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1 Introduction

In my thesis, I will look at facework, respectability and emotional labor in the

customer service industry from a perspective of gender studies and sociolinguistics.

This study will focus on the experiences of customer workers and will look at how

they might react to different situations at work that put their face at risk. This is

achieved by asking questions about what kind of comments the workers receive and

how they react to these types of comments. They are also asked about their language

use and workplace policies to uncover if emotion management, or emotional labor, is

engrained to their mundane workdays. I will see whether the answers are affected by

any background factor, focusing on the impacts gender might have. I will also look at

the workplace and experience in customer service as important background factors

and discuss these more in depth after examining gender.

In this study, the customer service industry is viewed as feminized and performed,

and these phenomena affect the language use of the encounters. Service encounters

also shape the way gender is viewed and performed, because the ideal customer

servant is essentially feminine. I will carry these themes along the study, keeping in

mind the power imbalances they might induce. Customer comments and the

reactions to them are studied because they represent the situations where the

customer workers might be in an inferior position.

One of my hypotheses is that when a customer servant’s face is constantly threatened

by customer comments, their feeling of respectability as a worker (or even as a

person) might decrease. However, the social context of their identity and the context

of their workplace also plays into these feelings, as well as the overall attitudes

towards customer service and the social groups the workers belong to. Therefore, the

question of respectability is far too complex to analyze in depth in this survey, and I

will address this subject solely through the comments the workers receive and the

workers’ own portrayal of their feelings of respectability.

Another hypothesis is that the workers react more positively to comments or

criticism towards their work, but increasingly negatively towards comments or

criticism that involves their personality or appearance. Each comment type

(compliment, critique, uncomfortable comment) is therefore divided into these three
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topics: work, persona and appearance. The comment types and subjects combine the

salient aspects of customer service for this study: work comments reflect on the job

itself, comments about persona reveal the connection of emotional labor to the work

and comments on appearance throw light on the feminization of the industry. The

customer service workers need to act and speak not as themselves at work, but as

good customer servants and representatives of the companies they work for

(Cameron, 2000) and therefore I hypothesize they will not harshly refuse any of the

comments, however rude they might be. I argue that this creates asymmetric

communication between the customer servant and the customer.

 The research questions therefore are the following: Which factors affect the

comments customer servants receive? Which factors affect the customer service

workers’ reactions to customer comments – is gender a defining factor? Do the

customer workers’ feelings of respectability decrease due to constant face-

threatening acts? In what kind of situations do the performativity and the

feminization of the industry appear?

The interest for conducting this study rose from my own experiences of working in

the field of customer service. I have often felt frustrated with the “customer is always

right” mentality that puts pressure on customer servants to be submissive in

situations that are threatening to their own personal face. Of course, this is only my

own very subjective viewpoint, which is why I was interested to hear how other

people working in the industry view the facework they do. I also realized that there is

a gap in research aimed at understanding the customer servant. A lot of the research

concerning customer service focuses on the customers and their ways of

communicating and reacting and yet leaves the customer servants’ side out of the

observed encounter. Especially, the lack of research that considers the facework

customer service workers do, motivated me to study specifically this topic.

The next section will discuss the different theoretical approaches used in this thesis.

Then, I will move onto explaining the methods used in collecting and analyzing the

data, as well as some of the difficulties that arose during this process. The data

analysis is found after these sections, followed by a discussion section that develops

the ideas of the main findings further.
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2 Theoretical approaches

2.1 Past studies

The theoretical background stems from linguistics, sociology and gender studies. It

develops an understanding of the complexity of customer service encounters that the

workers go through daily by applying theories of facework, asymmetrical

communication, emotional labor, customer aggression and performativity. These are

the key terms and theories for this study. All of these theorize conversational roles in

terms of societal phenomena and realize that conversation and the roles people take

in it are very much shaped by the norms of a certain culture or society. Especially the

concepts of performativity and asymmetrical communication emphasize the power

structures that are attached to the participants of a conversation and how these

structures shape the interaction. For example, gender is a feature that may shape the

interaction because there are certain expectations of what actions each gender can

‘appropriately’ take. Customer service is a gendered profession, which is why it is

important to theorize it in terms of societal phenomena around gender.

Customer service provides a vast area for research from different perspectives and

fields of study. Sociolinguistic research has, for example, given insights into

gendered speech in the service industry (see Cameron 2000 and McDowell 2015),

and into the conversational structures of service encounters (see Ventola 1987).

However, very little research has looked at customer service using face theory as a

framework, especially when focusing on the face of the customer worker instead of

the customer. Customer workers’ experiences have been documented to examine

prevalent themes such as McDonaldization (see MacDonald and Korczynski 2008),

gender inequity of the service industry (Chow et al. 2011) and emotional labor

(Bolton & Boyd 2003), yet the customer servants’ experiences of feedback from

customers, positive and negative, have not been extensively inspected. My study will

apply the prevalent themes of customer service theorizing, such as emotional labor,

but approach the subject with a more sociolinguistic orientation through the concept

of facework.

One relevant study to my thesis is by Wessel and Steiner (2015), who have

researched the correlations of customers’ impoliteness in service encounters with
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customer servants’ work satisfaction and emotional labor levels, and found that the

more impolite the customers were, the more the customer workers needed surface

acting skills, which resulted in more exhaustion in a department store setting in

France.

Other studies have also found links between customer aggression or customer

harassment and emotional distraught in customer service workers (Grandey et al.

2014; Prof & Yagil 2005) and some have researched the coping mechanisms of

customer servants, which include for example talking to colleagues about the

situations where a customer has been aggressive or harassed them (Good & Cooper

2016).

My research will continue in a similar vein as these studies and can be expected to

support the findings of the studies mentioned above, even though the focus is

facework-oriented.

2.2 Face and facework

The concept of face was originated by Goffman (1955), and it refers to every

individual’s need to protect their own social image when interacting with others, as

well as the social image of others. An individual’s face is not fixed but changes

according to the interaction in question – and might even change during one

interaction multiple times depending on the interactants mutual evaluation of the

situation (Watts 2009: 124). Watts (2009) explains face so that it “is not our personal

construction of the self, although the different faces we are required to adopt in

different interactions do contribute towards that construction” (125). Therefore, as

we communicate with others, we also shape their own constructions of face(s), as

they shape ours. This interactive process of face construction, production and

maintenance make up for what is called facework (Watts 2009: 130).

Brown and Levinson (1987) divide face to positive and negative face. Positive face

describes an individual’s need to be valued by others whereas negative face demands

to be autonomous and not disturbed by others. An individual’s face can be attacked

by a face-threatening act (henceforth FTA), which in some way puts their positive or

negative face at risk. Facework can also be aggressive or supportive of another

individual’s face based on the interactional type of a certain situation (Watts 2009).
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The framework suits researching customer service because maintaining the face of a

customer is extremely important in a service encounter. If a customer feels their

social image is threatened or they are otherwise dissatisfied with the service, they

“can potentially turn to alternative services while a service provider who is

dissatisfied with the customers has no alternatives” (Prof & Yagil 2005: 81-82). The

customer service provider depends on keeping customers feel they are appreciated in

order to secure the success of the service. Furthermore, the faces of the customer as

well as the customer service worker are constantly evaluated if there are complicated

service encounters that require face-saving strategies.

On a larger scheme, face theory links strongly to politeness theory because politeness

is seen as one way to maintain face (Goffman 1955), and politeness is therefore

partially also part of the background to this study. However,

Politeness cannot be understood simply as a property of utterances, or

even as a set of choices made solely by individuals, but rather as a set

of practices or strategies which communities of practice develop,

affirm, and contest, and which individuals within these communities

engage with in order to come to an assessment of their own and others’

behaviour and position within the group. (Mills, 2003: 9)

Also, what is polite or impolite is very subjective and perceived differently (Watts,

2009: 252) and as Mills argues above, politeness is a set of practices shaped by the

community, which is why I will not include a linguistic evaluation of what is polite

or not but focus on the perceptions of polite or impolite speech acts based on social

factors in a customer service context.

2.3 Performativity

Every social interaction is essentially a performance (Goffman 1959). The customer

service workers perform the role of a customer servant according to the already

established norms of how to be a customer servant (Goffman 1959: 27). Their own

personal features such as their gender adds another layer of performativity, as the

values and norms of a society formulate the acceptability of the performance on

different social categories (Goffman 1959), which limits their options on how to

perform. These notions also link to emotional labor, which will be discussed later.



6

Adding to performing an already established role of a customer servant, the worker is

also performing gender, ethnicity, age and other defining social categories. Butler

(1990) has theorized gender as repeated acts that are either associated to be female or

male to a social audience, and those repeated acts also shape what is considered

feminine or masculine. It is an interdependent cycle of repeating, which makes

gender – as well as the service encounter – performative rather than innate. This

applies to all social categories: we have clear images of norms or stereotypes for

different ethnicities, ages, genders and social classes.

Performativity links to a customer service environment because “interactive service

workers must ‘perform’ according to certain customer and management expectations,

and the service performance may be more or less aligned with the gender and ethnic

identity of the worker” (MacDonald and Korczynski, 2008: 116). MacDonald and

Korczynski (2008: 116) specify that sometimes the expected performance aligns with

the workers persona, gender and ethnicity, and thus the worker might consider

themselves to be ‘a natural’ for the job. However, when the worker’s ethnicity,

gender or personality does not align with the expected performance, they are required

to alienate themselves to be profitable workers for the company. MacDonald and

Korczynski (2008: 116) argue that these workers may choose unemployment over

the being degraded for their so-called unsuitable qualities for a particular company.

The service industry is therefore highly gendered and performed, which leads to the

feminized image of a service worker. This cycle is repeated by employers,

employees and shaped by the customers who expect a certain kind of service because

they are used to it. The customers can either expect a certain behavior from a

customer service worker or from the gender the service worker is presenting.

Because the service labor has been feminized, the customer service work has

developed to be more based on emotional labor, which increases the idea of customer

service being a job for mainly women. All these factors have resulted in customer

service industry being low-status, low-paid work and an important subject for

feminist research.
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2.4 Emotional labor

Because of the feminization of the service industry, one of the most applied theories

to customer service is the concept of emotional labor. The term was created by

Hochschild, who describes emotional labor as requiring “one to induce or suppress

feelings in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of

mind in others” (2012: 20). She uses flight attendant as the perfect example of

someone who does emotion work and defines the work places that often require

emotional labor as having three qualities: “face-to-face or voice-to-voice contact to

the public”, the need to produce some sort of a feeling in the clientele, and the

supervisors having control over their employees’ feelings (2012: 102). Most

customer service workplaces fit the bill perfectly: the customer service workers are

in constant interaction with the customers, they are trying to keep their customers

happy as well as being always smiling and sunshiny, all processes which are directed

by their supervisors.

