. 

Another tactic used to address the issue regarding response rate was to keep the 

questionnaire simple and short. The covering letter contained information about the 

approximate time required to complete the survey. Also, to encourage them to complete 

the survey the respondents were kept aware of how many questions were still to be done 

to complete the the questionnaire. This information was implemented by providing a 

progress box at the bottom of each page of the questionnaire that showed the percentage 

of the total questions already completed. 

Validity of responses 

Similar to the considerations in regard to response rates, although valid responses are 

desired by any researcher, is not uncommon to obtain biased responses from even a 

carefully designed survey questionnaire (Peer & Gamliel, 2011). This bias can be 
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caused by the researcher or the respondents. On the part of the researcher, biased 

responses often occur because of the research instruments. Researcher bias includes 

distortions of the procedures and the characteristics of the questionnaire (Sushil & 

Verman, 2010). In turn, respondents who tend to systematically respond to a range of 

questions also usually produce biased responses (Paulhus, 1991; Zikmund, 2000). This 

bias can be due to social desirability that is broadly understood as an individuals’ 

tendency to deny socially undesirable behaviours, but to admit to socially desirable ones 

(Zerbe & Paulhus, 1987). That is, when they are answering questions in a questionnaire, 

respondents tend to present themselves in a way that is favourable to societal norms, 

rather than expressing their "true" feeling or "actual" behaviour that may be against the 

social norm. The result of such a tendency is that true responses can be under reported, 

whereas responses that are favourably aligned with   social norms can be over reported. 

Social desirability bias particularly presents in questionnaires that includes threatening 

or sensitive questions that may lead respondents to adjust their answers so as to conform 

to societal norms (Randall & Fernandez, 1991). However, research has demonstrated 

that a social desirability bias also occurs even if a survey is administered in a non-

threatening situation (Randall & Fernandes, 1991), although generalisations may be 

speculative. For example, the characteristics of the respondents may be attributable if 

they are not interested in the topic. Previous research has shown that the level of 

anonymity is associated with the variations of socially desirable responses. That is, 

responses that are less aligned with social desirability are detected in cases where 

anonymity seems assured (Bradburn et al., 1979; Nederhof, 1985; Paulhus, 1984; 

Wiseman, 1972), although the anonymity will not completely reduce the social 

desirability response bias. Strategies to avoid social desirability bias or to minimise 

sensitive or threatening types of questions and to assure the anonymity of the 

respondents were implemented in this research. 

Acquiesence bias is another type of response bias that may influence the results of 

survey research. This bias is caused from the tendency for survey respondents to agree 

or disagree with statements provided in the questionnaire regardless of their content 

(Churchill, 1979). This tendency may be due to social norms such as, to be polite, and is 

known as satisficing. That is, respondents try to satisfy the researcher by providing 

favourable responses, for example, by simply agreeing with the statements provided 

(Kroscnik, Narayan & Smith, 1996). In order to control this kind of bias, questions that 

require respondents to answer in a simple agree-disagree form were avoided. Instead, a 
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series of questions with multiple items, such as strongly agree, slightly agree, agree, 

neither, slight disagree, strongly disagree, were provided to measure the constructs of 

interest. 

In addition, the level of difficulty of the questionnaire may influence the data obtained. 

That is, respondents may be confused or not understand a specific task or question and 

make alternative responses (Lockart & Russo, 1996). This confusion may also be a 

source of satisficing and can occur if respondents have low ability or motivation when 

questions are difficult. To address this issue, the questionnaire for this investigation was 

designed in a way that was simple and easy to understand. 

In brief, the surveys for the real data collection were placed online after examining the 

results of the pilot test and undertaking the required refinements. Care was taken when 

designing the layout and length of the survey. That is, the average completion time was 

considered so that potential respondents did not feel bored and terminate before the 

survey was completed. The survey was designed for an approximate completion time of 

15-20 minutes. Also, decisions on the colour of the font and background, and the size of 

the font were considered. 

At this stage, the materials to support the final instrument were ready. However, before 

they were sent out, a decision needed to be made about the audience to target that could 

provide the required information to answer the research questions. This decision also 

included how the potential audience could be reached. The strategy outlining these 

decisions is presented next. 

5.3.2 Sampling strategy. 

A sampling strategy involves the selection of subjects as a portion of the population to 

be surveyed in order to gather appropriate information for answering the research 

questions (Malhotra, 1999). The quality of a sample can be judged from its 

representativeness of the key characteristics of the population under study. Determining 

a sampling strategy is a critical decision in a research process because of its possible 

impact on the issues of randomisation, manageability of sample size, and 

generalisability (Kolbe & Burnett, 1991). Furthermore, the strategy selected has the 

potential to affect the validity of the results (Ferber, 1977). Biased results can be 

misleading or ambiguous (Lonner & Berry, 1986). 
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The sampling strategy in this thesis investigation was comprised of five steps 

synthesised from Hair et al., 2003 and Malhotra et al., 2002, as shown in Figure 5.4 and 

is discussed next. 

   Figure 5. 4. Steps Involved in the Sampling Design Process for this Research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4.  Sampling design process synthesised for this thesis investigation from 

Malhotra et al., (2002); Hair, et al., (2003) 

 

 

5.3.2.1 Defining the target population. 

The sampling process was begun by specifying the target population that consisted of 

elements possessing the information required to answer the research problem (Hair et 

al., 2003; Malhotra et al., 2002). The target population for this investigation was 

Australian males or females over 18 years old who were born in Australia and spoke 

English as their mother tongue. This target was based on the fact that Australia is a 

multicultural country whereby value differences are broadly appreciated (see for 

example, Stratton & Ang, 1994). This population was consistent with the research 

problems about customer tolerance and satisfaction toward hotel services. 

Step 1 
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Step 5 

Defining the target population 
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Determining the sample size 

Executing the sampling process 
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The participants were expected to be sufficiently familiar with hotel services in general, 

either domestically or internationally or both, to allow the intended manipulation. The 

subject’s familiarity with hotel services was required to enhance their ability to engage 

with the scenario provided (Barter & Renold, 1999). 

5.3.2.2 Identifying sampling frame. 

Once the targeted population was defined, a sampling frame was identified that 

represented the target population (Malhotra et al., 2002; Shekaran, 2000). The sampling 

frame for this investigation was determined to be an email list taken from a Frequent 

Global Travellers segment obtained from a privacy compliant market list. This segment 

represented people who frequently travel internationally and enjoy active, outdoor, and 

traditional holidays. This list is compiled from clients and referrals who have responded 

to an editorial or off the page advertising in upmarket travel magazines and newspapers. 

Choosing this segment, rather than restricting the sample frame for example to 

university students, helped enhance the generalisability of the findings. 

In line with the context of this research, the Frequent Global Travellers segment was a 

representative element of the target population, although a screening of the data once it 

was collected was still needed to ascertain that the list only contained elements that 

belonged to the population (Malhotra et al., 2002). The next step is a discussion on how 

the samples are selected. 

5.3.2.3 Selecting the sampling technique. 

As described in section 5.3.1.2, a survey was selected to collect data for this research. 

The use of a sample is an efficient technique to survey respondents and in obtaining 

relatively precise information (Williams, 1978) and, if an appropriate sample is used 

researchers are able to make inferences about the population (Yu & Cooper, 1983). This 

technique has been popular among social researchers. A sampled survey was selected 

for this thesis. 

In a sampled survey, there are two broad categories of sampling techniques: probability 

and non-probability sampling (Hair et al., 2003; Malhotra et al., 2002). One major 

characteristic of a probability sample is that the sample is obtained by chance. That is, 

each unit in the population has an equal chance to be selected in the sample. On the 

other hand, non-probability sampling uses human intervention. While the two strategies 
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differ in their characteristics, each has its own advantages and disadvantages that can be 

rationalised and implemented depending on purpose of the research. 

 

This thesis aimed to investigate group differences using an experimental design study. 

In this type of research, experimenters have commonly used convenience sampling in 

which students have acted as the unit analysis. The application of this common practice 

may be due to the fact that the majority of experimental studies are conducted by 

university experimenters (Babbie, 2010) and students are readily available for 

recruitment. Such experiments are usually undertaken in laboratories. Also, 

experimental designs are typically focused on testing a set of hypotheses rather than 

generalising findings to a larger population (Weber & Sparks, 2010). However, as the 

key to effective sampling is its representativeness to a population, employing students 

as the subject of research requires consideration as they do not always represent certain 

characteristics of the public, such as the characteristics that this research required. For 

example, students may not have much experience with staying in four star hotels. 

Alternatively, the logic of random selection can be used in a modified fashion. That is, 

the sampling frame is regarded as the population of the study (Babbie, 2010). In this 

investigation, after a total group of subjects were recruited from the mailing list, those 

subjects were randomly assigned to several experimental groups and a control group. 

With the logic of randomisation, the treatment groups reflected the characteristics of the 

population within the experimental subjects (Babbie, 2010). Next, the decision of 

sample size is discussed. 

5.3.2.4 Determining the sample size. 

In determining the sample size, resources such as time, finances (Hair et al., 2003; 

Malhotra et al., 2002) as well as statistical, managerial (Davies & Cosenza, 1993), and 

completion rates (Malhotra et al., 2002) are relevant. For an experimental study, the 

minimum sample size per condition or treatment cannot be specified as it depends on 

the specific research problem (Maxwell & Delaney, 1990). Also, in an online survey, 

difficulties in determining or estimating sample size have been reported (Zhang, 2000) 

especially, when people subscribe to multiple mailing lists thereby creating overlapping 

memberships (Zhang, 2000).  

In this experimental study, a 2 x 3 x 3 factorial design was employed for the first phase 

(service failure settings) and a 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 design for the second phase (service 

recovery). With power set at .8 and alpha = .05, approximately 25 cases were 
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considered sufficient (de Ruyter, Wetzels, & Kleijnen, 2001). Thus, a size of 900 was 

required. However, as it is common in an online survey to expect a 10% response rate, 

survey invitations were sent to 9000 prospective individuals. This decision was also 

based on the resources available at the time the research project was undertaken. 

5.3.2.5 Executing the sampling process. 

Executing the sampling process is collecting the data by implementing each step of the 

sampling design process (Hair et al., 2003). At this stage, maintaining consistency and 

control over each step in the sampling decisions is important (Malhotra et al., 2002). For 

the research reported in this thesis, steps included contacting market list companies, 

inquiring about price quotations, obtaining a list of prospective respondents and inviting 

them to the survey. 

As explained in section 5.3.2.2, the samples were obtained from a market list company. 

In selecting a company, considerations were made in terms of resources, such as 

financial, average response time, response rate and the credibility of the company. A 

sample of Frequent Global Travellers was purchased from a commercial market list 

company in Australia named Prospect Shop. Following a considerable information 

search, this market list company was among the most frequently used agency that  not 

only provided a list of potential subjects and quick return responses, but also regularly 

updated its data base, that is every six months, to ensure data accuracy. 

Once the sampling strategy had been executed, the next step was to determine the 

strategy to analyse the data obtained form the online survey. These strategies are 

explained in the next section. 

5.3.3 Data analysis strategy.  

In order to correctly test the hypotheses, a formulation of strategy to analyse the data 

was needed. This section contains a brief presentation of the steps for the data analysis 

and justifications for the selected data analysis tool. 

5.3.3.1 Steps in data analysis. 

In quantitative research, data analysis usually involves several steps. The steps included 

data preparation, preliminary data analysis, and primary data analysis in this thesis. 

During the first step, attention was paid to the accuracy of the data entered and the 

amount of missing values (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The next step was to familiarise 
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the researcher with the data. This step included analysing some descriptive statistics, 

such as frequencies, percentages, and means that summarised the demographic variables 

or profile of the respondents (Shekaran, 2000; Tull & Hawkins, 1993). In addition, this 

initial analysis provides guidance to conduct the next multivariate analysis (Hair, 

Anderson, Tathnam, & Black, 1998; Malhotra, 1999). The last step was to answer the 

research hypotheses. This step was achieved through the use of ANOVA, MANOVA 

and paired t-test with the help of SPSS statistical programs. The next section explains 

the characteristics of each data analysis tool and their rationale for this investigation. 

5.3.3.2 Justification of the selected data analysis tools. 

As presented throughout the previous chapters, this thesis investigated variations in 

customer tolerance and satisfaction with the presence of conditioned or manipulated 

independent variables. This purpose was achieved by comparing the mean differences 

among groups. The selected data analysis tools for this investigation were ANOVA, 

MANOVA, and paired t-tests. The selection of these statistical tools is briefly justified 

next, starting with ANOVA. 

5.3.3.3 Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). 

ANOVA or variance-ratio method (Field, 2009) is a set of statistical techniques to 

analyse situations or conditions by comparing the score of the means (Kinnear & Gray, 

2009). ANOVA works based on the comparison of two estimates of variance, whereby 

one is taken from the differences within each group, and the other is the differences 

between groups (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). A conclusion that any difference is due to 

different sampling distributions of the means and thus the null hypotheses that the 

means are the same are rejected can be drawn when the two estimates of variance 

significantly differ (Field, 2009). 

ANOVA is used to determine whether there are significant differences among two 

groups or more on a single dependent variable. While there is an option to do an 

analysis by performing several t-tests to compare two groups, the chance of making 

type I errors will inflate (Hair et al., 1998). Therefore, the superiority of ANOVA over 

t-tests in this case is that ANOVA avoids Type I Errors when making multiple 

comparisons of treatment groups (Field, 2009). That is, ANOVA is used to determine 

the probability that differences in means across several groups are solely due to a 

sampling error (Hair et al., 1998). ANOVA can also be used to examine the differences 

between more than one independent variable with as many levels as desired (Field, 
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2009). Therefore, ANOVA enables the researcher to gain a more analytical insight into 

complex research questions that could not be addressed by analysing only one 

independent variable at a time (Hair et al., 1998). For these reasons, ANOVA was 

chosen as one of the appropriate statistical tools in this study in order to investigate 

differences across more than two variables (hypotheses 6, 8-11). 

5.3.3.4 Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) 

MANOVA is a similar data analysis tool to ANOVA in the way it tests group 

differences. The uniqueness of MANOVA and ANOVA is that not only can the group 

differences be identified; the cause of the differences can also be investigated. That is, 

whether the differences are due to the characteristics of the independent variables. 

Furthermore, while ANOVA can analyse a group’s differences toward one dependent 

variable, MANOVA offers more functions, that is, it can analyse several dependent 

variables simultaneously. In other words, MANOVA examines differences between 

multiple groups along a combination of two or more dependent variables (Field, 2009; 

Hair et al., 1998). Practically, there are similarities between MANOVA and ANOVA, 

therefore, using SPSS software, many of the analysis applications in ANOVA can be 

applied in MANOVA (Field, 2009). 

In fact, in comparing differences between multiple groups using more than one 

dependent variable, there is an option to run separate ANOVAs instead of performing 

one MANOVA. While this is possible, it ignores the chance that some composite of the 

dependent variables may provide evidence of an overall group difference that may be 

undetected by examining each dependent variable separately (Field, 2009). Moreover, 

the correlations and the presence of multicollinearity among dependent variables are 

definitely ignored in single tests. In addition, MANOVA is able to control the 

experiment wide error rate and detect combined differences that are not found in the 

univariate test. Therefore, with its ability to test several dependent variables 

collectively, operating MANOVA will be more powerful than running several 

univariate tests separately. For these reasons, MANOVA was selected to answer 

relevant hypotheses (hypotheses 1a to 5b) in this research that tested two dependent 

variables simultaneously.  

5.3.3.5 Paired t-tests. 

Paired t-tests, also known as a dependent t-test (Field, 2009), are statistical tools to 

compare means between two related groups. Understanding the probability that the two 
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means come from the same population (Field, 2009) is the primary objective of 

employing paired t-test. The mean comparison can be implemented for repeated 

measured data (Field, 2009). That is, the same groups are measured repeatedly, usually 

before and after treatments and, their mean scores compared. Therefore, while the value 

of the mean scores shows how the groups differ, it is important to investigate if the 

difference between the means of two conditions is large enough that it does not happen 

by chance. This tool was used to answer the hypothesis that compared two means which 

are pre- and post-recovery satisfaction (hypothesis 7). 

5.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has provided details of two major parts of this thesis investigation, the 

development process of the vignettes and the survey methodology. In the first part, the 

two basic stages undertaken to develop the vignettes were discussed. These stages were 

repeatedly conducted to obtain optimum confidence in the application of each 

independent variable through the vignettes. In the second part, details of the 

development and design of the questionnaire, the strategies for sampling and data 

analysis were outlined. The next chapter reports the results of the experimental design. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RESULTS OF THE EXPERIMENTAL STUDY 
 

6.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 5, the stimulus material, the research instrument developed for the 

experimental design, and the strategies selected for sampling and data analyses were 

presented. The results of the experimental study, the main part of this thesis, are 

provided in Chapter 6.  

The entire process of analysis utilised data collected from a cross-sectional online 

survey. Figure 6.1 shows the complete outline of this chapter. In this chapter, a short 

method section is presented first. The data analysis that follows was aimed to test the 

hypotheses. The analysis involves four steps including a brief analysis of the open-

ended question presented at the end of the section.  

         Figure 6. 1. Outline of Chapter 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2. Method 

This section provides a brief discussion of the method used to collect data for use in the 

quantitative analysis. The discussion includes the instrument, procedure, and sample 

6.1.  Introduction  

6.3. Data analysis 

6.6. Chapter Summary 

6.2. Method 

6.3.2. Preliminary Analysis 

6.3.3. Credibility and 

Manipulation Checks 

6.3.1. Data Preparation 

6.4. Results of 

Hypotheses Testing 

6.5. Self-described Tolerance in 

Familiar/unfamiliar Locations 

(Open-ended Question) 
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respectively. These three areas have been discussed in general in the previous chapter. 

The design of the experimental study is summarised in Table 6.1 and Table 6.2 that 

shows an overview of the study. 

6.2.1 Instrument (stimulus materials). 

As introduced and discussed throughout the previous chapters, the stimulus materials 

used in this experimental study focused on a hotel pick-up service failure and recovery. 

The stimulus material comprised two major sections: a service failure setting followed 

by service recovery. The content of the vignette represented the manipulations of the 

four independent variables. In other words, content for the independent variables varied 

across all vignettes, while the remainder of the script was held constant. In other words, 

apart from the manipulations, all scenarios were identical. Each vignette was followed 

by several questions intended to measure the dependent variables under study.  

The independent variables in this study are represented by values that are not readily 

distinguishable such as colour or gender. Therefore, the manipulations are done 

indirectly by changing selected aspects of the subject’s environment (Perdue & 

Summers, 1980). Type of failure was manipulated in terms of being (1) interpersonal 

and (2) non-interpersonal in nature. Severity of failure was manipulated as (1) low, (2) 

medium, and (3) high. Cultural familiarity was manipulated as being (1) low, (2) 

medium, and (high).  Service recovery was manipulated in terms of (1) apology and (2) 

apology and compensation. Ultimately, eighteen conditions related to three 

experimental factors (functional/interpersonal failures; low/medium/high severity of 

failures; cultural familiarity (low/medium/high) were used for the service failure phase. 

In the service recovery phase, thirty-six situations related to four experimental factors 

functional/interpersonal failures; low/medium/high severity of failures; cultural 

familiarity (low/medium/high), and service recovery (apology/apology and 

compensation).
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Table 6. 1. Summary of Experimental Design 

Criteria Experiment 

Sample Australian 

Location Australia 

Data collection method Online survey (internet-based instrument) 

 

Table 6. 2. Core Vignette Information 

Vignettes: 

Focus of vignettes 

 

 

 

 

Number of vignettes 

 

Constant 

 

 

 

Variables: 

Independent variables (manipulated) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dependent variables 

 

 

 

 

 

Scaling of DVs 

 

 

Late hotel pick up service at an airport. 

Rude driver.  

Apology and free drink voucher as 

compensation. 

 

36 

 

Familiarity with travelling (first time) 

Travelling companion ( with friend) 

Hotel type (four star) 

 

 

Type of failure (interpersonal versus non- 

interpersonal) 

 

Severity of failure (low versus medium 

versus high) 

 

Cultural familiarity(low versus medium 

versus high) 

 

Service recovery (apology versus apology 

and compensation) 

 

Customer tolerance 

 

Pre recovery satisfaction 

 

Post recovery satisfaction 

 

Multi- item scales 
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Each vignette depicted one of the thirty-six treatments or conditions produced by the 

four experimental factors. The vignettes are provided in Appendix 6.1. 

6.2.2 Procedure. 

An invitation was emailed to 9000 respondents across Australia. The list of names was 

obtained from Frequent Global Travellers. The vignettes and accompanying 

questionnaire were implemented online using a platform called Qualtrics. The randomly 

assigned invitees were given a link to the condition of the study assigned. In the link, 

the subjects were provided with preliminary information about the survey. Respondent 

consent was indicated by the completion of the survey.  

Each respondent was randomly assigned to only one questionnaire. Each questionnaire 

first provided a vignette and then questions about how they would feel and how they 

would react in the situation provided. On completion of reading the script, participants 

were asked to complete a questionnaire that assessed a series of dependent measures 

such as tolerance level, satisfaction, and post-recovery satisfaction, as well as a series of 

manipulation and credibility checks. At the end of the questionnaire, participants were 

asked to supply demographic information (age, gender, income, and education); some 

information about their travelling experience (the frequency of having domestic or 

overseas holidays); and experiences of hotel service failure. The last part of the 

questionnaire consisted of an open ended-question, posed with regard to the likelihood 

of respondents’s tolerance in different locations based on their familiarity with the 

location. Finally, two prize draws valued at AUD 150 and AUD 100 were offered at the 

end of the questionnaire package. Respondents who were interested to be included in 

the prize draw were asked to provide their email address for further correspondence 

regarding the draw. 

6.2.3 Sample. 

The eligible sampling units for this study were those who had had some experience with 

hotel services (as a tourist). The reasoning behind this requirement was tha it was 

considered that the subject’s familiarity with hotel service may enhance their ability to 

engage with the scenario provided (Barter & Renold, 1999) and may increase ecological 

validity. The sample that represented a segment of Frequent Global Travellers was 

drawn from a privacy compliant market list in Australia. The total number of 

participants was 740, a result that was skewed towards a majority of females (66.8% or 
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494). Ages ranged mostly between 31 and 60 years (56 %), with only 11% aged 61 and 

above, and 25 % aged 30 years or less, while 1% chose not to provide details.  

6.3 Data Analysis 

The analysis of data obtained from the online survey is presented in this section. The 

data analysis comprises six steps beginning with data preparation that are discussed 

next.  

6.3.1 Data preparation. 

A description of how raw data obtained from the online survey were prepared for 

further analysis is provided in this section. Data collected from the online survey were 

directly transferred into the SPSS statistical software (version 20). Once in the SPSS 

file, data were first screened and cleaned in terms of accuracy and missing values 

(Malhotra, 1999). For instance, if a survey respondent selected an identical score for an 

entire set of questions or did not complete more than 25% of the survey (Shekaran, 

2000), the case was considered ineligible for inclusion in further analysis. 

Using the Frequency menu in SPSS, the cleaning and screening of the data were started 

directly onscreen by checking first the categorical variables followed by the continuous 

variables (Hair et al., 1998). The total sample obtained was 883, however, 143 (16.2%) 

of the sample did not complete more than 25% of the survey or had a high degree of 

identical scores. As cases with over 25% missing values were considered ineligible for 

further analysis, at this point, the identified cases were deleted. A total of 740 usable 

samples remained, although there were still some missing values from 0.1% to 0.3%. 

