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1 INTRODUCTION 

This study concerns service management, and specifically the action service firms take 
with regard to customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining 
customers in high touch services. Customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and 
complaining customers are called negative incidents in the study.

Service management literature paints the picture that customer perceived service is a 
driver of service firms’ profit (Grönroos 2000, 195; 2007, 223). Thus, it would be 
logical to presume that customer dissatisfying service encounters are acted upon in 
order not to be repeated. It would also be logical to presume that different actors 
involved in the service have a common interest to prevent the once experienced service 
failures from being repeated in the future. There is, however, little empirical evidence 
on how service firms really act upon customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and 
complaining customers. In this study the customer orientation of service firms is 
reflected by studying how customer dissatisfaction and customer complaints are really 
acted upon in service firms.  

The introduction chapter starts with a presentation the background of the study and the 
justification of the study. Thereafter, the purpose of the study and the research question 
are presented. Next, my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon follows to help 
the reader understand how I reached the purpose of the study and the research question. 
Thereafter, the research approach of the study is discussed. Then, the empirical context 
of the study is presented and then the study is positioned into the field of service 
management studies. The chapter ends by introducing the content of the research report. 

1.1. Background of the study 

The study originates from early service management studies on service encounters, 
service co-production, the service system (Shostack 1982; 1984; Carlzon 1987; Eiglier 
and Langeard 1977; Bitner, Booms, Tetreault and Stanfield 1990; Grönroos 1982; 1990, 
Gummesson 1991; Kingman-Brundage, George and Bowen 1995) and from studies on 
customer complaining and non-complaining action and complaint management (e.g. 
Singh and Wilkes 1996; Tax and Brown 1998). Service management is shortly defined 
in the following way: 

Service management is a total organizational approach that makes quality of service, as 
perceived by the customer, the number one driving force for the operations of the business. 
(Albrecht 1988, 20; Grönroos 1994, 6; Grönroos 2007, 223). 

A customer complaint is information about customer perceived service and it is a piece 
of customer information (Berry and Parasuraman 1997). Customer orientation1

1 The terms market orientation, and market driven are often used as synonyms for customer orientation, 
customer driven and customer focus in the literature (Harris 1998; Brady and Cronin 2001; Gummesson 
2008b). Market orientation is, however, a broader concept that includes not only customers, but also 
competitors and how markets fuction (Gummesson 2008b, 316). I decided to use the term customer
orientation to describe the customer centricity of service firms. 
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highlights that customer information should be acquired disseminated and utilized by 
the service provider as a response to customer needs (Berry and Parasuraman 1997; 
Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Brady and Cronin 2001). 

Services are interactive processes with customers, and the interactions occur in service 
encounters. The service is perceived in service encounters and thus, service encounters 
are depicted by the metaphor “a moment of truth” (Carlzon 1987), which reveals how a 
customer’s and a service provider’s processes fit together.  Since services are interactive 
processes between customers and service providers, a customer is not an object for 
whom the service is produced, but a subject with whom the service is co-produced. The 
customer participates in service production, and thus, is characterized as a co-producer, 
who has a role in quality and productivity in service co-production (Gummesson 1995; 
1998).

In the service management literature the setting for service co-production is described as 
an open service system where a customer represents the external environment 
(customers) and the openness of the service system (Langeard and Eiglier 1987; Carlzon 
1987; Grönroos 1990). There is a line of visibility that separates the customer’s actions 
from the service provider’s action. The service logic (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995) 
model defines an open service system as an integrated system in which actors at the 
different hierarchical layers, including the customer, have integrated roles to play for 
achieving system integration. Moreover, the integration starts from a management 
definition of the service strategy, and ends at the customer’s action at the customer 
interface. The employees’ and supervisors’ actions in an open service system are 
sandwiched between the manager and customer layers, and they try to bridge the gap 
between the manager’s intent and customer’s needs (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995, 
28).

Customer interactions with the service providers cannot, however, be fully controlled 
due to the human nature of service encounters. “Service problems” or “service 
breakdowns” occur occasionally and service co-production results in customer 
dissatisfaction and customer complaints.  Customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints 
or complaining customers are not expected in a service system that follows the service 
logic. Thus, customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining customers 
are perceived as negative incidents in an open service system. 

Literature on customer orientation defines a customer complaint as a piece of customer 
information (Berry and Parasuraman 1997). Thus, the service provider is expected to be 
interested in acquiring customer complaints and disseminate, transmit and utilize them 
as any other kinds of customer information in order to respond to customer needs. 
However, studies on customer complaining and non-complaining action state that the 
majority of the customers do not complain about their dissatisfaction with the service 
due to the time and effort it takes, and due to its perceived useless for customers 
(Davidow 2003; Voorhees, Brady and Horowitz 2006). Complaint management studies, 
on the contrary, claim that a customer should complain and thus give the service 
provider an opportunity to remedy the problem and retain the customer (e.g. Stauss 
2002; Homburg and Fürst 2007). It is claimed that it costs many times more for a 
service provider to acquire new customers than to retain the existing ones, and moreover 



3

the service provider’s image can be damaged from negative word of mouth actions 
taken by dissatisfied customers (Richins 1984). 

The service logic model (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995) describes an open service 
system as an integrated entity in which all the actors at the different hierarchical layers 
have roles to play for fully achieving integration. There is little empirical evidence for 
what happens when service problems or service breakdowns occur. In such an instance 
the action upon service breakdowns or service problems is triggered by a dissatisfied 
customer and calls thereafter for collective action from the actors at the different 
hierarchical layers to remedy the system. The actors at the different hierarchical layers 
of an open service system all have a role to play in the customer-oriented action of 
service firms. They all deal with customer information: a source of information or 
provision (customers), or acquisition, transmission, dissemination and utilization of 
information (service employees, supervisors and managers).   

The studies on interactive service quality (Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) and 
customer dysfunctional behaviour in service encounters (Bitner, Booms and Mohr 1994; 
Harris and Reynold 2003; 2004; Reynold and Harris 2005) provide new insights to 
reflect on service firms’ responsiveness to customer dissatisfaction and customer 
complaints. Interactive service quality states that a service provider has expectations of 
a customer as a target customer who performs his role in quality and productivity in 
service encounters. Thus, service encounters are assessed by both service providers and 
customers. From the service provider’s point of view, customer dissatisfaction might 
arise from a customer who does not perform his role in quality and productivity, or who 
is not a target customer. Studies on customer dysfunctional behaviour in service 
encounters state that customer dissatisfaction and customer complaints are not always 
due to a service failure on the part of the service provider. A customer may misconsume 
the service or then, she is not the kind of customer the service is targeted to (Reynolds 
and Harris 2005). 

The main interest in this study is to investigate service firms’ action upon service 
encounters that deviate from the expected commercial interaction between the customer 
and the service provider in a negative way. The actors who have crucial roles in service 
firms’ action upon customer information are allowed to relate their past experiences of 
negative incidents and their actions upon them. Thus, the tacit knowledge2 that exists 
within service firms is made explicit in the study.  

1.2. Justification of the study 

The study is justified if it fills a research gap in some field of studies and succeeds 
methodologically in providing new empirical knowledge for the field of study. The 
study is positioned in the field of service management studies, and thus the study aims 
to contribute to service management studies by providing new insights to reflect service 
firms’ customer orientation in high touch services. The justification of the study is 

2 Tacit knowledge is achieved through subjective observation, imitation, and experience (Nonaka and 
Takeuchi 1995). 
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presented by discussing a research gap in service management studies and by discussing 
the new empirical knowledge the study aims to generate. 

I claim that there is a research gap to investigate customer dissatisfying service 
encounters and the subsequent customer complaints as a part of a service system that 
follows service logic. The customer complaint has been widely studied and perceived as 
an isolated construct that is separate from a service system (Tronvoll 2007a, 601). 

The study combines four streams of literature that have previously been reviewed in 
separate studies. The four streams of literature that this study combines are service 
system (e.g. Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995), service recovery and complaint 
management (e.g. Tax and Brown 1998; Stauss 2002), customer complaining and non-
complaining action (e.g. Singh 1990; Stephens and Gwinner 1998), and the small 
stream of literature on unjustified complaints (e.g. Reynolds and Harris 2005) and 
interactive service quality (e.g. Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b). 

Studies on the open service system (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995) describe service 
logic as a seamless integration between actors and their actions at the different 
hierarchical layers. Studies on service breakdowns or service problems have, however, 
been conducted from either customer or service provider perspectives. There is little 
empirical evidence about the actors’ coordinated or non-coordinated actions at the 
different hierarchical layers triggered by customer dissatisfaction or a customer 
complaint to remedy the service system. This study reflects a service firm’s 
responsiveness to customer needs by combining the existing literature on service 
system, customer complaining and non-complaining action and complaint management. 
Furthermore, the study acknowledges that, the service is a commercial interaction 
between a customer and a service provider and the service is assessed by the both 
parties. Thus, in this study a service failure is not always a service failure in the 
traditional sense. The studies on unjustified complaints by Harris and Reynolds (2003, 
2004) and interactive service quality by Svensson (2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) provide 
new insights to study service firms’ action triggered by customer dissatisfaction or a 
customer complaint. Figure 1 depicts the streams of literature on which the literature 
review and the conceptual framework of the study are based.  
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Customer
complaining and
non-complaining

action

Service recovery and
complaint

management
Service system

Unjustifed complaints
and

interactive service
quality

Figure 1 Study as a combination of four streams of literature 

The research gap of the study started to emerge after I had reviewed a number of service 
management studies.  There is a large number of customer perceived service quality 
studies and moreover, service quality measurement studies in the service management 
literature (Grönroos 1984; Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry 1985; 1988, Cronin and 
Taylor 1992; 1994; Jain and Gupta 2004; Sureshehander, Rajendran and Kamalanabhan 
2001; Bouding, Kalra, Staelin and Zeithaml 1993). It is even argued that in the 1990’s 
the service quality was a core topic in service management research, and still new 
studies emerge on service quality (Fisk, Brown and Bitner 1993, 72; Svensson 2006, 
278).

There are, however, few studies on how the information received from customers is 
used to develop service (Morgan, Anderson and Mittal 2005; Kennedy, Goolsby and 
Arnould 2003). I was especially interested in knowing how the information from service 
quality measurements is used to improve service quality by redesigning service 
processes (Berry and Lampo 2000). There is little empirical evidence about the usage of 
service quality measurements in service firms. Why do service firms measure service 
quality if the information about service quality from customers is not used to guide the 
action towards customer oriented action? Making explicit the usage of service quality 
measurements would justify their existence and moreover, expose the customer-
orientation of service firms. Kennedy et al. (2003) claim that marketing literature 
affirms the value of customer orientation to organizational performance, but it has so far 
remained relatively silent on the implementation of this orientation.  

In deepening the literature review, I included literature on service failures and service 
recoveries (e.g. Hoffman and Chung 1999; Hocutt, Bowers and Donovan 2006; 
Huppertz 2007; Davidow 2003), customer complaining and non-complaining action 
(e.g.Voorhees et al. 2006; Stephens and Gwinner 1998), and complaint management 
(e.g. Gilly, Stevenson and Yale 1991; Tax and Brown 1998). Overall, the literature 
maintains the basic assumption that customer dissatisfaction is always due to the service 
failure on the part of the service provider, and thus the customer needs to be recovered 
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in order to retain the customer.3 There is, however, a small stream of literature on 
unjustified customer complaints describing customer complaining behavior that is not 
due to any dissatisfaction or service failure on the part of a service provider (Harris and 
Reynolds 2003; 2004).  However, this stream of literature has largely been ignored in 
customer complaining, non-complaining and complaint management studies (Reynolds 
and Harris 2005, 322) 

In further investigation of the literature review, I found an interesting conflict in the 
service management literature. The conflict was that the main stream of service quality 
studies defines service quality as how the customer, as a consumer, defines it 
(Lengnick-Hall 1996). Thus, service quality is conceptualized as customer perceived 
service quality in the service management literature (Grönroos 1984; Lehtinen and 
Lehtinen 1991). Simultaneously, however, service is defined as an interactive process 
with the customer. Moreover, in a service context the customer is defined as a co-
producer of service. As a co-producer of service, the customer can thus be a source of 
his dissatisfaction (Grönroos 1982, 39; Kelley, Donnelly and Skinner 1990). Although 
the customer’s role as a co-producer of service is widely agreed among service 
management authors (Vargo and Lusch 2004; Lusch and Vargo 2006) there are few 
studies about interactive service quality in which the customer and his action in service 
encounters are exposed to service quality evaluation by a service provider (Svensson 
2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b). 