Emotional labor is divided into two performing styles, surface acting and deep

acting. In surface acting, the worker might feel enraged towards a frustrated

customer, but maintain a calm facade. In deep acting, the worker might make

themselves see the situation from the customer's perspective, which lowers their own

feelings of rage and therefore shifts the worker’s mental state so that they actually

are calm without a facade (Hochschild 2012: 36).

According to Hochschild, when deep acting, a worker might come to realize they are

divided into two; the ‘real’ me and the ‘work’ me: “On the job, the acceptance of a

division between the ‘real’ self and the self in company uniform is often to avoid

stress, a wise realization, a saving grace” (2012: 123). She, however, sees this as

problematic “For in dividing up our sense of self, in order to save the ‘real’ self from

unwelcome intrusions, we necessarily relinquish a healthy sense of wholeness. We

come to accept as normal the tension we feel between our ‘real’ and our ‘on-stage’

selves” (2012: 123).

Bolton and Boyd have criticized Hochschild’s arguments about the harmfulness of

dividing the self and state that emotional labor is more accurately phrased as emotion

management. “The typology of emotion management displays how actors, whilst
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constrained by organizational structures, are still capable of possessing ‘multiple

selves’ (Goffman 1967)” (Bolton & Boyd 2003: 295). They emphasize that the

worker is in charge of the emotional labor and how they exercise it, but also note that

the emotional labor is often part of the nature of the job:

When actors become aware of a discrepancy between how they actually

feel and how they think they ought to feel, they are in a position

consciously to decide how much effort is put into making their own

feelings match the socially prescribed face or even whether to present

the desirable face at all. When conforming to commercial and

professional feelings rules, however, many of these choices are

constrained by different motivations and the presentation of self is an

essential pre-requisite of doing the ‘job’. (2003: 299)

Both terms, emotional labor and emotion management, present ways to theorize both

the performative and the gendered nature of customer service industry.

2.5 Gender division and the femininity of service jobs

A big part of Hochschild’s theory of emotional labor is also the gendered nature of

service industry and women’s greater participation in emotional labor as mentioned

briefly above. Hochschild sees our society raising girls to be more attuned to their

feelings, which results in essentializing managing emotions as a part of being female

(2012). Due to this, women may be considered naturally suited to customer service

jobs that require for example empathy and rapport (Cameron 2000).

Essential thinking that some jobs are better suited for a certain gender creates gender

division in the labor market, and women and men seem to follow cultural

expectations of feminine and masculine behavior (Husso & Hirvonen 2012: 30). The

service industry is highly feminine, both in work force as well as in practice; in

Finland, 73% of the people working in service or sales industry were women

(Statistics Finland 2015), which is in some ways quite surprising because Finland is

often viewed as one of the most equal countries in the world.

Service jobs are feminized in practice as well, and service jobs are places where

gender is actively performed. Kuismin et al. (2013: 156) specify that “it is not just
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the abstract roles of the customer and the customer servant that meet in customer

service encounters, but gendered agents”. Several studies have indicated that

especially women in service jobs have to take on a hyperfeminine role that is

submissive, always smiling, and in line with the already existing female roles such as

mothers or sexualized beings (see Moshavi 2004; Walls 2007; Forseth 2005). The

same does not apply for men in the same sense (Hochschild 2012), or when it does,

men feel their masculinity is threatened (Cameron 2000). The same job might

therefore be completely different for men and for women: Hochschild describes in

her research that the male flight attendants had more authority over the customers

than the female flight attendants, who also had to manage more of the customers’

aggression and negative feelings than the male flight attendants (2012: 116).

The feminization of the service industry adds to the power imbalance of the customer

– servant relationship. Jobs that require emotional labor are generally considered

low-status, which is a result of the feminization of the industry (Walls 2007).

Because of the feminization, low status and the power hierarchy of customer –

servant, service workers experience a high amount of customer aggression at work,

and they are not able to respond to such aggression in the same way: “service

providers are expected to react to aggressive behaviours directed toward them with

nonaggressive and even courteous behaviour” (Prof & Yagil 2005: 81). Customer

service workers are vulnerable to sexual harassment as well as threats, offensive

language and verbal aggression (Grandey 2004; Good & Cooper 2016;

Akkawanitcha & Petterson 2017). Not being able to respond to customer aggression

constructs the environment in service jobs to harbor more customer aggression and

reinforces the stereotypical imagery of feminine being synonymous to submissive.

The idea that customers are kings and always right shapes the way the power

hierarchy is sustained (Kuismin et al. 2016).

All the themes mentioned above result in asymmetrical communication and

imbalance between the customer service worker and the customer. Researching how

this imbalance is shown in practice through interaction is one of the main focuses of

this study.



10

3 Materials and methods

3.1 Materials

The data for this study was acquired through a questionnaire that was created in e-

form provided to students and personnel of the University of Helsinki. The

advantages of such a form are that the respondents will know that the questionnaire

is from a reliable source. The questionnaire was sent to various mailing lists to

university students, and shared to my past and present colleagues, as well as my own

personal Facebook. PAM (Palvelualojen ammattiliitto), the union for service industry

workers, also agreed to share the questionnaire via their influencers. The only

requirements for the people answering were to have worked in customer service and

be at least 18 years old; the target group was customer servants.

The survey consisted of 33 questions plus one for possible feedback on the

questionnaire and one for submitting an email address to gain knowledge of the

results (35 in total). It was in English, and most of the respondents also answered in

English. Some also used Finnish and Swedish when answering the open questions,

which was not a problem. Answering should not have taken more than 10 minutes,

which was to ensure as many respondents as possible, but to get as detailed

information as possible in a limited time frame. Most of the questions were closed,

with an exception of a couple of questions for more detailed information on some

themes. There were also options to elaborate in a few questions to get a deeper

understanding why the respondents have answered the way they have. The questions

were divided to themes: the first section dealt with background information such as

age, gender and experience in customer service. The second asked questions about

the workplace circumstances and policies. The third part dealt with working in

customer service, whereas the fourth part focused on customer – customer worker

interaction. The fourth and final part was where I expected to find the most

interesting results, as this was the part where the respondents were asked about the

comment types they have received and their reactions to different kinds of

comments. The whole questionnaire can be found in the appendix for a closer look.

The university mailing lists were an effective way in reaching enough people for a

fruitful analysis in such a short period of time.
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3.2 Methods

3.2.1 Questionnaire

A Questionnaire was chosen as the method for gathering data because of the ability

to reach people quickly and efficiently with no monetary requirements (see also

Dörnyei 2010). Creating a questionnaire form electronically enables distributing the

survey to many people in a short period of time. The e-form service of Helsinki

University also provides the option to transfer the data straight to Excel or SPSS for

processing, and therefore it is an efficient way of collecting data. Responding to the

survey does not require anything else but time from the respondents, and they can

decide if they have that time. This excludes people who are not interested or do not

fit the focus group as the requirements were stated in the email sent to possible

participants.

A questionnaire as a method also provides data for both qualitative and quantitative

purposes. This study is of mixed methods, and a questionnaire of closed and open

questions allowed to research the subject statistically as well as qualitatively. Even

though the study is mainly statistical, the open-ended questions support (or

contradict!) the data received from the closed questions.

The questions of this survey might have been very personal to some respondents,

which is why the anonymity of an electronic questionnaire is also an advantage. The

anonymity is one way of increasing the accuracy of the responses (Dörnyei 2002:

17). This is also why the participants were not asked any specifics about their work

place.

The disadvantages of questionnaires as methods include superficiality, unreliability,

self-deception, biases and fatigue (Dörnyei 2002: 7-9), and even the slightest mis-

haps in wording the questions might result in problems (53). Therefore, my

questionnaire was piloted and heavily edited after hearing the opinions of my

seminar group to suit the format better to receive data as accurate and usable as

possible. The questionnaire was kept short, too, to avoid the fatigue of respondents,

with the optional open spaces for elaboration to avoid superficiality.
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3.2.2 Analyzing the data

Once I had enough respondents, I analyzed the data with both quantitative and

qualitative methods. For quantitative analysis, the background information had to be

numerically coded, and then the results were transferred into Excel and cross-

tabulated between the background factors, mainly gender, workplace and experience

level.

The possible answers for closed questions were initially coded already to the e-form

of the questionnaire so that the results would be easily transferred to excel but as the

inequality of the number of people in different groups became apparent, the answers

needed to be recoded. The significances of each background factor were checked

before and after the recoding to see if they were sound. Answers from all but one

category, gender, had to be recoded to be more evenly distributed. Mostly the

recoding meant combining smaller groups to create larger ones that could be

analyzed more equally.

 The recoded results were analyzed in SPSS to see which background factors would

be the most significant. Depending on the coding, different tests for finding out the

p-value were utilized. If there were only 2 groups compared to each other, Mann-

Whitney test was used whereas if there were multiple groups compared for

significance, Kruskal-Wallis test was used. These tests are used for independent

samples in situations where the normal distribution is unknown, and they fit ordinal

data such as questions about opinions (Eddington 2015: 57; Nummenmaa et al. 2017:

193). The p-value tells if there is a higher probability for the results to be affected by

the variable and not just chance, and the value marking the significance is 0.050 or

lower (Eddington 2015: 19), and therefore results marked as significant in this study

are 0.050 or lower.

For extracting information from the open-ended questions, content analysis was

used. The answers from the open-ended questions were categorized to the most

frequent themes, and some of them coded for further analysis as it gives possibilities

for a more full-rounded analysis (Lavrakas 2008: 141). I used conventional content

analysis because it is “generally used with a study design whose aim is to describe a

phenomenon” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005: 1279), which is the aim with this study. The
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open answers that are presented in the results section were selected to represent the

larger themes that are widely reoccurring in a way that the respondent’s identity re-

mains anonymous. The responses selected are not too detailed and do not give too

much personal information, which could be tied to a certain individual. The email

addresses given in confidence are seen only by the researcher and they will be

deleted after sending the results to people who wished to hear about them later.

3.2.3 Problems faced

Survey studies have their own specific problems, and I experienced many of these

firsthand.

One problem, already mentioned above, was that coding the open answers for back-

ground information were quite difficult, as some respondents were vague, for

example when asked about their workplace. Some respondents only wrote “shop”,

and therefore it was impossible to know what type of a shop they meant. I decided to

categorize these responses to the category of specialized shops, and not grocery

stores for example because many of the respondents did write “food shop” or “food

store” if they meant a grocery store. Many of the respondents also mentioned several

workplaces, which meant only one of the mentioned places had to be picked for

further analysis. If the respondent had mentioned where they had worked the longest,

that workplace was chosen. The longevity of the workplace was the dividing factor

because the workers have more experiences of customer comments from the job they

have worked the longest. If there were no such mentions, the first work-place that

they stated was chosen. If this type of a problem had been acknowledged beforehand,

the wording of the questions would have been rephrased from “Where do you work /

have worked with regards to customer service?” to “Where have you worked the

longest concerning customer service?”.