Data with below 5% of missing value were considered significant and so were used for 

further analysis (Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). Also, as the missing values were scattered 

and the number of the deletions might have resulted in a  substantial loss of data 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), it was considered appropriate to retain data with minimal 

missing values by applying group mean substitutions (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 

During the data preparation stage, an assessment of the distribution of respondents 

across all cells was also conducted. However, it was observed that the sample sizes in 

each ranged from 28 to 48 cases and were unequal. Ideally, if the number of cases in 

each cell is equal, the data can be used to ascertain the robustness of the analysis (Neter, 

Wasserman, & Kunter, 1990). One way to overcome unequal sample size is to 

randomly delete cases so that the size is equal across cells. However, when dealing with 
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a study with only a few dependent variables, analysis using unequal sample sizes, 

(minimum appropriate number 20 cases) is still considered to be robust (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). Therefore, the analysis of data for this thesis was considered appropriate. 

The data were then ready for further statistical analysis. 

6.3.2 Preliminary analysis.  

Once data were prepared, a preliminary analysis was performed to ensure an accurate 

analysis of the data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). This fundamental step was undertaken 

before data were further analysed to test the hypotheses using the anticipated statistical 

tools introduced in Chapter 5.  

6.3.2.1 Normality assumptions. 

The first step of the preliminary analysis of data was the examination of the normal 

distribution and outliers. Data were examined using Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic with 

Lillefors significance correlation; normality probability plot; kurtosis and skewness test 

values; and Mahalanobis distance using SPSS. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of 

normality showed that almost all of the variables were abnormally distributed, 

indicating skewness and kurtosis. However, as normal distribution is hard to achieve, 

particularly in social science research, violations of normality assumption are common 

in a large sample (Pallant, 2011). In addition, with medium to large sample sizes, the 

statistical approach is often robust to non-normal distribution (Tabachnick & Fidel, 

2007). Taking these points into consideration, data were furthered assessed. 

6.3.2.2 Scale item reliability assessment. 

The reliability of the scale items was also assessed during the preliminary analysis stage 

of this study. This assessment was conducted in order to ensure that items showed the 

same behaviour each time they were used under the same conditions within the same 

sample (Hair et al., 1998). To run the reliability tests, an internal consistency reliability 

approach (Hair et al., 1998; Pallant, 2011) was selected. This approach is one of the 

most widely used for measuring reliability in social science research (Pallant, 2011), 

and tests the extent to which  items intended to measure one construct are homogeneous 

and correlate with one another (Hair et al., 1998; Tabachnick & Fidel, 2007). The 

criterion used in this assessment was Alpha Cronbach’s score (.70), whereby a score of 

.70 or above indicated a high homogeneity of items (Hair et al., 1998; Pallant, 2011). 



149 

 

Items used to measure the constructs for this thesis were adapted from existing studies 

with some slight adjustments, except for the customer tolerance and the manipulation 

items that were developed specifically for this study. The items for all constructs are 

provided in Appendix 6.1. The modifications of the items were undertaken in order to 

better fit the context in this thesis investigation. Items were mostly measured using a 

seven-point Likert scale mostly anchored with “strongly disagree-strongly agree”, 

though some scales for the construct customer tolerance were anchored with descriptors 

such as “tolerable-intolerable. The coefficient alphas for each scale were computed 

using PASW (SPSS) version 20 and results are presented in Table 6.3. 

  Table 6. 3. Scale Statements and Reliability Scale (n=740) 

Constructs   

Customer tolerance λ = .91 

  

I feel that the standard of service described in this story would be: 

 

Intolerable – Tolerable 

Unacceptable – Acceptable 

Unreasonable – Reasonable  

Inadequate – Adequate  

Unforgivable – Forgivable  

 

Satisfaction pre-recovery λ = .95 

 

I would rate the quality of the service by this hotel as favourable. 

I am happy with the service provided by this hotel. 

I am satisfied with the quality of the serice provided by this hotel. 

I would rate the service provided by this hotels as good. 

I am pleased with the service provided by this hotel. 

 

Satisfaction post-recovery λ = .96 

 

I would rate the quality of the service by this hotel as favourable. 

I am happy with the service provided by this hotel. 

I am satisfied with the quality of the sevrice provided by this hotel. 

I would rate the service provided by this hotels as good. 

I am pleased with the service provided by this hotel. 

 

 

As the preliminary data analyses were satisfactory, tests for credibility and manipulation 

were undertaken and their results are discussed next. 
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6.3.3 Credibility and manipulation checks.  

In Chapter 3, the importance of undertaking checks for credibility and manipulation was 

discussed. The results of these tests are presented in the following subsections, starting 

with the credibility checks. 

6.3.3.1 Credibility checks. 

Two types of questions using a seven-point Likert type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = 

strongly agree) were implemented to check the credibility or realism of the situations 

presented in the vignettes. One type of question was used to ask about whether the 

manipulations were realistic and the other type was asked to determine whether it was 

easy for participants to imagine being a hotel guest in the scenarios illustrated in the 

vignettes (Miao, Mattila & Mount, 2011). Each type of question was used to explore 

one of two items. The score of Cronbach’s alpha ( ) was showing that the 

reliability of the scales was achieved. The mean scores for the four individual questions 

ranged from 5.6 to 6.0, suggesting that the vignettes viewed by respondents appeared 

realistic and that respondents were able to imagine themselves as the hotel guest 

presented in the vignette (see Table 6.4). A series of one sample t-tests showed that each 

of these four sample means was significantly (p < .001) greater than the scale mid-point 

of 4. 

Table 6. 4. Mean Scores of Credibility Items (n= 740) 

Items Mean SD 

Credibility items   

The story illustrated may happen in a real situation. 6.03 1.06 

The situation in the story is realistic. 5.91 1.08 

   

Ease of use items   

I can easily play the role as the hotel guest in the 

story. 

5.74 1.11 

It was difficult to imagine myself as the hotel guest 

in the story. 

5.62 1.43 

 

Manipulation checks were conducted for the independent variables (1) type of failure, 

(2) severity of failure, (3) cultural familiarity, and (4) service recovery. These tests were 

run to assess the convergent and discriminant validity of the manipulation (Wetzel, 

1977, Perdue & Summers, 1986). Convergence validity is tenable where each level of 

one independent variable differs significantly from another (Wetzel, 1977, Perdue & 
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Summers, 1986). For example, as the levels or category of the variable type of failure, 

the interpersonal and non-interpersonal failure categories were expected to be 

statistically different. In turn, divergence validity has taken place if each independent 

variable is not affected by the presence of other variables (Wetzel, 1977, Perdue & 

Summers, 1986). That is, whether each variable is distinct from other variables. The 

manipulation checks were performed using a series of ANOVA data analysis tool. 

In line with the recommendations of Perdue and Summers (1986), a 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 

ANOVA (with type of failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity, and service 

recovery respectively as dependent variables) were performed and the result of these 

manipulation checks are presented next. Table 6.6, Table 6.8, Table 6.10, and Table 

6.12 respectively show the statistical results of the divergent validity for manipulation 

checks for type of failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity and service recovery. 

Details of the manipulation checks for each individual variable are presented next. 

Type of failure 

Type of failure was manipulated using two levels or categories, interpersonal and non-

interpersonal failures. Respondents completed four items using a seven-point Likert 

scale to measure the manipulation of type of failure (see Table 6.5). These four items 

were summed and averaged to create a new composite variable for type of failure. A 2 x 

3 x 3 x 2 ANOVA was performed with perceived type of failure as the dependent 

variable. As presented in Table 6.6, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect 

associated with the type of failure and severity of failure (p < .001). These results 

indicated that there was a confounding effect of severity of failure. 

With the presence of confounding variables, it is necessary to further examine the 

degree of the confounding effect (Purdue & Summers, 1986). Therefore, an evaluation 

was conducted of the magnitude of the effect, that is, whether or not it has the potential 

to impair or create an unambiguous evaluation (Purdue & Summers, 1986). Justification 

was made by examining the effect size of the two variables. This was conducted using 

omega squared, a more accurate estimate of the value of association compared to eta 

squared. It was found that the effect size of severity of failure was small (3%), as 

opposed to 32 % (large) for the type of failure (Cohen, 1992) (see Table 6.6). This 

outcome showed that the confounding effect of severity of failure on type of failure was 

only minor and consequently was not considered to be harmful to the analysis. The 

significant differences of the mean scores between the two levels of type of failure 
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(interpersonal and non-interpersonal failure) are presented in Table 6.6. These results 

suggested that the manipulation was achieved successfully. 

           Table 6. 5. Manipulations Items for Type of Failure 

Manipulation items for type of failure 

Type of failure (  =.96) 

 

The driver was attentive. 

The driver was friendly. 

The driver was helpful. 

The driver was respectful. 

 

 

Table 6. 6. ANOVA for Manipulation and Confounding Checks of Type of Failure 

(n=740) 

Check types    M SD df F p ² 

 
DV: Type of failure 

Confounding  

IV:  Severity      704 11.99 .000 .03 

Low    3.41 .98 

Medium   4.28 .09 

High    4.74 .09 

IV: Cultural familiarity    704 2.75 .065 .01 

Low    4.12 .09 

Medium   4.20 .09 

High    4.10 .10 

IV: Service recovery    704   .14 .708 .00 
Apology   4.15 .08 

Apology & compensation 4.12 .08 

 

Manipulation   

IV: Type of failure     704 333.05 .000 .32 

Non-interpersonal  4.80 .08 

Interpersonal   3.49 .07 

 

 

Severity of failure 

Three measurement levels (low, medium, and high) were used to manipulate the 

variable severity of failure. In a manner similar to that used for testing the manipulation 

check for the variable type of failure, respondents were randomly exposed to questions 

about different levels of severity of failure and were asked to complete their answers 
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using a seven point semantic differential scale that was developed during the pre-test 

and pilot test. The manipulation items are presented in Table 6.7. 

A 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 ANOVA was run to test the effectiveness of the manipulations of the 

three levels of severity of failure, with perceived severity of failure as the dependent 

variable. The results of the ANOVA showed a significant main effect associated with 

type of failure (p < .001) and severity of failure (p < .001), but not with cultural 

familiarity (see Table 6.8). These results indicated that there was a confounding effect 

of type of failure, however, the effect size of type of failure on severity of failure was 

2.2%, as opposed to 12.4% for the severity of failure. This revealed that there was only 

a minor confounding effect of type of failure on severity of failure and that was not 

considered to be a major problem. 

As the measurements of levels of severity of failure were significantly different 

(p<.001), an S-N-K and a Tukey tests were performed to identify the differing levels 

within the severity of failure. The test showed favourable results whereby each level fell 

into three different subsets or groups (see Table 6.8) in the expected order. This result 

indicated that the three levels of severity were perceived as intended, thus establishing 

the convergent validity. 

       Table 6. 7. Manipulation Items for Severity of Failure 

Manipulation items for severity of failure 

Severity ( .94) 

How severe was the service problem? 

Not at all severe --- Extremely severe 

Minor problem --- Major problem 

Small inconvenience --- Big inconvenience 

Minor annoyance --- Major annoyance 

 

 

Cultural familiarity 

There were also three levels (low, moderate, and high) used in the manipulations of the 

variable of cultural familiarity. 
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Table 6. 8.  ANOVA for Manipulation and Confounding Checks of Severity of Failure 

(n=740) 

Check types    M SD df F p ² 

 
DV: Severity of failure 

Confounding  

IV:  Type of failure     704 15.62 .000 .02 

Non-interpersonal  3.87 .08 

Interpersonal   4.29 .08 

IV: Cultural familiarity    704 2.03 .132 .01 

Low    4.07 .09 

Medium   3.95 .09 

High    4.20 .10 

IV: Service recovery    704     .01 .912 .00 
Apology   4.08 .08 

Apology & compensation 4.07 .07 

 

Manipulation   

IV: Severity of failure    704 49.84 .000 .12 

 Low    3.37 .10 

Medium   4.15 .09 

High    4.70 .09 

 

 

Russia was used to represent the example of a destination of low familiarity; Indonesia 

was chosen for moderate familiarity; and Australia was assigned as the destination to 

represent high cultural familiarity. As mentioned previously in the Chapter 5, to build 

more confidence in the decision of the medium and low levels of cultural familiarity, 

the two overseas countries resulted from intensive pre-tests and pilot-test conducted 

prior to administering the survey. Five items were used to measure the manipulation for 

cultural familiarity using a seven point Likert scale (see Table 6.9). 

 Again, a 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 ANOVA was performed with perceived cultural familiarity as 

the dependent variable. As presented in Table 6.10, the ANOVA showed a statistically 

significant result for cultural familiarity (p<.001), however a significant result was not 

found for the other variables. This result confirms the effectiveness of the manipulation 

of cultural familiarity. A follow-up S-N-K and Tukey test were run to investigate 

whether convergence validity held true across the three levels. The results showed that 

each level differed significantly and grouped separately. The mean scores suggested that 

the three levels differed in the expected order (see Table 6.10). In other words, in terms 

of culture, subjects were least familiar with Russia, moderately familiar with Indonesia, 

and highly familiar with Australia. 
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     Table 6. 9. Manipulation Items for Cultural Familiarity 

Manipulation items for cultural familiarity 

Cultural familiarity (  .96) 

I am familiar with the culture of [Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

I am familiar with [Australia/Indonesia/Russia] as a holiday 

destination. 

I can easily judge whether I am getting a good service when on holiday 

in [Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

I am familiar with [Australian/Indonesian/Russian] food.  

I find it easy to communicate my needs if on holiday in 

[Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

 

Table 6. 10. ANOVA for Manipulation and Confounding Checks of Cultural 

Familiarity (n= 740)  

Check types    M SD df F p ² 

 
DV: Cultural familiarity 

Confounding  

IV:  Type of failure     704 4.46 .035 .01 

Non-interpersonal  4.09 .06 

Interpersonal   4.28 .06 

 

IV: Severity of failure    704 .34 .712 .00 

Low    4.22 .08 

Medium   4.13 .08 

High    4.20 .08 

 

IV: Service recovery    704 .31 .576 .00 
Apology   4.16 .07 

Apology & compensation 4.21 .06 

 

Manipulation   

IV: Cultural familiarity    704 611.82 .000 .64 
 Low    2.59 .08 

Medium   3.62 .08 

High    6.35 .08 

 

Service Recovery 

The experimental design developed for this study used two levels for the manipulation 

of service recovery: apology and, apology and compensation. This variable was used in 

the second phase of the experimental design. A 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 ANOVA was conducted 

with perceived service recovery as the dependent variable. The manipulation items are 

presented in Table 6.11. Two items were initially used to manipulate this variable; 
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which are “I received an apology” and “The hotel offered me compensation”. For the 

first item, no significant differences were found. This result can be expected as the two 

service recovery groups (apology only and, apology and compensation) in fact received 

an apology. Therefore, this item was dropped. The ANOVA run for the second item 

showed a significant result for service recovery (p<.001) and no confounding effect was 

detected (see Table 6.12). In other word, the two levels of service recovery: apology, 

and apology and compensation, differed significantly. 

    Table 6. 11. Manipulation items for Service Recovery 

Manipulation items for service recovery 

The hotel offered me compensation. 

 

In summary, the manipulation and confounding checks simultaneously and 

satisfactorily demonstrated the results for convergent and divergent validity. That is, the 

manipulations of each independent variable were considered strong. Although there 

were slight confounding effects found for type and severity of failure, the results were 

not considered to be threats to confounding as their effect sizes were small (Cohen, 

1992). Each independent variable and all levels for each independent variable differed 

significantly, ensuring the convergence validity and divergence validity respectfully. In 

addition, the credibility tests showed favourable results in items where respondents 

perceived the scenario as realistic and easy to use. As the credibility and manipulation 

checks resulted favourably, tests of hypotheses were then performed. The results of 

these tests are discussed next. 

6.4 Results of Hypotheses Testing 

As explained in Chapter 5, the experimental study incorporated two phases: service 

failure and service recovery. The service failure phase (first phase) involved three 

independent variables: type of failure, severity of failure, and cultural familiarity, and 

two dependent variables: customer tolerance and satisfaction. The service recovery that 

is used in the second phase of this study entailed applying one condition with two levels 

between subjects (apology or apology and compensation). The dependent variable for 

the second phase was post-recovery satisfaction. 
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Table 6. 12. ANOVA for Manipulation and Confounding Checks of Service Recovery 

(n= 740) 

Check types    M SD df F p ² 

 
DV: Service recovery 

Confounding  

IV:  Type of failure     702 1.73 .189 .00 

Non-interpersonal  4.85 .07 

Interpersonal   4.73 .06 

 

IV: Severity of failure    702 1.93 .145 .01 

Low    4.83 .08 

Medium   4.87 .08 

High    4.67 .08 

 

IV: Cultural familiarity    702 1.49 .226 .00 
Low    4.89 .08 

Medium   4.76 .08 

High    4.71 .08 

 

Manipulation   

IV: Service recovery    702 151.56 .000 .18 

 Apology   4.23 .07 

Apology & compensation 5.35 .06 

   

 

The analysis of the hypotheses was conducted with the help of three statistical tools, 

MANOVA, ANOVA, and paired t-test. Prior to running each test, the assumptions of 

each of the statistical tools were examined in order to ensure its appropriateness. The 

results of the hypotheses tests are presented in this section, beginning with the first 

phase (service failure). 

6.4.1 Phase 1- Service failure. 

Within the service failure phase of this thesis, MANOVA was performed to test 

hypotheses 1a to 5b. Prior to running the analysis to test these hypotheses, the 

assumptions of MANOVA were assessed. The Bartlett’s test of Sphericity that tested 

correlation and covariance matrices (Field, 2009) was significant (p < .001) and 

therefore the assumption was fulfilled (Field, 2009). However, it appeared that other 

assumptions were not entirely addressed. Box’s M test did not meet the assumption 

resulted for equality of covariance matrices showed significant results (p < .001). 

However, as this test is considerably sensitive for a large sample size of more than 300 

it considered appropriate to conduct an analysis of group differences for two dependent 

variables (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). Next, the Levene’s Test of homogeneity of 
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variance was also violated (p < .01) for all variables, indicating that the variability 

across groups differed. To address these violations, Pillai’s criterion was used to 

interpret the results (Field, 2009; Hair et al., 1998). The Pillai’s criterion is “ the sum of 

the proportion of explained variable on the discriminant function” (Field, 2009, p. 602). 

Moreover, the MANOVA provides information of the effect of the independent 

variables on the two dependent variables simultaneously. Therefore, in order to examine 

the effects of tolerance and satisfaction separately within each dependent variable, a 

follow up univariate test (ANOVA) was run in addition to the MANOVA analysis. In 

the follow up ANOVA a more stringent alpha level of .025 was used to determine 

significance of the F univariate test instead of the conventional alpha of .05 (Tabachnick 

& Fidell, 2007). This decision was made because the assumption of the Levene’s Test 

(p <.001) was not tenable.  

After all of the violations of the assumptions were addressed and data were considered 

suitable for further analysis, to test hypotheses 1a to 5b, a 2 (interpersonal versus non-

interpersonal failure type) x 3 (low, medium, high severity of failure) x 3 (low, 

medium, high cultural familiarity) between-groups factorial multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) was conducted with the dependent variables of customer 

tolerance and satisfaction.  

6.4.1.1 Main effect tests. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, it is expected that people will be more tolerant of a non-

interpersonal failure than of an interpersonal failure. To test this hypothesis, an 

examination of differences in types of failure was undertaken for a measure of customer 

tolerance. The results of the multivariate test for each of the experimental conditions are 

shown in Table 6.13.  

Hypothesis 1a 

A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment versus non-

interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels of intolerance. 

The results of the multivariate (MANOVA) and univariate (ANOVA) tests were 

significant for the main effect associated with type of failure on customer tolerance (see 

Table 6.13). This result suggested that differences in customer tolerance were caused by 

type of failure. In other words, different types of interpersonal and non-interpersonal 

failure influenced the variations of respondents’ levels of tolerance. As seen in Table 
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6.13, the effect was moderate (Cohen, 1992) and the mean scores were substantially 

higher for non-interpersonal failure (M = 3.39, SD = 1.33) than for interpersonal failure 

(M = 2.23, SD = 1.10). This analysis indicated that the interpersonal failure resulted in 

lower tolerance than the non-interpersonal failure. As such, hypothesis 1a was fully 

supported. 

Next, examination of differences in the levels of customer satisfaction for type of failure 

was conducted.  

Hypothesis 1 b 

A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment versus non-

interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels of dissatisfaction. 

 

The MANOVA indicated similar results with the previous test in which results were 

significant (see Table 6.13) although the effect was small (Cohen, 1992). That is, 

satisfaction levels were determined by whether failure was caused by a non-

interpersonal or an interpersonal encounter. The mean scores of each type of failure that 

showed that lower satisfaction levels were rated for interpersonal failure (M= 2.17, SD 

= 1.08) than for non-interpersonal failure (M = 2.95, SD = 1.38). In other words, 

customers were more dissatisfied with interpersonal failure than with non-interpersonal 

failure. These results suggested that hypothesis 1b is supported. 

Hypothesis 2a below examined the influences of different levels of severity of failure 

on customer tolerance.  

Hypothesis 2a 

A higher (lower) magnitude of service failure will result in greater (lesser) 

intolerance. 

In the examination of hypothesis 2a, significant main effects were obtained from the 

multivariate and univariate tests as presented in Table 6.13. The result means that 

different magnitudes of service failure, that is low, medium, and high, affected the 

variations in the levels of customer tolerance. The mean scores showed that a higher 

severity of failure resulted in lower scores of tolerance (Mlow =3.31, SD = 1.50; Mmedium 

= 2.77, SD = 1.27; Mhigh = 2.38, SD = 1.11). 
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Although the main effects for severity of failure were revealed, the results did not 

demonstrate which groups actually differed. Therefore, a follow up Post Hoc test using 

Student-Neuman-Keuls (S-N-K) was conducted to identify where the group differences 

occurred (Field, 2009). A Bonferroni correction was applied to all analyses to take 

account of a possible inflation in the Type 1 error rate from the multiple analyses. The 

univariate tests were evaluated at a significance level of p < .025 for the two dependent 

variables. The results showed that within the levels of severity of failure, significant 

differences in the levels of customer tolerance occurred among all levels (p < .001). 

That is, low, medium, and high severity resulted in significantly different levels of 

tolerance whereby, the lowest tolerance was resulted from the highest level of the 

severity of failure. These findings suggested that hypothesis 2a was supported. 

The next hypothesis tested to understand if customer (dis)satisfaction differs as the 

results for severity of failure. In other words, this hypothesis investigated the effect of 

severity of failure on customer (dis)satisfaction.  

Hypothesis 2b 

A higher (lower) magnitude of service failure will result in greater (lesser) 

dissatisfaction. 

The results of MANOVA showed a significant main effect as seen in Table 6.13. 

Similar to the examination of customer tolerance, the S-N-K test demonstrated that 

differences in the levels of customer satisfaction were found to be significant among all 

levels. Furthermore, as expected, the lowest rating for satisfaction resulted from the 

highest level of severity (Mlow =2.89, SD = 1.38; Mmedium = 2.51, SD = 1.21; Mhigh = 

2.29, SD = 1.25). These results indicated full support to hypothesis 2b. 

From the tests of hypotheses 2a and 2b, it should be noted that the effects of severity of 

failure on tolerance was stronger than they are on satisfaction (see Table 6.14). 