Moreover, I found that the definition of the customer in service management literature is 
conflictual because he is perceived as an integral part of a service firm like a partial 
employee (Mills and Morris 1986), but the customer and the service provider 
perspectives are opposed in most service management studies (Gummesson 1991). For 
some reasons, the customer’s logic and the service provider’s logic (business logic) 
have been studied mostly in separate studies. Thus, a service firm perspective or rather 
the service logic perspective on customer orientation of service firms still remains 
empirically unstudied.  Service management literature has focused on understanding the 
customer and how the customer perceives the service in service encounters. There are 
few studies on how the customer understands the service provider, and even fewer 
studies on the customer’s and the service provider’s understanding of each other. Thus, 
there are few studies that discuss the customer’s and the service provider’s co-operative 
action from the service firm perspective; which means here the integrated entity of a 
customer and a service provider. The service experience and service encounter studies 
are commonly conducted from the customer perspective while the service strategy 
studies are commonly conducted from the manager perspective. Furthermore, customer 
complaining and non-complaining behavior studies are conducted from the customer 
perspective while complaint management studies are conducted from the strategic 
manager perspective. The studies that are conducted from an either-or perspective have 
not furthered our understanding about the customer’s and the service provider’s co-
operation for the customer focus of service firms.  

Moreover, the studies that are conducted from the service provider perspective hide the 
human actors behind the service provision under the concept of the service provider.  
The corporate actors - service employees, supervisors and managers - are not made 

3 The studies are based on the concept customer perceived service quality (Lehtinen and Lehtinen 1991). 
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explicit. After all, they are the actors who act in service provision with strategic, 
operational or tactical issues. 

This study deviates from the main stream of service management studies by defining 
service quality as interactive service quality (Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) 
where the outcome of service co-production is assessed by a customer and by a service 
provider. Such a premise provides a starting point to investigate how service encounters 
that result in customer dissatisfaction and/or customer complaints are acted upon in 
service firms. 

Additionally, the study deviates from the main stream of service management studies by 
juxtaposing the two often opposed perspectives: the customer perspective and the 
manager perspective, and moreover, by listening to the often forgotten silent voices of 
employees and supervisors in the same study. In sum, the study challenges the existing 
service quality and complaint management studies at the ontological and 
epistemological levels and investigates service firms’ action upon customer 
dissatisfaction and customer complaints as a complex human centered phenomenon. 
Thus, this study aims to provide new insights for customer orientation of service firms.  

1.3. Purpose of the study and the research question 

This study intends to provide a socially constructed view to reflect the customer 
orientation of service firms. Unique to a service firm is that it is an open system which 
is related to its environment through the customer interface, it exchanges information 
with its environment and all its parts are interdependent (Kast and Rosenzweig 1972). 
Additionally, the customer is an integrated part of a service firm. Therefore, the actors’ 
co-operative action at the different hierarchical layers is crucial in processing 
information from customers to the service provider. 

Customer orientation or customer satisfaction has been the cornerstone of service 
management, but it is a one-sided goal (Gummesson 2008a, 16). Service encounters are 
commercial interactions between the customer and the service provider (Gröönroos and 
Strandvik 2008). Thus, evaluating service from a service firm perspective is evaluating 
how well the service firm succeeds with regard to quality, productivity and financial 
outcomes (Gummesson 1998). In addition, customer orientation and its implementation 
is commonly based on an information processing model which assumes that a service 
firm acts as an entity which has a common goal and a common way of understanding 
the service encounters. 

The study proposes that the service firm as an entity does not act but it is the actors at 
the different hierarchical layers, called the crucial actors in the study who act. The 
actors at the different hierarchical layers, including the customer, are called crucial 
actors in the study since they all have a crucial role in service firms’ customer oriented 
action. They all deal with customer information: a source of information or information 
provision (customer), or acquisition, transmission, dissemination and utilization of 
information (service employees, supervisors and managers).   



8

The studies on information processing describe the actors who act at the customer 
interface between the external and internal environments as information processors 
(Aldrich and Herker 1977; Bettencourt and Gwinner 1996; Bettencourt and Brown 
2003). Specifically, the role of a front stage employee as an information processor is 
highlighted. Therefore, the study is limited to high touch services. Unique to these kinds 
of services is personal interaction between customers and service employees. 
Additionally, high touch services are labor intensive services where the face-to-face 
service encounter4 is still a part of the service offering 

Commercial interactions between the customer and the service provider that deviate 
from expected commercial interactions in a negative way and result in customer 
dissatisfaction, and which may lead to customer complaints, are the focus of the study. 
In addition, how such negative incidents are acted upon in service firms is investigated. 

The purpose of the study is to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. The study aims at contributing to service 
management studies by providing new insights and empirical knowledge of 
implementation of customer orientation in service firms. 

Dining restaurants, where customers are still served face-to-face by service employees 
act as the empirical context of the study. The actors, who are thought to have crucial 
roles in dining restaurants’ action upon negative incidents: restaurant customers, 
waiters, restaurant supervisors and restaurant managers, act as informants of the study. 
In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, the following research question is put 
forward:

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

In order to answer the research question, the narrative research approach is chosen. The 
study considers the crucial actors as active interpreters and storytellers of their past 
experiences of negative incidents in high touch services. The study assumes that the 
crucial actors’ past experiences of negative incidents have impacted their 
understandings of their present roles as parts of service firms’ actions upon negative 
incidents in high touch services.

1.4. Pre-understanding of the research phenomenon 

Next, I would like to clarify to the reader how I came to the decision to write a doctoral 
dissertation about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services, 
and the subsequent research question. 

I had an idea for the dissertation upon entering the research process. The decision to 
write a doctoral dissertation that relies on the actors’ stories about service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services was an outcome of a long lasting process 
of pre-understanding. The process ended up to expanded pre-understanding of the 
nature of the research phenomenon. 

4 Zeithmal and Bitner (2003, 102-104) classify service encounters into face-to-face, voice-to-voice and 
remote.  
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A researcher seldom enters the research process without any pre-understanding of the 
nature of the research phenomenon. Gummesson (2000, 60) claims that:  

The term pre-understanding is used in a wider sense than just knowledge; pre-understanding 
also implies a certain attitude and a commitment on the part of researchers. It involves their 
personal experience as an essential element in the process of collecting and analyzing 
information. Moreover, researchers must demonstrate theoretical sensitivity and be able to 
change their paradigm – their basic worldview – if reality requires them to do so. 

The pre-understanding precedes an understanding of the research phenomenon and 
comes from a researcher’s personal experience, literature and experience of others 
(Gummesson 2000, 67). I made the decision to write a doctoral dissertation after more 
than ten years of work experience since I wrote my Master’s thesis. During my work 
experience, I faced a phenomenon in service marketing that interested me: how is 
customer perceived bad service acted upon so as not to be repeated in future? I had 
already some pre-understanding of the nature of the research phenomenon from my 
personal experience before I entered the research process. When I progressed in the 
research process, a considerable amount of reading took place. The service management 
literature, which is predominantly normative in nature, did not support my pre-
understanding of the research phenomenon. Finally, I conducted an explorative study to 
add to my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon. As a result, I was able to 
formulate the purpose statement, and the research question.

Figure 2 depicts the process from my pre-understanding to my expanded pre-
understanding of the research phenomenon. 

Start of the research process
summer 2003

End of the research process
spring 2008

Personal experience on
the research phenomenon

Readings, PhD courses, discussions

An explorative study
Readings, actors 'stories

Time Preunderstading

An understanding

Research question emerged
summer 2004

Added preunderstanding

Figure 2 From pre-understanding to expanded pre-understanding 

Personal experience 

My work experience as a lecturer in the field of hospitality management gave me an 
opportunity to discuss with waiters and restaurant supervisors to get an idea what is 
happening behind the curtains, below the line of visibility5, which a customer is not 

5 In the empirical context of the study the line of visibility separates the actions in the restaurant hall from 
the actions in the kitchen and back office etc. 



10

allowed to enter while consuming the restaurant service. Customers can only imagine 
the actors and their action behind the curtains. 

My fellow restaurant customers and I were able to provide a number of stories about 
dissatisfying service encounters in restaurants, but when discussing the incidents with 
waiters and restaurant supervisors I realized that there was not always agreement with 
the customer’s point of view. Furthermore, each actor was eager to tell his interpretation 
of what had happened and what or who was to blame for the customer dissatisfying 
service. Thus, I realized that the customer is not the only one who evaluates the service; 
the other actors evaluate the service as well and each one has his way of understanding, 
a perspective that originates from the role an actor occupies in a service firm.  

I could imagine that it is in the service provider’s interest to produce quality services in 
the minds of the customers. I did not, however, become convinced that the customer 
perceived bad service is always acted upon somehow by someone. I felt that often the 
matter is already well known by the service provider, but for the sake of profitability, 
there is not that much to do about the matter. The service provider is constrained to 
produce service productively in order to make a profit.  What is good service from the 
customer’s perspective might be unprofitable service from the manager’s perspective. 
Or, what is profitable service from a manager perspective might be standardized and 
impersonal service from the customer perspective (Bateson 1985). The customer, of 
course, is not worried about corporate profitability when she evaluates the quality of the 
service experience. 

When I progressed in the research process, I realized that I felt conflicting feelings 
about the service management literature I had been studying and the practice I had been 
dealing with. The service management literature did not help me to understand the 
research phenomenon I had experienced6. However, the mental conflict helped me to 
find a research gap in the service management literature. I came upon the purpose of the 
dissertation: to investigate how customer dissatisfying service encounters are acted upon 
in service firms. I thought that such a dissertation would contribute to the service 
management literature by providing a socially constructed view to reflect on the 
customer orientation of service firms.  

Intermediaries: textbooks, research reports, lectures, etc 

The very first course that I included in my PhD studies was a KATAJA7 course about 
social constructionism in the summer of 2003. The content of the course provided me 
with the knowledge to reflect upon the actions upon of service firms as socially 
constructed by the actors of service firms. This research approach differed considerably 
from what I was used to in my previous studies. Before I started the PhD research 
process I had only conducted quantitative studies.

I realized that the research phenomenon is a complex and human-centered 
organizational phenomenon. Thus, I started to study literature on sense making in 
organizations (Weick 1995), social constructionism (Turnbull 2002) and symbolic 

6 See Chase and Dasu (2001) 
7 KATAJA is the Finnish doctoral program in business studies. 
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interactionism (Charon 2004). Moreover, I realized that there are actors, including the 
customer, behind service firms’ action. There were, however, few studies that reflect on 
the actors’ action behind the service firms’ action. Thus, my literature review included 
social psychology to understand the actors’ action and role taking in organizations as a 
form of social action. I became familiar with role theory (Goffman 1959), attribution 
theory (Heider 1959) and symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969; Charon 2004; Burnier 
2005; Fine 1993). Gradually, I started to understand the epistemological nature of the 
research phenomenon.  

I started to review the service management and marketing literature again to find studies 
on the elaborated research phenomenon. I did not find any supporting literature that 
would have given me a framework for the study. I reviewed studies, for instance, on 
information processing and the role of front stage employees’ as information processors 
(Aldrich and Herker 1977; Ramsey and Soli 1997, Shetzer 1993; Siehl, Bowen and 
Pearsson 1992; Gilly, Stevenson and Yale 1991). In the studies, however, the 
epistemological worldview is normative and thus, I was not satisfied with the picture the 
studies painted. I faced a dead end and felt that I cannot go on any further in the 
research process by only studying the literature. I felt that I needed to get some real life 
data from the actors that face the research phenomenon in their everyday work in 
restaurants. I was, however, concerned about conducting any empirical study without a 
theoretical framework and structured questions from the framework.  