Another problem concerning the coding was that the respondents were unevenly

distributed in some groups. The initial codes for background information options

were therefore not usable and had to be recoded. Even then, some groups in

categories, such as language, ethnicity, education and age, were too small for these

categories to be compared in a solid way. Also, trying different coding methods was

not necessarily fruitful for the categories that could be divided to just two groups
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instead of seven, as in education level: comparing non-academic and academic

respondents did not give any significant results. Similarly, age was initially coded

into five different groups, but because the respondents mainly fell into the first two

categories, it was not fruitful to compare 18- to 24-year-olds to over 25-year-olds

even though running the analysis did give some significant results.

The respondents had a possibility to give feedback on the questionnaire and suggest

ways to improve it. While most of the feedback was positive, there was some

criticism of the limited options for reactions. Many of the respondents wished they

could have chosen multiple ways to react to the comment types presented, or they

would have wished for more options for ways to react. However, if the questions

were multiple choice, the comparative analysis would have been more difficult.

Furthermore, if there were more options for different reactions, the responses would

have been more dispersed and thus not representative of the scale of accepting –

refusing in such clarity.
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4 Results

4.1 General information

The questionnaire was answered by 458 respondents between 18.3.2018 and

28.3.2018. The following subsections and the contents are categorized according to

the questionnaire’s sections: general information, workplace policies, working in

customer service, customer interaction. Workplace policies, working in customer

service and customer interaction are first cross-tabulated with gender. After these

sections, the data is analyzed also through information on workplace and experience.

4.1.1 Gender

The gender division of the respondents was quite large: 89% of the respondents were

women (n=407) and only 11% were men (n=50). Only <1% identified as other, and

therefore the results unfortunately could not be analyzed based on more than two

genders, male and female.

Figure 1: Respondents’ gender

The high gender division was expected based on the subject. According to Statistics

Finland, in 2015 the gender segregation on service and sales industry was 73%

percent women and 27% men. Some more specific fields of the industry are even

more divided, for example 82% of people working in cafés and bars were women

and 18% men in 2015 in Finland. The division might also be the opposite: in 2015,

77% of security guards were men and 23% women (Statistics Finland 2015). The

89%

11%

0
Respondents' gender
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division is quite stereotypically based on gender roles, which is why this research is

foremost focusing on gender as a defining background factor.

4.1.2 Age

Most of the respondents fell into the age group 25-34 (51% n=235). The second

largest age group was 18-24 (43% n=197). Only 5% (n=22) belonged to the age

group 35-44, and even less were 45-54 years old (1% n=4). Not one of the

respondents was older than 54 years old. The results are possibly skewed because

most of the respondents came from the message forwarded to university mailing lists,

which limits the comparative analyzing of the age groups.

Figure 2: Respondents’ age

4.1.3 Language and cultural background

The respondents were a homogenic group language-wise. Finnish was both the

language and ethnic background most often stated.
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Figure 3: Respondents’ first language

Finnish people formed 86 percent of the respondents (n=396) and even a larger

number of people spoke Finnish as their first language (92% n=420). A small

number of respondents stated they are Finnish-Swedish (7% n=33), of which 23

people spoke Swedish as their first language and 6 were bilingual (language pairing

Finnish and Swedish). Other cultural backgrounds made up for 7% of the

respondents, but most of them were at least half Finnish. Two people born in Finland

stated they have lived elsewhere and therefore do not consider themselves only

Finnish, and thus I have included them in the group of other cultural backgrounds.

Only ten respondents (2%) had another first language than Finnish or Swedish, or

they considered themselves bilingual on another language pairing than Finnish-

Swedish (for example spoke both Russian and Finnish as their first languages).

Figure 4: Respondents’ cultural background
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4.1.4 Education

For most of the respondents, the largest group of completed education level was

bachelor’s degree (51% n=233). The next largest group was upper secondary

education (37% n=171). Other educational level groups were not as large by number

in this survey: 9% (n=40) had completed a master’s degree, 2% (n=10) vocational

education, <1% (n=3) a doctoral degree and <1% had only had basic education.

These results are most likely due to the distribution of the survey to university

mailing lists and cannot therefore be representative of the customer service industry

level of education in general.

Figure 5: Respondents’ education level

4.1.5 Customer service experience

The largest group for experience in customer service was 2-5 years (40% n=184).

The groups 0-2 years and 5-10 years were very slightly different in numbers: 27%

(n=124) had 0-2 years of experience and 26% (n=119) 5-10 years. The least

respondents had over 10 years of experience (7% n=31). These numbers most likely

correlate with the age groups, as people in their mid-twenties usually have been in

the work force for at least a couple of years.
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Figure 6: Respondents’ experience in customer service

4.1.6 Workplaces of the respondents

Most of the respondents had had several jobs in the customer service industry. Over-

all, the respondents mentioned 840 places, but there were overlaps and many of the

respondents did not give any details and just wrote “shop”, which made the coding

quite difficult as it is impossible to know whether they work at a grocery shop or a

shop that is specialized in specific kind of products such as clothing stores. However,

what the number tells is that the average worker (of this survey) has worked in 1.8

places concerning customer service. The most mentioned workplaces were grocery

stores, department stores and supermarkets (33%) as well as restaurants, bars and

cafés (27%). Shops that specialize in some products such as clothing stores (16%),

but offices (12%) and other places such as hospitals and tourist attractions (12%)

were mentioned frequently as well. One respondent had left the field empty.
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Figure 7: Respondents’ workplaces

The gender distribution of the workplaces is shown in table 1. The cross-tabulation

did not give any significant results but there is some variation there. The women

appeared to work in food-related workplaces such as grocery stores and cafés and

restaurants more than the men, and the men appeared to work more in offices,

specialized stores or other workplaces. Grocery+ was still the workplace most

women and men worked in.

Male Female p-value

Grocery+ 24% 34% 0.295

Office 18% 11%

Specialized store 22% 15%

Cafés, bars,
restaurants

14% 28%

Other 22% 11%

n=50 n=406

Table 1: Gender distribution of workplaces

Grocery stores+
33 %

Restaurants+
27 %

Specialized shops
16 %

Offices
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Other
12 %

Workplaces

Grocery stores+ Restaurants+ Specialized shops Offices Other
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4.2 Workplace circumstances and policies

4.2.1 Co-workers’ gender

Male customer workers appeared to work considerably more with males, or in work

places with more evenly distributed gender divisions than females. Still, many of

them worked in places where females form the majority of the workers. Female

workers seemed to work mainly with other females. The result shown in table 2

reinforces the idea that the customer service industry is very divided by gender, and

the female customer servants tend to work more in female-centered fields than males

as mentioned in the first paragraph of this results section. However, this result in not

statistically significant.

Gender Male Female p-value

Male 20% 2% 0.868

Female 38% 70%

Other 2% 0%

No particular

majority

40% 28%

100% (n=50) 100% (n=407)

Table 2: Co-workers’ gender

4.2.2 Customers’ gender

Both males and females worked mainly with a customer base of no particular gender

difference. Females worked slightly more in places with same sex customers, as well

as males worked slightly more with same sex customers. We can draw a conclusion

that the gender majority of a workplace does not necessarily correlate with the

gender majority of the customers at least in this study.

Gender Male Female p-value

Male 6% 4% 0.590

Female 2% 9%
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No particular

majority

92% 87%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 3: Customers’ gender

4.2.3 Language use at work

All 50 male respondents said they use Finnish and English at work. Half of them also

used Swedish, but only a few said they use Russian and none male used Estonian.

However, almost a third of the males (26% n=13) said they use other languages than

those stated above: German, French and Spanish being the most often mentioned

other languages.

Of females, almost everyone used Finnish and English. Half of them also used

Swedish, but only a few used Russian and even fewer Estonian. Of females, 18%

(n=72) said they use other languages than the ones above. Most often mentioned

other languages for females were also German, French and Spanish.

As most of the workers said they are Finnish, it is no surprise that Finnish was the

most used language. English skills are also needed often in customer service, and

usually especially people working with tourism have knowledge of more languages

than just Finnish and English.

Male Female p-value

Finnish 100% 99% 1.000

English 100% 95% 1.000

Swedish 52% 48% 0.608

Russian 4% 5% 0.655

Estonian 0% 1% 0.528

n=50 n=407

Table 4: Gender and used languages
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4.2.4 Changes in speech based on changing languages

The differences between males and females concerning changes when switching

between multiple languages were not statistically significant. Neither gender felt

drastic changes in their speech when switching to a different language. Some did feel

at least slight changes, and thus the overall percentage of the people who felt changes

or slight changes is higher than those who did not feel any.

Noticing a change

between languages

Male Female p-value

Yes 24% 26% 0.958

No 41% 37%

A little 35% 37%

n=49 n=389

Table 5: Gender and noticing a change in speech when switching languages

The respondents discussed the reasons why their speech is affected by switching

languages in the open section of the questionnaire. Mostly, the people described the

difficulty of switching between languages and the effects of it if the other language is

weaker than the language they usually speak as in examples 1 and 2. The skillset of a

certain language, according to the respondents, affects their speech when switching

languages. Limited vocabulary and not being a confident speaker came up as reasons

why the switch might be difficult. Also, one respondent wrote about how switching

the language and adhering to a particular language might be difficult (see example

3). Especially in situations where multiple languages are necessary, the workers

might get confused with language as the customer service situations are often high-

pressure in multiple ways.

1) I'm not able to speak so smoothly and politely because of limited language

skills.1

1 I have edited the typos of the open-ended responses used as examples for readability.
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2) Switching to English is not a problem, but switching to Swedish is much

harder. When I suddenly have to switch into Swedish, I forget words and in

general don’t feel so confident.

3) Sometimes it’s hard to switch from one language to another and sometimes I

forget which language I’m supposed to speak.

Other respondents in examples 4-7 mentioned cultural and linguistic differences

between languages that affect their speech when switching languages. The English

language was de-scribed as ‘politer’ in many answers. Some respondents also

mentioned how other languages might have different kinds of politeness formulae

than others, which impacts their speech, and the body language of different

languages is also changing when they switch.

4) English speaking customers have better manners than Finns and therefore I

usually sound happier when speaking English than when I am speaking

Finnish. Also, I am more polite than in Finnish.

5) When I speak Slavic languages I use of course the plural form for ‘you’. But

otherwise not.

6) Voice pitch may be different in different languages, the use of polite words

differs according to the language, body language changes as well.

7) Especially with French and German I use my whole body and expressions

more.

Some respondents also mentioned why they do not feel any changes when switching

languages. Being used to switching languages might help with the change, and

therefore their speech remains unaffected (example 8). One respondent (example 9)

pondered why their speech does not change, and should it, between languages.