Next, hypotheses 3a assessed the influence of cultural familiarity on customer 

tolerance.  

Hypothesis 3a 

A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus low culturally 

familiar destination will result in correspondingly lower levels of customer 
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tolerance. 

Similar to the results established in the previous hypotheses, the results of the 

multivariate test for cultural familiarity on customer tolerance was statistically 

significant (see Table 6.13). As with the variable severity of failure in hypothesis 2a 

and hypothesis 2b, a follow up test for hypothesis 3a was performed to identify the 

groups in which the differences located. The Post Hoc test using S-N-K method showed 

that within the variable of cultural familiarity significant differences occurred only 

between low and high, and between medium and high cultural familiarity. No 

differences were significantly observed between medium (Mmedium = 2.91, SD = 1.31) 

and low (Mlow = 2.87, SD = 1.32) cultural familiarity. The lowest level of tolerance 

existed in high cultural familiarity (Mhigh = 2.63, SD = 1.41) and the highest tolerance 

was found in the medium level of cultural familiarity. These results partially supported 

hypothesis 3a. 

The effects of different levels of cultural familiarity on customer satisfaction were tested 

in order to answer hypothesis 3b.  

Hypothesis 3b 

A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus low culturally 

familiar destination will result in correspondingly lower levels of customer 

satisfaction. 

The MANOVA showed significant results as presented in Table 6.13. However, as also 

seen in the same table, the follow-up univariate tests showed that cultural familiarity 

was not significant for customer satisfaction. In other words, customer satisfaction was 

not determined by cultural familiarity. Thereby, hypothesis 3b was rejected. 

The hypotheses 1a to 3b have tested the main effects of type of failure, severity of 

failure, and cultural familiarity on customer tolerance and satisfaction. In summary, 

main effects were found for all three indepedent variables on customer tolerance. People 

were more tolerant of a non-interpresonal service failure versus an interpersonal one; 

more tolerant when severity was low, with an incremental reduction in tolerance as 

severity increased. Tolerance levels were greater when the service failure occured in a 

less culturally familiar destinations (outside the home country). For satisfaction, a 

similar pattern emerged but no significant differences occurred for cultural familiarity. 
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Another observation is that customer satisfaction rating tended to be lower than levels 

of tolerance. 

Table 6. 13. Multivariate and Univariate Results (n=740) 

   Multivariate  Univariate 

         F    p   η
2  

   F    p  η
2
 

Type              97.43   .000    .21 

Customer tolerance              194.87   .000   .21 

Customer satisfaction    80.45   .000   .10 

Severity                                22.85   .000    .058 

Customer tolerance            47.00   .000   .12 

Customer satisfaction             19.45   .000   .05 

Cultural familiarity             2.82   .024    .008 

Customer tolerance        4.12   .017   .01 

Customer satisfaction        2.16   .117   .01 

 

6.4.1.2  Interaction effects. 

Investigations of whether there are interaction effects among these independent 

variables were conducted for hypotheses 4a to 5b. Interaction effects indicate variations 

in the dependent variables caused by one independent variable within one level of other 

independent variables (Kinnear & Gray, 2009). Moreover, the presence of interaction 

effects is shown by a profile of convergence and divergence (Kinnear & Gray, 2009). 

Results of MANOVA showed that the main effects were qualified by the significant 

interactions of the two-way multivariate: type by severity (F (4,144) = 4.47, p <.001, 

ŋ
2
= .012) and severity by culture (F (8,144) = 2.42, p <.05, ŋ

2
=.013) that were further 

analysed to test hypotheses 4a, 4b,5a, and 5b. 

Type and severity of failure 

 

Hypothesis 4a predicts an interaction effect between type of failure and severity of 

failure on customer tolerance. 

Hypothesis 4a 

There will be significant differences in the levels of customer tolerance for 
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different levels of interpersonal and non-interpersonal at different levels of 

severity of failure. 

The between subject Univariate test that followed the multivariate tests demonstrated 

significant type by severity interactions for the dependent variables customer tolerance 

(F (2,721) = 6.81, p=<.001, ŋ
2
=.02). That is, customer tolerance differs for the two 

types of failure within levels of severity of failure. Next, a simple effect test was 

performed to investigate the interactional patterns. Using this test, the effect of one 

independent variable can be identified at individual levels of the other independent 

variable (Field, 2009). An interaction exists when the effects of one variable are not the 

same within different levels of the other variables.  

For the non-interpersonal failure, significant differences were reported among each 

level of severity of service failure (F (2,734) = 39.70, p<.001). Thus, similar to the main 

effect for severity, non-interpersonal failure led to a decreased in tolerance as severity 

increased. Conversely, for the interpersonal failure condition, the interaction of the two 

independent variables (F (2,734) = 9.47, p<.001) demonstrated significant differences 

between low and medium; between low and high, but not between medium and high 

severity. Within each level of severity of failure, lower tolerance was found for the 

interpersonal failure than the non-interpersonal failure and the mean difference 

decreases as severity increases. The largest difference between interpersonal and non-

interpersonal failures existed in the low level of severity. Thus, there appears to be 

greater tolerance of a non-interpersonal failure compared to interpersonal failure in low 

severity than in medium or high severity. These results suggested that hypothesis 4a 

was partially supported. The pattern of the interaction is shown in Figure 6.2. 

Similar to hypothesis 4a, hypothesis 4b was also aimed to test if type of falure and 

sevreity of failure interact for the level of satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 4b 

There will be significant differences in the levels of customer satisfaction for 

different types of service failure at different levels of severity of failure. 
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Figure 6. 2. Interaction Effect of Type and Severity of Failure on Customer Tolerance 

 
 Steps similar to those taken to investigate hypothesis 4a were undertaken for hypothesis 

4b. The results of the univariate ANOVA showed significant interaction effects for type 

and severity of failure on customer satisfaction (F (2,271) =7.53, p < .001, ŋ
2
=.02). 

Simple effect tests for the interaction of type of failure and severity of failure revealed 

that customer dissatisfaction of non-interpersonal failure was significantly greater in the 

level of high severity than in the medium and low levels of severity of failure (F (2,733) 

= 33.34, p<.001). However, no significant differences were found in the condition of 

interpersonal failure within any levels of the severity of failure (F (2,733) = 1.25, p = 

.287). Within the severity of failure conditions, a similar pattern to tolerance is observed 

with significant difference for types of failure at each level. Figure 6.3 depicts the 

pattern of this interaction. These results suggested that hypothesis 4b was partially 

supported. 

Severity of failure and cultural familiarity 

Next, an investigation of how tolerance and satisfaction differed by severity of failure 

within different cultural familiarity levels was undertaken. 
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Figure 6. 3. Interaction Effect of Type and Severity of Failure on Customer Satisfaction 

 
 

 Hypothesis 5a  

Customer tolerance will be significantly different at different levels of severity 

of failure occurring in different culturally familiar destinations. 

The steps conducted to test hypotheses 4a and 4b were repeated to answer hypotheses 

5a and 5b. For hypothesis 5a, the between subject Univariate analysis showed 

significant interactions between severity and cultural familiarity with regard to the 

dependent variable customer tolerance, (F (4,721) = 3.24, p < .05, ŋ
2
=.01). The simple 

effect tests revealed that the effect of culture was significant in a situation of high 

severity of failure (F (2,731) = 6.27, p <.01) however, not within the low (F (2,731) = 

1.39, p =.25) and medium (F (2, 731) = .34, p = .72) levels. Within low and medium 

cultural familiarity, there was a significant difference between low and medium/high 

severity. In contrast, within the high cultural familiarity, there was no significant 

difference between low and medium severity for tolerance, however there was a 

difference between low and medium levels compared to high severity levels. In 

low/medium levels of cultural familiarity, there is no difference in tolerance whether 
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the severity of failure is medium or high however, there is significantly higher levels of 

tolerance if the severity of failure is low (rather than medium/high). These results 

showed that customer tolerance differs when exposed to high severity of failure 

occurring in any levels of culturally familiar destination whereby, the lowest levels of 

tolerance was found in the condition of high severity and high cultural familiarity. The 

pattern of this interaction is demonstrated in Figure 6.4. In summary, in a condition of 

high cultural familiarity (e.g., home country), there was wider variations in tolerance 

with high severity resulting in lesser tolerance than either medium and low severity. 

These results showed that hypothesis 5a was partially supported. 

Hypothesis 5b examines interaction effect of cultural familiarity and severity of failure 

on customer satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 5b  

Customer satisfaction will be significantly different at different levels of 

severity of failure occurring in different culturally familiar destinations. 

 Figure 6. 4.  Interaction Effect of Severity and Cultural Familiarity on Customer 

Tolerance 
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For hypothesis 5b, significant results were found for the interaction effects between 

cultural familiarity and severity of failure (F (4,721) = 4.95, p < .01, ŋ
2
=.02) on 

customer satisfaction. The simple effect tests showed that the effect of cultural 

familiarity was not significant within low (F (2,730) = 2.21, p = .11) and medium 

conditions of severity of failure (F (2,730) = 1.63, p =.20) but, only in the conditions of 

high severity of failure (F (2,730) = 5.23, p<.01). Turning to the effects of severity 

within cultural familiarity, a similar pattern to customer tolerance emerged for 

satisfaction. There are significant differences in the levels of dissatisfaction to high 

severity of failure that occurred in different levels of cultural familiarity in which lowest 

satisfaction was observed for high severity of failure occurring in high cultural 

familiarity. The pattern of this interaction is depicted in Figure 6.5. The results 

suggested that hypothesis 5b is not supported. 

Hypotheses 1a to 5b focused on the main and interaction effects of type of failure, 

severity of failure, and cultural familiarity on customer tolerance and satisfaction. In 

summary, main effects were found for all three independent variables on customer 

tolerance. People were more tolerant of non-interpersonal service failure versus an 

interpersonal one; more tolerant when severity of failure was low, with an incremented 

reduction in tolerance as severity increased. Tolerance levels were greater when the 

service failure occurred outside the home country. For satisfaction, a similar pattern 

emerged, but no significant difference occurred for cultural familiarity. Another 

observation is that customer satisfaction rating tended to be lower than levels of 

tolerance. 

Next, the results of hypothesis 6 are presented. 

Hypothesis 6  

Customers who are more tolerant will be more satisfied than those who are less 

tolerant.  

In Chapter 2, a discussion on how tolerance and satisfaction were related was presented. 

It was hypothesised that people who have higher tolerance are likely to be more 

satisfied. In order to test this hypothesis, the variable customer tolerance was used to 

create two categories: high/low tolerance. The groups were created using a median split. 

A one way ANOVA was then conducted with high/low tolerance as the independent 

variable and satisfaction as the dependent variable. 
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Figure 6. 5.  Interaction Effect of Severity and Cultural Familiarity on Customer 

Satisfaction 

 

The results revealed that the variable customer satisfaction significantly differed for 

each level of customer tolerance, (F (1,737) = 266.06, p = < .001, ŋ
2
 = .27). 

Accordingly, these results suggested that the differences in the mean scores between the 

low and high tolerances were significant: Mlow1.85, SD = 1.00 and Mhigh = 3.19, SD = 

1.20. That is, as predicted, lower tolerance resulted in lower satisfaction. This result 

indicated that hypothesis 6 was supported. 

Next, the results of hypotheses tests within the situation of service recovery attempts are 

presented. 

6.4.2 Phase 2- service recovery.  

In this section, the aim is to investigate the intervening role of service recovery on pre- 

and post-recovery satisfaction levels. Comparative assessments using paired t-tests were 

performed to answer this hypothesis. First, the paired t-tests were run on the whole data 

to test for existence of differences in levels of the post recovery satisfaction and pre-



169 

 

service recovery satisfaction. Next, to assess differences of satisfaction levels within 

each group, t-tests were performed on split datasets based on each type of failure, 

severity of failure, and cultural familiarity. 

Hypothesis 7 

Customers’ levels of post-recovery satisfaction will be higher than the pre-

recovery satisfaction. 

The first t-test revealed that on average, respondents reported a significantly higher 

level of post-recovery satisfaction (M = 4.40, SD = 1.44) than the pre-recovery 

satisfaction (M = 2.56, SD = 1.30); t (734) = -36.02, p < .001, with a moderate effect 

size of r =.08 (Cohen, 1988). As such, these results supported hypothesis 7. 

Following this test, the results of the three paired t-tests using split files were also 

statistically significant. That is, across all conditions within each independent variable 

(type of failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity), respondents reported 

statistically higher satisfaction after service recovery than before the recovery. The t-test 

performed within the type of failure dataset showed a significant result (p < .001) for 

both types of failure. These results mean that on average differences were found in pre- 

and post-recovery satisfaction whereby, the levels of post-recovery satisfaction was 

higher than the pre-recovery satisfaction for both the interpersonal and  non-

interpersonal failure. Within the variable severity of failure, the result showed that the 

three levels of this variable also differed significantly (p < .001). Similarly, within the 

variable cultural familiarity the results were significant at p < .001 for low and medium 

and at p < .01 for high level. 

The means and standard deviations obtained from the analysis of paired t-tests are 

summarised in Table 6.14. As mentioned, on average, compared to the pre-recovery 

satisfaction levels, participants rated higher levels of post-recovery satisfaction with 

regard to variable type of failure. Toward instances of interpersonal failure as opposed 

to instances of non-interpersonal failure, the respondents reported feeling less satisfied. 

Furthermore, after the service recovery, greater improvement of mean was found in the 

interpersonal type of failure. Next, in both cases (pre- and post-recovery satisfaction) 

within the variable severity of failure, higher satisfaction levels were found in the 

situation of low severity compared to situations recording medium and high levels. For 

this variable, the mean differences between pre- and post-recovery satisfaction within 
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the three levels of severity of failure showed little difference. Next, for the variable 

cultural familiarity, the pre- and post-recovery satisfaction levels of the respondents 

were higher in the culture with a low familiarity compared to both the medium and high 

conditions. Within this cultural familiarity variable, greater improvement of means was 

found in high cultural familiarity than in the low and medium levels. 

Table 6. 14. Paired Sample Statistics for Initial and Overall Satisfaction (n=740) 

 

   Pre-   Post- 

recovery  recovery  Mean 

satisfaction  satisfaction 

   Mean SD  Mean  SD  Differences 

 

Type 

Non-interpersonal 2.96 1.38  4.63 1.44  1.67 

Interpersonal  2.17 1.08  4.18 1.41  2.01 

Severity 

Low   2.90 1.38  4.68 1.46  1.78 

Medium  2.52 1.21  4.44 1.37  1.92 

High   2.29 1.25  4.11 1.45  1.82 

Cultural Familiarity 

Low   2.68 1.36  4.49 1.47  1.81 

Medium  2.55 1.30  4.36 1.40  1.81 

High   2.43 1.22  4.34 1.45  1.91 

 

 

As found in the test of hypothesis 7, post-recovery satisfaction was rated higher (mean 

scores above 4) than the pre-recovery satisfaction (mean scores below 3). Next, 

hypotheses 8 to 11 investigated the effectiveness of service recovery attempts toward 

customer satisfaction post-recovery within different service failures and cultural 

familiarity conditions. First, the scores of pre-recovery satisfaction were deducted from 

the scores of the post-recovery satisfaction. The outcomes reflected gaps between the 

two satisfaction scores and used in the examination of the recovery attempts.  

A four-way ANOVA was performed by incorporating the service recovery variable with 

all of the independent variables used in the service failure settings ( type of failure, 

severity of failure, and cultural familiarity) to test for their influences on the variable of 
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(different scores of) post service recovery satisfaction. A 2 type of failure (non-

interpersonal versus interpersonal) x 3 severity of failure (low versus medium versus 

high) x 3 cultural familiarity (low versus medium versus high) x 2 service recovery 

(apology versus apology and compensation) between subject factorial design was  

performed. ANOVA was run to test hypotheses 8 to 11. This study applied two levels of 

service recovery: an apology made the Front Office Manager to the guest or an apology 

made by the manager together with an offer of two drink vouchers (compensation). The 

apology conditions was considered as a minimum (baseline) service recovery whereas 

the compensation was expected to be better received. Reporting on the analysis of the 

test is presented below, starting from hypothesis 8.  

Hypothesis 8 

An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of post service 

recovery satisfaction than just an apology. 

The ANOVA results indicated no significant main effects for service recovery (F 

(2,699) = 5.31, p = .47) on customer’s post-recovery satisfaction (see Table 6.15 for the 

mean scores). That is, customer satisfaction did not significantly differ for the two types 

of recovery tactics: apology versus apology and compensation. Therefore, no support 

was obtained for hypothesis 8. 

The ANOVA test also showed that no significant results were found for severity of 

failure (F (1,699) = 1.24, p = .29) or cultural familiarity (F (2,699) = .34, p = .71). 

However, although not previously hypothesised, there was a significant result revealed 

for type of failure (F (1,699) = 11.95, p <. 001, ŋ
2
= .25). This result suggested that 

customer’s levels of post-recovery satisfaction differ significantly for each type of 

service failure. 

            Table 6. 15. Mean Scores of Each Type of Recovery Attempts 

 

Type of recovery    Mean  SD 

Apology     1.80  .08 

Apology and compensation   1.87  .07 
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The mean scores for the variable type of failure, revealed the satisfaction level was 

lower for the non-interpersonal type of failure (M = 1.66, SD = .07) than for the 

interpersonal type failure (M = 2.02, SD = .07). These findings suggested that the 

recovery tactics had greater effect in the situation of interpersonal type of failure.  

Next, because the scenario study involved a context of type of failure, severity of 

failure, and cultural familiarity, analyses were also conducted to determine how service 

recovery operated within each of these independent variables. 

Hypothesis 9 

An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of post service 

recovery satisfaction compared to an apology only when severity is high. 

Hypothesis 9 intended to investigate if different recovery tactics for different levels of 

severity of failure resulted in significant differences in the levels of post-recovery 

satisfaction. The high level of severity resulted in a measure of higher satisfaction when 

an apology and compensation were offered compared to an apology only. However, the 

ANOVA did not indicate any interaction effects between service recovery and severity 

of failure (F (2,699) = .17, p = .84). In other words, customer post-recovery satisfaction 

did not differ for each type of service recovery and within any levels of severity of 

failure. Therefore, hypothesis 9 was also not supported. 

In turn, hypothesis 10 assesses if there is interaction effect of service recovery and type 

of failure on customers’ post-recovery satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 10  

The level of customers’ post-recovery satisfaction will be significantly higher 

when offered apology and compensation rather than apology only for each type 

of failure. 

Hypothesis 10 predicted an interaction effect between type of failure and service 

recovery. A weak interaction effect was observed for the variables type of failure and 

service recovery (F (1,699) = 3.11, p < 1.0, ŋ
2
 = .00). In the non-interpersonal failure 

situation, significant differences were found in the levels of customer satisfaction in 

which offers of apology and compensation were rated more highly than an apology 

only. However, results showed no significant difference of post-recovery satisfaction in 
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the condition of interpersonal failure with either an apology only or an apology and 

compensation offered. These results demonstrated a partial support for hypothesis 10. 

The interaction plot is depicted in Figure 6.6. 

The last hypothesis tests for an interaction between service recovery and cultural 

familiarity. 

Hypothesis 11  

Compared to an apology only, an apology and compensation will result in higher 

levels of post-service recovery satisfaction at different level of cultural 

familiarity. 

In hypothesis 11, the interaction effect between type of service recovery and cultural 

familiarity was examined that is, whether apology and compensation will result in 

similarly high satisfaction within all levels cultural familiarity. 

Figure 6. 6.  Interactions Effect of Type of Failure and Service Recovery on Customer 

Satisfaction 
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The results of ANOVA showed no significant interaction effects between service 

recovery and cultural familiarity (F (2, 699) =.77, p = .46, ŋ
2
 = .00). This result 

suggested that there was no difference in the levels of customer post-service recovery 

satisfaction for apology only or apology and compensation in any of the culturally 

familiar locations. Therefore, hypothesis 11 was rejected. 

The summary of all results of the hypotheses testing is presented in Table 6.16. The 

findings of the open-ended questions are presented in the next section. 

Table 6. 16. Results of the Hypotheses Testing 

Hypotheses Conclusion 

Hypothesis 1a 

A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment 

versus non-interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels 

of intolerance. 

Supported 

Hypothesis 1 b 

A service failure originating from interpersonal treatment 

versus non-interpersonal treatment will result in greater levels 

of dissatisfaction. 

Supported 

Hypothesis 2a 

A higher (lower) severity of service failure will result in 

higher (lower) tolerance. 

Supported 

Hypothesis 2b 

A higher (lower) severity of service failure will result in 

higher (lower) dissatisfaction. 

Supported 

Hypothesis 3a 

A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus 

low culturally familiar destination will result in 

correspondingly lower levels of customer satisfaction. 

Partially supported 

Hypothesis 3b 

A service failure occurring in a high versus medium versus 

low culturally familiar destination will result in 

correspondingly lower levels of customer satisfaction. 

Rejected 

Hypothesis 4a 

There will be significant differences in the levels of customer 

tolerance for different type of service failure at different 

levels of severity of failure. 

Partially supported 
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Table 6. 16. Results of the hypotheses testing. (Cont.) 

Hypotheses Conclusion 

Hypothesis 4b 

There will be significant differences in the levels of customer 

satisfaction for different type of service failure at different 

levels of severity of failure. 

Partially supported 

Hypothesis 5a  

Customer tolerance will be significantly different at different 

levels of severity of failure occurring in different culturally 

familiar destinations. 

Rejected 

Hypothesis 5b  

Customer satisfaction will be significantly different at 

different levels of severity of failure occurring in different 

culturally familiar destinations. 

Rejected 

Hypothesis 6  

Customers who are more tolerant will be more satisfied than 

those who are less tolerant.  

Supported 

Hypothesis 7 

Customers’ levels of post-recovery satisfaction will be higher 

than the pre-recovery satisfaction. 

Supported 

Hypothesis 8 

An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of 

post-recovery satisfaction than just an apology. 

Rejected 

Hypothesis 9 

An apology and compensation will result in higher levels of 

post-recovery satisfaction compared to apology only, when 

severity is high. 

Rejected 

Hypothesis 10  

The level of customers’ post-recovery satisfaction will be 

significantly higher when offered apology and compensation 

rather than apology only for each type of service failure.  

Partially supported 

Hypothesis 11  

Compared to an apology only, an apology and compensation 

will result in higher levels of post service recovery 

satisfaction at different level of cultural familiarity. 

Rejected 
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6.5 Self-described Tolerance in Familiar/unfamiliar Locations 

As explained in the stimulus development and survey methodology chapter (see section 

5.3.1.4), an open-ended question was posed at the end of the questionnaire. The 

rationale for using an open-ended question in this study was presented in the same 

section in Chapter 5. The primary purpose of the open-ended question was to 

understand how individuals described their tolerance in different locations and what 

kinds of motives underlie their tolerance levels. This type of question (stated below) 

allowed respondents to use their own words or expressions.  

“When experiencing a hotel service problem, would you be more or less tolerant 

in a familiar versus an unfamiliar location/region/country? Please tell us your 

reasons.” 

Out of the total 740 survey respondents, 603 (81.48%) answered the open-ended 

question. The data were content analysed using NVivo 10 to manage the process. In 

order to focus the analysis, the open-ended question was divided into two parts: first, 

the likelihood of the customer tolerance in a familiar versus unfamiliar destination and 

second, the reasons that underpinned the general predispositions of the tolerance levels. 