Experience of others from an explorative study 

In the summer of 2004, I participated in a KATAJA course on the topic: ”The 
Successful Qualitative Ph. D: Research Training Workshop”. I was encouraged there to 
start the research process inductively and gather data about the research phenomenon 
simply by asking restaurant customers, waiters, supervisors and managers to tell me 
about customer dissatisfying service encounters and how they are acted upon in 
restaurants. Thus, I conducted an explorative study after the course ended.

The explorative study clarified my thoughts, specifically about the epistemology of the 
research phenomenon. I had tried to draft a normative framework about service firms’ 
action upon customer dissatisfying service encounters. The framework was based on the 
literature on information processing I had studied earlier (Aldrich and Herker 1977; 
Ramsey and Soli 1997; Shetzer 1993; Siehl et al. 1992; Gilly et al. 1991). The 
framework highlighted the role of a front stage employee (a waiter in the empirical 
context of the study) as an information processor, whose task is to sense, evaluate, act 
upon or transmit the customer feedback further in the organization to the superior 
actors. It was appealing me as a researcher to depict the service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents with a cognitive information processing model. Information about 
customer dissatisfying service encounters flows vertically from the customer through 
the front stage employee to superior actors to be acted upon. Such a framework 
appeared to be logical and rational from my point of view. Restaurant customers, 
waiters, supervisors and managers found the framework to be an ideal model “just like 
from a schoolbook”. Service firms should act upon customer dissatisfying service 
encounters as described by the framework. The customer should tell the service 
provider about his dissatisfaction, and preferably to the waiter since this person is the 
most accessible to the customer. The waiter then senses and transmits the message 
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further to his superior, who then acts upon the operational matters or then transmits it 
further to his superior in the case of strategic matters. Customers’, waiters’, supervisors’ 
and managers’ perceptions of the way service firms’ act upon customer dissatisfying 
service in practice, however, drew a different picture. The crucial actors shared a view 
of how service firms’ should act upon customer dissatisfying service encounters, but 
none of them appeared to act in a way one should according to theory.  I realized that 
the actors’ actions upon customer dissatisfying service encounters are guided by the 
actor’s interpretation of the incident, and moreover, the crucial actors’ interpretations of 
customer dissatisfying service encounters differ. I also realized that the crucial actors’ 
past experiences had impacted their present actions upon negative incidents. 
Specifically, the other crucial actors’ co-operative or non-co-operative acts had 
impacted one actor’s understandings about service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents.

 Expanded pre-understanding 

In the summer of 2004, I amassed my personal experiences, courses, readings and the 
findings from the explorative study into a broader understanding of the phenomenon I 
intended to study. I understood that investigating service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents is investigating the crucial actors’ action upon negative incidents. Thus, the 
crucial actors and their actions upon negative incidents became the focus in the study. 
Moreover, the conceptual framework for the research phenomenon started to emerge. 
The studies on service co-production, and the customers’ and service providers’ blurred 
roles between the consumption and production as service co-producers or service 
prosumers helped me to expand my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon. 
Furthermore, service management authors on the open service system (Langeard and 
Eiglier 1987; Norling 1993, 240; Carlzon 1987; Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995) helped 
me to frame the crucial actors’ positions in the system and thus depict the perspectives 
through which they interpret the customer dissatisfying service encounters. 

With the expanded pre-understanding I was able to formulate the purpose of the study 
and the research question: How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high 
touch services?

More specifically, service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services is 
more like a chain reaction between the crucial actors. Such a research phenomenon can 
not be supported with impersonal facts and general logic, but rather with the crucial 
actors’ personal stories that can be generalized into a theory.  

1.5. Research approach of the study 

The chosen research approach of the study was a natural outcome of the long-term 
process of my pre-understanding about the nature of the research phenomenon. Blumer 
(1969) claims that it is the phenomenon and field of study that dictates the methods, not 
the phenomenon and field of study that need to conform to the methods. Thus, the 
research approach emerged from the pre-understanding of the research phenomenon. 
The study paints a postmodern picture of service firms, where the actors construct the 
reality socially by interacting with each other. Ontologically, the study is underpinned 
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by the belief that realities are multiple and constructed. The social world does not exist 
out there independently of the people who interact in it (Lincoln and Guba 1985, 37; 
Shakar, Elliott and Goulding 2001, 438). Moreover, the methodological choice of the 
study was a natural outcome of the choice of the constructionist epistemology. A story 
is an actor’s construction of the happenings and thus it was natural to gather stories to 
get empirical knowledge about the research phenomenon. 

The task of a researcher in a constructionist study is to interpret the informants’ 
interpretations, and then to summarize the interpretation into theoretical form for 
understanding about the research phenomenon. 

The following two subchapters first present the ontological, epistemological and 
methodological choices of the study followed by the theory building process.

1.5.1. Relativism, social constructionism and storytelling 

Postmodern scientific philosophy is associated with relativism. Relativism is the 
position where one has left the belief in absolute truth, and instead embraced the idea 
that knowledge is dependent on one’s perspective (Saugstad 2008). Another idea within 
postmodernism is social constructionism. The social constructionist’s view on the 
research phenomenon of the study is that service firms’ action upon negative incidents 
in high touch services is socially constructed by the crucial actors in service firms’ 
action. The author’s role is to interpret the actors’ interpretations and then, reach a 
theory at the abstract level (Cuncliff, Luhman and Boje 2004, 261). The study is based 
on the idea that the reality of service firms’ action upon negative incidents lies in the 
minds of the actors who have crucial roles in providing, acquiring, disseminating and 
utilizing customer feedback, and who thus have crucial roles in service firms’ customer-
oriented action. 

Postmodern research highlights the role of experience in the construction of a theory. 
The method becomes a means of support for the theory. Postmodernists claim that “we 
learn from an experience”. We learn from an experience means that we were changed 
by the experience. Thus, the study focuses on the crucial actors’ experiences of service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents and is based on the actors’ past experiences, 
which are translated into knowledge (common sense) on service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents.(Carù and Cova 2003, 269). 

Postmodernism 

Webster and Mertova (2007, 28-29) define the postmodern research approach in the 
following way:

Postmodernism, as a more recent philosophical position maintains that each person brings their 
own baggage or past life experiences to a situation. Truth and knowledge from the post-modern 
perspective is a constructed reality and there is no objective truth.  

Postmodernism differs fundamentally from modernism in its approach to defining truth and 
knowledge. Postmodernism rejects the notion that truth and knowledge are to be found through 
rational thought and method. Postmodernism values the internal, or the “I” and puts greater 



14

emphasis on human-centred approaches. It therefore has an inherent interest in human factors 
relating to the acquisition of knowledge. 

The study considers the crucial actors as human actors who experience negative 
incidents in everyday action and who translate these experiences into knowledge of their 
roles and actions as parts of service firms’ action upon negative incidents. 

Social constructionism and interactionism 

The study is based on social constructionism, more specifically on interactionism, 
which considers the crucial actors as social actors who construct the organizational 
reality in their social interactions (Blumert 1969; Charon 2004). In other words, the 
crucial actors actively construct their subjective reality via social interactions with each 
other.

The interactionists claim that actors’ action and the roles are seldom specified in 
advance but on the contrary the actors construct and adopt their action and roles by 
interacting with each other.8 The interactionist view of socially constructed action and 
roles appears to fit to the study. Customer dissatisfying service encounters are 
unplanned and unexpected by the service provider and by the customer. Thus, the 
crucial actors’ action and roles can not be specified in advance, but the actors construct 
them in their interactions. One crucial actor’s action is guided by the acts of other 
crucial actors.  Charon (2004) describes the social construction of an actor’s action with 
the following give-and-take process: I act; you consider my act, and you act; I consider 
your act, and I act; you consider my act, and you act. Charon (2004, 140) claims 
moreover, that we never know what we will do next in our stream of action, in part 
because it will depend on what the other does. An actor’s role is adopted and 
constructed in the interaction in the same manner. An actor enters into an interaction by 
stating: I tell you who I am, and an other actor acts by stating: no I tell you who you are, 
and the other actor acts back: No way I tell you who you are, and so on. (Charon 2004). 

Storytelling

Storytelling is a postmodern approach to acquire knowledge and thus it relies on human 
factors. Storytelling is an actor’s way to make sense out of events (Weick 1995). When 
an actor tells a story, and specifically the way an actor structures the plot of the story 
reveals the actor’s way to make sense of the happenings and what he learned from the 
past experience.  The crucial actors provide me with their knowledge of service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents, and thus they can be refereed as co-researchers (Shankar 
et al. 2001, 442; Riessman 2008, 23). The justification of including and treating these 
actors as co-researchers is described with the help of an old Hindu parable that follows 
(Hatch 1997, 7): 

Six blind men of Hindustan, so the parable goes, met with an elephant one day. And, after the 
meeting, each described what he had encountered. The first said that an elephant was like a leaf. 
The second adamantly disagreed, claiming that it was certainly like a wall. The third described 
the elephant as a mighty tree, the fourth the spear, the fifth a rope, and the last one thought it 

8 With this statement, the study challenges the suggested roles of the customer as an information provider 
(Bitner, Faranda, Hubbert, and Zeithaml 1997) and the front stage employee as an information processor 
(Aldrich and Herker 1977).  
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was really a snake. Each of them had gotten hold of a different part of the elephant and so had 
come away with remarkably different understanding of this creature.  

The customer, the employee, the supervisor and the manager view only a part of a 
research phenomenon like the blind man who only viewed a part of the elephant in the 
Hindu parable. Nonetheless, taken together the crucial actors see the whole.  I have 
listened to all crucial actors’ stories and I have interpreted the parts of the whole and 
develop a theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services. Each crucial actor can contribute to the theory by telling me a part of the 
whole.

Pentland (1999) suggests that narrative is especially relevant to the analysis of 
organizational processes because people do not simply tell stories – they enact them. 
Thus, an actor’s story in a way already answers the research question. When an actor 
tells a story about a negative incident in a service firm, she tells a past experience; how 
she interpreted and acted upon the incident, who were the other crucial actors that were 
involved, how their acts upon customer complaint impacted the storyteller’s action and 
what the storyteller learned from the experience. The crucial actors’ stories provide me 
with an understanding about their understanding of their roles. 

1.5.2. Developing a postmodern, socially constructed theory 

Traditionally, a study that constructs theory is described as inductive, while a study that 
tests theory is a deductive one. Nowadays, however, the distinction between inductive 
and deductive research is not that clear anymore. A study can begin inductively and end 
deductively (Gummesson 2000, 64). I would claim that this study started inductively 
but ended deductively. 

I entered the research process with pre-understanding of the research phenomenon from 
my personal experience. Then, I started to study service management literature to find a 
research gap for my focus of the study. The service management literature did not help 
me to sufficiently understand the research phenomenon, so I conducted an explorative 
study to clarify my thoughts and to add to my pre-understanding. Thus, I would claim 
that the study started inductively. The data gathering continued to the end of the 
research process after the theory was already drafted. Towards the end of the research 
process, the research became deductive and the purpose of gathering more data was 
rather to confirm the drafted theory (Carson et al. 2001, 97).  

Next, I share with the reader the steps in the theory building process. I start with the 
literature review, which led me to the research gap to be filled in service management 
studies, and I conclude with the development of the theory. 

Literature review 

It is commonly advised to start the research process with a literature review (Dunleavy 
2003,15). I did, as a matter of fact, review literature extensively during the research 
process. The purpose of the literature review was to socialize me into the service 
management discipline, and to become familiar with the service management authors. 
Moreover, the purpose of the literature review was to find a research gap in the existing 
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service management literature. There is not, however, literature which perfectly matches 
with the epistemology of the research question. Thus, the literature review did not help 
me in finding any frameworks for the research phenomenon.9

Explorative study 

The research question emerged from the exploratory study, and thus it is justified to 
argue that the theory building started inductively. The explorative study painted the 
picture that service firms’ action upon customer dissatisfying service encounters is a 
complex organizational phenomenon where customers, employees, supervisors and 
managers have crucial roles to play. Moreover, the explorative study revealed that all 
the actors are active interpreters of customer dissatisfying service and that they interpret 
it from different perspectives. 