Therefore, also the attitude of the customer worker can influence whether their

speech changes or not.

8) “It does not impact; I speak with the same tone anyway. And I’m used to

switching languages since I’m bilingual.”
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9) “I guess it actually should but it doesn’t. I do switch between languages but

remain in a Finnish customer service mindset.”

4.2.5 Changes in speech at work

Unlike when switching between languages, both women and men felt that their

speech changes when they come to work. Women’s speech changed more than

men's. Of men, 12% (n=6) felt their speech does not change at all, whereas only 3%

(n=11) of women did not feel a change. The difference between genders is not,

however, statistically significant. The workers obviously feel more changes in their

work vs. not-work speech compared to the changes of speech when switching

languages, and possibly the reason lies in the change when they come to work: the

workers are already altering their speaking, so that when they are switching

languages, the so-called “customer service voice” is the more defining factor of

speech.

Noticing a change in

speech

Male Female P-value

Yes 66% 80% 0.097

No 12% 3%

A little 22% 17%

All 100%

n=50

100%

n=407

Table 6: Gender and noticing a change in speech at work

The most frequent themes in explaining what kind of differences there are in their

speech were similar with women and men, with one exception. Most of the

respondents felt they speak more formally or politely when at work, or they seem

happier or friendlier. However, women also noticed more changes in their pitch and

tone of voice, and how it becomes higher than usual in a work environment. The

workers, both women and men, mentioned that they speak more clearly at work, and

act according to the role of a customer servant.
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One male respondent (example 10) described his speech changes in a way that it is

overall more easily understandable, whereas another male (example 11) said that he

manages his mood and is politer. One male respondent (example 12) writes that his

work speech is higher in pitch.

10)  I ensure that I’m audible and enunciate clearly much more than I would

outside of work.

11)  At work, I am more polite and open. Hardly ever show bad mood to

customer.

12)  More pronounced, higher pitch.

The female respondents described similar things but emphasized the higher pitch and

positivity more (see example 13). The respondents also described that they have a

particular register of voice that they only use at work, on top of other things. Acting

out the role of a customer servant emerged in a lot of the answers, as seen in

examples 14 and 15.

13)  My pitch is higher at work and I’m overly enthusiastic and positive.

14)  I become much more formal when I speak to customers. I also have ‘a

customer service -voice’ that I only use when talking to customers.

15)  I put on my ‘customer service gloves’ and act out a role of a polite and

understanding person.

Especially the open answers give the sense of the emotional labor that goes into

customer service and most of the workers appear to be self-conscious about the roles

they put on for their work.

4.2.6 Directions on speech by a superior

The women and men did not receive high amounts of training from their superiors on

how to speak to customers even though their speech changes quite a lot. There was

no statistical significance, even though 35% of women said they have not received

any directions from their superiors, whereas only 15% of men said the same.
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Directions given Male Female P-value

Yes 22% 31% 0.083

No 15% 35%

A little 48% 34%

All 100% (n=50) 100% (n=407)

Table 7: Gender and directions on speech by superiors

The space for elaboration revealed what kind of things the superiors have given

training on. The instructions differed in length and subject, and mostly they were just

reminders to act politely or be friendly. Some instructions were far more extensive

than others and might have stemmed from company policies. Both genders gave

similar answers, but as the female respondents gave more answers, the examples

given below are mostly from female respondents.

Some respondents had only really received instructions on how to sell more, not

necessarily advice on how to speak to customers as seen in the following examples:

16) <female> The guidelines are more about what products to sell most actively

to customers and not that much about how to speak.

17) <male> I have been given guidelines for extra selling, for example how to ask

if the customer wants a drink with her/his food.

18) <female> Mainly the guidelines have been about how to sell products whilst

being polite to the customer. The fast food restaurant I worked at focuses a lot

on happy customer service, so that has also been emphasized in the guidelines

a lot.

Other guidelines emphasized more the way in which to treat the customers and how

the workers needed to find out the customers’ needs. Many of these guidelines that

emphasized the ways to treat customers stressed being polite and respectful to the

customer. The responses below answer to the question of how the supervisors have

advised them to speak to customers.
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19) <female> Respectfully and empathetically: carefully listen to the customer

and try to figure out their needs.

20) <female> For example, how we use our voice and how the customer hears

empathy from our voice. Plus we have had training regarding different types

of customers and what are the most efficient ways to communicate with them

- for example some customers need more assuring than others, some

customers are more idealistic or love talking about themselves and their lives

(and dreams) while other customers try to take the lead in the conversation

and prefer going straight to the point.

21) <female> Be extremely polite, be understandable and patient, don’t be too

loud or aggressive or anything of that kind. Be respectful.

Some of the instructions the customer servants’ superiors have given are more

concrete and involve certain phrases or words to use – or not to use (see 22 and 23).

Some of these instructions go hand in hand with how to sell more as in example 24.

22) <female> About courtesy, proper ways of addressing customers, even to use

certain words (“Hei” is okay, “moi” definitely not).

23) <female> Always say “hello/hi” first before customer says it. Be polite and

remember, customer is always right.

24) <male> Regarding how you present options to a customer for example,

instead of asking a small or big drink simply asking ‘big?’

The answers show that the level of guidance is extremely varied between the

respondents. Many of the instructions have not extensively included ways how to

exactly speak to customers but more ways in which the customers should be treated,

whereas other instructions give very clear examples on how to speak. Selling the

product is often at the center of these guidelines. Furthermore, there were only a few

respondents who wrote that their superior had given them instructions on how to deal

with difficult customers or customer aggression. Many, counter wise, wrote how they

had been instructed not to lose their temper and remain calm. However, it is probable

that the workers have not evaluated in the comment section all the training they have

had.
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4.2.7 Addressing customers formally/informally

The results on address style were very evenly divided between the male respondents,

whereas the results from females were more dispersed between the options. These

results based on gender were statistically significant. Women seemed to judge the

situation and/or the customer and adjust their speaking to these factors more than

men. Men were more informal than women, although some of them also based their

style of address on the situation. Men and women addressed the customers formally

in similar numbers to each other.

Male Female p-value

Informally 28% 14% 0.040

Formally 26% 29%

It depends 26% 57%

100% (n=50) 100% (n=407)

Table 8: Gender and informal/formal language use

The open elaborations revealed that the age of the customer is one of the defining

factors on how to address them (see examples 25-27). Older customers are addressed

more formally, whereas younger customers more informally. Also, knowing the

customer affects the address style. Formality was seen as the safe style to address any

customer, especially when there is a problem (28).

25)  <female> If I do not f. ex. know them or if they are notably older than me, I

address them more formally.

26)  <male> Age or the situation. If there is a clear problem, I might be formal.

With younger customers I'm mostly informal. But with older people, I am

always formal. It covers my back from complaints.

27)  <female> With older customers I am more formal throughout the service, but

with younger I might start formal, but if I notice it’s okay to be informal, I

switch to a more informal mode.
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28)  <female> The risk of insulting a customer is smaller when speaking

formally.

Besides age, also the habitus of the customer and the language they use affect the

address style. The customer workers often adjusted their speech to the customer’s,

which is shown in examples 29-32.

29)  <male> It depends on whether I feel like the person would appreciate a more

formal or informal approach. I judge this by their speech, expression and

appearance.

30)  <female> Informally with Swedish customers because in Sweden it is seen

as a bit rude if you use a plural ‘you’ to address someone. In French always

formally, because of the culture.

31)  <female> How the customer approaches me or how they react when I

approach them, customer’s age/habitus/the way they interact with their

companions etc.

32)  <female> Depends whether the customer is friendly or rude. When rude, I

use more formal language and tone.

The companies might also have rules that instruct the worker to address the

customers in a certain way (33), or the customer servants make their own choices

that might not fit either the informal or formal style (34).

33)  <female> I have worked for several types of employers. Some call centers

were more formal than others. I have been instructed to ‘teititellä’, use formal

Finnish language at one place.

34) <female> I didn't like using either, so I tried to use passive, like ‘Tuleeko

pussia?’ (Need a bag?)  or referring to myself ‘Laitanko pussiin?’ (Shall I put

it in a bag?)

Overall, the answers shed light on the situational differences of customer service and

the constant need to evaluate the customers’ characteristics and mood. The results

show that women change their speech and address style more depending on the
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customer than men, indicating that perhaps the emotional cues or judging the

situation is easier for female customer servants. This links to the idea that customer

service work is initially emotional labor and requires advanced situational skills.

4.3 Working in customer service

4.3.1 Defining good customer service

The most frequently occurring things when describing what makes up a good

customer servant were how to make a customer feel welcomed, being positive,

polite, easily approachable and well-informed. Also, how they should always try to

find the best solution for the customer. Listening skills were noted to be important in

several cases, as were the skills to remain calm and composed in front of difficult

customers. All in all, according to the respondents a good customer servant always

tries to make the service situation as pleasant as possible for the customer as we can

see from the examples below (35-42).

35)  <female> Positive, appropriate. Not too pushy, but easy to approach. Quick,

but not careless. Well-informed. A good customer servant offers the customer

what they need, but doesn't make them feel uncomfortable.

36)  <male> Friendly, understands the needs of the customer, listens well, knows

a lot about the service or product they work with.

37)  <female> You have to be polite, patient and kind. Working in customer

service can be quite stressful from time to time, so it is important to keep

your cool.

38)  <female> I think a good customer servant pays attention to the customer and

gives the vibe that the customer is not ‘unwanted’. Also good manners and a

smile are important things. These things make up a good customer servant,

because they make the service situation more pleasant for the customer.

39)  <female> They know their product that they are selling/providing. They

know how to interact with different people and their needs. The customer

should feel confident that the customer servant knows their product well and

the customer should also feel that their needs have been met.
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40)  <male> Sense of humor, politeness, ability to cope differently with different

kind of situations and customers. Being a good customer servant requires

social skills.

41)  <female> Customer servant should be smiling and always in a good mood at

work. Even faking the good mood if otherwise not.

42)  <female> Represents the company in the best possible way and makes the

customers welcome again.

4.3.2 Are you a good customer servant?

Both women and men felt they are good customers servants, at least most of the time.

Near to no-one answered that they do not really feel they are good customer servants.

The gender did not affect these results significantly, although women were more

hesitant to say plainly “yes” and rather phrased that they are good at their job “most

of the time”.

Male Female p-value

Yes 64% 54% 0.243

Most of the time 34% 44%

Not really 2% 1%

No 0% 0%

I do not wish to

say

0% 1%

100% (n=50) 100% (n=407)

Table 9: Gender and feelings of being a good customer servant

4.3.3 Feelings of respectability by customers

Women and men felt similarly about being respected by customers. Over half of each

gender felt they are respected most of the time, and only 8%-10% felt they are not

respected at all or mostly. The gender did not present statistically significant
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differentiation between the respondents, although females were more hesitant to

answer plainly “yes” here as well as in the previous question.