Findings are discussed below, beginning with the first part of the question. 

6.5.1 Likelihood of being more or less tolerance in different destinations 

based on cultural familiarity.  

Data were coded in order to gain insight to the views of participants and classify 

responses in respect of beliefs about levels of tolerance for service standards in familiar 

or unfamiliar destinations. From the 603 responses, there were 98 that did not answer 

the question clearly, leaving 505 usable responses. Of these, almost half (47.52%) 

answered that they were more tolerant of service standards in an unfamiliar country and 

less tolerant in a familiar country. In addition, there were some people who indicated 

they would be indifferent in both situations. More specifically, these people reported 

they held the same tolerance of service failure irrespective of the locations. 

Furthermore, there were a small number of people who tended to be less tolerant in an 

unfamiliar country. Table 6.17 shows the frequency of each type of response. In brief, 

this result indicated consistency with the results of the quantitative study in which the 

majority of respondents were more tolerant of service failure experienced in an 

unfamiliar destination (foreign country).  
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Table 6. 17. Frequency of Respondents’ Likelihood of Tolerance Levels 

Likelihood of tolerance Frequency % 

More tolerant in 

unfamiliar destination 

242 47.52 

Less tolerant in 

unfamiliar destination 

87 17.22 

Indifference 176 34.85 

 

Further analysis was conducted in order to understand reasons for the levels of 

tolerance. The results are detailed in the next section. 

6.5.2 Reasons for different tolerance levels in a familiar versus unfamiliar 

destination. 

To gain a deeper understanding into how respondents described their likelihood of 

tolerance, text search and word frequency using NVivo were run. Using this tool, words 

that were used by respondents were summarised based on their frequencies. As a result, 

more frequently used words are displayed in a bigger font size than those which were 

less used or appeared in the data. Figure 6.7 and Figure 6.8 show the type of words 

frequently used by people who were either more or less tolerant in unfamiliar 

destination respectively. As can be seen, where there is a reference for being  less 

tolerant (Figure 6.7) words such as anxiety, anxious, fear, or stressful appear, whereas 

these are absent in the word frequency map for more tolerant (Figure 6.8).  

Next, similar items that emerged were grouped together to form a specific theme. As a 

result, two categories were obtained for being more tolerant in an unfamiliar 

destination: knowledge and individual difference. Three categories were resulted for the 

likelihood of being less tolerant in unfamiliar destination and being indifferent: 

expectation, personal situations, and service problem. Figure 6.9 depicted a pictorial 

graph of these categories. As seen in this figure, knowledge is the most frequent reason 

for being more tolerant in unfamiliar location and expectation for being indifferent. In 

addition, there were other issues derived from the data that reflected exceptions with 

regard to the tolerance level. These findings are discussed next. 
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Figure 6. 7. Words Used for Being More Tolerant in Unfamiliar Location 

 

Figure 6. 8. Words Used for Being Less Tolerant in Unfamiliar Location 

able acceptable another area australia australian aware barrier barriers  

because better comfortable communication confident countries country 
cultural culture cultures customs definitely differences different difficulties  

ease english environment especially etc expect expectations expected familar 

familiar feel find foreign fully guess high higher holiday home hotel idea 

industry intolerant issue issues know knowledge language least less level 

levels likely limited little local location locations may maybe 

misunderstandings mode non normal often one overseas part patience person place 

possible probably problem put region service setting show situation slightly 

speak standard standards sure think tolerant 
understand understanding unfamiliar unsure well  

 

able actions after afraid already another anxiety anxious apology areas aware barrier 

barriers believe circumstances closer comfort comfortable compensation confidence 

country creating culture dependant destination don’t due effect 

environment environment especially etc even expect expectations expected 

expecting experiencing familiar familiar fear feel foreign foreign form 

frustration get good help holiday home hotel insecure intolerant irate keep know 

knowing lack language lengthy less little location 
locations lot lower may maybe might much nervous normal obtain one overseas paid 

perhaps place probably problem receive region respect safety service set setting 

since situation solve speak spoilt standard standards strange stressful 

tolerant unfamiliar  
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Figure 6. 9.  Respondents’ Reasons for Their Likelihood of Tolerance in 

Familiar/Unfamiliar Destination 

 

 

6.5.2.1 Reasons for indicating predominantly more tolerance.  

Knowledge. People were found to be more tolerant toward service standards in an 

unfamiliar environment than in a familiar environment. In explaining the unfamiliarity 

theme, people referred to customs; language; cultural or normative standards; standards 

of service (such as whether the level of service received was normal); people (attitude of 

people for example whether people were generally friendly or helpful); surroundings or 

environment (such as whether it was a strange ambience/atmosphere), and laws or rules 

in a destination. It appears that when people were unsure of cultural standards they were 

more tolerant. The lack of knowledge with these aspects was further explained as being 
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able to increase knowledge; create awareness and ability to recognise; make 

respondents have better understanding and feel comfortable in knowing boundaries with 

regards to the service environment. In addition, knowledge with regard to these aspects 

was described to help extenuate the service problems and improve confidence and the 

feeling of security to complain or to communicate and find solutions to the problem. 

The level of knowledge was also reported to help minimise uncertainty such as, in terms 

of levels of service (whether what being regarded as service failure was common in the 

destination) and in responding to failure.  

Individual differences. There were people who explained that they were naturally 

tolerant in most situations. A few people also described them selves as being shy 

especially to demand service or communicate problems and to ask for compensation. 

Examples of the quotes are “I am a fairly tolerant person, and being in another country, 

I may show more patience”; “I am a tolerant person.”; “I am a patient person, (it) takes 

a lot to upset me.” These expressions reflected the respondents’ internal quality or 

tendency in which tolerance may seem to be part of their personality. Additionally, 

there were also a few people who had more positive views and interests to a new 

environment and, were more likely to open to its consequences. These people seemed to 

appreciate and respect diversity in terms of the level of service performance. Thereby, 

they tend to be more tolerant in an unfamiliar destination. 

6.5.2.2 Reasons for indicating predominantly less tolerance or indifference.  

As mentioned, while most people indicated that they would be more tolerant in an 

unfamiliar country, this response was not universal and some people indicated they 

would be indifferent or even less tolerant in such a situation. There were three main 

reasons provided for such a viewpoint and these are elaborated upon next. 

Knowledge. One reason for the contrasting response was that the lack of knowldege 

about a destination was said to cause anxiety, stress, doubts, the feeling of nervous and 

vulnerable. This finding is consistent with what some people said in the initial focus 

group that uncertainty could lead to lowered tolerance. Also, a great emphasis was put 

on the communication barrier resulted from the inability to speak the local language that 

may lead to misinterpretation or misunderstanding. Some people mentioned that they 

might be less tolerant in a place where they did not speak the language, as they would 

not be able to easily find help.  
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Expectations. Many of the respondents put forward their view that they held 

expectations of service irrespective of locations (“I would expect good service wherever 

I was and would not change my attitude.”). This type of response was mainly obtained 

from people who were indifferent to service failure in any destinations. These people 

believed that “service is service’ and, “bad service is bad service” regardless of 

location. There was an emphasis on the hospitality industry as an international type of 

business that should have standards to meet (“I think I would be tolerant to the same 

extent no matter where I was as the hospitality industry worldwide and has standards to 

uphold.”). Similarly, a strong expression was also apparent in which people explained 

that as worldwide tourists, they expect international standards of service in a holiday 

destination or hospitality territory. In particular, the manner of the employee was highly 

expected to be courteous. Presumably, people from all over the world are able to 

perceive a good or bad behaviour exposed by people from any part of the globe (“ I 

don’t like unhelpful people no matter where I travel.”). Moreover, related to their 

expectation regarding hotel aspects, respondents referred to the type of hotel, and this 

judgement was mainly based on star rating classifications (“…depend on amount of 

stars for the hotel.”; “…tourist expectation for a four star hotel.”) or ownerships (I 

would judge it by the owners of the hotel. I would be way less forgiving if it were a big 

chain hotel such as the Marriot etc.) or the money paid (“…I paid for a service and 

expect for that service.”).  As such, it appears that the branded 4-star label is an 

indicator that service standards should be high irrespective of the host country. In 

addition, what also seemed important was how the hotel responds to the failure 

(“…hotel to rectify problem in a tactful way.”), attitude of the employee (“I do not 

forgive rudeness.”), and what hotel had advertised (“…fully expect them to deliver what 

they have advertised.”). Moreover, a small number of people talked about their 

expectation based on their preference of locations such as in a centralised district where 

price were mostly within their budget. It can be assumed that if their preference was to 

stay at a secluded luxurious area, their expectation of service and tolerance of failure 

may differ. 

Other interesting information derived from the data was related to the type of country 

for example, whether it is a developed versus undeveloped country or, whether it is a 

western or Asian country. Respondents explained that in developed country (western), 

the education, infrastructure, and standard of price were expected to be higher than in 

undeveloped countries. In addition, there seems to be connections between familiarity 
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and expectation. That is, people’s familiarity with a destination seemed to be used as 

one source of forming their expectations of the service in the destination. In other 

words, when people are familiar with a destination, they can expect certain levels of 

service and can contrast the actual service against a standard they were familiar with.  

Service problems. The next reason of why people tended to be less tolerant irrespective 

of location or to be indifferent in both locations was service problems. People explained 

that their tolerance depended on what has caused the service problem and how serious 

the problem was (“…what and how big the problem was.”). In other words, the type of 

failure and the severity of failure were issues that appeared to influence their likelihood 

of tolerance, which was consistent with the focus groups and results of the quantitative 

study.  

With regard to the type of failure, by and large, people emphasised the behaviour of the 

service provider rather than facility aspects. The interpersonal aspect of service such as, 

being treated in a courteous and respectful manner seemed to be an important part of 

service interaction that may lead to people’s tolerance levels. Specific to this issue, 

respondents frequently used a forceful type of expressions for example by saying that 

they did not give any excuse for rudeness of service employee (“I am tolerant in any 

situation, but I do not forgive rudeness.”). Therefore, people were generally less tolerant 

of failure of the service provider to perform a courteous service than problems caused 

by facility or non-interpersonal aspect (“ I am more tolerant of facilities problem.”).  

Another aspect of service problem that gained much attention was the magnitude of the 

failure. As anticipated, once the severity of failure reached a certain threshold (more 

serious), levels of tolerance were reduced (“…unless it’s really a major problem.”). 

Thus, the zone of tolerance narrows as the seriousness of the service failure increases. 

This tendency is consistent with the quantitative findings of this thesis. Additionally, 

respondents also reported that if service problems repeatedly occur, they tend to be less 

tolerant (“...if problem continues…”). In this way, respondents conveyed their thoughts 

about the importance of the frequency of problem to determine their tolerance levels. 

Personal situations. The last theme identified related to personal situations during 

travelling. Included in these reasons were physiological aspects such as fatigue or 

hunger especially after a long flight and, psychological aspects such as emotion and the 

feeling of holiday mode. These personal situations tended to results in low tolerance. 
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Examples of the physiological aspects are “But remember, on arrival, guest are usually 

tired/hungry and can easily become upset when a wonderful holiday of a lifetime does 

not meet expectation.”; “Less tolerant, probably due to tiredness and expecting some 

comfort after travelling.” Examples of the psychological aspects are “I would be less 

tolerant because after flying and travelling you don’t want problems. You just want to 

relax”; “Less tolerant overseas as would not expect to have a holiday overseas spoilt.”; 

”Less tolerant, when on this type of holiday, other events are affected by sloppy 

service.”  

 

In summary, while the number of respondents indicating they were less tolerant or 

indifference in an unfamiliar country was relatively low, there were points raised to give 

context to any less tolerant attitudes. In particular, normative expectations about service, 

severity of the problem, personal situations, and interpersonal styles were widely 

mentioned. The last point was especially salient with a general attitude of low tolerance 

when it comes to interpersonal style such as rude or impolite manner. If all else fails, 

service staff should remain pleasant.  

In addition to answering the two parts of the open-ended question, people also 

highlighted their commentaries with regard to their behavioural intention that is, what 

they would do when experiencing service failure. This issue is discussed next. 

6.5.2.4 Behavioural intention. 

There were four types of behavioural intention or reactions to a service failure situation 

expressed by the respondents: complaining to the hotel, complaining to third party 

(travel agent), exit/switch, and engaging with word-of-mouth activities. Many people 

explained that they tended to lodge a complaint directly to the hotel, especially when the 

magnitude of the failure is high. However, a few people emphasised the believability of 

whether or not management would be willing to rectify the problem would affect their 

complaining behaviour intention. Furthermore, some people put forward language as an 

issue. When English as an international language is not properly spoken by the local 

service provider, they were not inclined to have their voice by complaining directly. A 

quite prevalent reason used by the respondents was the possibilities of misinterpretation 

or misunderstanding, which may potentially lead to frustration.  

In addition, people seemed hesitant about what the normal standards of service were and 

felt uncomfortable to questioning bad service or complaining. Interestingly, with regard 
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to reporting service failure event to the hotel manager or employees, other people 

expressed fear of how local people would react to their complaint (“More tolerable if in 

unfamiliar area, in case complaining endangered lives”; “ I am not sure of their culture 

and would not like to upset anyone.”) when having little or no knowledge about the 

local culture. In such a case, people seemed to feel as being minority in a destination 

and become reluctant to complain, as their concerns might not be appropriate issues. 

These findings suggested that people might recognise that a problem has occurred but 

being forced by unpredictable situations in a new environment, they may not complain. 

Thus, familiarity with the service experience in a destination also seems to associate 

with the behavioural intentions, particularly complaining directly to the hotel. 

The analysis also revealed that a limited number of people intended to report their 

experience to their travel agent once they went back to their home country and to spread 

the unsatisfactory service encounter to other people. People were more likely to engage 

with word-of-mouth activities when service failure had considerably high magnitude. In 

addition, respondent reported that being familiar with an environment, they felt to be 

more comfortable and easier to find another hotel to stay (exit). This finding also 

suggested the importance of cultural familiarity in the intention to switch to another 

provider.  

In summary, the open-ended analysis helped to develop an understanding of the self-

described variations of customer tolerance in familiar and unfamiliar destinations. This 

analysis revealed supportive findings to the quantitative results and provided further 

insight to the zone of tolerance in a service failure context. The majority of respondents 

reported that they tended to be more tolerant in an unfamiliar location than in a familiar 

location. However, there were individual differences in the likelihood of respondents’ 

tolerance levels. In particular some respondents held a strong belief that service is 

service no matter where it occurs. Others said that they were naturally tolerant or easy-

going and were flexible about service failure no matter where it occurred. In terms of 

the reasons for differing views for why respondents were more or less tolerant in certain 

locations or indifferent in both locations were explored. Four major themes collected 

from the data that addressed this purpose: knowledge, expectation, personal issues, and 

service problem. Thus, although results from the quantitative study showed a small 

effect of cultural familiarity, the open-ended finding suggested that this construct is 

substantial in determining the levels of people’s tolerance. 
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6.6 Chapter Summary 

The main purpose of this chapter was to present the results of the analysis of 

experimental data. In the first part, a short description of the method applied in the 

experimental design was provided. The preliminary data analysis, respondents’ profile, 

and the main data analysis were reported in the section showing the results. In general, 

this study revealed variations of customer tolerance and satisfaction levels following a 

service failure event. An interesting result was found with regard to the lower levels of 

tolerance and satisfaction found for the interpersonal failure rather than with the non-

interpersonal failure. This quantitative result demonstrated consistency with the finding 

from the focus group discussions and the analysis of the open-ended questions. 

Furthermore, there was significant influence of severity of failure on tolerance and 

satisfaction. As expected, people were less tolerant of higher severity of failure than 

lower severity. For cultural familiarity, while its effect on tolerance was significant, that 

was not the case for customer satisfaction. In the examination of the service recovery 

phase, results showed that the post-recovery satisfaction was higher than the pre-

recovery satisfaction. In addition, a greater improvement of satisfaction was found in 

the condition of interpersonal failure. A summary of the results of the hypotheses 

testing are shown in Table 6.16. Discussions on the findings from these data analyses 

are presented throughout the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Customer tolerance applied within a context of service failure was the central feature 

under examination in this thesis. Limited research (e.g., Zainol et al., 2010) has been 

conducted within the past five years to understand the notion of the zone of customer 

tolerance within a setting of service failure. As service failure has been considered as a 

critical aspect, or a moment of truth in a service encounter (de Matos et al., 2009), it is 

important to understand how tolerant customers are toward a service failure. Research 

within the zone of customer tolerance has focussed on the comparison of desirable and 

adequate expectations within the pre-service experience. Using a distinctive approach, 

this thesis has investigated the elasticity of customer tolerance within the in-service 

experience during which service failure occurred. Additionally, the variations in the 

levels of satisfaction within these contexts were also sought. The second phase of this 

study aimed to understand the effectiveness of service recovery. Focus groups were 

employed in the initial stage of this study to gain a further understanding of the topic 

whereas the main investigation was undertaken using an experimental design.  

In the previous chapters details of the investigation have been presented. Chapter 1 

introduced the background of the research and set out the foundation for the study. In 

brief, stemming from the gaps in the literature and the lack of previous research into 

customer tolerance of service failure, the rationale, and potential importance of this 

research were put forward. First, the importance of the service industries particularly the 

hospitality sector was emphasised. That is, it was presented that this sector has shown 

dramatic growth and has made a significant contribution to the global economy. As a 

consequence, the fierce competition and increasing internationalisation of the market 

place has forced hotel managers to provide a high level of service quality. However, 

failure during a process of service delivery may be inescapable due to the inherently 

sensitive nature of service. Within the context of hospitality service, a paucity of 

research focusing on how tolerant customers are toward service failure was evident. The 

investigation of how tolerant customers are in situations of service failure and how 

effectively the strategies are used in the process of service recovery were then defined. 
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Chapter 2 presented an in-depth review of the literature related to the research problem. 

The first section presented an overview of the unique characteristics of the service 

industry and the concept of service within the hospitality. More specifically, it was 

argued that gaps exist in the research literature in the areas of service failure and 

recovery, customer tolerance, and cultural aspects of the delivery of service in the hotel 

industry. A further argument was made for the need for additional empirical 

investigation into the variations of customer tolerance within the context of service 

failure and recovery. The potential role of cultural familiarity in customer tolerance was 

emphasised. In addition, customer evaluation in terms of satisfaction was integrated. 

Based on this review of the extant literature, research hypotheses were formulated and 

the preliminary theoretical framework was developed. 

Chapter 3 provided a holistic overview of the research methodology that directed this 

investigation. In brief, the directions aimed to underpin the development and 

administration of the survey instrument in order to solve the research problem and to 

answer the hypotheses. Decisions about employing a sequential mixed method approach 

of qualitative and quantitative methods were justified in this chapter. Justification for 

using focus group discussions and an experimental design to collect data for each 

method respectively were also detailed. The hospitality service context of the study and 

the use of vignettes were rationalised in the last section. 

Chapter 4 presented the findings of six focus groups that involved 29 Australian 

participants. Preliminary insights into the topic under study were obtained from the 

focus groups. That is, participants expressed variations of their tolerance levels across 

different service failure contexts involving type of failure, severity of failure and, 

different locations based on cultural familiarity. The suitability of the proposed 

constructs used in this research was ascertained through these processes. 

The information provided by participants during the focus group interviews was used to 

develop the vignettes as stimulus material for the experimental design outlined in 

Chapter 5. Descriptions of the comprehensive process of constructing the vignettes have 

been included. Iterative processes were undertaken in order to determine the 

appropriateness of the vignettes for this study. Chapter 5 also provided the survey 

methodology that included the design and development of the questionnaire and the 

strategies used for sampling and data analysis. An online-based questionnaire 

containing mostly closed questions was developed. An open-ended question was posed 
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at the end of the questionnaire. The survey link was sent to 9000 invitees who had been 

randomly assigned to the study conditions. The contact emails were obtained from a list 

from the data base of Global Frequent Traveller using a convenience sampling 

technique. 

The results of the experimental design were reported in Chapter 6. The discussion 

covered results of the hypotheses tests that were conducted through the use of 

MANOVA, ANOVA, and paired t-tests using data collected from the questionnaire-

based online survey. Overall, based on the information provided by 740 Australian 

respondents, findings within the service failure context showed the elastic nature of 

customer tolerance. That is, being exposed to service failure in a variation of contexts 

that involved different types and severity of failure, respondents reported varying 

degrees of tolerance. Positive effects were also found for the key variable cultural 

familiarity. In addition, unique findings were revealed with the interaction between type 

and service of failure and, between severity of failure and cultural familiarity. Within 

the service failure context, customer satisfaction was used as another dependent 

variable. Similar results were found, except for the non-existence of the influence of 

cultural familiarity. Moreover, a brief analysis of the open-ended question was 

presented. The aim of the open-ended question was to obtain additional information 

with regard to people’s tolerance of service failure situations occurring within familiar 

and unfamiliar locations. The results of the open-ended question largely supported the 

quantitative study. That is, the majority of respondents noted that their tolerance were 

lower in a familiar destination. A wide range of expressions were used by respondents 

in explaining the underlying reasons for tending to have a more or less tolerance in a 

more or less culturally familiar destination. 

Finally, this chapter presents discussions with regard to how results of the investigation 

fit to the literature previously reviewed in Chapter 2. First, the research questions and 

hypotheses are discussed. Next, contrasts and comparisons of the results of the study 

with the existing literature are presented. In addition, this section also provides 

contributions to knowledge. Second, implications of the research in terms of theoretical, 

methodological, and practical stand points are presented. The last section acknowledges 

limitations of the study and outlines directions for future research. 
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7.2 Conclusions and Contributions to Knowledge 

This study has answered the call for more research on the construct of customer 

tolerance. As outlined in Chapter 2, although the concept of the zone of tolerance has 

wide acceptance and has been considered important, empirical studies on this topic 

particularly within the service failure context have been very limited for the past five 

years. This section provides discussion on how the results provided in Chapter 6 

compared with the literature overviewed in Chapter 2. More specifically, the 

conclusions of this research are drawn from the findings that support or reject existing 

phenomenon in the literature, add to existing knowledge, and enhance current 

understanding. The significant contributions made by this thesis are presented in a 

descriptive and an explanatory manner. The descriptive style provides descriptions of 

what and how constructs are related (Veal, 2006) through empirical observations such 

as, by analysing characteristics, interpreting patterns or relationships that were mostly 

presented in Chapter 6. In turn, as the term suggests, the explanatory manner offers 

explanations for these observations (Veal, 2006). In this manner, the conclusions of 

each research question are followed by conclusions of the overall research problem in 

this section. 

7.2.1 Research question 1 – How do service failure situations (e.g., type of 

failure and severity of failure) and cultural familiarity interact and 

affect customer tolerance and satisfaction? 

As mentioned, although previous research has posited variations in the customer zone of 

tolerance, lack of recent empirical research has been evident. This study has responded   

to the calls for more research on this topic by answering questions about the kind of 

situations under which an inadequate service performance is more or less tolerable. 

Using the concept of a linear measurement of tolerance instead of a zone, this thesis has 

supported the proposition put forward by Parasuraman et al. (1991) that customer 

tolerance fluctuates depending upon individual or situational factors. In addition to 

measuring customer tolerance, customer satisfaction was also investigated to understand 

whether the pattern of results were the same. The use of an experimental design 

provided insight into the causal relationships between the independent and dependent 

variables in this study. Factors affecting the elasticity of customer tolerance and 

satisfaction toward hotel service failure that answered research question 1 are discussed 

below. 
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7.2.1.1 Type of failure, customer tolerance, and satisfaction.  