Conceptual framework emerged 

The conceptual framework was built in two phases. In the first phase, after the 
explorative study, I reviewed literature to define the key concepts of the study, and to 
understand the service firm as an open service system. The existing literature helped me 
to define the concepts of service co-production, interactive service quality, an open 
service system and the actors at the different hierarchical layers of an open service 
system. Moreover, the reviewed literature helped me to describe the different 
perspectives through which the crucial actors view the service encounters. In the second 
phase, I had gathered more data and my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon 
was expanded. I understood that service firms’ action upon negative incidents is guided 
by the complaint management strategy. Thus, I reviewed the literature on complaint 
management, and the literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action 
and the small stream of literature on unjustified customer complaints. Finally, I 
succeeded in building a conceptual framework for the study as a first step of the theory 
building. The conceptual framework illustrates the intermediate theory of the study, and 
suggests that service firms’ action upon negative incidents as an action that is guided by 
the service and the complaint management strategies, and where the crucial actors have 
planned roles to perform. 

Storytelling

In the summer of 2005 I participated in a KATAJA course about Narrative Analysis. 
Before the course, I was not aware of storytelling as a research method. During the 
course, I understood that a part of the data from the explorative study was data 
presented in the form of a story with a beginning and middle part that describe the 
actor’s past experience and an ending that describes how the past experience guides the 
actor’s present action upon negative incidents in high touch services. 

I continued the empirical study and started to consciously gather stories to better 
understand the research phenomenon. The conversations I had with informants added to 

9 In many studies the reviewed literature is included in the research report. I decided not to include all the 
reviewed literature in the research report. It is more or less evident that the author has to study and review 
extensive literature in the field of the research topic. However, the research report is the final outcome of 
the long-term research process.  
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my pre-understanding, but the actors’ stories gave me an understanding of the research 
phenomenon. I gathered stories also at the end of the research process, and the stories 
confirmed the theory I had drafted. 

Development of a theory 

The research process resulted in developing a theory which answers the research 
question:

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

The study presents a theory that service firms are highly conceptualized entities whose 
action is guided by service and complaint management strategies. The service strategy 
is based on customer information from multiple sources and it aims to gain corporate 
profit by co-producing customer satisfying service productively with the customer. 
Negative incidents are, however, bound to occur in service co-production due to the 
human nature of service encounters. Therefore, the service provider has the complaint 
management strategy that aims to recover the customer complaints at the customer 
interface to retain the customer and to stop negative word of mouth. The complaint 
management is, however, rather impression management that aims to create and 
maintain customer-oriented perception of the service provider. Service firms’ action is 
highly conceptualized and rather static and thus, there is little room for complaint-based 
improvements. Customers who are dissatisfied with the service provider tend to switch 
the service provider after having once or twice experienced dissatisfaction with the 
service provider. Customers represent the most dynamic part of service firms since they 
are free to choose the service provider. Thus, the target group will be selected from 
satisfied customers. However, there exist a small number of customers who keep on 
complaining but still keep on repeating service encounters with the same service 
provider.

The theory of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services views 
the service firm as an organization characterized by 1) diversity of and most likely, 
conflict among the interests of its crucial actors and 2) in spite of such diversity, the 
crucial actors’ acceptance of a coordinated action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services (see Ichiishi 1993, 383).

1.6. Choice of the empirical context 

Services can be classified into high-touch and high-tech services. High-touch services 
are dependent on human actors in the service provision processes, whereas high-tech 
services are predominantly based on the use of automated systems, information 
technology and other types of physical resources. (Grönroos 2007, 57; Naisbitt 1999; 
Chase 1978, 138; Chase and Tansik 1983). The focus of the study is on high-touch 
services, and dining restaurants are chosen as an empirical context of high-touch 
services.

The choice of the empirical context can be justified by highlighting the meaning of 
access to data as the greatest hurdle for a researcher to overcome and thus it can be 
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considered a key selection criterion (Yin 1994; Patton 2002). Before I entered the 
research process I had been working in the College of Catering and Hospitality 
Management. Thus, I had access to people who work in restaurants. The choice of 
restaurant service as an empirical context was a natural choice for me. Moreover, I was 
familiar with the special features of restaurant service, and I knew people who could act 
as possible informants for the study, at least in the first phase of the empirical study. 

At this point it is necessary to point out that storytelling as a research method is not the 
simplest one. No one can be forced to recall and tell a story, and moreover there are 
differences in individuals’ capabilities to tell a story. Some people are just better 
storyteller than others. Thus, the mental access to informants is crucial in the 
methodological choice of the study. Mental access means that a researcher understands 
what is really happening and gets the informant to share what he really thinks and feels 
(Janesick 1994). I had to approach each informant as a person, and gain his confidence 
in telling me stories as he thinks and feels of the events. The informants were contacted 
in person due to the mental access and moreover, the informants were promised full 
anonymity. As a matter of fact, the restaurants in which the negative incidents had 
occurred are not even relevant for the purpose of the study. The study is interested in the 
crucial actors’ interpretations of the incidents. Thus, the study is not focused on any 
case restaurants. 

To avoid the bias of findings that results in differences in different types of restaurants 
the restaurant service was specified to dining restaurants.10 Dining restaurants are 
defined in the study as restaurants where customers sit down to eat meals and drink 
beverages, which are served by waiters.

The following subchapters shortly present the nature of dining restaurant service in 
Finland and the crucial actors in dining restaurants. The purpose is to familiarize the 
reader with the empirical setting of the study.  In a sense, the nature of dining restaurant 
service in Finland and the description of the crucial actors of dining restaurants serve as 
a foundation for the rest of the thesis. 

1.6.1. Characteristics of dining restaurant service  

Postmodernism depicts an organization as a loose connection of parts. The loose 
connection of parts is due to the movements towards the outsourcing of activities, using 
part-time employees and encountering customers in single service encounters instead of 
long-term relationships. Dining restaurants typically represent a postmodern picture of 
service firms. Restaurant service is traditionally an encounter-based service (Gutek, 
Cherry, Bhappu, Schneider and Woolf  2000; Gutek, Groth and Cherry 2002). 
Marketing literature has highlighted the meaning of long-term relationship and customer 
loyalty since the 1990’s (Möller and Halinen 2000). Discussion of single service 
encounters is thought to be outdated and the focus of service management in the 1980’s. 

10 The framework of Haywood-Farmer (1988) categorizes service into different categories based on 
customer service quality expectation of degree of contact and interaction, degree of labour intensity and 
degree of service customization. Thus, Haywood-Farmer (1988) claims that there is more in common 
with a gas station and with MacDonald’s than with a fast food restaurant and a fine dining restaurant. 
Therefore, the empirical study is limited to one type of restaurants: dining restaurants. 
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There exist, however, fields of industries that are inherently encounter-based industries 
like restaurants (Gutek et al. 2000; Gutek et al. 2002). A number of restaurant customers 
are the kind of customers that are looking for different service experiences and are thus 
willing to change the restaurant service provider constantly. Moreover, one group of 
restaurant customers are tourists who dine in the restaurant occasionally, or perhaps 
only once in which case they are visiting a foreign city and restaurant that time only. 
This group of customers knows already in advance that it will be unlikely to repeat the 
service encounter in the same restaurant. Therefore, customer satisfaction with the 
service does not necessarily lead to customer loyalty at least not in the sense described 
in relationship marketing literature.  

Restaurant service, specifically dining restaurant service has some special features that 
are discussed here so that the reader would understand the action “behind the curtains” 
better. First, dining restaurant service has a heavy cost structure in which labor and raw 
material costs are among the biggest variable costs in a restaurant’s profit and lost 
account. Dining restaurant service is a kind of service where traditional face-to-face 
customer service is still a part of the service offering. Thus, waiters and waitresses can 
not be replaced with modern technology. Modern technology like the use of Internet 
services has replaced the work of many service employees in many other fields. The 
labor costs are one of the biggest costs in the dining restaurants’ profit and loss account, 
and thus employee productivity11  is a crucial factor in dining restaurant profitability. 
The demand of dining restaurant service fluctuates depending on the day of the week, 
time of the day and even depending on the season of the year. Recruiting employees 
only with a monthly salary would rapidly lead to loss in the profit and loss account. Due 
to the fluctuation of demand and relatively high labor costs, restaurants are constrained 
to use part time employees, at least to some extent, to balance the peaks in demand. 

1.6.2. What are the crucial actors really doing in restaurants? 

The study states that restaurant managers, restaurant supervisors, waiters and restaurant 
customers are the crucial actors in dining restaurants’ action upon negative incidents. To 
help the reader understand the crucial actors and their perspectives on service 
encounters, the crucial actors’ perceptions of their daily tasks and duties in restaurants 
are cited. 

Let me start the presentation of the crucial actors of the study with the restaurant 
manager. She is the one who is responsible for the strategic planning and creates the 
service strategy; a long-term plan of how a dining restaurant makes profit by co-
producing customer satisfying service with the customer productively. The restaurant 
manager is often physically distant from the customer interface, but follows customer 
satisfaction with the help of the customer feedback systems. The following excerpt 
describes Kati’s, a restaurant manager, perceptions of her work and responsibilities: 

11 Employee productivity is calculated by dividing sales with one employee working hour. The purpose of 
calculating employee productivity is that each employee working hour paid by the employer should 
provide budgeted amount of sales.  
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Restaurant manager as a creator of the service strategy 

You know, my task is to develop the brand of the restaurant, or the service concept of the 
restaurant. We can not yet talk about branding but about the service concept; the development 
of the service concept that is my duty. We do conduct yearly an action plan where we define 
our financial goals. I mean that we budget the financial result and the tactic how to reach it. 
Then, we do have the annual focuses. 

Restaurants do exist for profit, and my task is to make sure that the restaurant runs profitably. 
But I do have a holistic view on profitability. I can tell you from the bottom of my heart that 
profitability is an outcome of many factors: the wellbeing of the staff, the equipment, raw 
materials, etc. It is my duty to make sure that they have all things well there. Profitability is not 
just going there and yell about the lousy figures of employee productivity and so on.---I do 
follow the profitability figures and sales all the time, and I do react immediately if the figures 
are not as budgeted. I call and in the worst case I go there to put out the fire if there is such a big 
problem. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

A restaurant supervisor is the one who is responsible for executing the service strategy. 
She works closer to the customer interface and sometimes even in customer service. She 
is the foreman of the service employees and recruits and trains them to perform their 
duties. The following excerpts depict restaurant supervisors’ Maija’s and Sanna’s 
perceptions of their work and responsibilities: 

Restaurant supervisor as an executor of the service strategy 

I would say that [my most important task is] pulling the threads together. You must see…this 
[the question] was a challenging one!!! There is no single answer…I would say that I have to 
follow the economic growth. It has to be increasing all the time…and I have to tackle every 
little breakdown [in the economic growth]. I realize that all the time I think more and more just 
dollars or euros, I have nothing but sales in my mind! I feel that [my most important task] is to 
keep the sales increasing all the time and not to tolerate any breakdowns in sales. Well, another 
issue is the administration and human resources, purchases and other things. That is the 
challenge. At first [in this job] I felt that there are just too many things to handle. –Maija, 
Restaurant Supervisor 9 years of experience 

My most important task as a restaurant supervisor? That is the question! I did tell you that I 
work much too much at the customer interface….well, it depends on the season and the time of 
the year. But, I think that it is taking care that the unit is running in the best possible way for the 
employer. Yes! making a profit, that is my most important task. But you know, you just can not 
forget the wellbeing of the staff and service development. –Sanna, Restaurant Supervior 10 
years of experience 

Restaurant waiters and waitresses work at the customer interface and carry out the 
service strategy. The waiters commonly face a number of different customers in face-to-
face service encounters during a work shift. The waiters act above the line of visibility 
at the restaurant hall, with customers, and then, below the line of visibility in the 
restaurant kitchen with the cooks. Thus, waiters provide the customer with an 
impression of an integrated quality restaurant. The following excerpt depicts Tarja’s, a 
waitress, perception of her work and responsibilities: 