Male Female p-value

Yes 40% 27% 0.279

Most of the time 52% 63%

Mostly not 8% 8%

No 0% 2%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 10: Gender and feelings of respectability

When asked why they feel respected or not, the respondents said most of the

customers are usually nice and respectful towards them, yet there are always people

who are disrespectful or rude (see example 44). Workplace (43), gender (45 & 46),

age (45) and customers’ feelings of superiority were raised as points that might affect

the customers’ behavior and therefore also the customer servant’s feelings of

respectability.

43) <female> Depends where you work, in grocery stores for example not so

often. Some people don’t expect you to be educated or to know anything.

44)  <female> From my experience, most customers do not seem to respect the

customer servants. Some customers don’t even say hello when coming to the

desk (to give an example).

45)  <female> I am a young woman, a lot of the people that are older than me

seem to not take me seriously.

46)  <male> Working as a receptionist is ‘woman’s job’ for some people.

Many of the respondents commented that their feelings of respectability are

influenced by the feedback customers give them (48). Some respondents (for

example 49) said the customer-customer servant relationship works reciprocally; if

the customer servant is respectful, usually the customer is too.
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47)  <female> Positive feedback is rare, yet every mistake seems to be magnified

in any feedback received.

48)  <male> They [customers] show respect and politeness by expressing their

gratitude (i.e. ‘thank you’ or another compliment).

49)  <male> Most of the customers return the politeness and friendliness, but

some do not.

The customer – customer servant relationship therefore affects both the customer and

the customer servant and depends on both parties as communication usually does.

However, the customer service workers are belittled based on their occupation, gen-

der, age, and are often judged harshly on their mistakes. The aspect of asymmetric

communication in service situations makes it easier for customers to get away from

being judged themselves, because the workers ought to keep their calm, as

established in the previous section of good customer service. The positive feedback

seems to outweigh the negative based on the answers to this question.

4.3.4 Staying polite towards customers

Women and men felt staying polite towards customers is easy or mostly easy, de-

spite the occasionally challenging customers. Only a marginal percentage felt it is

difficult. Gender did not divide the results significantly, although more men said

staying polite is mostly difficult.

Male Female p-value

Easy 40% 37% 0.444

Mostly easy 54% 61%

Mostly difficult 6% 1%

Difficult 0% 1%

N=50 N=407

Table 11: Gender and staying polite towards customers
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The open-ended question on why it is easy or difficult to stay polite towards

customers revealed different strategies the workers have developed to not to get

upset by the comments that are negative, and also explained what kind of things do

make them upset. The respondents still stated that they do not act upset but try to

remain cool – just that it is harder to do so in certain situations. Staying polite or at

least neutral in certain situations is considered to indicate professionalism.

These examples below illustrate the different strategies the workers use to deal with

difficult customers. They include being overtly polite (50), differentiating a work

persona from their ‘normal’ persona (51), experience in customer service (52) and

liking the job and performing their duties (53):

50)  <female> For me it was easy, I even tried to annoy angry people by being

very polite and not losing my temper with them. So I enjoyed when they tried

to provoke me and they could not.

51)  <female> I feel like I have a work persona who doesn’t get affected by

impolite customers.

52)  <female> I have done customer service so long that I can manage if the

customer is mean or doesn’t personally like me. So because of that I can

handle them quite well and be polite still if they are not.

53)  <male> I just remind myself that this is work and smile. Also I like my work

a lot, which helps too.

In the next examples 54-59 the respondents discussed why it might be difficult to

stay polite. If the customer is somehow difficult or disrespectful to the customer

servant, they felt staying polite is more difficult. They also mentioned that their own

personal feelings make it harder to act the role of a customer servant:

54)  <female> If a customer behaves badly, staying polite may be difficult. It’s

not natural communication to not to be able to protect yourself. And my own

moods have their effect too of course.

55)  <female> It’s easy if they behave well towards me, but if they treat me like

shit, I don't feel the obligation to treat them with utmost respect either.
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56)  <female> Sometimes the things the customers say really get to me and it’s

difficult to stay in my role of a customer servant.

57)  <female> As long as customers don’t comment my personal or private

things, it’s quite easy. That happens VERY seldom.

58)  <male> Angry or inappropriate customers make it hard to stay polite.

59)  <female> This is mostly dependent on my mood. Most of the time I’m able

to remain neutral without letting my emotions get in the way.

In this section for open answers, some respondents also explained that they do not

always respond positively to customer aggression, or they should not be obligated to

do so (60, 61), whereas others did say they felt it is their job to stay calm (62, 63).

60)  <female> Rude/aggressive customers get to me. In my opinion customer

servants should be able to appropriately defend themselves, but that is not

according to service culture in Finland.

61)  <female> To be blunt, if a customer is a total jerk I don't think a customer

servant should treat them as a customer anymore but can be less polite.

62)  <female> It’s what I’m supposed to do in my job.

63)  <female> I get paid to be polite, so I don’t take misbehaviour personally. I

do, however, appreciate if the employer ‘has my back’. Preferably they

should have a code of conduct for disrespectful customers.

It seems that even though customer service workers do face difficult customers and

sometimes struggle to stay polite, protecting their own worker face, the customer’s

face as well as the company’s face outweighs more than protecting their own

personal face, and even saying they should be able to protect their face needs

mitigators such as “to be blunt”.
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4.4 Customer interaction

4.4.1 Customer comments

 Most comment types were equally received by women and men. However, the

cross-tabulation indicated that women received all types of uncomfortable comments

more than men, especially on appearance. Women also received nice compliments on

appearance more. These results are nonetheless statistically non-significant, even

though they show imbalance between the comments men and women receive.

Male Female p-value

Nice compliments on work 96% 97% 1.000

Nice compliments on persona 70% 73% 0.633

Nice compliments on

appearance

48% 64% 0.051

Negative comments on work 62% 64% 0.875

Negative comments on

persona

22% 27% 0.968

Negative comments on

appearance

16% 17% 0.786

Uncomfortable comments on

work

36% 43% 0.608

Uncomfortable comments on

persona

26% 34% 0.660

Uncomfortable comments on

appearance

26% 53% 0.477

n=50 n=407

Table 12: Gender and received comment types
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4.4.2 Nice work-related compliments

As expected, the work-related compliments, which are the most frequently received,

were reacted to by thanking the compliment giver. The results were very similar

between the genders. Nobody reacted to a work-related compliment by not accepting

the compliment or taking it negatively.

Male Female p

I thank them 86% 87% 0.911

I smile or laugh 14% 13%

I don't react 0% 0% (n=1)

I imply that the

comment was not

okay

0% 0%

I snap at them 0% 0%

100% (n=50) 100% (n=407)

Table 13: Gender affecting reactions to nice work-related compliments

4.4.3 Nice compliments on persona

The results show that if a customer compliments a worker’s persona, they still mostly

reacted positively and thanked them. However, more than in work-related

compliments, workers only smiled and did not thank the customers who

complimented them. Workers also did not react, which did not happen in the

previous comment type. The result between the genders is also statistically

significant. Women may feel that their personality is part of their job duties, and

therefore react more favorably to nice compliments about their personality traits.

Male Female p-value

I thank them 52% 65% 0.040

I smile or laugh 40% 34%

I don't react 8% 1%
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I imply the

comment was not

okay

0% 0%

I snap at them 0% 0%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 14: Gender affecting reactions to nice comments on persona

4.4.4 Nice compliments on appearance

Nice compliments on appearance were also mostly accepted and thanked for, but the

percentage on not reacting slightly rose from the previous compliment type. Some

men even reacted by implying that the comment is not okay to them.

Male Female p-value

I thank them 56% 64% 0.299

I smile or laugh 30% 30%

I don't react 12% 6%

I imply that the

comment was not

okay

2% 0%

I snap at them 0% 0%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 15: Gender affecting reactions to nice comments on appearance

4.4.5 Negative comments on work

On negative comments related to work, most respondents said they react by

apologizing. However, women apologized more than men, whereas men offered

more compensation. More men did not react to work-related negative comments than

women, and men explained what the customer should have done differently more

than women. Overall, men reacted more by ignoring or not accepting this type of a

comment. These results are statistically significant.
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Male Female p-value

I apologize 66% 82% 0.035

I offer compensation 14% 8%

I don't react 8% 3%

I explain that the customer

should have done

something differently

12% 7%

I snap at them 0% 0%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 16: Gender affecting reactions to negative comments on work

4.4.6 Negative comments on persona

To negative comments on persona, most respondents still reacted by apologizing.

Compensation was offered less, whereas the comment was left unnoticed more.

There was a similar difference between men and women in the answer option “I ex-

plain that the customer should have done something differently” than in the previous

comment: men were more vocal about the customers’ behavior and how they should

change it, at least more than women. These results are not statistically significant.

Male Female p

I apologize 56% 66% 0.196

I offer compensation 6% 2%

I don't react 22% 29%

I explain that the

customer should have

done something

differently

16% 4%

I snap at them 0% 0%

100% n=50 100% n=407
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Table 17: Gender affecting reactions to negative comments on persona

4.4.7 Negative comments on appearance

To negative comments on appearance, the workers mostly responded by not reacting.

More than to the previous negative comments, they explained to the customer that

the customer should have done something differently, and some even snapped at

them, which did not occur in the previous comment types. The results were evenly

dispersed between genders and therefore are not statistically significant.

Male Female p-value

I apologize 6% 4% 0.352

I offer compensation 0% 0%

I don't react 54% 69%

I explain that the

customer should have

done something

differently

32% 17%

I snap at them 8% 9%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 18: Gender affecting reactions to negative comments on appearance

4.4.8 Uncomfortable work-related comments

The uncomfortable comments on work were mostly not accepted. Many ignored the

comment or implied that it was not acceptable. Men, however, accepted these kinds

of comments more than women, whereas women mostly ignored or implied that the

comment was not alright. Still, only few respondents snapped at the commentators.

These results are statistically significant.

Male Female p-value

I thank them 10% 5% 0.049
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I smile or laugh 26% 12%

I don't react 32% 40%

I imply that the

comment was not

okay

28% 41%

I snap at them 4% 3%

100% n=50 100% n=50

Table 19: Gender affecting reactions to uncomfortable comments on work

4.4.9 Uncomfortable comments on persona

The results were not dispersed between genders in this comment type, and therefore

are not statistically significant. Males and females both reacted to uncomfortable

comments on persona mostly by ignoring the comment, or by laughing or smiling.

Men snapped at the customers slightly more, but also smiled or laughed slightly

more, whereas women ignored the comment slightly more than men.