The inherent nature of service and the heterogeneity of customers may result in 

variations of service performance which potentially contribute to service failures 

(Michel, 2001). As such, it can be expected that in the eyes of customers, there are 

tolerable and intolerable incidents during service encounters. Also, as posited in the 

Theory of Tolerance (Corneo & Jeanne, 2009) people (customers) may shift their 

intolerance into tolerance. Therefore, to a certain extent, customer tolerance is dynamic 

or flexible in its nature. The change in the attitude to tolerance (from less tolerant into 

more tolerant, or from intolerant into tolerant) is likely to occur when customers judge a 

service experience positively (Corneo & Jeanne, 2009). 

Although past research has indicated that there are customers who are more or less 

tolerant than others toward an inadequate service performance (e.g., Gwyne et al., 2000; 

Michel, 2001, 2004; Parasuraman et al., 1991; Saleh et al., 2010; Spencer & Hinks, 

2007; Wu & Wang, 2011; Wu, 2011; Zainol et al., 2010; Zhang, 2009), none has 

examined the type of service inadequacy (e.g. interpersonal or non-interpersonal) that 

results in lower or higher levels of tolerance. This study has empirically demonstrated 

the significant effect of type of failure on customer tolerance and has provided new 

insights into this phenomenon. As proposed in Chapter 2, a comparative hypothesis 

based on references in the literature was tested to further verify the type of failure 

(interpersonal or non-interpersonal) that has a greater effect on customer tolerance. 

Chapter 6 has presented results of this hypothesis. In general, the results confirmed that 

people were more tolerant toward a non-interpersonal failure than to an interpersonal 

failure. This finding has broadened the discussion on the concept of tolerance by 

exposing the important role of type of failure in the variations of customer tolerance. 

That is, interpersonal failure resulted in lower levels of tolerance as than those attached 

to non-interpersonal failure. 

In addition to customer tolerance, this study also hypothesised that type of failure 

influenced customer satisfaction. Results provided support to the existing literature in 

which (dis)satisfaction of service failure is determined by what caused the failure (e.g., 

Bitner et al., 1990; Chu, 2007; Grönroos, 1984; Keaveney, 1995; Smith et al., 1999; 

Weun & Beatty, 2004), either an interpersonal or a non-interpersonal aspect of service. 

However, despite being intensively researched, the type of failure that gives a more 

negative impact on customer satisfaction remains unclear in the service literature. 

Previous research has shown conflicting results. On one side, research has emphasised 
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that customers are less satisfied with a failure to deliver a core service (outcome/non- 

interpersonal) or service promises such as functionality, reliability, and competence 

(e.g., Johnston & Clark, 2008; Lovelock et al., 2007). Also, research within the tourism 

sector has demonstrated that it is the core service attributes that concern the reliability of 

a service performance (Mattila, 1999). When the core aspect of service fails to perform, 

it has been regarded as more serious and less likely to be forgiven (Mattila, 1999), 

especially by business travellers (Su, 2004). Consequently, it has been argued that a 

non-interpersonal failure makes the largest impact on changes to customer behaviour 

(Keaveney, 1995). Other scholars present an opposing argument in which they suggest a 

failure in interpersonal interactions or the process of a service encounter has been 

revealed to have a greater impact on customer satisfaction (e.g., Chan et al., 2009; 

Smith et al., 1999; Sundaram & Webster, 2000).  

The finding of this study showed that customers may not regard interpersonal 

interactions in the same way as they regard non-interpersonal aspects. Therefore, 

customers tend to give different weight to failures caused by each element of service. 

Customers are likely to consider an interpersonal failure to give more grievance than a 

non-interpersonal failure. In some justice literature, a point is made that interpersonal 

treatment is more a threat to self-esteem or status (e.g., Cowen, 2002). Indeed, like all 

individuals, customers have a desire for self-esteem (Corneo & Jeanne, 2009) and feel 

that they deserve to be treated with respect (Lovelock, Patterson, &, Walker, 1998). 

Customers perceive a service encounter based on the treatment they receive from 

employees (Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 2001). When service providers fail to deliver 

service in a courteous manner, a customer may consider it a violation of their basic 

need, self-worth, and self-esteem (Collie et al., 2000). It seems that failures caused by 

interpersonal interactions are more likely to be remembered longer than those caused by 

non-interpersonal aspects. An example derived from the focus group discussions 

showed that the memory of an unfavourable attitude of a hotel employee during a 

service interaction lingered for years in the participant’s mind (“ It just stuck in my 

head.”). In contrast, customers have shown a higher tolerance and satisfaction when 

responding to a non-interpersonal failure. This finding can be also integrated in both the 

focus group and the open-ended analyses that showed that when they are on holiday, 

people tend to be more relaxed and set their moods in holiday mode. Thus, when such a 

failure occurs during a holiday, customers may be more tolerant.  
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The importance of the interpersonal aspect of service failure during a service encounter 

can be justified by how service is defined. As discussed in Section 2.2.1, service is an 

act, a performance, or an experience (Lovelock et al., 2007) that provides value that  is 

predominantly based on an intangible aspect (Lovelock et al., 2007). Service is a social 

interaction by its nature (Collie et al., 2000). That is, service involves humans 

interacting. Consequently, the quality of the interactions between customers and service 

providers determines the quality of service. In other words, the success of a service 

interaction depends highly on the interpersonal skills of the service provider (Nikolich 

& Sparks, 1995).  

Service employees are considered to be part of the service itself because customer 

assessment of service quality is based on the performance of the employee (Lovelock et 

al., 2007) during a service encounter. The service literature has posited that the 

dominant impact of the components of the process is compared to the tangible elements 

of satisfaction (Yap & Sweeney, 2007). It is therefore important to focus on processes 

and relationships with the customer rather than simply on service outcomes (Clemmer 

& Schneider, 1996). This idea that service personnel are the key players during service 

processes is absolutely important and aligns with the characteristic of service being 

intangible in its nature (Sparks & Mc-Coll Kennedy, 2001). The contact personnel are 

also the brand champions of a service firm. How customers perceive a service firm, 

what it stands for, and how well it delivers on its promises is often based on their 

interactions with service personnel (Lovelock et al., 2007).  

In brief, this study has suggested a greater negative impact of an interpersonal aspect of 

service than a non-interpersonal failure. That is, levels of customer tolerance and 

satisfaction toward interpersonal failure were lower than those shown toward non-

interpersonal failure within the context of service failure. Evidence for this finding was 

demonstrated based on the experimental manipulations and was further reiterated 

through comments made in the open-ended question. 

7.2.1.2 Severity of failure, customer tolerance, and satisfaction.  

Research has highlighted that service failure varies in its level of severity, from minor to 

major (McDougall & Levesque, 1998). The literature has posited that there is a negative 

relationship between severity of failure and customer tolerance (de Matos, 2009; 

Hoffman et al., 1995; Lin, 2011; Michel, 2001; Parasuraman et al., 1993). That is, the 

more severe a failure is, the more intolerant the customer will be. This study has 
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revealed significant support for this argument, and has enhanced the current 

understanding of the relationship between these variables. 

An understanding of this finding can be gained from the fact that customers are likely to 

have limits to the endurance they show toward unexpected or unfavourable service 

situations. It can be expected that customers are more tolerant of a minor failure than a 

major failure although the limit may vary from one customer to another. Generally, 

customers can no longer endure a service problem once a certain level of magnitude of 

failure has been reached (Zhang et al., 2009). Customers may no longer be tolerant 

when the magnitude of failure reaches their limit. Therefore, the elastic nature of 

customer tolerance follows the variations in the level of the severity of failure but in the 

opposite direction.  

Next, in the service literature, a large amount of research has been devoted to the fields 

of service failure and satisfaction. Scholars have found the severity of failure is 

detrimental to customer satisfaction (e.g., Aaker et al., 2004; Hess, 2008; Hoffman et 

al., 1995; Hoffman & Kelly, 2000; Levesque & Mc Dougall, 2000; Lin, 2011; Mattila, 

1999; Sajtos et al., 2013; Smith et al., 1999; Weun et al., 2004). Consistent with the 

literature, this study found that customer satisfaction varies in the opposite direction to 

the variations in the level of the severity of failure. That is, although the magnitude of 

failure depends on the subjective perception of each customer (Weun, 1997), generally, 

a minor problem may still be considered to result in less dissatisfaction  as it may be 

considered or perceived as a small loss. However, an incident resulting in major 

dissatisfaction is likely to result in greater disturbance, difficulty, or pressure, causing 

customers to feel more unfulfilled. Briefly, the more severe the failure, the less satisfied 

the customer may be. The importance this research places on the influence of the 

severity of failure on levels of customer satisfaction is consistent with the existing 

literature. Severity of failure was mainly included in the research design to investigate 

the interactive effects with other variables on customer tolerance and satisfaction. 

7.2.1.3 Cultural familiarity, customer tolerance, and satisfaction. 

Section 2.2 has reviewed information that indicates service customers involve higher 

risk compared to customers of manufactured products because of the inherent 

characteristics of service. Service risk most commonly includes a cultural aspect within 

the context of tourism and hospitality. For instance, when travelling to an unfamiliar 

destination people may experience difficulties with communicating in a foreign culture. 
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They may also experience cultural misunderstandings, or an inability to adjust to the 

standards expected in a foreign way of life.  The tourist’s perception of risk may depend 

greatly on cultural, religious, and political factors that occur in international tourism 

(Reisinger, 2001). In addition, the literature review in Section 2.3 has revealed that 

having a lack of familiarity or knowledge about the culture of a destination can lead to a 

customer having feelings of uncertainty and low levels of confidence. For example, 

customers who are not certain of how to behave or respond to a situation and who do 

not feel confident to judge a service performance may find it difficult to discuss what 

has been  promised or is deserved. This kind of difficulty also includes being insecure 

about expressing an opinion about service performance or being able to find an 

appropriate solution if problems occur. For instance, customers are not sure of how 

people (service providers) will react to their complaint. However, research on this issue 

is lacking. As such, the significant influence of cultural familiarity on customer 

tolerance found in this study is a new contribution to the knowledge. More specifically, 

the results of this research showed that customers with high levels of cultural familiarity 

tend to have a lower tolerance for service delivery failures. 

From a normative perspective, the behaviours of people are generally in accordance 

with the social norms (Ajzen, 1991). Consequently, when exposed to a service failure 

situation, people tend to conform to the social norms as to whether the failure is socially 

common. People are less likely to be tolerant toward a failure that does not conform to 

social norms. Using the principle of conformity, when a customer experiences a service 

problem in a familiar environment, they can confront the situation using the standards 

of the cultural norms they are knowledgeable about in order to assess service failure 

situations. People tend to become intolerant if the problem does not lie within the 

boundaries of the norms. In this case, customers already have the standards that they use 

as a measure for this particular situation set within their own culture. However, they 

might not know whether they can apply those standards when a failure occurs in an 

unfamiliar place and, therefore, they are more likely to be tolerant.  

In term of interpersonal interaction, familiarity with a country has been reported to 

affect confidence in judging culturally different or similar behaviours (Beaupre & Hess, 

2006). It can be expected that people are more familiar with expressions belonging to 

their own culture (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002). That is, people are more confident to 

predict, evaluate, or anticipate the behaviour or emotional expressions of people within 

situations that are familiar to them, especially in their own country. In a cross-cultural 
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interaction, familiarity concerning the people and the culture of the host country has 

been known to foster the confidence to interact (Beaupre & Hess, 2006). Furthermore, 

familiarity with a specific type of emotion might also influence how confident people 

feel that their judgement toward others is correct (Beaupre & Hess, 2006). Cross- 

cultural immersion and frequency of communication have been found to affect people’s 

confidence in interpreting the behaviour of others and are important in the context of 

cross- cultural interactions (Beaupre & Hess, 2006). 

In turn, for satisfaction, no main effect was revealed for the cultural familiarity variable. 

However, the qualitative results give insight into the importance of cultural familiarity 

on customer satisfaction. Indeed, Warden et al. (2003) have argued that customers are 

likely to have higher levels of satisfaction with a service in a host country compared to a 

service within their home country. Focusing on different levels of cultural familiarity 

with a destination, the current study revealed no significant effect of cultural familiarity 

on satisfaction. In other words, customer (dis)satisfaction toward service failure in a 

destination is not determined by main effects of levels of cultural familiarity. It seems 

that a combination of other variables have more ability to explain the variations in the 

levels of customer satisfaction. Perhaps, customers focus more on what has caused the 

failure and how severe the failure has been. Nevertheless, this finding has contributed to 

the knowledge within the satisfaction area as no previous research has conducted an 

examination of this relationship in the way this study has done. 

7.2.1.4  Interaction of type of failure, severity of failure and customer 

tolerance. 

While past research has shown conflicting findings with regard to the type of failure 

that has more impact on customer dissatisfaction (e.g., Bitner et al., 1990; Keaveney, 

1995; Levesque &McDougall, 2000), none has empirically researched the two 

constructs on customer tolerance (see the proposition put forwarded by Parasuraman et 

al., 1991). Therefore, this study has added new insights into the literature of customer 

tolerance by providing evidence of an interaction effect between type of failure and 

severity of failure. That is, the effect of severity of failure for each type of failure results 

in different tolerance levels. Two key observations can be made by examining the 

interaction effect. First, an increase in severity of the problem has a more substantial 

effect on non-interpersonal versus interpersonal service failure. Second, the difference 

in the level of tolerance between non-interpersonal and interpersonal service failure 

varies within each level of severity. There is greater tolerance of a non-interpersonal 
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failure versus an interpersonal failure at low levels of severity whereas the degree of 

difference at high levels of severity is quite small.   

As reported, there was a main effect for type of failure with people showing a higher 

level of tolerance for non-interpersonal versus interpersonal failure. However, this effect 

was moderated by an interaction with severity of failure. Essentially, people were 

considerably more tolerant of a non-interpersonal failure than of an interpersonal failure 

when the severity was low compared to medium or high. Indeed, the degree of tolerance 

for type of failure lowered as severity of failure increased. It seems that overall, an 

interpersonal failure is not tolerated irrespective of severity, whereas a non-

interpersonal failure is tolerated when there are low levels of severity but tolerance 

drops considerably for medium and high levels of severity. Thus, the variation in 

tolerance for non-interpersonal failure is greater.  

The justification of this finding may be attributed to the different expectations 

customers have prior to service consumption. As mentioned, customers tend to put 

higher levels of importance on interpersonal interactions than on the non-interpersonal 

aspects of service. Customers generally set this expectation in their mind before they 

actually experience the service. Failure to meet their particular expectation with regard 

to the interaction with the service employee resulted in lower levels of tolerance and, as 

the intensity of the failure increased, the level of tolerance decreased.  

7.2.1.5  Interaction of type of failure and severity of failure on customer 

satisfaction. 

Research has posited the nature of service failure involves the type of the failure and the 

severity of failure (Sajtos et al., 2010) and the interaction effect between type of failure 

and severity of failure on customer satisfaction (e.g., see for example Smith et al., 

1999). That is, customer satisfaction differs within the different levels of the severity of 

the failure according to the type of failure that is experienced. Supporting the existing 

literature, this study found that a significant interaction between type of failure and 

severity of failure. More precisely, in each level of severity the non-interpersonal failure 

resulted in significantly different levels of satisfaction. However, this significance was 

not found for the interpersonal failure.    

In synthesising the results for type by severity for customer tolerance and satisfaction, it 

appears that interpersonal failure is judged poorly irrespective of the severity. This 
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finding suggests that it is poor form to engage in rude or impolite service irrespective of 

whether the service happened in a mild or a serious manner. In contrast, the non-

interpersonal failure is judged significantly worse as severity increases. Thus, poor 

interpersonal failure is evaluated negatively no matter what, but non-interpersonal 

failure is sensitive to severity of failure.  

7.2.1.6  Interaction of cultural familiarity and severity of failure on customer 

tolerance and satisfaction. 

A joint effect of severity of failure and cultural familiarity was found for the two 

dependent variables. This interaction suggests that customer tolerance differs according 

to the severity of failure within different levels of cultural familiarity. More specifically, 

the difference in customer tolerance toward high failure severity occurs in settings of 

high cultural familiarity. Alternatively, when a high level of severity of failure is 

experienced in a lower level of cultural familiarity, the levels of customer tolerance 

remain higher. The interaction between cultural familiarity and customer satisfaction 

demonstrates that although there was no main effect of cultural familiarity alone, with 

the presence of the variable severity of failure, the variations in the levels of satisfaction 

were significant.   

As mentioned earlier, familiarity with a destination leads to an accumulation of 

knowledge of the destination and can result in greater confidence (Zhang, 2009; Weaver 

& Lawton, 2010). Having prior knowledge means people know what to expect and have 

references or standards with which to compare the actual service performance. 

Customers who are in a culturally familiar destination have confidence in behaving or 

responding to situations including those that are not favourable. In the event of service 

failure they may become less tolerant, feel more confident and have more freedom to 

express anger or frustration, compared to when they are in an unfamiliar destination. In 

a less familiar environment, customers tend to be uncertain about how to behave and 

how local people will react toward their behaviour. In order to be safe and to avoid any 

potential conflict, customers tend to be more tolerant and less reactive. It can be 

expected that the tolerance level will go down as the severity increases. 

Past research has reported that often service failure in a host country is considered to be 

less severe than when it occurs in a home country (Stauss & Mang, 1999; Warden et al., 

2003). Service interactions may become complex with the added involvement of 

cultural differences especially when accompanied by a lack of familiarity. Service 
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failure can be expected to occur more frequently during intercultural interactions and 

when these events occur, customers tend to attribute the service failure to the cultural 

aspects. This circumstance may explain the interaction effect of cultural familiarity and 

severity of failure. 

7.2.1.7 Customer tolerance and satisfaction. 

The hypotheses tests showed that people with high tolerance levels are more satisfied 

than those who have low tolerance in a given situation. While there has been abundant 

empirical research on customer satisfaction none has empirically tested the variations of 

customer satisfaction based on the different levels of customer tolerance. This thesis has 

found that customer tolerance positively affects customer satisfaction and offers new 

insights into the customer satisfaction and customer tolerance literature.  

Past research has proposed that when service performance falls outside the zone of 

tolerance, it may significantly affect customer satisfaction (Strandvik, 1994). That is, if 

the level of service performance is above the zone of tolerance, it will substantially 

increase satisfaction however, if the level of service performance is below the tolerance 

zone, it will cause dissatisfaction (Kong & Muthusamy, 2011). Other research evidence 

has been reported that negative disconfirmation, that is when service is lower than the 

adequate expectation or below the tolerance zone may not systematically suggest that 

customers are dissatisfied (Bartowski, 2002). Similarly, a positive disconfirmation may 

not lead to customer satisfaction (Bartowski, 2002). Nevertheless, these propositions 

required further empirical testing. Therefore, the finding in this study has expanded the 

understanding of the relationship between the two constructs. 

The possible explanation for the finding in this study is that customers who are tolerant 

tend to be open to change or variations and to feel satisfied. On the other hand, 

intolerant people tend to reject the occurrence and be dissatisfied. Tolerance denotes an 

acceptance of variations between a pre-determined standard and their current perception 

of service. By definition, the zone of tolerance is the zone of satisfactory service 

performance (Parasuraman et al., 1991). Tolerant people are generally happy in most 

situations. In the case of non-interpersonal failure, people who are tolerant feel less 

threatened. 
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7.2.1.8 Conclusion about research question 1. 

The customer tolerance was found to vary depending on the type of service failure, 

severity of service failure, and cultural familiarity. In addition to the main effects of the 

three independent variables, two interaction effects were revealed between type and 

severity of failure, and between severity of failure and cultural familiarity. The 

variations in the level of customer satisfaction were slightly different from customer 

tolerance and were only influenced by type and severity of failure, not by cultural 

familiarity. The main effects were qualified by two interactions that exist for customer 

satisfaction that is, the interactions occurred between type and severity of failure and 

between severity of failure and cultural familiarity.   

7.2.2 Research question 2 – How do pre- and post-recovery satisfaction 

differ?  

The service failure and recovery literature has emphasised the importance of service 

recovery to regain customer satisfaction following a service failure (e.g., Gustafsson, 

2009; Hart et al., 1990; Mattila, 2001; Maxham, 2001; Michel, 2001; Miller et al., 2000; 

Sparks & McColl-Kennedy; Zeithaml et al., 2006). Consistent with the exsisting 

literature, this study showed that the levels of post-recovery satisfaction were higher 

than the levels of pre-recovery satisfaction. Moreover, this study enriches the current 

understanding of the role of service recovery on customer satisfaction post-recovery by 

revealing that a higher level of improvement was found in the condition of interpersonal 

failure. In other words, although interpersonal failure results in lower level of tolerance 

and satisfaction as previously discussed, a recovery tactic is essential to regain customer 

satisfaction.  

7.2.3 Research question 3 - How do cultural familiarity, service failure, and 

recovery situations interact and influence post-recovery satisfaction? 

While ample research has been undertaken to examine type of failure, severity of 

failure, and service recovery (e.g., Craighead et al., 2000; Hart et al., 1990; Mattila, 

2001; Michel, 2001; Sparks &McColl-Kennedy, 2001; Smith & Bolton, 1998; Smith et 

al., 1999; Weun, 1997), no study has investigated the role of cultural familiarity on 

post-recovery satisfaction. There has been no research that has tested the simultaneous 

impact of types of failure, severity of failure, cultural familiarity, and service recovery 

on customer satisfaction in situations at post-recovery. Investigating these impacts and 

understanding customer satisfaction in this context is a new attempt. The main effect 
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was only shown by type of failure, not by severity of failure, cultural familiarity, and 

service recovery. In addition, joint effects were shown to exist between types of failure 

and service recovery on customer satisfaction. That is, differences of satisfaction levels 

toward the non-interpersonal failure as a result of different types of recovery. A 

compensation and apology resulted in higher satisfaction than an apology only. The 

findings of this investigation enhance the current understanding of customers’ post-

recovery satisfaction and are detailed next. 

7.2.3.1 Service recovery and satisfaction.  

By its nature, service recovery is a service encounter (Bhandari, Tsarenko, & Polonsky, 

2007) upon which customers make their second judgement following a service failure 

event. This study examined customer satisfaction after a service recovery phase and 

compared it with the satisfaction before the recovery is offered. The results supported 

the existing literature and revealed a significant increase of customer satisfaction   

following a recovery tactic. Indeed, past research has demonstrated that customer post-

recovery satisfaction is likely to be higher than the initial satisfaction that is experienced 

when failure occurs (Magnini et al., 2007; Ok, et al., 2005) although, in many cases the 

differences of the satisfaction levels are not very large (Michel & Meuter, 2008). 

Furthermore, taking the examination slightly further, this thesis has shown that the 

improvement of customer satisfaction after service recovery was higher in situations of 

interpersonal failure rather than in non-interpersonal situations. Therefore, within its 

specific setting, this study has enhanced the current knowledge in the field of service 

recovery.  