Waiter as a performer of the service strategy 

You know a waitress’s work is carrying that food and fulfilling the things [on the tables like 
spices etc] fetching the things from stock and bringing away empty bottles. Mainly waitresses’ 
work is walking like a crazy and carrying food. You know, after the working week I am SO 
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TIRED. You know, when I have served difficult customers and it has been really hard with 
them, you know you feel that: ”Oh my God, get me out of here!” ---(Researcher: Are there 
often “difficult customers”?) –Well, I feel that in the restaurant where I am working there are 
quite many of them. You know, you work there always in a hurry and then the kitchen does not 
work [to handle a great number of customer orders of food rapidly] and then we [the waiters] 
get all the angry customer complaints: “How can it take such a long time!!?” All you can do 
then is to apologize: “Sorry, sorry I am so sorry you know that it took such a long time.” ---My 
most important task in a restaurant? I feel that it is taking care that customers in restaurant are 
enjoying service encounters. If it takes time to get the meal you will go there and apologize the 
length of the waiting time and serve them drinks and act so that customers feel fine, that is the 
waiter’s most important task, I think. –Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

Restaurant customers interact with the service in service encounters and they are 
allowed to see and feel the things that occur above the “line of visibility” at the 
restaurant hall. The customers see the restaurant hall and the surroundings, but they do 
not see the actors that act below the line of visibility. Restaurant customers are the ones 
who pay for the service and are free to choose which restaurant they to go.  The 
following excerpt depicts Iina’s, a restaurant customer, perception of her as a restaurant 
customer: 

An individual customer who wants to have value for her money  

Yes I dine in restaurants quite often.---Usually I dine in restaurants with someone or then within 
a group. I do not go to restaurants alone---I go always with others.—You know we try to find 
different restaurants and new restaurants and some exotic restaurants.---Hmm, why do the 
restaurants exist? I think they are there for customers to dine and enjoy service encounters. I do 
expect good customer service and delicious food. I think I am a demanding customer! I do dine 
in restaurants quite often. If I do not get what I expected I will be angry! But, I do understand 
service failures. They are only human beings working in restaurants. But, I am the paying 
customer and I do have the right to expect good service! – Iina, Restaurant customer 

The following excerpt conveys Jussi’s, a restaurant customer, perceptions as a paying 
customer who wants to have value for his money in restaurants: 

Sometimes I am annoyed that I have paid about 20 € for the meal, and then the customer service 
has been really slow or then it has been rude and unprofessional. You know when you pay 20 € 
for a meal you want more that just food to satisfy your hunger!? I think 20 € is a high price to 
pay just for the food! –Jussi, Restaurant customer 

The crucial actors’ descriptions of their everyday work and duties in restaurants 
communicate their way of understanding service encounters in restaurants. Later on in 
the study, the reader will perceive how these different perspectives act as filters to 
interpret customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining customers, and 
explain service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services.

1.7. Positioning the study in the field of service management 

The study is positioned in the field of service management, specifically the Nordic 
School of thought, and thus it aims to fill a research gap and contribute to that field of 
studies (Grönroos and Gummesson 1985; Grönroos 1990; Gummesson 1991; Grönroos 
2005; 2006; Gummesson 2007). Additionally, the focus of the study is on the service 
system and its action upon negative incidents. 
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Next, the service management philosophy behind the thesis is presented to help the 
reader to follow the thesis and my stream of thoughts. 

Service management is briefly defined as adopting service logic in management 
(Grönroos 2007, 223). Service management considers marketing more as a dimension 
of business than as a separate function of a company. According to service management 
philosophy, marketing and other business processes can not be kept apart but they have 
to be integrated around a customer focus. Service management does not make 
distinction between services and goods, but defines service as a service offering. 
Therefore, every business is a service business and every firm is a service firm if it has 
adopted service logic12 and service management as the management philosophy of the 
company (Grönroos 2005; Grönroos and Strandvik 2008; Edvarsson, Gustafsson and 
Roos 2005). However, in the literature the concept of a service firm is loosely defined, 
and moreover often mixed with the concept of a service provider. Service management 
literature defines a service firm as one in which the customer is an integrated part of a 
service firm. Moreover, the customer is considered as a subject with whom the service 
is co-produced and not an object for whom the service is produced by the service 
provider. Thus, the customer has a role in service quality and productivity like any other 
actor of a service firm (Gummesson 1998). A service firm means an integrated system 
of the customer’s and the service provider’s interactions (figure 3).  

Customer

Service provider
Service firm

Figure 3 Service firm as an integration of the customer and the service provider 

Service management research has traditionally been interested in service quality, service 
encounter, service experience, service design, complaint management, relationship 
marketing, internal marketing, and lately in customer equity and customer value (Fisk et 
al. 1993; Korkman 2006, 11).  

I became intrigued by the thinking of service management during my experience as a 
lecturer of two often traditionally opposed subjects; marketing and accounting. My daily 
work gave me the opportunity to reflect on the service firm’s, specifically the 
restaurant’s, action from two different perspectives. In marketing, the focus was on 
understanding the customer needs and satisfaction, and in accounting, the focus was on 
productivity and profitability from the producer’s perspective. Finally, I started to 
reflect on the restaurants’ action holistically, and I understood that customer satisfaction 
and corporate productivity can not be opposed, but the service firm must concentrate on 
both simultaneously. Customer satisfaction is crucial to gain revenue and annual 
turnover, and service firms need to act productively to balance between the revenues 
and costs to yield profit. 

12 In the study the term service logic is used instead of the term service dominant logic presented by 
Vargo and Lusch (2004); Lusch and Vargo (2006). The service logic is not any logic to add weight to 
become service dominant but it is a logic in itself and a strategic decision how to act in the market. 
Moreover, the term service logic was already introduced before the term service dominant logic (e.g. 
Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995) 
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This study is positioned in the field of service management studies, specifically in the 
field of service system studies in the following way: 

First, the early and more recent studies on service system provide an underpinning for 
the study (Eiglier and Langeard 1977; Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995; Flie  and 
Kleinaltenkamp 2004). The framework for the service system remains, however, 
empirically unstudied, specifically in the case when negative incidents occur. In this 
study the negative incidents are set in the service system and the service firms’ action 
upon such negative incidents is investigated with the help of the literature on service 
recovery and complaint management, customer complaining and non-complaining 
action, and with the help of the literature on interactive service quality and unjustified 
complaints (Homburg and Fürst 2007; Stephens and Gwinner 1998; Svensson 2004; 
Harris and Reynolds 2003). 

Before entering the research process, I had already adopted a service management view 
on marketing. Thus, it was a natural choice for me to write my dissertation in HANKEN 
School of Economics, in the Research Centre of Relationship Marketing and Service 
Management (CERS).  

1.8. Content of the study 

The purpose of the study is to give the reader an understanding of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services. In addition, the study purports to offer a 
contribution to service management studies. 

The study is divided into six chapters, each one of them aims to contribute to reach the 
purpose of the study, and to answer to the research question. To help the reader, I shall 
briefly elaborate on the subsequent chapters. 

The first chapter is the introduction to the thesis, which focuses on introducing the 
research question and the justification of the study. Moreover, the introduction chapter 
details the pre-understanding process about the research phenomenon that finally led to 
the formulation of the purpose of the study and the research question. The chapter 
introduces the chosen research approach of the study and dining restaurants as a chosen 
empirical setting for the study. The position of the study in the field of service 
management studies is stated at the end of the chapter. 

The second and third chapters are the first steps towards building a theory about service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. The second chapter first 
defines the basic concepts of the study: service co-production and interactive service 
quality in service encounters. Then, the service firm as an open service system is 
depicted. The actors at the different hierarchical layers, called the crucial actors in the 
study, and their perspectives on service encounters are discussed. In the third chapter, 
the discussion moves on to negative incidents in an open service system. Customer 
dissatisfying service encounters, customer complaints, complaining customers, and 
complaint management are discussed from the different crucial actors’ perspectives. At 
the end of the chapter, the content of the chapter is summed up into a conceptual 
framework that acts as an intermediate theory of the study. 
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The fourth chapter describes how the empirical study was conducted. The narrative 
research method is described and a narrative is defined. Thereafter, the informants of 
the study are presented and the data gathering process is discussed. Finally, the analysis 
of the data is discussed, and the contribution of the empirical knowledge to the final 
theory development is discussed. The chapter ends by evaluating the empirical study. 

The fifth chapter leads the reader towards an understanding of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services. The chapter answers the research 
question by stating how the crucial actors’ past experiences have impacted their 
understanding of their present roles and actions upon negative incidents in high touch 
services. Each crucial actor’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services are 
discussed in a separate subchapter, followed by the findings, which are summarized into 
a theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services.

The sixth chapter concludes the study. The study is summarized and the contribution of 
the study to the field of service management studies is discussed. Thereafter, the study 
is evaluated.  The dissertation concludes with a discussion on suggestions for future 
research.



25

2 THE SERVICE FIRM AS AN OPEN SERVICE SYSTEM  

The purpose of the chapter is to provide the first step of the theoretical background to 
answer to the research question:  

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

The study proposes that the service firm as an entity does not act, but it is the actors at 
the different hierarchical layers, called the crucial actors, who are the ones that act. The 
chapter defines the service firm as an open service system with actors at the different 
hierarchical layers. Aditionally, the different actors’ perspectives on service encounters 
are described. First, the basic concepts of the study, service co-production and 
interactive service quality, are discussed. 

Figure 4 depicts the content of the chapter as a flow of the chapters and concepts. The 
purpose of the figure is to help the reader to follow my stream of thoughts in building 
up the conceptual framework as a first step and as an intermediate theory of the study. 

2 Service firm as an open service system

2.1 Basic concepts of service logic

2.1.1 Service co-production 2.1.2 Interactive service quality in service
encounters

2.2 The service firm as an open service system with strategic, operational and tactical layers

2.3 Actors at the different hierarcical layers (Crucial Actors)

2.3.1 The manager as a
creator of the service
strategy

2.3.4 The customer as a co-
producer, and as a consumer

2.3.2 The supervisor as an
executer of the service
strategy

2.3.3 The front stage
employee as a performer of
the service strategy

2.4 Chapter  Summary

Figure 4 Content of  chapter 2 
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2.1 Basic concepts of service logic 

Two basic concepts emerge in the description of service logic: service co-production
and service encounters13. It is relevant to discuss these basic concepts at the very 
beginning of the conceptual framework.  

Service logic means that the service is co-produced14 with the customer in service 
encounters. Thus, the customer is a subject in service co-production. As a co-producer 
the customer is an integrated part of the service firm and has a role in service quality 
and productivity (Gummesson 1998; Bettencourt 1997). Thus, service encounters 
characterize the interactive service quality of service co-production (Svensson 2003; 
2004; 2006a; 2006b). 

In the following subchapters service co-production and a service encounter are 
discussed in more detail. The purpose of the discussion about service co-production is to 
justify the basic premise of the study: the co-produced service is evaluated by all actors 
at the different hierarchical layers, not only by the customer. Furthermore, the purpose 
of the discussion about interactive service quality in service encounters is to justify why 
a service encounter acts as a unit of analysis of the study. 

2.1.1. Service co-production 

Traditionally, service quality has been defined as how the customer as a consumer 
defines it (Lengnick-Hall 1996). The definition gives the customer the priority to 
evaluate the service based on the argument that the customer is the only one who 
consumes the service. The postmodern view however, does not agree with the definition 
that the customer is the only one who consumes the service. The postmodern view states 
that the roles between consumption and production are blurred (Küpers 1998; Manolis, 
Meamber, Winsor and Brooks 2001). Thus, the traditional definition of service quality 
is challenged and it is claimed that the quality of the co-produced service is defined by 
both interactive parties, not only by the customer (Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 
2006b)15.

The service management approach to marketing highlights that the production and 
consumption processes are not separated, but they occur simultaneously between the 
producer and the consumer (Grönroos 2000, 47). Therefore, service production is not 
separated from service consumption nor are service producers separated from service 
consumers. Thus, a part of service production and consumption processes is a service-co
production process. Moreover, the producer and the consumer are considered to be co-
producers who co-produce service by interacting with each others. (Küpers 1998; 
Manolis et al. 2001). As a co-producer the customer is a resource and can be considered 
like a “partial employee” (Mills and Morris 1986; Hsieh, Yen and Chin 2004). The 
concept “partial” refers to the dual role that the customer has:  partially he acts as a 

13 The focus on service logic is on interactions in service encounters; not on core products, whether they 
are physical goods or services (Grönroos 2005). 
14 In the recent literature, the term co-creation is also used in the same sense as co-production to describe 
the customer supplier dialogue and interaction (Payne, Storbacka and Flow 2008, 2). 
15 See also Dedeke (2003) 
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human resource and performs part of the service job by himself and partially he 
consumes the service and pays for it. Moreover, the concept partial employee refers to 
the fact that the customer performs a part of the service job only when he interacts with 
a service provider. (Mills and Morris 1986; Kelley et al. 1990; Halbesleben and Buckley 
2004).