Male Female p-value

I thank them 2% 4% 0.916

I smile or laugh 30% 26%

I don't react 48% 53%

I imply that the

comment was not

okay

12% 15%

I snap at them 8% 2%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 20: Gender affecting reactions to uncomfortable comments on persona
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4.4.10 Uncomfortable comments on appearance

In this section, the respondents did not differ significantly based on gender either. In

comparison to the previous uncomfortable comments, snapping at the customers was

more frequent. Also, slightly more respondents implied that the comment was not

okay than in previous uncomfortable comments. This would suggest that appearance-

based uncomfortable comments are the most unwelcome to customer service

workers, because they require threatening the customers’ face to save their own

worker and personal face.

Male Female p-value

I thank them 6% 1% 0.374

I smile or laugh 16% 10%

I don't react 36% 42%

I imply that the

comment was not

okay

34% 43%

I snap at them 8% 5%

100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 21: Gender affecting reactions to uncomfortable comments on appearance

4.4.11 Derogatory terms

The results in this section were not dispersed at all based on gender. Most of the

workers had not been called by a derogatory term by customers, or they did not

remember it happening. Approximately a third of both men and women had had a

customer call them by a derogatory term.

Male Female p-value

Yes 30% 32% 0.957

No 34% 34%

I don't remember 36% 34%
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100% n=50 100% n=407

Table 22: Gender and being called by a derogatory term

The respondents were asked to state the derogatory terms they had been called by

and listed various terms. The insults for women were mostly sexist comments, but

involved also racist comments, or they were called stupid. The derogatory terms to-

warded to males were similar, though they did not refer to their gender as often.

However, men were insulted by demeaning their possible non-heterosexual

preferences. Another common theme for insults for men was intelligence or rather

lack-thereof.

The respondents were also asked if they had any particular negative things customers

had said or done stuck in their heads, and these answers revealed that customer

aggression presents itself in multiple ways. Many of the respondents who answered

had not been called by a derogatory term but were harassed some other way. The

negative situations varied, from angry letters to a superior to even physical violence

and threats. Age, gender, sexuality, appearance and ethnic background were reoccur-

ring themes for insults or belittling. Furthermore, negative situations where the

worker was accused of not doing their job properly or about something that they had

no control over had stuck to the respondents' minds.

Some examples of the negative experiences based on the worker’s ethnic back-

ground:

64)  <female> Multiple customers have questioned whether I'm ‘truly Finnish’ or

not. It is not always in a negative way, but when it is and when the customers

refer to my possible ‘un-Finnishness’ as something that affects my work (me

not bargaining with them about prices, for example) it feels very

uncomfortable.

65)  <female> They have tried to guess my ethnicity based on my differing looks

from an average Finn and also told me that I should learn Finnish even

though I’ve lived here all of my life.

Some examples of the gender-based negative experiences:
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66)  <female> A male customer stated that I, as a woman, couldn’t possibly know

what I'm talking about (regarding a traditionally male-dominated area of

expertise). Many customers have also implied this same sentiment, though

rather indirectly by specifically asking/demanding for a male employee to

tend to them.  One customer thought it was relevant to mention in their feed-

back that I looked “tired” (which is just the way I usually look even with a

good night’s sleep). Otherwise they were happy with the customer service, so

it was a comment solely on my looks and not on my job performance or

skills.

67)  <male> I was working in a cafe. Some people think it’s a girls’ job and tell

that to you or to the people around them while you are present.

An example of age-based negativity:

68)  <female> People told me a lot that I was too young to do my work well. That

I didn't have the experience to be good at my work even though many of the

things I “failed” weren’t up to me and I was only trying to help to correct the

situation!

Examples of negativity towards the worker’s appearance:

69)  <female> I should go back home and lose some weight, because I’m so

disgusting.

70)  <female> That I have thick arms, look like I’m pregnant and that I can’t do

the job.

71)  <female> Customer told I am too ugly to work there but at least I am not fat.

Examples of sexual harassment as well as other negative experiences:

72)  <male> Mostly it is people being really rude or angry about an issue, and

speaking as if it’s my fault. I have gotten a few uncomfortable comments on

my appearance from older women.

73)   <female> Derogatory things about my looks (old men calling me sexy or

implying having sex with me etc.). Someone once commented on my boobs
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and many people have made comments about having sex with me, you know,

paying in nature for their purchase. Some people have also started to yell at

me because the price wasn’t what they expected. Like really YELL. Once an

old lady accused me on being a liar for not getting a fish in a certain prize. It

stuck with me because I had tried my best to explain her why the prize was

different from what she had thought and then she got mad and said many

personal insults whereas I had to apologize many times without getting

forgiveness. I was in tears when she left, it really ruined my day.

Examples of threats and physical violence:

74)  <female> Especially in the early hours and the weekends, unpleasant

customers tend to be quite aggressive, even threatening to kill me. Luckily I

know that they don’t mean it.

75)  <male> Many times they [customers] have threatened me with violence.

76)  <female> One customer called me an idiot because I didn’t have training for

a Toto machine, and then he spit on me. Another called me whore because I

didn't want to go out with him, and got angry.

4.4.12 Possible reasons behind customer aggression

When asked about the reasons why some customers may be unfriendly or even mean

towards customer servants, the respondents felt the most probable reasons would be

the customers were having a bad day, customers were not nice people or the

customers' attitude was that they are always right. Sometimes the reason could have

been a mistake the worker had made, but not always, according to the customer

workers. Usually the reason is therefore not related to the customer worker them-

selves, but to the customers. The results between genders were not significant.

Despite the evaluations of bad experiences above, the workers did not feel that

customers who showed aggression had something against them.

Male Female p-value

They are just having

a bad day

84% 85% 0.940
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They are not very

nice people

64% 73% 0.802

They have

something against

me

4% 6% 0.443

They think that

customers are

always right

56% 60% 0.560

I made a mistake

they were upset

about

28% 33% 0.393

Nobody has been

mean towards me

2% 4% 0.480

n=50 n=407

Table 23: Gender and reasons for customer aggression

4.5 Significant results based on other background information than

gender

As intersectional research was the initial idea for this research, all background

questions were checked for significant results. However, the groups for age,

ethnicity, and first language were too dispersed to be analyzed in a sound way. Age

seems to affect the results significantly, but because the age groups were not even

and large enough, the analysis based on age must be left for a future study. Education

level did not appear to be a significant factor in this research. This leaves workplace

and experience level for further discussion, and these will be evaluated below.

4.6 Workplace

A fruitful factor for analyzing the results besides gender was workplace information,

and it provided information on how the workplace affects the kind of comments that

are received in different workplaces and how they are reacted to. The statistically

significant results will be discussed below. The significant differences in reactions to
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different comments were found in the following comment types: negative comments

on work and appearance and uncomfortable comments on appearance, and comments

received on negative comments on appearance, and uncomfortable comments on

persona and appearance.

4.6.1 Received comments based on workplace

The received comments indicate a pattern of grocery store, department store and

supermarket workers receiving more negative and uncomfortable comments than

other workers, whereas customer servants who work in specialized shops receive

more positive comments. Office-type customer workers receive the least comments

in general. The most often received comment type for all workplace groups was nice

compliments on work, and the least frequent for all groups was the comment type

negative comment on appearance. Nice comments were overall received more than

negative or uncomfortable ones. The statistically significant differences between

groups were found in negative comments on appearance, uncomfortable comments

on persona and uncomfortable comments on appearance.

The highest and lowest percentages of each comment type are color coded for clarity.

Red for the highest percentage and blue for the lowest. Yellow marks the statistically

significant p-values.

Grocery

stores,

department

stores,

supermarkets

Office-

type jobs

Specialized

shops

Cafes,

bars,

restaurants

Other

(health,

security,

tourism)

p-value

Nice work 98% 95% 99% 97% 95% 1.000

Nice

persona

74% 65% 78% 73% 65% 0.299

Nice

appearance

63% 49% 72% 63% 56% 0.578

Neg. work 68% 55% 58% 67% 62% 0.064
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Neg.

persona

28% 27% 18% 30% 24% 0.066

Neg.

appearance

23% 13% 11% 16% 11% 0.038

Uncomf.

Work

46% 36% 42% 43% 40% 0.098

Uncomf.

Persona

42% 22% 32% 30% 29% 0.002

Uncomf.

appearance

58% 31% 54% 51% 38% 0.000

All n=151 n=55 n=74 n=122 n=55

Table 24: Workplace and received comments

4.6.2 Negative comments based on work

People working in specialized shops apologized to negative work comments the

most, whereas office-type workers the least. Office workers were more ignoring or

slightly refusing of the comment than the other categories, and specialized shop

workers were the most accepting of the comment. Only some grocery+ workers

snapped at these kinds of comments.

Grocery+ Office-

type

Specialized

shops

Food/drink

serving

Other P-value

I apologize 87% 67% 88% 73% 78% 0.002

I offer

compensation

5% 7% 8% 14% 7%

I don't react 3% 13% 3% 2% 4%

I explain the

customer

should have

done

5% 13% 1% 11% 11%
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something

differently

I snap at them 1% 0% 0% 0% 0%

All n=151 n=55 n=74 n=122 n=55

Table 25: Workplace affecting the reactions to negative comments on work

4.6.3 Negative comments based on appearance

The different reactions based on workplace show similar percentages in all

categories, which indicates a pattern of ignoring or not accepting the comment.

However, people working in food/drink serving were more harshly refusing the

comment than the other categories, which is why they apologized, compensated and

ignored the least. For people working in specialized shops, the outright refusal of the

comment was the lowest. Office-workers apologized the most, and grocery+ workers

ignored the most and some of them even offered compensation, which did not occur

in other workplaces. This comment type was most received by grocery+ workers,

and least received by specialized shop workers; grocery+ workers might get these

types of comments so often that they feel it is the easiest way to just ignore them.

Grocery

+

Office-

type

Specialized

shops

Food/drink

serving

Other P-value

I apologize 2% 9% 8% 2% 4% 0.009

I offer

compensation

1% 0% 0% 0% 0%

I don't react 74% 62% 72% 58% 69%

I explain the

customer should

have done

something

differently

15% 22% 15% 24% 22%
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I snap at them 8% 7% 5% 16% 5%

All n=151 n=55 n=74 n=122 n=55

Table 26: Workplace affecting the reactions to negative comments on appearance

4.6.4 Uncomfortable comments based on appearance

This comment type was mostly ignored or slightly refused by implying it is not al-

right, but specialized shop workers most frequently accepted and ignored

uncomfortable appearance-based comments. People in the other-category slightly

refused the comment the most, whereas grocery+ or food/drink service workers

harshly refused it by snapping the most.