This study also supports the current service failure and recovery literature in which 

service recovery plays an important role on customer satisfaction after a dissatisfying 

service incident (e.g., Bitner et al., 1990; Craighead et al., 2000; Hart et al., 1990; 

Levesque &McCDougal, 2000; Mattila, 2001; Maxham, 2001; Maxham & Netemeyer, 

2002; McCollough et al., 2000; Michel, 2001; Smith & Bolton, 1998; Smith et al., 

1999; Sparks &McColl-Kennedy, 2001; Tax et al., 1998; Weun, 1997). That is, while 

service recovery definitely increases customer satisfaction, there was no incremental 

improvement to the condition by the addition of compensation to the apology. Perhaps, 

the manipulation of the service recovery did not result in a difference between apology 

only and apology and compensation. 
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7.2.3.2 Type of failure and post-recovery satisfaction. 

Little attempt has been made to examine whether type of failure has a significant role on 

service recovery performance within the area of service failure and recovery (e.g., 

Levesque & McDougall, 2000; Smith et al., 1999; Wang et al., 2007). This study 

demonstrated a significant main effect of type of failure on post-recovery satisfaction 

that has supported Levesque and McDougall (2000) and, Smith et al. (1999), whereas 

Wang et al. (2007) revealed a contradictory result.  

One fundamental theory used within the service recovery literature is the theory of 

expectancy disconfirmation. Accordingly, the justification of this result can be 

addressed by studying the expectation customers have toward service recovery. 

Previous research has posited that customer expectation of service recovery indirectly 

influences satisfaction after the recovery (Andreassen, 2000). Customers have 

expectations of service recovery and this expectation can differ based on the type of 

failure (Cranage & Sujan, 2004; Lewis & Spyrakopolous, 2001; Mattila, 2001). 

Supporting Smith et al. (1999), this study revealed that customers were less satisfied 

with an interpersonal failure than with a non-interpersonal failure. Consequently, 

understanding the type of failure is the starting point for determining an appropriate 

recovery strategy (Mack et al., 2000). 

7.2.3.3 Severity of failure and post-recovery satisfaction. 

Past research has indicated that post-recovery satisfaction depends on the severity of 

failure (Smith & Bolton, 1998; Smith et al., 1999)). However, using three levels of 

severity of failure, the current study did not show any significant effect of the severity 

of failure on post-recovery satisfaction. This result can be justified in the way that 

customers may perceive service failure and recovery performance as separate service 

transactions (Ok et al., 2005). In taking this perspective, their evaluation of service 

recovery may be based solely on the recovery effort rather than on the evaluation of the 

seriousness of the failure (Ok et al., 2005). Conversely, customers may weigh the levels 

of recovery and the magnitude of failure simultaneously (Lee, Liu, Chen, & Cheng, 

2012). However, when severity of failure extends beyond the limits of customer 

tolerance, it may be hard for service firms to provide appropriate service recovery 

(Levesque & McDougall, 2000; Seawright de Tienne, Bernhisel, & Larson, 2008; Smith 

& Bolton, 1998; Smith et al., 1999; Weun, 1997). Customers may also be more inclined 
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to use more recent references of the incident (service recovery) than the previous one 

(service failure) in their assessment (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002).  

7.2.3.4  Interaction of type of failure and service recovery on customer 

satisfaction. 

Research within the service recovery field has suggested that how the problem is 

handled is more important than what is being offered (e.g., Colgate & Norris, 2001; 

Liden & Skalen, 2003; McCollough et al., 2000; Mattila & Patterson, 2004), however, 

there has been little research that has closely examined whether satisfaction differs by 

type of recovery action and type of service failure simultaneously (e.g., Wang et al., 

2007; Yi & Lee, 2005).  

This study has enhanced current understanding by showing a trend toward an 

interaction between types of failure and service recovery. The interaction effect 

demonstrated that apology was more effective when the service failure was 

interpersonal versus non-interpersonal. However, this finding did not support the 

previous works of Wang et al. (2007) and, Yi and Lee (2005). Wang et al. (2007) found 

that the interaction effect between type of failure and service recovery was not 

significant whereas, Yi and Lee (2005) demonstrated that apology and compensation 

was rated higher for non-interpersonal failure. Although undertaken in a slightly 

different setting from this study, Yi and Lee (2005) showed that for a service failure 

caused by a core or non-interpersonal aspect, monetary compensation delivered with an 

apology was found to be more effective compared to an apology only. Perhaps, to some 

extent, the use of different settings between the two studies has caused the contradictory 

results. In hospitality service, apology and compensations such as coupon, free food, or 

a discount (Dutta, Venkatesh, & Parsa, 2007; Hoffman et al., 1995; Ok et al., 2005; 

Webster & Sundaram, 1998) as well as an explanation (Sparks & Fredline, 2007) have 

been recognised as being common (Lewis &McCann, 2004) and effective (Dutta et al., 

2007). In addition, a combination of apology and compensation has been found to be 

effective in this sector (Bitner et al., 1990; Hart et al., 1990; Smith et al., 1999, Swanson 

& Hsu, 2009). 

In brief, this study revealed that an apology only was sufficient to significantly decrease 

customer dissatisfaction toward interpersonal service failure. Perhaps, this finding 

relates to the importance customers put on the fact that management took action and 

resolved their problem in a genuine manner. In this way, customers may feel that they 
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were considered important by management. Indeed, from customers’ perceptions of 

interactional justice, an apology has been posited as being strongly influential (Clemmer 

& Schneider, 1996; Smith et al., 1999). Past research has shown the importance of the 

employee’s manner in the delivery of a service recovery (e.g., Sparks & McColl-

Kennedy, 2001). Thus, the process during a service recovery rather than the outcome 

can be highly detrimental to regaining customer satisfaction 

7.2.3.5 Conclusion about research question 3.  

Type of failure was the only independent variable used in this study that had a 

significant effect on post-recovery satisfaction. There was no evidence of the significant 

importance of severity of failure, cultural familiarity, and service recovery on post-

recovery satisfaction. An interaction effect was shown to exist between type of failure 

and service recovery, with an apology having a much greater effect on satisfaction for 

interpersonal failure versus a non-interpersonal failure. 

7.2.4 Conclusion of the overall research problem. 

This study has sought to answer the questions that emerged from the overarching 

research problem of how customer tolerance and satisfaction vary across different 

service failure situations that occur in different culturally familiar destinations and how 

these variables interact and affect customers’ post-recovery satisfaction. The setting of 

this study was within a hotel service in which people interaction is high (Bitner et al., 

1990; Mack et al., 2000) and has addressed the need of the service failure and recovery 

research within the context of hospitality (Lewis & McCann, 2004; Oh, 2003; Thwaites 

& Wiliams, 2006).  

The key contributions this thesis provided to the hospitality service 

marketing/management literature is in expanding the current knowledge with regard to 

the concept of customer tolerance within a service failure context. This study has 

provided a platform for extending an understanding of the concept of customer 

tolerance within a context of service failure. It provides empirical evidence that 

customer tolerance toward service failure is elastic to varying degrees depending upon 

type of failure, severity of failure, and cultural familiarity. This study also shows that 

customer tolerance influences customer satisfaction and that recovery strategies and 

type of failure interact significantly to affect post-recovery satisfaction. Moreover, this 

study has provided a comprehensive experimental study that has not previously been 

used for research within this context.  
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In summary, this chapter section has presented the conclusions of the study and how the 

findings contribute to the current knowledge. Next, implications of the study are 

presented.  

7.3 Implications of the Study 

This study has provided a number of theoretical, methodological, and practical 

implications for the areas of hospitality service marketing/management and consumer 

behaviour as discussed below.   

7.3.1 Theoretical implications. 

While Sections 7.2 has focused on drawing conclusions from the results of this study 

integrated with previous research, this section provides a wider theoretical implication 

than those discussed so far. Potential implications drawn from this research and 

extended from previous discussions cover two streams of relevant areas: hospitality 

service marketing/management and consumer behaviour. 

7.3.1.1 Hospitality service marketing/management. 

Customer relationships/engagements is an area within the realm of the hospitality 

service marketing/management that has a particular relevance to this study. As 

presented in the results chapter, lower level of tolerance and satisfaction were shown as 

customers’ responses to interpersonal failure rather than non-interpersonal failure. This 

finding implies the critical nature of interpersonal relationships between customers and 

service providers. As such, managing relationships with customers can be based on 

developing strong interpersonal skills to minimise interpersonal failure.  

Indeed, the interaction between customer and service provider is fundamentally 

relational (Ringberg, Oderken-Schroder, & Christensen, 2007). Therefore, focusing on 

building relationships that empowers interaction with customers has been recognised as 

an emerging area of need (Kumar, Aksoy, Donkers, Venkatesan, Wiesel, & Tillmanns, 

2010) for service firms. Customer relationships have been a critical area of value for 

service firms that wish to compete in the area of high competition and globalisation 

(Stauss & Seidel, 2004). As a core component of customer relationship management 

(Reinartz & Kumar, 2002), this concept has received intense attention in service 

marketing theory and practice (Payne & Frow, 2005; Reinatrz, Krafft, & Hoyer, 2004). 

Research has shown that managing relationships with customers increases customer 

satisfaction (Kamakura, Mittal, de Rosa, & Mazzon, 2002) and loyalty (Reinartz & 
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Kumar, 2000; Verhoef, Reinartz, & Krafft, 2010). Furthermore, active service firms 

create interaction with their customers through a process called customer engagement 

(Kumar et al., 2010) that goes beyond purchase behaviour (Doorn, Lemon, Mittal, Nass, 

Pick, Pirner & Verhoef, 2010). Customer engagement is a new perspective in customer 

management (Verhoef et al., 2010) that becomes increasingly important for 

understanding service performance and customer outcomes (Bowden, 2009). This 

importance is especially relevant for the hospitality service due to its large portion of 

people interactions.  

7.3.1.2 Consumer behaviours. 

Consumer behaviour is known as the behaviour of potential customers in the process of 

preparing and making decisions to buy a product or service that involves an information 

search, using and evaluating the specified product or service (Moutinho, 1987). This 

process has drawn intense interest from both researchers and business managers as a 

way for anticipating products and services that suit customers. This study provides 

implication to the field of consumer behaviour particularly within the tourism and 

hospitality service in the way that service aspects such as people and timely delivery of 

service are potential to form an image of a destination. 

Destination image is a major element in the tourism marketing literature (Aaker, 1996; 

Echtner & Ritchie, 1991; Tasci & Gartner, 2007) that is defined as the subjective 

interpretation or perception of reality tourists have about a destination (Martin & del 

Bosque, 2008). Although the perceptions of a destination are usually generated from 

within, either rationally or emotionally (Baloglu & McClearly, 1999; Lin, Duarte, 

Kerstetter & Hour, 2007), there are three sources of image formation postulated in the 

destination image literature: demand-side (direct experience), supply-side (efforts such 

as advertisement made by marketer), and independence (autonomy) (Tasci & Gartner, 

2007). The demand-side in which image formation can be sourced from personal 

experience is relevant to this study (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Chen & Kerstetter, 

1999; Hu & Ritchie, 1993). This study has exposed service failure situations in different 

culturally familiar destinations.  

Much research on destination image has been centred on tourist behaviours. In 

particular, this stream of research has mainly approached the topic from within the topic 

of tourist decision-making with regard to choice of destinations in particular. The 

ultimate goal of marketers of destinations is to attract tourists by influencing their 
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decision-making process (Tasci & Gartner, 2007) and to make the most of the 

importance of the image of a destination and essentials such as service standards. An 

image can be formed in the mind of a tourist based on a single encounter especially 

when it is either highly satisfying or dissatisfying. To some degree, hotel service 

experiences can be an important source of information for research looking to form an 

image about overall service standards in a destination. This study used two aspects of 

service standards: punctuality of service delivery and people or employee (bad manner 

of the hotel employee during service encounter), and the relevance of the two standards 

to the viability of a destination. These components of service allow the identification of 

shared characteristics across service in a destination and may be used to form a 

destination image.  

As reviewed in Section 2.2., service is a performance, a deed or experience (Grönroos, 

1980; Lovelock & Wright, 2002; Zethaml & Bitner, 1988). Service is a process and 

some types of service involve waiting times. That is, customers may wait to receive a 

service or to be served a meal. Waiting for service is a common experience (Baker, 

1996) but for some customers, dealing with waiting times can still be a problem. In fact, 

customers tend to perceive their waiting time to be longer than it is actually. This type 

of impatient behaviour often becomes a problem even for well organised firms (Maister, 

1985). Research has highlighted the relationship between the perception of waiting and 

customer satisfaction (Maister, 1985; Taylor 1994). In fact, waiting time has become 

one of the pivotal determinants of customer evaluations of quality performance (Dube, 

Schmitt, Leclerc, 1991; Taylor, 1994) especially for those who regard time as being 

comparable with money (Leclerc, Smith, & Dube, 1997). The knowledge about what 

constitutes an appropriate amount of time for a customer to wait for a service is 

important for the successful execution of a service. Thus, it is crucial for service firms 

to proactively inform the customers about how long the wait will take and to manage 

the environment in order to influence the subjective issues customers may associate 

with waiting (Baker, 1996; Larson, 1987). 

The psychology of waiting for service has been used as a reference for both researchers 

and managers to create a service environment that helps minimise the dissatisfaction 

customers feel because of their perceptions of waiting (Baker, 1996). However, research 

mainly focuses on time spent waiting in a line. As such, waiting for service has been 

researched within the context of banks, ticketing or retail counters. With regard to the 

psychological aspects of waiting for service, this thesis provides implications in terms 
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of waiting for a promised service at an airport as illustrated in the vignettes. Within the 

tourism/hospitality context, the psychology of waiting can be viewed from the aspect of 

familiarity with the culture in a destination.  

Another aspect of service standards used in this study that provides implications for 

destination image is people or hotel employees. In this study, the hotel employee who 

picked up the hotel guest at an airport was illustrated to be unfriendly and impolite. As 

discussed throughout this thesis, the employee is the key actor who performs during a 

service delivery in the presence of customers. The importance of people to the success 

of the service performance is evident. Friendliness is one of the human qualities 

required in an interpersonal service interaction. The people aspect can become an 

element of a destination image. Customers or tourists may record in their mind the 

attitude of service people (employee of hotel, restaurant, spas, travel agent, shops, and 

so forth) to whom customers interact with. If the employees around a destination are 

generally not friendly, tourists can build a cognitive image formation toward that 

particular destination.  

Indeed, in some places, people are more friendly and approachable than in others. 

Similarly, in one place, service is punctual and precise, while in another place it may be 

slow and not punctual. When the manner of the people who deliver service is frequently 

inappropriate and the delivery of service is frequently not punctual, it is reasonable to 

expect tourists may build a general image that people in that destination are not friendly 

and service is slow or not punctual. Fiji is an example obtained from the focus groups 

where participants explained, “In Fiji, time seems not to exist and people there tend to 

lay back and relax.” Delays in service and people’s attitude experienced during service 

delivery can develop an image of a destination’s service standard for people who have 

been to that particular destination. When people’s experience differs from what is 

previously formed, the image may be changed. Following a mental image set by tourists 

toward a destination, it can be expected that the image affects how they behave (Bugne, 

2001). In other words, not only does the image change based on service experience, but 

their behaviour can also change. For example, the image about delays in service 

delivery and unfriendly people may affect people’s decision to revisit a destination or 

alter their expectations about the standard of service. Their experience and the image 

formed about a destination can also be informed to other potential tourists. Therefore, 

people’s decisions to visit a destination highly depend on the positive perceptions they 
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develop toward it (d’Astous & Boujbel, 2006) either through direct experience or other 

people’s experience. 

The next section provides the methodological implication of this study. 

7.3.2 Methodological implication. 

This thesis provides implications in terms of methodology. The majority of research on 

tolerance has used quantitative methods (e.g., Chen, 1997; Cavana, 2005; Devlin et al., 

2002; Gwyne et al., 2000; Gilbert & Gao, 2005; Keitinger & Lee, 2005, Lobo, 2009; 

Nadiri & Maybudi, 2010) and only one study used qualitative method approach (Zainol 

et al., 2010). This thesis investigation employed a sequential mixed method approach. 

In the qualitative part, focus group discussions were used as a preliminary study to gain 

a deeper understanding into the research topic: customer tolerance. In the focus group 

sessions, the use of the service failure story helped focus the discussion on customer 

tolerance where participants can freely engage. Future research in a similar context may 

adopt this approach in the initial stage. This preliminary study was used to obtain 

insight into the suitability of the proposed constructs of customer tolerance and the 

proposed research framework used in this study. In this regard, the research framework 

that acted as the basis of the experimental design study in the quantitative part was not 

solely obtained from the existing literature but also from insights gathered from people 

with experience in the research area who participated in the focus groups (Rao & Perry, 

2003). Applying this approach helped solidify the foundation of the research especially 

for unfamiliar topics. Future research within this area can adopt similar methods. 

Moreover, the comprehensive development of the vignette was found to be challenging 

and time consuming, so perhaps, for future research, the iterative processes can be 

minimised by conducting focus groups with the purpose of discussing only issues 

concerned with the draft of the vignettes. In addition, the usefulness of the experimental 

design in this study can be highlighted here because the majority of the studies within 

customer tolerance have not used this method. 

7.3.3 Practical implications. 

There are two major practical implications that this thesis has provided. As presented 

next, these implications mainly relate to how hotel managers can practically benefit 

from the research findings. Specifically, this section suggests practical strategies related 

to operational management and human resources. The implication in the area of 

operational management is discussed first. 
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7.3.3.1 Operational management. 

From a managerial standpoint, the concept of customer tolerance is relevant to assist 

service firms in managing services more efficiently (Nadiri & Maybudi, 2010). The 

service literature posited that variations in the levels of customer tolerance result from 

either individual or situational factors (Parasuraman et al., 1991). This research has 

evidenced that customer tolerance toward hotel service failure is not static. That is, 

customers may have a high or low level of tolerance depending on the type of failure, 

the severity of failure, and cultural familiarity.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, service failure is commonly inevitable during service 

encounters (Chang & Hsiao, 2008; Grönroos, 2006) and providing a zero service failure 

at all times is almost certainly unachievable (Namkung & Jang, 2012). However, 

reducing the frequency of the occurrence of service failure and minimising the severity 

of failure is not impossible. Most service failure can be controlled by the service 

delivery (Chang & Hsiao, 2008; Hoffman & Chung, 1999; Hoffman & Kelly, 2000; 

Lin, 2010). Indeed, to a certain degree, type and severity of failure can be attributed to 

the internal management of hotels or service firms. It is the task of the manager to 

manage service failure (Grönroos, 2006) such as through effective management 

supervision in the daily operation of hotel services. Several aspects within the 

operational management are discussed below.  

Punctuality of service 

Although this study found that failure to provide a timely service resulted in customers 

being more tolerant than to a failure involving the manner of the service provider, it 

does not necessarily mean that hotels can ignore a delayed service. Punctuality is one 

aspect of service that can be used by customers to evaluate the professionalism or 

credibility of the organisation.  

In many service businesses, customer perceptions of waiting time can be manipulated 

by creating a favourable ambience such as music or entertainment (Yunus & 

Sumartoyo, 2012). However, the effort of distracting customers’ attention while waiting 

may not be immediately applied for failure in providing a timely pick-up service at an 

airport. As generally happens, events at the airport are not managed by individual 

hotels. Control over managing the customer experience is unlikely to be undertaken by 

individual companies. Instead, what can be done is assuring the punctuality of the pick- 

up service. However, in the event punctuality is not achievable for example because of 
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the traffic, it is important to assign an employee to act as the hotel representative to 

work with other ground handlers. Appointing people at an airport to represent the hotel 

provides opportunity for customers to immediately report their problem and to be 

offered solutions. These employees can inform the customers how long the wait will be. 

This information may reduce the uncertainty about the wait and customers may feel less 

frustrated and more importantly can avoid negative first impression. 

Interpersonal skills 

Establishing a customer-oriented culture throughout the firm is one way that service 

firms can achieve a sustainable and competitive advantage (Lovelock et al., 2007) 

especially in a highly competitive market. In hotel’s daily service operations, 

interpersonal and non-interpersonal aspects of service are complementary although, 

customers may allocate different levels of importance to each aspect. As this study has 

found, customers are more dissatisfied and intolerant of failure caused by the manner of 

the employee. Indeed, it is the dynamic nature of interpersonal interactions that is the 

basis of customer evaluations (Sundaram & Webster, 2000). In other words, the way a 

service is delivered plays an important role in the success of the entire service 

encounter. Take as an example, a timely service that is delivered in an inappropriate 

manner may not be regarded as satisfactory. However, failure to be punctual may be 

forgiven when a driver arrives and greets the customer in a courteous manner. 

Ultimately, the key to a successful service interaction largely lies in the employee’s 

interpersonal skills.  

Briefly, this study has highlighted the importance of the interpersonal skills during 

service encounters. This finding was also reiterated in the qualitative part of this study 

(focus groups and open-ended questions). Hotel employees should acquire competency 

and skills to be used when they interact with hotel guests. This skill can be learned and 

practised (Bowden, 2009). For example, employees can be trained to be hospitable, 

courteous, and friendly. With these interpersonal qualities, employees can build good 

relationships with customers. When service failure occurs, it can be easier to approach 

the customers and offer appropriate recovery tactics. Employees should be equipped 

with good interpersonal skills, because the effective service recovery is not only in 

terms of providing compensation or offering an apology (Chang & Hsiao, 2008) and 

fixing  failures, but also to help customer to feel emotionally relieved (Smith & Bolton, 

2012). A good relationship with customers can make customers feel free to report if 

there is a failure in the delivery of the service they receive. This is mostly the in the case 
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of customers who are not familiar with the culture in a destination. With a good 

relationship, employees can encourage customers to complain and thus, have their 

problem solved.  

Service recovery tactics 

With the inevitability of service failure, it is important for managers to be proactive in 

recognising crucial service encounters and in anticipating suitable service recovery 

actions (Swanson & Hsu, 2009). Indeed, the importance of service recovery has 

continuously been highlighted by researchers within the areas of service failure and 

recovery. This study revealed an effect of service recovery on customer satisfaction in 

which having some service recovery actions did increase customer satisfaction. 

However, the type of service recovery (e.g., apology only or a combination of apology 

and comoensation) did not make a difference in this study. Perhaps, the issue was that 

no main effect between the two types was found. Additionally, the improvement of 

customer satisfaction was larger post-recovery for interpersonal service failure versus 

non-interpersonal service failure. In particular, it seems that an apology only can make a 

significant difference for transgressions of an interpersonal nature. 

Empirical findings from past research have consistently suggested two types of recovery 

tactics: outcome such as, compensation and process such as, an apology (Parasuraman, 

2006). However, what types of strategy are optimal under various service situations 

remains a question (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Malhotra., 2005) although, in order to be 

effective, the human aspect still has significant value during service recovery attempts 

(Parasuraman, 2006). As customers are likely to become more critical and confident to 

demand compensation or to take action in order to gain solutions to their service 

problem, customising service recovery attempt may be effective (Rust & Chung, 2000). 

From this study, customisation of service recovery can be based on the types of 

customer that is, whether customers are familiar or not familiar with the culture in the 

destination. These types of customer may have difference preference or expectation of 

service recovery.  

Customers’ familiarity with the culture in a destination 

As discussed in the previous sections, cultural familiarity has a significant influence on 

customer tolerance of service failure, although the effect is not large. The implication of 

this finding is that customers’ cultural familiarity (for example identified from whether 

they are domestic or international customers or, whether they are repeat customers or 



213 

 

first time visitor) can be used as a potential reference when dealing with a service 

failure situation. This study found that people who have a high familiarity with the 

culture in a destination tend to be more demanding and more critical especially when 

service experiences are not delivered as they expected. This type of customer is likely to 

be less tolerant and may be inclined to complain. Managers can anticipate recovery 

actions when dealing with this type of customer. For repeat customers, it can be 

assumed that customers tend to compare the current service to the standard of service 

they experienced previously. What was accepted previously may not be accepted any 

more (Walker & Baker, 2000), that is especially true when a hotel employee becomes 

less attentive or less courteous to a repeat guest. It may happen that being familiar with 

a hotel guest, an employee may become more casual and shorten their professional 

distance with the guest. In such a case, customers may feel that their personal space is 

not being respected.  