Figure 5 depicts service co-production as a simultaneous process of production and 
consumption where the boundaries between production and consumption are blurred. 
Moreover, figure 5 highlights the producer and the consumer as service co-producers or 
in Toffler’s (1980) and Küper’s terms (1998), prosumers whose roles in consuming and 
producing service are also blurred. Toffler’s and Küper’s term prosumer refers to the 
idea that the producer consumes the co-produced service, at least symbolically. 
Wikström (1996) claims that the producer’s role in consumption is highlighted in 
receiving complaints. Listening or reading a customer complaint is to assess the 
dissatisfying service encounters retrospectively with customers (what happened in a 
service encounter and why the happenings resulted in customer dissatisfaction).  

Co-producers

Co-productionProduction Consumption

Producer Consumer

Figure 5 Service co-production and service co-producers 

Wikström (1996) defines service co-production as social interaction between the 
customer and the service provider that leads to adaptability with the purpose of attaining 
future value. 

This study supports the view that interaction between the customer and the service 
provider is an imperative in defining service co-production since services are not co-
produced without customer participation (Lengnick-Hall, Claycomb and Inks 2000). 
The customer, however, is the one who pays for the co-produced service and the service 
provider is the one who is constrained to co-produce service productively to yield 
corporate profit. The customer and the service provider interact for commercial 
purposes (Grönroos and Strandvik 2008, 2). Thus, the study defines interaction between 
service co-producers as commercial interaction. Commercial interaction describes a 
service provider’s aim to co-produce service productively to yield corporate profit and 
the customer’s aim to get satisfaction and value for money (Bateson 1985).   
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In the study service co-production is defined as commercial interaction between the customer 
and the service provider that aims at customer satisfaction and value for money as well as 
corporate productivity and profitability. 

The idea of service co-production counts on a win-win situation between the customer 
and the service provider. The customer is the one who pays for the service and 
naturally, she wants to get value for his money and satisfaction. On the contrary, the 
service provider needs to yield profit and thus, co-produce service effectively. 
Balancing the two conflicting aims requires that the both parties understand each other 
as co-producers that benefit from co-producing the service.  

The service co-producers, however, have different roles in service co-production. The 
traditional producer is a service provider that follows a service strategy, a long-term 
plan, how to yield corporate profit by co-producing customer satisfying service 
effectively. The traditional consumer is a customer who pays for the service, but as a 
co-producer she has a role in quality and productivity (Gummesson 1998). 

By performing a role in quality and productivity specified for a target group customer
the customer is expected to get satisfaction and value for his money.  Thus, the 
customer is always a co-producer in the sense that the service is not produced without 
the customer, and the customer has an impact on the outcome of the co-produced 
service. Defining the customer as a co-producer does not mean that the customer always 
performs a role as expected by the service provider. Nonetheless, the customer always 
has an impact on the outcome of the co-produced service (see Schembri 2006, 387; 
Vargo and Lusch 2004; Lusch and Vargo 2006; Grönroos 1982). 

A target customer refers to the customer described in the service strategy. An individual 
customer refers to the customer as an individual actor who interacts with the service 
without knowing the service strategy and his expected co-productive role.16

In sum, the blurred roles of consumption and production support the argument that the 
co-produced service is a matter that can, or rather should be subject to evaluation by 
both service co-producers (Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b). Traditionally, the 
service is supposed to be evaluated by the customer solely, and thus the customer’s role 
in quality and productivity has been overlooked (Grönroos 1984; Lehtinen and Lehtinen 
1991).

2.1.2. Interactive service quality in service encounters 

Services are interactions and processes with customers (Grönroos 2007, 52). The 
service encounter is the period of time the customer interacts with the service provider. 
This interactive process has been described as “a show”, “a theatrical play” or “a 
performance” (Grove, Fisk and Dorsch 1998). The service is targeted to the customer, 
and thus the customer has a scripted role to play in “the service performance”. The 
meaning of a service encounter in service management is crucial since the service is 
perceived in service encounters. Thus, service quality and service encounters are 

16 A customer can learn or be trained to perform his expected role in quality and productivity so that both 
parties will benefit.   
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interlinked, or rather intertwined. A service encounter is often described with the 
metaphor of a moment of truth (Carlzon 1987). A moment of truth refers to an ad hoc 
situation that reveals whether the outcome of service co-production leads to customer 
satisfaction and value for money, and moreover, to corporate productivity and profit. 
This study highlights service as commercial interaction in which the customer has a role 
in quality and productivity, and thus the service provider has expectations about the 
customer, as well as the customer having expectations about the service provider.17

Thus, service quality is defined as interactive service quality in this study. 

In this study, interactive service quality is defined as an outcome of commercial interactions 
between the customer and the service provider, in which both parties assess their expectations 
and perceptions of the commercial interaction processes. 

The customer’s and the service provider’s perceptions of interactive service quality are 
not always in alignment since their knowledge of the service is different, and so are 
their objectives (Gummesson 1991). The customer’s objective is to get satisfaction and 
value for money, while the service provider’s objective is to gain corporate profit by co-
producing customer satisfying service with the customer effectively. Service logic 
reflects the co-operation and mutual understanding of both parties. Figure 6 depicts 
interactive service quality in service encounters. 

Interactive
 service quality in
service encounters

Service provider Customer

Expectations /
Perceptions of

commercial interaction

Expectations /
Perceptions of

commercial interaction

Service firm

Figure 6 Interactive service quality in service encounters 

The concept of interactive service quality is not new in service management studies. On 
the contrary the concept of interactive service quality was introduced already at the 
beginning of the 1990’s. Kelley et al. (1990) broadened the view on service quality and 
applied Grönroos (1984) service quality framework of technical quality (what) and 
functional quality (how) to evaluate the customer as a contributor to service quality. 
Customer technical quality consists of what the service customer provides to the service 

17 Expectations do theoretically form an important factor influencing perceived interactive service quality 
in service encounters. This study focuses, however, on perception of service since the main stream of 
service management literature does not to use a comparison standard; instead it assesses the service based 
on perceptions. (Grönroos 2007, 99) 
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encounter e.g. labour and customer information. Customer functional quality considers 
how the service customer co-operates during service provision, specifically the 
interpersonal aspects such as respect for the service provider. Bateson (1985) claimed 
that the customer who fails to follow the procedures laid down by the service provider 
might jeopardize not only the service that he or she receives, but also the quality of 
service received by other customers. Lehtinen and Lehtinen (1991) claimed that the 
quality originates from customer interactions with the service, and thus the customer’s 
participating style and the contact person’s service style are crucial for the interactive 
service quality. Svensson (2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) raised the issue that service 
encounters are interactive processes but they have largely been explored as non- 
interactive processes from a single, service receiver’s perspective. Thus, he brought the 
concept of interactive service quality into the discussion again in the studies of the 
2000’s.

The studies of interactive service quality (Kelley et al. 1990; Lehtinen and Lehtinen 
1991; Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) have so far gained little attention among 
service management authors, specifically in customer complaining and non-
complaining behavior, and complaint management studies. The fact that the customer is 
the one who pays for the service and the fact that the service provider is dependent on 
the revenues has biased the focus of service quality research on the customer 
perspective solely. Most research on service quality ignores the service provider’s 
perspective. The main stream of service quality studies defines the concept of service 
quality as customer perceived service quality18, and thus describes a service encounter 
as a non-interactive process. In customer perceived service quality studies, the customer 
is treated as a service recipient and not as a co-producer who has a role to perform in 
service encounters, and who can thus be a source of his dissatisfaction. Svensson (2004, 
284) claims that simultaneous perspectives of the customer and the service provider are 
desirable to add to our understanding of service quality in a service encounter. 
However, much research in the field of service management ignores the service 
provider’s perspective and there are few studies that have attempted to explore the 
concept of the service encounter beyond the service receiver’s perspective. Problems 
arise when the customer and the service provider do not have the same expectations of 
their roles as service co-producers, thus, they do not co-operate in interactions.

The service encounter is the locus of customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and 
moreover, a locus of productivity and profit. Thus, the service encounter acts as a unit 
of analysis in the study. Service encounters are typically short-term and tactical in 
nature, but they may have operational or strategic consequences, specifically in the case 
of customer dissatisfying service encounters. Although service encounters occur at the 
tactical layer they are important to operational and strategic layers as well. Service 
quality is one of the most important factors in developing and maintaining successful 
relationships and in spreading word of mouth. 

This study acknowledges the human actors in service provision. In this study the service 
provider means the human corporate actors who work with tactical, operational or 
strategic issues. Thus, the definition of the service encounter as the customer’s 
interaction with the service provider means that the customer, as a matter of fact, 

18 See also Grönroos (2001), 151 
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interacts with the strategic, operational and tactical issues in service encounters. The 
customer’s dissatisfaction with the service can be due to any of these issues.

Service encounters were of interest to service management authors, especially in the 
1980’s and in the beginning of the 1990’s (Czepiel, Solomon and Surprenant 1985; 
Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel and Gutman 1985; Bitner, Booms, Tetreault and 
Stanfield 1990; Bitner, Booms and Mohr 1994). In the 1990’s, the focus of research 
moved from service encounters to customer relationships with the service provider 
(Grönroos 1994; Möller and Halinen 2000).  According to relationship marketing, loyal 
customers who repeat service encounters with the same service provider are a source of 
corporate profitability. Thus, long-term relationships with customers who are committed 
to the same service provider are thought to be the key to the profitable business 
(satisfaction-profit chain) (Anderson and Mittal 2000). In the discourse of customer 
relationships it is often, however, forgotten that some industries are inherently 
encounter-based industries19 (Gutek et al. 2002). Furthermore, some customers do not 
want to be in relationships with service providers. These two matters are especially 
relevant in the restaurant business, which is the empirical context of this study.

Johns and Kivelä (2001) claim that in restaurant business the kind of repeat custom of 
using the same service provider is probably an exception rather than the norm. 
Moreover, they claim that eating out tends to be regarded as an experience rather than 
the pragmatic intake of food, so it is important to many customers to try new places. 
The argument does not, however, disregard the possibility for the emergence of 
customer relationships and providing restaurant service in relationships, specifically in 
the case of customer satisfaction.  

Gutek et al. (2000; 2002) distinguishes between three types of service interaction 
between the customer and the service provider. The service encounter means an 
interaction that occurs only one time between the customer and the service provider. 
The pseudorelationship means that the customer repeats service encounters with the 
same service provider, but he does not expect to be served with the same customer 
contact person at each time of interaction. Thus, the customer knows the service 
provider but is unfamiliar and unknown to the customer contact person. The relationship 
means that the customer and the customer contact person know each other and the 
customer can expect to be served by the same customer contact person at each time of 
interaction.  Gutek et al (2000;2002) also claim that in relationships the customer and 
the customer contact person get to know each other as role occupants and sometimes 
even become friends (vf commercial friendships Price and Arnould 1999; Swan, 
Goodwin, Mayo and Richardson 2001). In relationships the customer and the service 
provider accumulate information about each other and draw on this information when 
they interact. In one-time service encounters, there is a tendency to stereotype the 
customers and customer contact persons since no information about them is available 
(Goffman 1959,1). 

Solomon et al. (1985) claims that the meaning of a single service encounter like the one-
time interaction cannot be disregarded in customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

19 Berry and Parasuraman (1997) use the concept of transaction-oriented business to describe the same 
thing. 
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Service encounters are, however, units of customer relationships. The overall service 
quality provided in a single service encounter may dramatically influence customer 
satisfaction and loyalty.