Grocery

+

Office-

type

Specialized

shops

Food/drink

serving

Other P-value

I thank them 1% 2% 3% 2% 0% 0.026

I smile or laugh 6% 5% 18% 13% 11%

I don't react 44% 42% 47% 37% 31%

I imply the

comment was not

okay

42% 47% 30% 42% 55%

I snap at them 7% 4% 3% 7% 4%

All n=151 n=55 n=74 n=122 n=55

Table 27: Workplace affecting the reactions to uncomfortable comments on appearance

4.7 Experience in customer service

Besides gender and workplace, also experience level as an analysis factor gives

significant results. These significant results involve questions of being a customer

servant rather than comment types or reactions as in the previous section on

workplace.
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4.7.1 Superior training

Almost half of the workers who had 0-2 years of experience in customer service had

received a little training on how to talk to customers by their superiors. People who

had 2-5 or 5+ years of experience had a more even distribution between the different

answers, and 35% percent of the respondents in both categories had received definite

training. Approximately little over a third of each category had not received training.

0-2 years 2-5 years Over 5 years p-value

Yes 16% 35% 35% 0.000

No 36% 32% 35%

A

little

48% 33% 29%

All n=123 n=185 n=150

Table 28: Experience level and superior training

4.7.2 Being a good customer servant

People who had worked in customer service more than 5 years felt they are good

customer servants, at least most of the time. Only 1% of them stated they are mostly

not very good customer servants, and 1% did not wish to say how they feel. The less

experience, the less confidently the respondents said plainly “yes”, which indicates

that customer service experience correlates with the feelings of being a good

customer servant.

0-2 years 2-5 years Over 5 years p-value

Yes 46% 51% 67% 0.001

Mostly yes 52% 46% 32%

Mostly not 2% 2% 1%

No 0% 1% 0%
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I do not wish to

say

1% 0% 1%

All n=123 n=185 n=150

Table 29: Experience level and feelings on being a good customer servant

4.7.3 Staying polite towards customers

Experience level affected the ease of remaining polite towards customers, and

workers with more than five years of experience had the highest level of answers that

plainly stated that it is easy to be polite towards customers. In the two other

experience groups, the respondents were more hesitant in their answers to state it is

plainly easy, and therefore answered that it is mostly easy more often answered. The

group 2-5 years of experience had the highest rate of people feeling it is mostly

difficult and difficult to stay polite.

0-2 years 2-5 years Over 5 years p-value

Easy 35% 32% 45% 0.047

Mostly easy 64% 64% 53%

Mostly difficult 0% 3% 2%

Difficult 1% 1% 0%

All n=123 n=185 n=150

Table 30: Experience level and staying polite towards customers

4.7.4 Feelings of being respected

The pattern of feeling respect from the customers is similar to the previous section of

being a good customer servant. Experience increased the feelings of respect, at least

how the respondents stated more plainly that they do feel they are respected than just

that they felt respected most of the time. However, also the feelings of not being

respected increased after two years of experience.

0-2 years 2-5 years Over 5 years p-value
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Yes 14% 27% 41% 0.000

Mostly yes 78% 62% 48%

Mostly not 7% 9% 9%

No 1% 2% 2%

All N=123 N=185 N=150

Table 31: Experience level and feelings of being respected

4.7.5 Derogatory terms

More experienced workers had also been called by derogatory terms much more

frequently than workers of 0-2 years or 2-5 years of experience, which was

surprising considering that the more experienced workers felt the most respected.

The feelings of respectability and the number of insults the workers have heard do

not therefore correlate. Of course, the more experienced workers have encountered

more people and thus the likelihood to being called by a derogatory term increases –

but also the amount of positive experiences is probably higher and therefore the

experienced workers feel more respected.

0-2 years 2-5 years Over 5 years p-value

Yes 17% 29% 47% 0.014

No 48% 38% 18%

I don't

remember

35% 33% 35%

All n=123 n=185 n=150

Table 32: Experience level and being called by a derogatory term
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5 Discussion

5.1 Method evaluation

Using a questionnaire to acquire the data was a good choice for this study because it

enabled the research to be of mixed methods. Even though the emphasis is on the

statistical analysis, the written answers gave meaningful insights and more detailed

information of the everyday experiences of customer workers. Using an online

questionnaire also made it easy to share the survey and it did reach many people. The

large number of respondents signals that people were interested in sharing their

experiences and they were involved with the topic.

The questionnaire was complimented by many respondents, but some also criticized

the section where a reaction to a comment had to be chosen. The criticism was noted,

and in hindsight the options could have been more diverse. The examples given in

the reaction section could have also been more thoroughly thought out. Especially in

question 24 (How do you react to uncomfortable comments or compliments on your

work? For example, if they hint that because you are good at your job you would be

good in bed?) the example might have had too much of an impact on the reactions.

Another issue that could have been more thoroughly evaluated beforehand was the

limits to the topic. There were some questions that could have been left out, which

made concentrating on the focus of this study difficult. This was mainly because I

wanted to attain a pervasive image of the topic at hand, even though it wouldn’t have

been completely necessary for the scope of this study.

Overall, the analysis of the data was successful once the data was appropriately re-

grouped and coded. Unfortunately, my initial idea of an intersectional approach did

not hold due to the mostly homogenous group of respondents. However, gender did

allow a fruitful basis for the analysis.

5.2 Meeting the hypotheses

This aim of this study was to see which social factors affect the language use and the

facework of a customer service worker and their experiences as customer servants.

The factors that impacted these themes in this study were gender, workplace and
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experience. My focus was still on gender because of the theoretical aspects of the

feminization of the customer service industry. So, did gender prove to be fruitful

factor for analysis? The answer is yes and no – gender does not necessarily have

many effects on language use, but it does impact the experiences and facework of the

workers.

One of my hypotheses was that the feeling of respectability of the workers decreases

if their face is constantly threatened without being able to protect it accurately. This

hypothesis did not hold, because most of the workers did feel respected either all the

time or most of the time. Some workers however felt that some customers do not

view them in a positive light, which affects their respectability feelings negatively,

but the overall feedback by customers was more positive resulting in increased

feelings of respectability. The feelings of respectability are therefore more impacted

by positive feedback than negative, and positive comments were more common than

the negative ones as seen in table 12. Moreover, the workers seem to expect that

there are customers that behave badly, which makes it easier to accept: “It may be

that employees at service jobs are aware that customer aggression is part of the job –

while it is stressful, their occurrence does not result in withdrawal because it matches

expectations” (Grandey et al. 2004: 412).

Another hypothesis of mine was that the workers would react more negatively to

comments about their personality and their appearance than their work, while still

protecting the customers’ face. This hypothesis held: the workers reacted most

favorably to work comments, slightly less favorably to persona-related comments

and least favorably to appearance-related comments. The pattern is visible in all

comment types, positive, negative and uncomfortable. Negative and uncomfortable

comments on appearance were reacted most harshly to, indicating these comments to

be the most face-threatening to the customer workers.

The next subcategories will discuss the significant findings based on gender,

workplace and experience, finally discussing the data in light of the theoretical

approaches.
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5.2.1 Main findings based on gender

Gender appeared to be a significant background factor already at the beginning of

this study, as the respondents were dominantly female. The gender distribution of the

respondents was similar to the statistics of the industry in Finland, and thus the

respondents represent the current gender distribution in the customer service industry

accurately.

Cross-tabulating the answers and comparing the answers between male and female

respondents revealed some statistically significant information. Other points, while

not being statistically significant, still pinpointed some discrepancies between the

two genders.

Firstly, gender did not impact language use of the customer workers in a major way.

The only statistically significant difference between the genders concerning language

use was in question “Do you address most customers formally, informally or

depending on the situation”. Females tended to address the customers mostly

depending on the situation whereas the males did not prefer this approach over

formal or informal address styles. The reasons given why the respondents’ address

style depends on the situation did not differ between males and females and both

listed age, habitus or situational cues as reasons to switch the style of address.

Therefore, we can deduce that the female customer servants read the situation more

than males ones, indicating that the female workers are more adaptable, and they do

more emotional labor. Based on this research, it is not clear whether this is due to

women’s identities being more aligned with the service performance or the training

they have received in the workplace.

Training from a superior on how to speak to customers was not a statistically

significant result based on gender, yet the number of males that had not been given

any training was notably lower than the number of women. In other words, women

had overall received less training than men. Females are probably still thought as

naturally suited for some customer service jobs and therefore their training is not as

mandatory in the eyes of the employers.

Secondly, gender did not significantly affect the feelings of being respected, the

notions on what qualities make a good customer servant or the workers’ ability to
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stay polite towards customers. Some respondents however expressed that their

gender is at times viewed negatively by the customers – for example, if their gender

does not align with the expectations of the customers concerning their workplace.

This result supports Moshavi’s, who concludes that “customers evaluate employees

more positively when they perform jobs congruent with their gender” (2004: 164).

Thirdly, gender differences arose in different types of received comment types.

Females overall got more comments, especially nice and uncomfortable comments

on appearance. According to a survey conducted in 2014 by the Restaurant

Opportunities Center United “nearly 80% of women and 55% of men experienced

some form of sexual harassment from customers” in the United States. Even though

the percentages of uncomfortable comments is not as high in this study, the results

indicate that especially women receive sexually suggestive comments from

customers.

In the same vein, the derogatory comments the respondents listed were mostly

gender-based or involved normative gender ideology. Women were insulted with

sexist terms or terms describing their appearance and men were insulted with

diminishing their possible sexual preferences or their intelligence. Therefore, the

workers are not only seen as customer workers, but the worker’s gender distinctly

influences the comments, alongside the customer’s own ideology about gender and

customer service.

Lastly, reacting to different comment types unveiled significant differences between

the genders. The differentiation occurred in parts reacting to nice persona-related

comments, to negative work-related comments and uncomfortable work-related

comments. Women reacted to nice persona-related comments more positively by

thanking the compliment giver, and women also apologized more when receiving

criticism about their work. Men did not refuse the uncomfortable work-related

comments as harshly as women. These reactions agree with Walls’ arguments of

gender normativity in the workplace: “although some flexibility is observable in the

gendered workplace performances of male and female workers, their behaviour

remains structured according to gendered norms” (2007: 36). All these reactions

imply that the workers perform their genders at the same time with performing the

customer servant role.



59

5.2.2 Main findings based on workplace

The cross-tabulation based on workplace also demonstrated discrepancies in the

comments the workers receive alongside reacting to different comment types.

The statistically significant differences in received comments were present in

negative appearance-related comments and uncomfortable comments on persona and

appearance. All these comments were mostly received by workers in grocery stores,

supermarkets and department stores. There are multiple possible reasons for this.

First, the number of people visiting a grocery+ workplace during the day is most

likely higher than in other workplaces. Furthermore, it was mentioned in multiple

open answer spaces that cashiers at grocery stores are not extremely valued by

customers. Also, according to this study, the grocery+ work force mostly consists of

women. The reason for the grocery+ workers receiving negative and uncomfortable

comments most out of the workplace groupings is presumably a mixture of the

elements discussed above.