On the other hand, customers who are more tolerant may not report dissatisfying service 

experiences. Consequently, there is no opportunity for the managers to learn about the 

problem and offer a solution. For this type of customers, employees should be able to 

identify when service failures occur. Moreover, managers can encourage them to 

complain or to simply inform how they feel about the service for example, by providing 

guest questionnaire in the room and encouraging them to complete. With a recovery 

attempt, especially when offered quickly, the likelihood of customers engaging in 

negative word-of-mouth may be reduced substantially (Swanson & Kelley, 2001).   

Although it was not primarily investigated in this study, customer tolerance may have a 

relationship with complaining behaviour. Indication of this relationship was observed 

from the focus groups and open-ended question. That is, customers who were intolerant 

were more likely to file a complaint when experiencing a service problem. On the 

opposite side of the issue, those who have a high tolerance level may be less likely to 

complain. More specifically, people expressed a different likelihood to complain in 

different locations. When it is overseas, in an unfamiliar place, they seemed 

uncomfortable to complain (e.g., “.I would be less likely to complain if I don’t speak the 

local language.”) however, when it occurs within their home country, they felt 

comfortable to speak out and to seek a solution more freely (e.g., “I would feel 

comfortable enough to complain.” ).  
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One of the consequences of not having heard a complaint is that service firms may miss 

the opportunity to learn about how their service is actually perceived by customers and 

how to improve their service performance. Indeed, the complaining behaviour literature 

suggests that when there is no complaint, it does not always mean that there is no 

service problem or that the service quality is already high. A more serious situation will 

likely eventuate for the hotel when unhappy customers publish their complaint to their 

relatives or the wider audience because if that happens, the reputation of the service 

firm will be at risk. Therefore, it is particularly important to encourage customers to 

report any inadequate service performance, however small.  

Nevertheless, distinguishing a customer based on their familiarity does not imply 

discrimination in a service encounter. The knowledge about customer cultural 

familiarity is more directed toward anticipating the necessary recovery action when 

service fails to meet their satisfaction. Services delivered to all customers should be 

equally satisfying. The aim is to personalise or customise service through different 

approaches.  

The implications of this study within the human resource area are discussed next. 

7.3.3.2 Human resources. 

Issues of human resource management are of importance to the success of a service 

performance (Lovelock et al., 2007). It is especially important for service firms that 

target international market such as the hotel organisations to apply the strategic 

international human resources (McMahan, 1998).This study has a relevant implication 

on employee training and development programs. As essential assets, skillful and 

knowledgeable employees are important for providing a sustained and competitive 

advantage for service firms (Ertemsir & Bal, 2012, Wright, Dunford, & Snell, 2001).  

Indeed, as with other service industries, one of the dominant features in the hospitality 

industry is the intensive interactions of people. Therefore, it is not surprising that this 

industry is known as “people industry” (Kim, Shin, & Umbreit, 2007). A line of 

research evidence has reported that poor selections of employees may increase the 

possibilities of service failure (Gertsner & Libai, 2006). Bearing in mind that employees 

are one of the critical assets of any hospitality service business, employee training 

programs are one of the most crucial strategies of human resource management 

(Ertemsir & Bal, 2012) and one of the key issues for service industries (Lin, 2010). The 
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purpose of an employee training program is to maintain a high standard of service 

performance. Successful training and development provides strategic value that is 

essential in today’s tight competition. Therefore, human resources act as the service 

providers to the managers of other departments and to the employees (Lepak & Snell, 

1998) as to ensuring the key actors in service delivery are highly qualified to provide 

excellent service. Emphasising the “soft” skills more than the “hard” technical skills 

(Nickson, Warhurts, Dutton, 2005) help improve the quality of service performances.  

The relevance of the training program for this study can be viewed from the importance 

of service employee during service delivery. As previously discussed, this thesis found 

that customers were less tolerant toward interpersonal failure than non-interpersonal 

failure. As such, the success of the moment of truth mostly lay in the hands of the 

service providers, although there are other tangible aspects such as the advance and 

modernisation of technologies that are increasingly adopted in service processes. In fact, 

technology is not able to provide unique service products (La & Kandampully, 2004). 

For example, a hotel can exactly copy the design of room of its competitor, but not 

precisely the genuine smile and enthusiasm expressed by a service employee. Thus, the 

natural touch of an employee during service encounters can make a great difference. 

The employee aspect can be used as one of the differentiation tools to affect the levels 

of service performance and thus, the levels of customer satisfaction. Also, despite the 

fact that human nature is uncontrollable and therefore service failure is unavoidable, the 

characteristics of a good quality of employee can be learned and practised (Bowden, 

2009). With the knowledge and skills obtained from training and development, failures 

can be minimised.  

Also relevant to this study is that the training and development program is vital not only 

for the employee to obtain knowledge and improve skills, but also to gain the ability to 

solve problems. That is, employees should be able to actively participate in the decision 

making process and to take initiative (Vemic, 2007). Therefore, in the event of service 

failure, the procedural aspect of service recovery can be performed without delays 

caused by the bureaucracy within the organisation such as, waiting for approval from 

supervisor or manager. Employees should be trained to understand what constitutes 

service and what customers expect to receive during their service consumption. In other 

words, employees need to understand their own role in service delivery (Lovelock et al., 

2007). The training program should cover aspects of core service (non interpersonal) 

such as, a speedy service that does  not allow the hotel guest to wait for more than one 
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minute (Wilkins, Merrilees, Herington,  2007) and aspect of people skills 

(interpersonal) such as, delivering the service in a courteous and friendly manner.  

Additionally, the training program should also include a cultural context because of the 

high possibilities of intercultural interaction. Hotel managers should encourage their 

employees to provide a ‘feel like home” service for customers who are less familiar 

with the destination for example, by speaking their language so that customers feel 

comfortable to communicate especially when problem occurs. Whenever necessary, 

hotels can recruit a native speaker especially if the volume of customers of certain 

nationalities and demands of native services are relatively high. Having an initiative to 

communicate and being friendly in the first instance will encourage the customer to feel 

comfortable and be open about the level of service they receive. However, it should be 

noted that employees should maintain professional distance with their customers and 

should not disturb the customers’ private or personal space. 

While training programs may depend on the size of the hotel or hospitality firms and 

their financial resources, the attitude of the management toward service improvement is 

the first step to developing suitable training activities (Butcher, Sparks, & McColl-

Kennedy, 2009). It is important that both the management and the employee are 

committed to building a customer-oriented working atmosphere and strive to provide a 

high level of service quality because how service is delivered can be the only authentic 

source of product differentiation. A well-trained employee can give a totally different 

experience to hotel guests.  

To summarise this section, this research provides important implications for hospitality 

service marketing/management focussing on operational and human resources 

departments. To achieve a highly satisfactory service performance, hotel managers 

should organise employee training programs that cover the following aspects: providing 

timely service to  avoid or minimise unnecessary delays; friendly and courteous 

manner; skills cross-cultural interaction that  help minimise problems of cultural 

interaction and anticipate the necessary recovery actions should a problem arise; 

reducing severity of service failure to the lowest possible level by providing a manual of 

step-by-step tasks in each possible service encounter. The training program should be 

conducted on a regular basis to help minimise the frequency and the severity of service 

failures during service productions and consumption. In addition, the employees should 

be empowered to identify a problem based on its severity so that an appropriate 
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recovery action can be offered without bureaucratic delay. Employee empowerment has 

been found to have positive influences on employee’s adaptability toward customer 

requests (Chebat & Kollias, 2000) that are particularly important during service 

recovery. Also, during service recovery events, employees are required to have 

interpersonal adaptability skills that include the ability to change their behaviour in 

order to alleviate customer complaint (de Jong & de Ryuter, 2004). More specifically, 

employees should be able to manage and ameliorate customer’s emotions in service 

recovery encounters (Smith & Bolton, 2012). These skills can be refreshed from time to 

time through training and development program. Management can provide basic manual 

of policy application to guide the customer to customer service interactions (see Miao et 

al., 2011) or implement a service blueprint (see Lovelock et al., 2007) to minimise 

errors. However, with such guidance, the service interaction should be performed 

naturally instead of mechanically.  

The next section discussed the limitation and directions for future research.  

7.4 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

As described previously, the theoretical contribution this thesis provided are in the 

manner of confirming or disconfirming the existing literature, adding, and enhancing 

the current understanding of the topic under study. In addition, this study also 

contributed in terms of methodological and practical aspects. This final section now 

discusses the limitations of this thesis and the future research directions respectively. 

7.4.1 Limitations. 

The findings of this study warrant consideration of a number of limitations. The 

delimitations of the scope of the study that limited the extent to which this study can be 

generalised have been introduced in Section 1.5 of Chapter 1. It has been acknowledged 

that the scope of this research is within a hotel pick-up service context and data were 

collected from Australia respondents only. In addition to these deliberate delimitations, 

other unavoidable limitations that arose during the research process are acknowledged 

as follows.   

While the experimental study was deemed appropriate to research questions there are 

two limitations. First, although the experimental design demonstrated a high degree of 

internal validity (Patterson & Mattila, 2008; McColl-Kennedy & Sparks, 2003; Cook & 

Campbell, 1979), the external validity may have suffered. In other words, the 
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generalisability of the results may be threatened. Although this threat was reduced by 

randomly assigning respondents to treatment conditions, the application of the results in 

other context should be undertaken with caution. Second, the experiment was conducted 

in a contrived setting that used written vignettes to collect data due to the constraints of 

real-life service failure events. Accordingly, the hypothetical service failure scenarios 

required subjects to imagine the situations illustrated in the vignette. The reactions of 

respondents may be different when they are exposed to real life interactions. For 

example, in reality, customers may already have personal issues that may affect their 

mood which at the end may influence the way they react to service failure in reality.  

Furthermore, to some extent, the use of cross-sectional instead of longitudinal data may 

not allow the researcher to draw strong conclusions of the dynamic effects of the 

primary independent variables (Wang et al., 2007). In addition, research using a cross-

sectional data tends to lead respondent to provide intuitive answer and thus, may result 

in an intuitive kind of finding (Stodnick & Marley, 2013).  

The next limitation is with regard to the design of the experiment related to 

manipulation issue. The nature of certain variables employed in the experimental design 

might have weakened the statistical results compared to the possible results if other 

variables were used. For example, the type of failure and the severity of failure by their 

nature are not fully separable. Any types of failure generally occur with a certain degree 

of seriousness. Therefore, in the manipulation checks, it was undeniably hard to avoid 

some minor confounding effects between type of failure and severity of failure.  

Although the above points limit this study, they also provide directions and opportunity 

for further research within the area under study as described in the next section. 

7.4.2 Future research directions. 

This research was conducted within the field of service failure and recovery. The focus 

of the study was on understanding the elasticity of customer tolerance toward different 

contexts of service failure and effectiveness of recovery attempts. While the research 

problem has been resolved, there are areas that remain uncovered. The purpose of this 

section is to provide suggestions for future research that include six major areas: 1) 

investigation within different service contexts; 2) investigation using sample drawn 

from different people; 3) exploring the impact of travelling experience or familiarity; 4) 
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investigation using within subject measurement; 5) measuring tolerance as zone rather 

than level; and 6) using longitudinal study.      

First, the results of this research provide directions for future research especially to 

address the limitations in terms of the generalisability of the results. That is, future 

research can validate and generalise the findings of this thesis investigation to a broader 

service context and a wider population. For example, research can replicate this study 

within other relevant hospitality services such as travel agents, airlines, spas or within 

the contexts other than a hospitality service context such as banks, public services, or 

education services. By doing so, not only the generalisation limitation is addressed, the 

nature of customer tolerance across different hospitality service contexts can also be 

identified.  

Second, since the results of this study were not readily generalisable to populations 

other than Australian, further research may consider duplicating this study within the 

context of other countries of origin. Identifying tolerance of service failure index across 

countries or nationality can provide valuable contributions. In addition, the subjects can 

be focused on the market such as domestic versus international markets thus, may 

considerably enrich the current understanding of customer tolerance in the global 

marketplace. Also, investigating differences in the level of tolerance between business 

and leisure traveller will provide important contribution. Another suggestion is to 

investigate tolerance based on demographic characteristics. For example, research can 

focus on identifying differences in the levels of tolerance between young and old or 

between male and female.  

Third, future research can expand on this study by exploring the effects of potential 

variables identified in the focus groups such as, travelling experience or familiarity with 

travelling. Familiarity with travelling (not necessarily with a specific destination) may 

increase the knowledge of what normally occurs during travelling and confidence when 

dealing with problems. It can be assumed that first time traveller may have different 

confidence compared to those who are first timer or has no previous travelling 

experience. Research has shown that the more frequent a person has travelled, the more 

perceived experience he or she gains (Iso-Ahola, 1983). In particular, travelling 

overseas may generate people’s self-esteem because their experience can reflect their 

range of ability in terms of foreign language skills, courage, and financial (Iso-Ahola, 

1983). Therefore, people who have previous travelling experiences may become more 
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intolerant and judgmental in a situation of service failure. Investigation of whether 

travelling familiarity or travelling experience contributes to the variations of tolerance 

will be essential and may carry important implication for the tourism field.  

Fourth, future research can conduct an investigation into the variability of customer 

tolerance toward service failure within the same individual (within subject). That is, 

examining whether the same individual has the same or different levels of tolerance 

when exposed to different service situations. Potentially, viewing tolerance in this 

manner may enhance the understanding of the flexibility of customer tolerance across 

individual.  

Fifth, in terms of measuring customer tolerance, future research can use a zone as 

originally conceptualised by Parasuraman et al. (1991) instead of levels or points. The 

tolerance zone can be measured using two levels of tolerance as the boundary of the 

zone that are ‘accepted’ in the upper level and ‘unaccepted’ in the lower level. Using a 

zone, future research can investigate within a service failure context, the dynamic nature 

of the tolerance zone (wide or narrow) and examine how or within which conditions the 

width of the zone of tolerance contracts or expands. For business practitioners, 

understanding customer tolerance as a zone will help minimise the use of 

micromanagement in every aspect of service. That is, managers may not need to provide 

excessive supervisions on every act and step of service delivery, because customers’ 

acceptance toward the heterogeneity of service performance is within a zone. 

The last suggestion for future research is the use of a longitudinal study. As put forward 

in the section describing the limitations of this study, using a cross sectional type of data 

may not completely allow for strong conclusions of the vigorous influence of the 

independent variables. To date there are limited studies that have used this method 

within the concept of the zone of tolerance (see for example, Stodnick & Marley, 2013). 

These authors demonstrated the variations in the width of the tolerance zone measured 

within two different times and solve the apparent gaps between conceptual theory and 

previous empirical study. The use of longitudinal data may help better understand the 

dynamic nature of service encounter and how evaluation is formed and updated (Rust, 

Inman, Jia, & Zahorik, 1999). Thus, the elasticity of customer tolerance may also be 

better understood. 
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In brief, although the service literature has suggested that customer tolerance fluctuates 

depending on individual and situational factors (Parasuraman et al., 1991), this thesis 

showed a more complex nature of customer tolerance’s fluctuation toward service 

failure situation which provided new basis for further research. 

7.5 Chapter Summary 

The final chapter of this thesis provided the conclusions of all hypotheses tests. First, 

the comparisons between the research findings and the literature were presented. The 

contributions to the literature were further identified based on the conclusions. This was 

followed by a section describing the theoretical, methodological, and practical 

implications from this thesis. The last section described the limitations of this research 

and introduced directions for future research. 

In summary, this study has documented empirical result that has shown substantial 

evidence that to a certain extent, customer tolerance is elastic. More specifically, this 

thesis investigation primarily provides a deeper understanding of the concept of 

customer tolerance within hotel service failure situations by examining how the 

tolerance levels fluctuate within service failure settings. The fundamental contribution 

lies in the investigation of the variations of customer tolerance and satisfaction within a 

service failure context which incorporates cultural familiarity. In addition, results 

obtained by involving service recovery situation also enhanced the current 

understanding of satisfaction within the service recovery literature. Although several 

limitations were acknowledged, the results of this thesis remain remain important for 

the knowledge and practical realms and provide foundations for further research 

particularly in the area of customer tolerance applied within the context of service 

failure and service recovery. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 4.1 Focus groups materials 

 

 

This appendix supplies copies of the focus group information sheets, consent forms, and 

the moderator guide. As discussed in Chapter 4, part of the ethical research 

requirements of the Griffith University was to obtain the participants’ consent. The 

consents were collected from the focus group participants in the first phase of each 

focus group session. 
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Department of Tourism, Sport, and Hotel Management 

Griffith University, Gold Coast Campus 

 

FOCUS GROUP STUDY 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET & RECRUITMENT 

 

Trianasari  

(Research Student) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Prof Beverley Sparks 

(Principal Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Dr Ken Butcher 

(Associate Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

 

Background to the research. As a consequence of the inherent nature of delivering a 

service such as hotel accommodation, the delivery of service does not always run 

smoothly. Failure during the service encounter may sometimes occur. When service 

failure happens, the customer may be dissatisfied. Understanding how customers feel 

about various service failure situations is the main purpose of the study.  

 

FOCUS GROUP 

You are invited to participate in the first stage of the study, that is, the focus group 

session.  In this study, we aim to elicit the normative expectation of service standards in 

the home and host countries. Data for this study will be obtained from a focus group 

session among Griffith University staff and RHD students, as well as community 

members. Short stories will serve as stimuli to generate ideas and discussion about the 

expectation of a hotel’s standard of service and the nature of acceptance in the event of 

service failure. Furthermore, the participant’s views about service recovery and 

acceptance will be gained throughout the discussion. The discussion will be audio-taped 

and a summary of the discussion will be written giving details of how different types 

and severity levels of service failure influence various consumer assessments.  

Why is the research being conducted?  The aim of this research is to better understand 

the context of, and range of responses to, service failures within the hotel service sector. 

Improved understanding of what triggers customer dissatisfaction will be beneficial to 

anticipate the occurrence of service failure and the likely action the customer takes. The 

findings will also assist in further research of a quantitative nature.  

What you will be asked to do.    

Should you agree to participate, you will take part in the focus group session in which 

you will engage in a discussion about your experiences of, and views about, service 

failure in the hotel service. Some questions will relate to service in Australia, while 

other questions will ask participants to discuss similar service failures taking place in 

other countries. Examples of the kinds of questions you will be asked are: “what kinds 

of unsatisfactory experiences have you ever had during a hotel stay?”; “how did you 
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feel about it?”; “what did you do about it?” You will also be given some short stories 

about service failures to discuss as a group. The discussion will be tape-recorded and 

will take about 60 minutes.   

The recruitment process. The focus group session involves 6-8 adults who have had an 

experience as a hotel guest within the last 2 years. Participant selection is based on 

availability, past experience and insights into the topic. The recruitment is through a 

referral process, thus you are invited to participate based on a recommendation of a 

referee (who sent this invitation to you). At the same time, should you have other 

potential candidates to participate in this project, we would be grateful if you could 

forward this invitation to them. 

The expected benefits of the research. This research will be potentially beneficial for 

the area of service marketing that include service failure and recovery, customer 

satisfaction, and customer behaviour. It will assist firms in better understanding how 

customer reacts to and feel about service failure. 

Risks associated with participation in this research. Please rest assured that we do not 

anticipate any risks to yourself as a consequence of participation in this research.   

Your confidentiality. Participations will be identified, however data collected will be 

kept confidential; and with your agreement, the discussion will be recorded and later 

transcribed. The tape will then be erased.  

Your participation is voluntary. Your participation is based on voluntary will. You do 

not have to answer every question unless you wish to do so.  You have the right to 

withdraw from this study at any time, without penalty. During the session some assorted 

refreshments will be served. 

Questions / Further information / Feedback. Should you require any further 

information about this study, or if you have any questions regarding participation, 

please feel free to contact Trianasari on email n.trianasari@grifith.edu.au. Feedback of 

the results of this study will be available to you upon request.   

The ethical conduct of this research. Any research performed at Griffith University is 

conducted in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research 

Involving Humans. Should you have any concerns or complaints or require further 

information about the ethical conduct of the research project you may contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on [Telephone number inserted here] or at [Email address 

inserted here]. 

  

Please confirm you are willing to participate in the focus group by emailing [Email 

address inserted here]. Times of focus group and details of location will then be sent to 

you. 

 

 

 

Thank you 

 

Trianasari 
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Department of Tourism, Sport, and Hotel Management 

Griffith University, Gold Coast Campus 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM (FOR FOCUS GROUP) 

Trianasari  

(Research Student) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Prof. Beverley Sparks 

(Principal Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Dr. Ken Butcher 

(Associate Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

 

The research project is part of my PhD research program. The aim of my research is to 

gain a deeper understanding of how people evaluate service standards both within and 

beyond Australia. The focus groups are conducted to explore the expected standards of 

service and levels of acceptance in the event of service failure that may occur in 

Australia and outside Australia All data will be sought in an identified form. The 

discussion will be tape recorded and treated confidentially. The use of the data will be 

solely for the academic research purposes, thus after all data are transcribed, it will be 

erased immediately. 

Confidentiality: All data will be sought on a voluntary basis and no specific identifying 

information will be kept by the researcher. The discussion from the focus group will be 

tape recorded and later transcribed for analysis purposes. No identifying data such as a 

participant’s name will be transcribed. The use of the data will be solely for the 

purposes of academic research.  

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular:  

 I understand that my involvement in this research entails taking part in a focus 

group related to customer’s normative expectation to service standard in home 

and host countries;  

 I understand the risks involved, and that I am free to withdraw at any time, 

without comment or penalty;  

 I understand that there will be no direct and immediate benefit to me from 

participation in this research; 

 I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that my responses are 

completely anonymous – no identifying information is required; 

 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can ask Nana Trianasari 

using the contact details provided on the information sheet which I have 

retained;  

 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on [Telephone number inserted 
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here] or at [Email address inserted here] if I have any concerns about the ethical 

conduct of the project; and  

 I agree to participate in the project.  

 

 

 

Name   ______________________   

Signature      _______________________             Date      __________________ 
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Understanding service failure 

 

Trianasari PhD Project 2010 

 

 

RESEARCHER’S GUIDE 

 

Objective: to gain a deeper understanding of how participants view service failures 

both in Australia and in foreign countries 

 

 

TASK TIME 

(APPROX.) 

Welcome people as they arrive and hand out 

information sheet and consent form; obtain signatures 

on consent form 

5 minutes 

General introduction 

 

Thank you for coming along tonight/today and 

participating in this research.  Has everyone signed a 

consent form indicating your agreement to participate in 

the research and to have it recorded?   

 

My name is Trianasari and I’m a PhD researcher from 

Griffith University. In this focus group session I would like 

to host a discussion on your views on service. I am just 

interested in your views on the topic and to help focus our 

discussion I have prepared some short stories for us to look 

at. But, before we start I will just go over some 

introductory points. 

 

I would like to audiotape this session so I can go over the 

discussion later and make sure I don’t miss anything.  

Participation is voluntary so please only participate if you 

feel happy doing so. 