2.2. The service firm as an open service system with strategic, operational and 
tactical layers 

Service co-production and service encounters occur in service firms that always have 
some sort of hierarchical structure with strategic, operational and tactical layers. Early 
service management authors (Langeard and Eiglier 1987; Carlzon 1987; Grönroos 
1990) have developed a framework that depicts the service firm as an open service 
system.20 The framework was further developed by Kingman-Brundage et al. (1995) 
and Flie  and Kleinaltenkamp (2004). Figure 7 is an adapted and simplified framework 
of the authors’ frameworks. The purpose of figure 7 is to act as a platform to understand 
the interfaces and constraints (corporate norms) of the actors who act at the different 
hierarchical layers of an open service system.  

Traditionally, authors of management and organization have not placed the customer in 
the organization structure (Chase 1978; Morgan 1998). However, service management 
literature places the customer externally in the service firm’s structure, thus, the service 
firm is depicted as an open service system. The open service system is connected to its 
external environment through interactions with customers through the line of 
interaction.

An open service system consists of boundaries or interfaces that separate organizational 
activities, processes and people into distinct layers. The interface represents the “what”, 
the content of interactions between activities, actors and processes. Examining the roles 
on either sides of an interface frequently identifies interface content (Mc Carthy et al. 
2003).

At the top of the figure there is a space for service encounters. In service encounters 
external customers interact with the service, but their actions in service firms and 
perceptions of service are limited. In service firms there is a line of visibility that 
separates service firms’ actors and actions to the ones that are visible to customers from 
the ones that are invisible to customers. Customers act and perceive the service above 
the line of visibility. Moreover, the line of visibility separates the space of tactical 
actions into front stage actions and back stage actions. Thus, the employees that are 
visible to customers act at the front stage. The actors that are acting at the back stage are 
invisible to customers. For instance, in dining restaurants the dining area represents the 
front stage, and the kitchen represents the back stage.  

20 The open service system originates from organizational studies in which the firm is depicted as an open 
system that is related to its environment and where all its parts are interdependent (Kast and Rosenzweig, 
1972;  Johnson, Kast and Rosenzweig 1964).  
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Figure 7 Service firm as an open system with tactical, operational and strategic layers 

The line of operationalization is an interface that separates the tactical actions from the 
operational actions that usually take place in back offices. Operational actions are very 
much planning the tactical actions and thus they are longer term actions than tactical 
ones (like staffing and purchases). The line of strategic planning is an interface that 
separates the operational actions from the strategic actions like planning the service 
concept (or brand) and long-term investments. (Flie  and Kleinaltenkamp 2004). 

2.3. Actors at the different hierarchical layers of an open service system 

The service firms’ strategic, operational and tactical layers are occupied by human 
actors. This chapter presents the human actors in service firms’ actions, and specifically, 
the perspectives through which the human actors view service encounters. 

The actors at the different hierarchical layers, including the customer, are called crucial 
actors in the study since they all have a crucial role in service firms’ customer-oriented 
action. They all deal with customer information: source of information or information 
provision (customer) or acquisition, transmission, dissemination and utilization of 
information (front stage employees, supervisors and managers) (e.g. Jaworski and Kohli 
1993; Gilly et al. 1991). Additionally, a customer feedback on service encounters is a 
piece of customer information (Berry and Parasuraman 1997). 

Service is often described with a theater metaphor (Goodman 1996, 19; Grove et al. 
1998; Harris, Harris and Baron 2003; Tax and Stuart 2001; Stuart and Tax 2004; 
Williams and Andersson 2005). The theater metaphor of the service is compatible with 
the present study since it makes the human actors in a service provision visible. In most 
service management studies the human actors in service provision are hidden behind the 
concept of the service provider. Moreover, the term service provider is used 
conflictingly; at times it refers to service employees in some studies (e.g. Gutek et al. 
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2000; 2002) and to the manager in other studies (e.g. Homburg and Fürst 2007). This 
study points out that the service provider means the human actors in a service provision, 
who act with the strategic, operational or tactical issues. 

The theater metaphor describes the service encounter like a play or a service 
performance that takes place on the front stage. There is a script (the service strategy) 
that depicts the target group customers, who are expected to be satisfied with the service 
performance. The script also guides how the play is produced effectively so that it 
provides corporate profit, at least in the long run. The manager at the strategic layer is 
the scriptwriter who writes the script (the service strategy). Then, there is a director (a 
supervisor) who directs the script (the service strategy) productively into a service 
performance on the front stage. There are actors on the back stage (support staff)21 and 
on the front stage (front stage employees) who perform the service as directed and 
scripted. The customers sit in the audience and pay for the tickets and observe the play 
(service recipients) (e.g. Grove et al. 1998; Harris et al 2003; Stuart and Tax 2004) or 
participate in the service performance like in an experimental theater (service co-
producers) (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000, 80; Harris, Harris and Baron 2001).

Figure 8 illustrates the actors who occupy the different hierarchical layers of an open 
service system. The crucial actors that occupy the strategic, operational or tactical layers 
of service firms are the manager who is responsible for the service strategy, the 
supervisor who is responsible for operationalization of the service strategy, the front 
stage employee who is responsible for service performance and the customer who pays 
for the co-produced service but is expected to perform his role in quality and 
productivity (Gummesson 1998). 

21 The back stage employees may act co-operatively or non-co-operatively when customers attribute 
blame on back stage employees for instance, blaming cooks for bad meals in a restaurant. Thus, they act 
on the back stage in service firms’ action upon negative incidents. However, their role is not as crucial in 
information processing as the role of front stage employees who act as boundary spanners at the customer 
interface. Therefore, the back stage employees are omitted from the empirical study.  
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Figure 8 Actors at the different hierarchical layers of an open service system 

The customer represents the external environment thus, she is depicted at the top of the 
figure. The customer interacts with the service provider through the line of interaction 
and co-produces the service on the front stage. The grey area corresponds to the area 
where an individual customer is not allowed to enter, so it is marked as an invisible area 
for the customer. The customer studies figure 8 from top down. The customer views the 
service firm as one integrated process or system (Grönroos 2007, 365). She is not aware 
of the service strategy, but he can, however, presume what the service strategy is based 
on what he sees and feels above the line of visibility, on the front stage. For instance, in 
dining restaurants the dining area represents the front stage. There the customer 
perceives things like the servicescape, fellow customers, the menu, waiters and their 
customer service, etc. 

The manager bases the service strategy on the knowledge he has of target group 
customers and their needs. The manager studies figure 8 from bottom up. He is aware of 
the service strategy and the target customer’s role in service quality and productivity. 
Thus, the manager has a holistic picture of the service firm with several functions and 
units involved (Grönroos 2007, 365). He is able to evaluate service encounters from the 
service strategy perspective.

The manager and the customer hardly ever meet or interact face-to-face. Thus, the 
customer can do no more than presume what is the service strategy of the service firm 
she interacts with, and moreover, who the human actor is behind the service strategy. In 
addition, the manager expects the customer to be a target group customer who gets 
satisfaction and value for money by co-producing the service with the service provider 
as expected in the service strategy. 

The line of operationalization acts as a border line between the perspectives through 
which the service firm’s action is perceived. Customers and service employees are not 
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apparently concerned about corporate productivity and profitability, but are more 
concerned about customer satisfaction or job satisfaction. Supervisors and managers, on 
the contrary, are constrained to yield corporate profit in order to stay on the market. 

Gummesson (1991, 101)22 points out in his multi-perspective study on service firms that 
the actors at the different hierarchical layers have different perspectives on service 
encounters. They have different knowledge of service firms’ action, and different 
interests in service encounters. He states, furthermore, that the different perspectives 
should be in harmony with each other as long as possible, but the classical dilemma 
exists: customer satisfaction often means low productivity, thus low profitability. What 
is satisfying service from the customer perspective may be unprofitable service from the 
manager’s point of view. Furthermore, that which is standardized and impersonal 
service from the customer perspective might be profitable service from the manager 
perspective (Bateson 1985). It is relevant for the purpose of the study to acknowledge 
the different perspectives that exist among the human actors of service firms. Charon 
(2004, 4) claims that a perspective is like a filter through which an actor interprets his 
reality. Moreover, an actor’s action is subsequently, at least to some extent, guided by 
his interpretations. 

Commonly service encounters are studied from a strategic23 or a customer perspective24.
The operational and tactical perspectives have gained less attention in the literature. The 
actors between the manager and the external customer in an open service system are, 
however, crucial since they execute and perform the service strategy. Thus, they try to 
bridge the gap between the service strategy and an external customer needs (Kingman-
Brundage et al. 1995: Flie  and Kleinaltenkamp 2004). The executer of the service 
strategy and the performer of the service strategy are sandwiched between the manager 
with the service strategy and the external customer with individual customer needs. The 
actors that are sandwiched between the manager and the customer are often described to 
be conflicted. They face expectations from the customers about customer wants and 
needs and from the manager about corporate productivity and profitability. The 
expectations are often conflicting (e.g Solomon et al. 1985; Broderick 1998; 1999). 
Weatherly and Tansik (1993, 4) define role conflict as follows: Role conflict can be 
defined the simultaneous occurrence of two or more role expectations such that 
compliance with one would make compliance with the other more difficult. 

The crucial actors’ perspectives on service encounters are detailed in the following 
subchapters. First, the manager perspective is described with the help of the service 
strategy perspective on service encounters. Thereafter, the supervisor perspective is 
described by implementation of the service strategy. Then, the front stage employee’s 
perspective is described by illustrating the front stage employee as a performer of the 
service strategy. Finally, the external customer’s perspective is described by illustrating 
a customer who may perform his service role as a co-producer or, as a consumer 
(service recipient). External customers, however, are free to choose which service 

22 See also Chung-Herrera, Goldschmidt and Hoffman (2004, 241); Bitner et al. (1994); Norling and 
Olsen (1996, 189-200); Hummel (1991, 33) 
23 Service design and New Service Development studies 
24 Service quality studies 
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provider to use and switch the service provider in any case of dissatisfaction with the 
service.

2.3.1. The manager as a creator of the service strategy 

The manager occupies the strategic layer, and acts below the line of strategic planning. 
The strategic perspective can be considered to be synonymous with the service manager 
perspective on service encounters. Edvardsson and Enquist (2002, 159) define a service 
strategy as both plans for the future and patterns of the past, including norms and value. 
Korkman (2006, 176) claims that a service strategy usually means a sort of mission, 
goal, direction or calling that binds the organization together into a sort of joint doing. 
In this study, a service strategy is defined as a long-term plan to satisfy target customer 
needs effectively to yield corporate profit.  

Applying the theater metaphor, the manager could be depicted as a scriptwriter who 
writes the script how the service ought to be co-produced so that it results in customer 
satisfaction and value for money, as well as, in corporate productivity and profitability. 
Thus, customer satisfaction is only one dimension of the strategic perspective on service 
encounters (Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Meehan 1996)25. The manager needs to balance 
between customer satisfaction and corporate productivity, and set financial goals for 
revenues and corporate profit. 

The manager needs to design a service offering26 that meets the target customer needs. 
Thus, the key strategic question is which customers the service provider wants to attract 
and retain (Gutek et al. 2000, 137). Therefore, there is a need to segment the customers 
and choose the target customers before developing the service offering. Halbesleben and 
Bukley (2003) and Webster (1989) define segmentation of a service firm as recruitment 
of partial employees. The service provider needs to recruit customers that are willing to 
co-operate and co-produce the service in an expected way. In self service restaurants, 
for instance, customers serve their own meals at salad bars and buffets, actually cook 
their meals in some instances and may clean up when finished (Kelley et al. 1990). The 
customer is expected to get satisfaction and value for money since she is expected to be 
the kind of customer who prefers quick and standardized service in addition to be 
willing to perform a part of the service work for the sake of low prices. On the contrary, 
in fine dining restaurants the customer is expected to co-produce the service in another 
way. The customer tastes the wine and provides information about its quality, eats 
slowly with time, and dresses well for the meal. The customer is expected to get 
satisfaction and value for money since she is expected to be the kind of customer who 
prefers customized service and dining with time (slow food) and is willing to pay for it. 