The differences of reactions to comments are significant in comment types negative

work and appearance-related comments as well as uncomfortable appearance-related

comments. There is no clear pattern between the reactions that would give clear

answers why the workers react the way they do. However, we can deduce that the

nature of the workplace has an influence over the way the workers react. On reacting

to negative comments about appearance where the grocery+ workers ignore the

comment the most, the volume of the comments could define how the workers react:

grocery+ workers were the group that reported they received negative appearance-

related comments the most, which makes them easier to just ignore. The reasons for

workers reacting differently in different workplaces needs further research, and

therefore cannot be evaluated in this study more thoroughly.

5.2.3 Main findings based on experience

The experience level of the customer worker affects less their reactions to customer

comments and more their own feelings. The more experienced the worker was, the

more they felt they did their job well. More experienced workers also felt they were

appreciated and respected. The positive implications of the experience level seem to

rise continuously, the highest being over five years of experience.
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Even though the more experienced workers had been called by derogatory terms

more than their less experienced colleagues, their experiences were more positive.

They felt remaining polite to customers is easy or mostly easy. These results indicate

that remaining polite is an expertise of customer workers that develops with

experience and dealing with derogatory comments is not the defining element of the

workers’ jobs. Rather, the experienced workers felt they were good at their jobs,

which is probably also why their training levels were not higher: the workers have

already learned how to talk to customers and are no longer in need of training.

5.3 The data considering the theoretical approaches

The data in this study aligns with theories presented at the beginning of this paper.

All the themes were present in the data, especially emotional labor.

Some respondents were extremely conscious of their service performances and the

emotional labor they do. Many of the respondents vocalized that they had a

“customer service voice” or they put on a customer servant role. This reinforces the

idea of surface acting in customer service jobs, where the customer servants feel

divided into two personas. However, the reasons the respondents gave for bad-

behaving customers indicates deep acting: they saw the customers behaving badly for

an understandable reason, a bad day, which makes it easier to show empathy towards

the customers. At the same time, the consciousness levels varied between the

respondents and some of them did not make any differentiation between themselves

when at work and when not, indicating that both deep and surface acting are used in

customer service according to this set of data.

Even though many of the respondents did not mention separating their off-work and

on-work personas in the open answers, the question on changing speech at work

revealed that the majority of the workers engage in some sort of emotional labor by

changing the way they speak to customers from how they speak in their everyday

life. The intensity of the change varied between the respondents.

One finding that was surprising to me was that the superiors do not tend to advise

customer workers very thoroughly on how to speak to customers. This suggests that

the workers learn their work behavior mostly elsewhere, for example by learning
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from other customer workers – they reperform the representations they have seen and

experienced already as customers.

The expectations that the workplaces put on the workers are still numerous, and they

are similar to the ones in other studies: the workers are supposed to show empathy,

remain calm and joyful, as well as display the company image by their service

performances. These are traditionally feminine features: the industry is still

feminized. The evaluations on how their speech changes also demonstrates

traditionally feminine features such as high-pitched voice and politeness.

Women receiving more comments on persona and appearance is another sign of the

feminization of the industry: performing femininity is viewed part of the job, and

therefore can be commented on freely. Furthermore, men who work in customer

service are viewed to be more feminine or they are seen as gay men or ‘sissies’

because of their profession. Gender is still performed normatively even though the

industry is feminized, as seen in the reactions – the females were more submissive

more often than the male respondents, and reacted to sexual harassment more

negatively than males. The workers constantly need to negotiate whether they act

according to their gender or their customer servant role.

When it comes to the reactions to comments in this study, they illustrate that the

customer workers support the faces of the customers until it is impossible to consider

their customer’s face over their own. They do not talk back to the customers even

though they are insulted or harassed. This furthermore implies that there is clear

asymmetry in the communication as well as in the power hierarchy: the customer

servant is always below the customer in the hierarchy.

Women receiving more negative and uncomfortable comments could indicate that

especially female customer workers are not valued in the eyes of the customers. The

respondents’ evaluations also indicated that young age is regarded especially

negatively on females. Some people of color also shared their uncomfortable

experiences with customers that viewed their ethnicity as a bad thing for a customer

worker.

Customer aggression was also visible in the data, and many of the respondents had

been verbally harassed. Some of the respondents had even been physically harassed
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or threatened. The customer service industry seems to be looked down upon in

general, even though most of the customers do behave neutrally or even cordially.
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6 Conclusion

The focus of this study has been on customer service interaction and its complexity.

This research has tried to visualize multiple phenomena such as facework, emotional

labor, customer aggression and performativity in the field of customer service. The

data was collected through an electronical questionnaire that was distributed via

multiple forums such as email and Facebook. The questionnaire was answered by

458 people. The answers covered numerous topics: language use, workplace policies,

being a customer servant as well as customer interaction. The data was cross-

tabulated with the background factors, which suggested that gender, workplace and

experience were the most significant elements for discussion.

The study revealed that customer service workers carefully balance both their gender

identity and their customer servant identity, while actively supporting and protecting

their customers’ faces.

Even though I hypothesized that the workers’ feelings of respectability would be low

due to the power hierarchy and constant FTAs towards their face, the workers mostly

feel respected by their customers. They are, however, required to treat even the rude

customers in a polite manner. Depending on the customer worker, they treat it as a

part of the job or wish they could defend themselves more freely.

The interaction of customer service is a complex mix of customer and company

expectations, and these elements shape the service performance as well as the gender

performance. There is a clear phenomenon of the feminization of the industry, which

nonetheless does not mean that the individual workers cannot consciously decide

how they conduct themselves in this complex mix of social and linguistic rules.

This research did not necessarily make the phenomenon more easily understandable

for the researcher, but rather developed further interests for customer service

research. The scope of the study was a little too ambitious for a master’s thesis, but

these themes can be split into smaller sections in order for them to be studied more in

depth. Especially the reason why the workplace affects the reactions to different

comments needs further investigation.



64

Also new research questions arose from this study: How would the results change if

the survey was conducted in a different culture, or what if the respondents could be

studied in an intersectional way as was the initial idea for this research? I personally

developed an interest to the gender-based derogatory terms that the customer workers

had been called by and would like to study the topic in the future. Researching

customer workers’ experiences from the perspective of transgender identities is also

a noteworthy gap in the customer service research that requires filling.
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Appendix – Survey questionnaire

Background information

1. What is your gender?

- Male / Female / Other

2. What is your age?

- 18-24 / 25-34 / 35-44 / 45-54 / 55-64

3. Please state your cultural background

- open

4. How long have you worked in customer service?

- 0-2y / 2-5y / 5-10y / Longer than 10y

5. Where do you work / have worked with regards to customer service?

- Open

6. What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed?

- No institutional education / Basic education / Vocational education / Upper

secondary education (lukio) / Bachelor's degree / Master's degree / Doctoral degree

-------

Workplace policies

7. Are your co-workers mainly…

- Male / Female / Other / No particular majority

8. Are the customers in your workplace mainly …

- Male / Female / Other / No particular majority
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9. Which of these languages do you use at work? (Multiple choice)

- Finnish / English / Swedish / Russian / Estonian (if chosen 1 if not, 0)

10. Do you use any other language(s) at work, if yes, what?

- Open

11. Do you notice a change in the way you speak when at work compared to when

not being at work?

- Yes / No / A little + Please elaborate briefly ______

12. If you use multiple languages at work, does switching languages impact the way

you speak? (if nothing 0)

- Yes / No / A little + Please elaborate briefly

13. Has your superior given you (and your co-workers) directions or training on how

to talk to customers?

- Yes / No / A little

14. If your superior has given guidelines, what kind?

- Open

15. Do you address most customers…

- Informally / Formally / It depends + Why? ______

-------

Working in customer service

16. How would you describe a good customer servant? Why these things make up a

good customer servant?

- Open

17. Do you feel like you are a good customer servant?
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- Yes / No / Most of the time / Not really / I do not wish to say

18. Do you feel like you are respected by customers?

- Yes / No / Most of the time / Mostly not + Why? _____

19. Remaining polite towards customers is …

- Easy / Difficult / Mostly easy / Mostly difficult + Please elaborate briefly

----

Customer interaction

20. Customers have given me… (multiple choice, 1 if checked 0 if not)

- nice compliments on my work / nice compliments on my persona / nice

compliments on my appearance

- negative comments on my work / persona / appearance

- uncomfortable comments of compliments on work / persona / appearance

21. How do you react to nice work-related compliments given by customers? For

example, if a customer says the transaction went smoothly because of you? Please

choose the closest option

- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

22. How do you react to nice compliments to your persona given by customers? For

example, if they say you are very friendly? Please choose the closest option

- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

23. How do you react to nice compliments on your appearance given by customers?

For example, if they say they like your hair? Please choose the closest option
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- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

24. How do you react to uncomfortable comments or compliments on your work?

For example, if they hint that because you are good at your job you would be good in

bed? Please choose the closest option

- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

25. How do you react to uncomfortable comments or compliments on your persona?

For example, if a customer says you are so nice it annoys them? Please choose the

closest option

- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

26. How do you react to uncomfortable comments or compliments on your

appearance? For example, if a customer says you are so good-looking you must be

dumb? Please choose the closest option

- I thank them / I smile or laugh / I don’t react / I imply their comment was not okay /

I snap at them

27. How do you react to negative comments on your work? For example, if a

customer says the transaction was complicated because of you? Please choose the

closest option

- I apologize / I offer compensation / I don’t react / I explain that the customer should

have done something differently / I snap at them

28. How do you react to negative comments on your persona? For example, if a

customer says you are not very friendly? Please choose the closest option

- I apologize / I offer compensation / I don’t react / I explain that the customer should

have done something differently / I snap at them
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29. How do you react to negative comments on your appearance? For example, if a

customer says you look stupid? Please choose the closest option

- I apologize / I offer compensation / I don’t react / I explain that the customer should

have done something differently / I snap at them

30. Has a customer called you by a derogatory term?

- Yes / No / I don’t remember + If yes, what ___

31. What kind of negative things the customers have said to you that have especially

stuck to your head?

- Open

32. If the customers have been unfriendly or even mean towards you, what do you

believe are the reasons behind their behavior? (multiple choice, if crossed 1 if not 0)

- They are just having a bad day / They are not very nice people / They have

something against me / They think that customers are always right / I made a mistake

they were upset about / Nobody has been mean towards me

-------

Lastly

33. Do you have any suggestions for developing this survey? Were the questions

clear? Would you have wanted to answer something in more detail?

- Open

34. If you wish to find out the results of this study, please leave your email address.

It will not be used for any other purpose than sending the results

- Open