 

If all OK – switch on audio recorder. 

 

Before we start, I’d like everyone to introduce themselves 

and perhaps say a little about themselves… perhaps I can 

start [introduce self], now let’s go around the room starting 

on my right… 

 

[draw a map of participants with first name] 

 

5-10 mins 
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Warm up 

 

So let’s talk about service in hotels/tourism encounters. 

 

What does the word “service” mean to you? 

What do you expect in a hotel service? 

 

10 mins 

Talking about the short stories 

 

Now I am going to hand out a card with a story on it.  I will 

let you read it and then we will discuss it. Four cards with 

different stories will be handed out in the session and 

discussed. 

 

Now, looking at the first card how do you think the 

customer might be feeling?  What if the pick up come after 

30 minutes or one hour? 

 

Let us now, take the second card! 

 

Alright, we move to the third one now! 

 

Well, we have had 3 stories. We will now look at the last 

one. 

 

Can we have a quick chat about normative standards you 

have about some service events: timing, friendliness, etc. 

Do these differ under any circumstances (e.g., country you 

are visiting)? 

 

25-30 mins 

Summary/wrap-up 

 

From our discussion today, I would like to summarise that 

generally service means……… 

When it happens in home country… 

When it happens in host country…. 

Receiving a delayed service will be mildly annoying if it is 

5 minute, moderate if it is 20 minute, and very annoying if 

it is 30 minutes or more.  

 

Well, that concludes our discussion on service today.  

Thank you for your participation.  Before we finish, are 

there any further comments or questions? 

 

5-10 mins 
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Appendix 5.1 Post-pilot Pre-tests 

 

 

Pilot-tested 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He looks at your luggage and frowns. He lets you take your luggage 

walks with you to the van 

Medium  L+ In a gruff voice, he asks you to take your luggage and walks with you 

to the van. 

High M+, while keeps having a chat with another guide. 

 

Post-pilot pre-test 1 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He looks at your luggage and frowns. Without helping you with your 

luggage, he asks you to follow him to the van. 

 

Medium  He looks at your luggage and frowns. Without helping you with your 

luggage, he asks you to follow him to the van. After unlocking the van, 

he asks you to put your luggage in the trunk while he walks to the driving 

seat.  

 

High He looks at your luggage and frowns. Without helping you with your 

luggage, he asks you to follow him to the van. After unlocking the van, 

he asks you to put your luggage in the trunk while he walks to the driving 

seat. On the way to the hotel, he does not start any conversation with you. 

He is busy with his mobile and makes a call to someone. He laughs and 

talks very loudly during the trip to the hotel. 

 

 

Post-pilot pre-test 2 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He looks at your luggage and without helping you, he asks you to follow 

him to the van. 

 

Medium  He looks at your luggage and without helping you, he asks you to follow 

him to the van. After unlocking the van, he talks to you in a gruff and 

rude voice and says, “Put your luggage in the trunk!” He then walks away 

abruptly. 

High L+M (After unlocking the van, he talks to you in a gruff and rude voice 

and say, “Put your luggage in the trunk!”) + He then, walks away 

abruptly. On the way to the hotel, you try to ask about the region and he 

ignores you and says,” I am trying to drive.” He then starts talking to 

someone on his mobile, laughing loudly.  

 

 



268 

 

Post-pilot pre-test 3 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He does not smile at you. He looks at your luggage and without helping 

you, he asks you to follow him to the van. 

 

Medium  L+After unlocking the van, he talks to you in a gruff voice and says, 

“Can you put your luggage in the trunk?” He then walks away abruptly. 

 

High L+M (After unlocking the van, he talks to you in a gruff and rude voice 

and say, “Put your luggage in the trunk!”) + He then, walks away 

abruptly. On the way to the hotel, you try to ask about the region and he 

ignores you and says,” I am trying to drive.” He then starts talking to 

someone on his mobile, laughing loudly.  

 

 

Post-pilot pre-test 4 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He looks at your luggage and does not smile at you. He tells you to take 

your luggage to the van in a flat voice. 

Medium  He looks at your luggage and frowns. He tells you to take your luggage to 

the van in a gruff voice. 

High He looks at your luggage and shakes his head. He tells you to take your 

luggage to the van in a rude voice. 

 

Post-pilot pre-test 5 

 

Levels  Description 

Low He looks at your luggage and does not smile at you. He tells you to take 

your luggage to the van in a flat voice. When you ask him about the 

region, he says in a flat and firm tone,” I don’t know.” 

 

Medium  He looks at your luggage and frowns. He tells you to take your luggage to 

the van in a gruff voice. When you ask him about the region, he says in a 

gruff voice,” Do not disturb me, I am driving.” 

High He looks at your luggage and shakes his head. He tells you to take your 

luggage to the van in a rude voice. When you ask him about the region, 

he ignores your question and makes a call using his mobile phone and 

laugh loudly. 
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APPENDIX 5.2 Measurement scales 

 

Dependent Variables Items Sources 

Customer tolerance 

 

I feel that the standard of 

service described in this story 

would be: 

Intolerable – Tolerable 

Unacceptable – Acceptable 

Unreasonable – Reasonable  

Inadequate – Adequate  

Unforgivable – Forgivable  

developed for this 

study and modified from  

Mitchel (2004), Gilbert 

& Gao (2005) 

Customer satisfaction 

pre- recovery 

I would rate the quality of the 

service by this hotel as 

favourable. 

I am happy with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

I am satisfied with the quality 

of the serice provided by this 

hotel. 

I would rate the service 

provided by this hotels as good. 

I am pleased with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

Oliver (1980) 

Customer satisfaction 

post-recovery 

 

I would rate the quality of the 

service by this hotel as 

favourable. 

I am happy with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

I am satisfied with the quality 

of the sevrice provided by this 

hotel. 

I would rate the service 

provided by this hotels as good. 

I am pleased with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

Oliver (1980) 

Credibility checks 

 

The story illustrated may 

happen in a real situation.  

It was difficult to imagine 

myself as the hotel guest in the 

story. 

I can easily play the role as the 

hotel guest in the story. 

It was difficult to imagine 

Miao, Mattila & Mount 

(2011), Sparks & 

Bradley (2009), Vargo 

(1997) 
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myself as the hotel guest in the 

story. 

 

Manipulation checks 

 

Type of failure: 

The driver was attentive. 

The driver was friendly. 

The driver was helpful. 

The driver was respectful. 

Developed for this study 

 Severity of failure: 

How severe was the service 

problem? 

Not at all severe --- Extremely 

severe 

Minor problem --- Major 

problem 

Small inconvenience --- Big 

inconvenience 

Minor annoyance --- Major 

annoyance 

Smith (1999) 

 Cultural familiarity: 

I am familiar with the culture of 

[Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

I am familiar with 

[Australia/Indonesia/Russia] as 

a holiday destination. 

I can easily judge whether I am 

getting a good service when on 

holiday in 

[Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

I am familiar with 

[Australian/Indonesian/Russian] 

food.  

I find it easy to communicate 

my needs if on holiday in 

[Australia/Indonesia/Russia]. 

Developed for this study 

 Service recovery: 

The hotel offered me 

compensation. 

Smith (1999) 
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APPENDIX 6.1 Survey Instrument Package 

 

(Experimental Design Study) 

 
This appendix provides a package of survey material used for the final experimental 

study. This package contains of a covering letter, information sheet, questionnaire, and 

prize entry information. 
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Department of Tourism, Sport, and Hotel Management 

Griffith University, Gold Coast Campus 

 

 

 

Dear [Insert Participant’s Initial and Surname here]  

 

I am writing to encourage you to participate in our research project into service quality 

standards and experiences. The research aims to investigate how service standards 

influence customer perceptions and evaluations.  This research is undertaken by Griffith 

University (Queensland, Australia). You are asked to imagine yourself as a potential 

customer of a hotel and read over a short story about service. 

  

To ensure the success of this project, your participation is both very important and 

greatly appreciated. I would be grateful if you could click the link provided and then 

complete the associated questionnaire. A full Information Sheet is provided once you 

connect to the survey link. It is anticipated that the questionnaire will take around 10 to 

15 minutes to complete. 

 

Here is a link to the survey: [link to be inserted] 

 

As an INCENTIVE, all those who complete the questionnaire will be entered into a 

draw to win the following prize:  

 

 

               Two Meyer gift vouchers valued at AUD$ 150 and AUD$100 

 

 

To enter the draw all you need to do is go to the survey link; complete the survey and 

the prize draw form – Good luck!  

 

 

You have received this email as a result of completing the Global Frequent Travellers 

survey distributed by The Prospect Shop, a marketing contact database. If you want to 

be removed from this database, please click the “unsubscribe” link below in the very 

right-hand corner, and you will be automatically removed from our mailing list. 

 

[link to be inserted] 

 

 

All information gathered is completely confidential, and will be analysed and reported 

in summary format. Prize entries will not be associated with the questionnaire in any 

way. Names will not be provided to any other parties. If you wish to participate in the 

research, but do not wish to enter the prize draw, please just complete the questionnaire. 

Returning the questionnaire is taken as your consent to participate in the research 
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project. If you require any further information, please contact Trianasari on email 

n.trianasari@griffith.edu.au. 

 

The link to the questionnaire again is [link to be inserted] 

 

 

Thank you very much for your time and assistance with this research project.  

 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

Trianasari 
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Department of Tourism, Sport, and Hotel Management 

Griffith University, Gold Coast Campus 

 

 

EXPERIMENTAL (MAIN) STUDY 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

 

 

 

Background to the research. As a consequence of the inherent nature of service, 

characteristics such as the variability, inseparability, and intangibility mean that  the 

delivery of service does not always run smoothly. Failure during service encounter may 

be expected to occur easily. When service failure happens, the customer may be 

dissatisfied. Failure during the service encounter may sometimes occur. When service 

failure happens, the customer may be dissatisfied. Understanding how customers feel 

about various service failure situations is the main purpose of the study.  

You are invited to participate in the main stage of the study, which is a survey.  In this 

study, we aim to obtain data from the respondents using materials that have been refined 

from our pilot test. Data for this study will be obtained from a survey of approximately 

7000 potential respondents across Australia. A summary of the results will be written 

and can be requested from Trianasari on email n.trianasari@grifith.edu.au. By 

completing this questionnaire you are indicating your consent to participate in this 

research. 

Why is the research being conducted?  The aim of this research is to better understand 

the kind of service failure in hotel service encounter, so that problems can be more 

effectively anticipated, avoided, and/or resolved.   

What you will be asked to do.   Should you agree to participate, you will be required to 

read a short story and imagine yourself in the situation described in the story. After that, 

you will proceed to the questionnaire related to the exposed story. It will take 

approximately 10-15 minutes.   

The expected benefits of the research. This research will potentially benefit the 

hospitality service sector as it includes information on service failure and recovery, 

customer satisfaction, and customer behaviour.  

Risks associated with participation in this research. Please rest assured that we do not 

anticipate any risks to yourself as a consequence of participation in this research.  

Trianasari  

(Research Student) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number inserted 

here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Prof. Beverley Sparks 

(Principal Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 

Dr. Ken Butcher 

(Associate Supervisor) 

Griffith University 

[Telephone number 

inserted here] 

[Email address inserted 

here] 
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Your confidentiality. Your participation in this study is anonymous, with no identifiable 

data being collected.  Reports of this research will not include the names of any 

participant or organisation. The results of the study will be solely for academic purposes 

and only aggregated data will be reported. 

Your participation is voluntary. Your participation in this research project is voluntary. 

You do not have to answer every question unless you wish to do so.  You have the right 

to withdraw from this study at any time.  

Questions / Further information / Feedback. Should you require any further 

information about this study, or if you have any questions regarding participation, 

please contact Trianasari on email n.trianasari@griffith.edu.au. Feedback of the results 

of this study will be available based on request.   

The ethical conduct of this research. Any research performed at Griffith University is 

conducted in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research 

Involving Humans. Should you have any concerns or complaints or require any 

information about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on [Telephone number is inserted here] or at [Email address 

is inserted here]. 
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QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Welcome to our survey on customer evaluation of service encounters. This 

survey is part of a PhD research program in the Department of Tourism, 

Sport, and Hotel Management of Griffith Business School at Griffith 

University. 

 

We sincerely thank you for participating in this survey. The next page 

provides information about the research project. Please click the button 

below to proceed to the survey 

 

As a consequence of the inherent nature of service characteristics, the 

delivery of a service does not always run smoothly. Failures or problems 

during service encounters may occur. The aim of this research is to 

understand customers’ perceptions of such situations within a hotel service 

encounter. 

 

In this study, we are interested in your views on how you would feel and 

react being in the situation described in the story in the next page. 
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INSTRUCTION 

 

We would like you to try and imagine yourself in the role of the hotel guest. 

Please read the story CAREFULLY as you will be asked questions related to 

your impression to the story when answering the questions that follow. 

Please bear in mind that there are no right or wrong answers, rather we are 

interested in your personal response. 
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EXAMPLE OF NON-INTERPERSONAL FAILURE 

 

In any hotel service encounter, we can expect that not everything runs smoothly or as 

planned. In this study, we are interested in your views on how you would feel being in 

the situation shown below. We would like you to try and imagine yourself in the role of 

the hotel guest. Please bear in mind that there are no right or wrong answers. 

 

 

Imagine the following situation! 

 

You are having a holiday with your partner or friend in Moscow, Russia [M:Bali, 

Indonesia; H: Cairns, Australia]. This is the first visit to Russia for both of you. You 

and your partner/friend have booked a 7-night stay in a 4-star hotel. When booking the 

hotel, you also took an option to book and pay for a pick-up transfer from the airport to 

the hotel. Prior to your departure you received a confirmation letter from the hotel about 

your hotel room and the pick- up service. It is guaranteed in the letter that a driver will 

be at the arrival hall exactly at 3.00pm to take you to the hotel. 

After a flight, you arrive safely at the destination airport. You collect your luggage. In 

the arrival hall, you see lots of travel guides holding boards with customers’ names 

displayed. You look around but cannot see your family name on any board. You check 

the time and noticed it is now 3.00pm.  

You stand in the arrival lounge waiting and at 3.05pm [M:3.15pm; H:3.30pm], a man 

in a uniform arrives holding a board with your name. He tells you that he is the 

representative of the hotel you have booked. He looks at your luggage and asks you to 

get into the van. You head off to the hotel.       

On arrival at the hotel, the driver stops the van and directs you to the lobby. You walk 

into the hotel lobby and while checking in, you tell the receptionist that you had to wait 

for the driver at the airport. You are given an “Incident’ form to complete while the 

receptionist is allocating your room. You hand in the form, take your key and make 

your way to your room.  
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EXAMPLE OF INTERPERSONAL FAILURE 

 

In any hotel service encounter, we can expect that not everything runs smoothly or as 

planned. In this study, we are interested in your views on how you would feel being in 

the situation shown below. We would like you to try and imagine yourself in the role of 

the hotel guest. Please bear in mind that there are no right or wrong answers. 

 

 

Imagine the following situation! 

 

You are having a holiday with your partner or friend in Moscow, Russia [M:Bali, 

Indonesia; H: Cairns, Australia]. This is the first visit to Russia for both of you. You 

and your partner/friend have booked a 7-night stay in a 4-star hotel. When booking the 

hotel, you also took an option to book and pay for a pick-up transfer from the airport to 

the hotel. Prior to your departure you received a confirmation letter from the hotel about 

your hotel room and the pick up service. It is guaranteed in the letter that a driver will 

be at the arrival hall at exactly 3.00pm to take you to the hotel. 

After a flight, you arrive safely at the destination’s airport. You collect your luggage, 

and go through customs. On your way out, you see lots of travel guides holding boards 

with customers’ names displayed. You look around and cannot see your family name on 

any board. You check the time and notice it is now 3.00pm.  

You stand in the arrival lounge waiting and almost immediately, a man in a uniform 

arrives holding a board with your name. He tells you that he is the representative of the 

hotel you booked. He looks at your luggage and frowns. He lets you take your luggage 

and walks with you to the van [M: frowns + in a gruff voice asks you to take your 

luggage, H: frowns + in a gruff voice asks you to take your luggage, + while he is 

having a chat with another guide]. 

On arrival at the hotel, the driver stops the van and directs you to the lobby. You walk 

into the hotel lobby and while checking in, you tell the receptionist about the attitude of 

the driver. You are given an “Incident’ form to complete while the receptionist is 

allocating your room. You hand in the form, take your key and make your way to your 

room.  
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Now we would like your view on how you would feel if you were the guest in this 

situation. Please indicate your rating by clicking on one circle for each statement. 

 

 

 

Q1. I feel that the standard of service described in this story would be: 

 
Intolerable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Tolerable 

Unacceptable        Acceptable 

Unreasonable        Reasonable 

 

 

Q2. Next, we would like to obtain your overall assessment of satisfaction. Please click 

on one circle in each row.  

 
Overall, all things 

considered 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

I would rate the quality of the 

service by this hotel as 

favourable. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am happy with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

       

I am satisfied with the quality 

of the service provided by this 

hotel. 

       

I would rate the service 

provided by this hotels as good. 

       

I am pleased with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

       

 

 

Q3. I feel that the standard of service described in this story would be 
Inadequate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Adequate 

Unforgivable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Forgivable 

 

 

 

 

Now you are asked to imagine that the situation described in the scenario continues as 

illustrated in the following story. KEEP IN MIND that you are the hotel guest 

experiencing the hotel service in the story.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, please imagine that the situation in the scenario continues as illustrated below. 
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The Front Office Manager calls you in the room. He greets you and asks if everything is fine. 

He mentions that he has received your report from the receptionist. He apologises for the 

situation you experienced. Before hanging the phone up, he wishes you and your 

friend/partner a pleasant stay. 

 

 

Q4. Overall, taking into account the original service standards and the service from the 

Front Office Manager, please answer these questions: 

 
Overall, all things 

considered 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

I would rate the service 

provided by this hotels as good. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am pleased with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

       

I am satisfied with the quality 

of the service provided by this 

hotel. 

       

I would rate the quality of the 

service by this hotel as 

favourable. 

       

I am happy with the service 

provided by this hotel. 

       

 

 

 

 

Q5. There seems to be a service problem in the story. In your opinion, how severe was 

the problem? 

 
Not at all 

severe 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Extremely 

severe 

Minor 

problem 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Major 

problem 

Small 

inconvenience 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Big 

inconvenience 

Minor 

annoyance 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Major 

annoyance 

 

 

Q6. Next, we would like to know your evaluation about your interaction with the driver. 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

The driver was 

attentive. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The driver was 

friendly. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The driver was helpful. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The driver was 

respectful. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Q7. The following questions are related to the Front Office Manager’s response to your 

situation.  

Please click one circle for each statement. 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

I received an apology. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The hotel offered me 

compensation. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

Q8. Now you are asked some questions about your familiarity with respect of the 

culture of [country is inserted here: Russia/Indonesia/Australia] 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

I am familiar with the culture 

of [e.g., Russia]. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am familiar with [eg,. 

Russia] as a holiday 

destination. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I can easily judge whether I 

am getting a good service 

when in [e.g.,Russia]. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am familiar with [e.g. 

Russian] food. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I find it easy to communicate 

my needs if on holiday in 

[e.g., Russia]. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

Q9. Next, we want to ask more questions about the story. 

 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

I can play the role as hotel 

guest in the story easily. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The story illustrated may 

happen in a real situation. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

It was difficult to imagine 

myself as hotel guest in the 

story. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The situation in the story is 

realistic. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

 

Now we would like to invite you to tell us about any service problems you may have 

encountered within the hotel industry. Some common types of service problem may 

include: unreliable service― the hotel did not have a room for you even though you had 

confirmed the reservation; slow service ― you have to wait 45 minutes after your 

booking time to get a seat at a restaurant; facilities/equipment failures- your air 

conditioning in the room does not work; billing errors― the hotel charged you for a 
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breakfast you did not have; or inattentive service― your hotel server was unhelpful 

and/or rude to you. 

 

 

Q10. When experiencing a hotel service problem, would you be more or less tolerant in 

a familiar versus in an unfamiliar location/region/country? Please tell us your reasons. 

 

Thank you for your response so far. This second last section requires your personal 

information related to your travelling experience. 

 

Q11. In the past two years, have you travelled for holiday either domestically or 

overseas or both? 

            Yes                       No 

 

 

If no selected, then skip to question 16. 

 

Q12. Please indicate countries and/or states visited______________________ 

 

Q13. How many times have you travelled for holiday within the last 12 months (either 

domestically or internationally). 

           1-3 times         

           4-6 times 

           more than 6 times 

    

 

You are now in the last section of the survey. Please provide us with your personal 

demographic information. 

 

Q14. What is your gender? 

                Male 

                 

                Female  

 

 

Q15. Please select your marital status 

                Single (never married/separated/widowed/divorced) 

                 

                Married 

 

 

Q16. In what year were you born? ___________________ 

 

 

Q17. Please indicate your postcode and the state you are currently 

residing______________ 
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Q18. Please indicate your highest level of education. 

 

              High School 

               

              Trade Qualification  

               

              College Certification/Diploma 

 

 

             University Degree 

              

              Postgraduate Degree 

            

             Other, please specify___________ 

 

 

Q19. Please indicate your approximate gross income as individual (annually). 

 

             $20,799 or less     $ 20,800 - $ 31,199 

 

              $ 31,211 – 41,599    $ 32,200 - $ 41,599 

 

   $ 41,600 – 51,999    $ 52,000 - $ 64,999 

 

   $ 65,000 – 77,999    $ 78,000 - $ 103,999 

 

   $ 104,000 - $ 129,999   $ 130,000 - $ 155,999 

  

   More than $ 156,000    Prefer not to say  

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.  
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PRIZE ENTRY INFORMATION 

 
 

 

To be eligible to be in the prize draw to win the prize of two Myer gift vouchers valued 

at AUD $150 and AUD$100 respectively, please read below and complete this prize 

entry form. 

 

 

Terms and Conditions of Entry 

 

1. When you enter the competition, you accept these terms and conditions of entry. 

2. Entry into the competition is by participating in an online survey, and by 

completing and returning to the interviewer the prize entry form printed at the 

bottom of this page. 

3. The first randomly drawn entry will receive a Myer’s gift voucher valued at 

AUD $150 and the second one will receive a Myer’s gift voucher valued at 

AUD $100.  

4. Members of the research team and their immediate family are not eligible to 

enter. 

5. The decision of the University is final and no correspondence will be entered 

into. 

6. The prizes are not transferable and cannot be redeemed for cash. The prizes are 

not refundable. 

7. The winner releases the University from any and all causes for action, losses, 

liability, damage, expense (including legal expense) cost or charge suffered, 

sustained or in any way incurred by the winner as a result of any loss or damage 

to any physical property of the winner, or any injury to or death of any person 

arising out of, or related to or in any way connected with the University or the 

prize. 

8. Any winner drawn for the prize who is unable to fulfil all of these terms and 

conditions will forfeit the prize and another winner will be drawn. 

9. The competition opens to entries on July 2
nd

 and closes on July 18
th

, 2011 at 

5pm. The competition will be drawn on July 19
th

, 2011 at Griffith University, 

Gold Coast Campus, Queensland, Australia.  

10. You do not have to be at the draw to win. The prizes will be mailed out to the 

winner together with notification, after the prize draw on July 20
th

, 2011. 

 

 

To be in the draw to win the prize, please provide the following information: 

 

 

Your first name      _______________________________________ 

Your contact number (if preferred)___________________________ 

Your email address (if preferred)_______________________ 

 