Haywood-Farmer’s (1988) three dimensional model of service categorization is 
commonly used to depict customers’ different service quality expectations. The model 
points out how service can differ significantly in three dimensions. The three 
dimensions illustrate 1) the degree of contact and interaction, 2) the degree of labour 

25 Strategic perspective on service firms is often referred to market orientation. 
26 Developing a service offering is described with a three stage approach: conceptualizing, systematizing 
and servicizing (Grönroos 2007, 447). 
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intensity and 3) the degree of service customization. The degree of customer contact and 
interaction refers to the length of time the customer is in contact with the service. The 
degree of  labour intensity means the number of personnel that is used in delivering the 
service (e.g. technology versus human resources). The degree of customization means 
how standardized the service is compared to each customer’s individual needs. When 
the segmentation of service customers is based on service quality expectations, the 
customers are expected to be co-operative in the interactions with the service. In a fast 
food restaurant the customers are expected to interact with low contact, low labor 
intensity and standardized service. In a fine dining restaurant the customers are expected 
to interact with high contact, high labor intensity and customized service (adapted from 
Cook, Bowen, Chase, Dasu, Stewart and Tanski 1999, 166). 

Gebauer et al. (2005, 20) claim that a successful service offering cannot be developed 
without a comprehensive understanding of the market in terms of customer needs, 
market potential and future service trends. The manager and the external customer are 
physically distant to each other in an open service system. Thus, they seldom interact 
with each other face-to-face or voice-to-voice. Therefore, the manager needs to listen to 
customers with multiple research methods to retain customers and to draw new potential 
customers (Wirtz and Tomlin 2000; Berry and Parasuraman 1997). The study of Berry 
and Parasuramann (1997) on service quality information system claims that service 
firms need to gather data from and about customers with different research methods like 
mystery shopping, market surveys with questionnaires, comment cards, Internet 
feedback etc. since no single method is perfect, thus some methods fulfill the limitations 
of the other methods.  

The studies of Glynn and Brannick (1998), Brannick et al. (2002) and Glynn et al. 
(2003) state that service providers who gather information about and from customers 
with multiple research methods (“total listening organizations”) contribute to better 
business performance than the organizations that use hardly any listening practices27

(“deaf or hard of hearing organizations”). Figure 9 displays the impact of listening 
practices on business performance that was found by Glynn et al. (2003, 318). The 
“listening organizations” that gather customer information with multiple listening 
practices proved to provide better service performance and thus better financial 
performance in terms of profit and loss accounts. On the contrary, the “deaf 
organizations” that hardly use any customer listening practices proved to provide worse 
service performance and lower business performance in terms of profit and loss 
accounts.   

Listening practices Service performance Business performance

Figure 9 Listening practices’ impact on business performance 

The study of Glynn and Brannick (1998) has, however, its limitations. A service firm 
that uses multiple research methods to gather customer information can be a well-

27 The authors use the concept of listening practices to describe the multiple research methods the 
company uses for acquiring customer information. 
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managed organization in many other ways and thus, its action results in good business 
performance. 

The service provider is constrained to provide the service offering to customers 
effectively to yield corporate profit. The traditional manufacturing-based productivity 
models are not always compatible with service firms that are open systems.28 Thus, in 
the service context the service productivity is defined as a function of internal 
effectiveness (cost efficiency) and external effectiveness (revenue efficiency or how 
service quality is perceived). Additionally, in the service context productivity and 
service quality should not be managed as separate processes (Chase and Haynes 
2000).29  Service quality and service productivity are two sides of the same coin 
(Gummesson 1998). Moreover, service productivity is influenced by demand. Thus, a 
third element of service productivity is management of demand or capacity efficiency. 
Service providers cannot use inventories to cope with excess capacity or excess 
demand, as a manufacturer of physical products can. When demand exceeds what can 
be managed with existing resources external efficiency decreases (perceived service 
quality). However, when demand is low the service provider’s resources will be 
underutilized, therefore the internal efficiency decreases. (Grönroos and Ojasalo 2004). 

Service logic points out that the customer has a role in quality and productivity, thus 
customers influence productivity through co-production (Gummesson 1998; Ojasalo 
1999; Grönroos and Ojasalo 2004). The customer who has not adopted his role in 
quality and productivity slows down the service processes, and often causes extra work 
to service employees. Thus, training customers to perform their role in quality and 
productivity increases productivity.

In the service context revenues are dependent on customer satisfaction, thus a decrease 
in costs may result in a decrease in customer satisfaction and revenues since satisfied 
customers are assumed to be a source of revenue. The matter is, however, even a more 
complex issue since a decrease in costs does not results in a liner decrease in revenues. 
If cost reduction leads to lost revenues, but the decline in revenues is less than the cost 
savings that have been achieved, profitability still improves. However, this may be a 
short-sighted strategy because in the long run it may lead to a negative image and 
negative word of mouth, which can have a further negative effect on revenues. Thus, a 
decrease in costs may lead to a bigger drop in revenues than the savings on the cost side. 
If this is the case profitability declines in the long run. On the other hand, a company 
can also improve profitability by increasing costs and thus attempt to improve customer 
satisfaction and increase in revenues. If revenues increase more than costs, profitability 
goes up. (Ojasalo 1999; Grönroos and Ojasalo 2004; Gummesson 1998; Grönroos 2007, 
233-258)

Figure 10 depicts the service strategy which highlights the meaning of co-operation 
between the target customer and the service provider in service co-production. The 
service is targeted to the kind of a customer who is expected to get satisfaction and 

28 See Dobni (2004); Dobni and Brent (2000) 
29 Managing service quality and productivity as one unique process has gained little attention in service 
management literature. The focus on service management literature has been on customer satisfaction, 
and service productivity has been overlooked. 
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value for money by being co-operative and performing his role in quality and 
productivity in service encounters (Haywood-Farmer 1988). The service provider is 
constrained to co-produce the service effectively to yield corporate profit and to stay on 
the market. 

Co-operation in
commercial
interactions

Corporate
productivity

Satisfaction and
value for money

Service provider Target customer

Expected mutual roles in quality and productivity

Corporate profit

Figure 10 Service strategy 

Gummesson (1998) describes quality, productivity and profit as a triplet in which all the 
“triplets” serve the purpose of making service operations efficient. Thus, evaluating 
service from a service firm perspective is evaluating how well the service firm succeeds 
with regard to quality, productivity and financial outcomes. In the service context 
service quality and service productivity emerge from three sources: the part of the 
service provider’s work being done independently of the customer, the part of the 
customer’s work being done independently of the provider, and the work the customer 
and the service provider do in interaction. (Gummesson 1998, 9). 

2.3.2. The supervisor as an executer of the service strategy 

The supervisor occupies the operational layer and acts below the line of 
operationalization. Thus, the supervisor acts with service operations. Schneider, Hayes, 
Lim and Raver (2003, 123) claim that implementing the service strategy is the human
side of the service strategy. The supervisor acts as an intermediate between the service 
strategy and the customer by operationalizing the service strategy into service 
encounters with multiple internal service processes. Borucki and Burke (1999, 945) 
define the service supervisor’s task in the following way:  

If the organization is to deliver service along dimensions that customers perceive quality 
service, then its internal environment and subsystems must be co-ordinated and managed to 
facilitate the attainment of the desired level of service. 

The theater metaphor depicts the supervisor as the director of the script. Thus, in theater 
terms the supervisor’s role at the operational layer could be described as follows: There 
is a need to recruit actors on the front stage and back stage, decide the roles, conduct the 
budget for the play and allocate the resources, integrate the front stage and the back 
stage acts, and train actors to perform their roles (Williams and Andersson 2005). A 
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supervisor needs to follow the script and he needs to operationalize it within the limits 
of a budget.  Cameron and Gillespie (1980) claim that the director can be a coach, an 
advisor, an encourager or even a dictator depending on his style to direct the script. 
However, regardless of the supervisor’s style to direct he must be within the script and 
with the lead actors. Therefore, the supervisor needs to recruit the kind of employees 
that are compatible with the script, train them to perform their roles on the front stage, 
integrate the front stage and back stage actions, follow the budget for labor and material 
expenses. Ultimately, the supervisor is concerned about the customer satisfaction so that 
the service firm reaches the budgeted sales. 

As the director of the script, the supervisor may give the front stage employees the 
freedom to improvise the script on the front stage if the unexpected customer needs or 
events demand that on the front stage. That freedom is called the empowerment of front 
stage employees (Bowen and Lawler III 1992; 1995; Chebat and Kollias 2000). When 
the frontline employees are empowered to make situational decisions at the customer
interface the customer service becomes more customer-oriented. For instance, if the 
customer requests substitutions for the restaurant menu the empowered waiter can 
evaluate the request and situation and permit the substitutions after dealing with the 
restaurant kitchen. She does not need to answer: “No it is against our rules, I will have 
to check with my supervisor.” Furthermore, in the case of customer dissatisfaction and 
customer complaint the frontline employees can be empowered to recover the service 
failure so that it will be handled at the customer interface during the service encounter. 
Thus, the customer does not need to call or send Internet feedback to the supervisor the 
following day to complain and request for a recovery. 

The service strategy serves as the foundation upon which the components of the service 
processes are built (Goldstein, Johnston, Duffy and Rao 2002, 132). Operationalizing 
the restaurant’s service strategy like provision of low price fast food for target 
customers who appreciate speed of the restaurant service and standardized service 
means recruiting only a few front stage employees with average technical skills. Next, 
purchasing readymade raw materials like frozen pizza bottoms to guarantee low labor 
and raw material expenses in order to give target customers low prices. If the service 
strategy is to provide fancy gastronomique experiences for high prices, the supervisor 
needs to operationalize the service strategy in a way that contributes to that kind of 
service experience: recruit highly professional and experienced cooks and waiters, 
purchase high quality raw materials etc. 

The supervisor’s role in service co-production could also be depicted as a three cornered 
fight between customer satisfaction, employee satisfaction and corporate productivity 
(Bateson 1985). For instance, staffing more employees to serve customers might lead to 
employee satisfaction and be good service from the customer viewpoint, but it might 
results in a decrease in corporate profitability. Staffing fewer employees to cut labor 
costs may also lead to longer waiting times for customers and thus a decrease in 
customer satisfaction. Deterioration of customer satisfaction may lead to a loss of 
customers and negative word of mouth, thereby decreasing revenues. 

Figure 11 depicts the supervisor’s conflicted role between the employee, customer and 
corporate productivity and profitability.
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Figure 11 Supervisor role to balance customer and employee satisfaction with corporate 
productivity and profitability  

The supervisor’s task in operationalizing the service strategy is multiple. However, the 
literature pinpoints the supervisor as a leader who is bound to reach the corporate goals 
with the help of the service employees.  

Den Hartog and Verburg (2002, 160) define the supervisor’s role as follows:

On a daily basis, lower level managers and the first line supervisors are essential. They provide 
service employees on the shop floor with information, stimulate service related behaviour, 
provide employees with support and feedback, and evaluate their performance. 

2.3.3. The front stage employee as a performer of the service strategy 

The front stage employee occupies the front stage at the tactical layer and acts across 
the line of interaction with customers, and across the line of visibility with the back 
stage employees in service processes.  

With the theater metaphor, the front stage employee could be described as an actor who 
performs his role on the front stage as scripted by the manager and directed by the 
director (Stuart and Tax 2004; Grove et al. 1998). Moreover, the front stage employee 
acts as an intermediary between the customer and the back stage, and gives the 
customer the desired impression of the co-operation between these two. 

The lead actors’ role performances are prodigiously intertwined with the script, the 
director and the other lead actors (William and Andersson 2005). The supervisor as a 
director of the role performances carries more weight on the lead actors’ performances 
than the script (Williams and Anderson 2005).  In the case of missing direction and lack 
of empowerment the front stage actors face role conflict that may be followed by role 
ambiguity.  

Unlike the customer, who may have a service encounter with a restaurant service 
provider once or twice a month, a front stage employee encounters numerous customers 
during a working day. Front stage employees co-produce or, co-consume the service in 
service encounters with customers. Thus, front stage employees are claimed to have 
better understanding of customer needs and problems than others in service provision 
(Bitner et al. 1994, 96). Moreover, the front stage employee is able to compare service 



43

encounters with different customers, and different customers’ actions in service 
encounters (Zemke and Anderson 1990). Figure 12 depicts service encounters from a 
front stage employee perspective. The front stage employee may feel the service 
encounters more rewarding with customers who perform their role in quality and 
productivity. In figure 12 customer D represents the type of customer to whom the 
service is targeted. Thus, encountering and serving such a customer should be pleasant 
for the front stage employee (interactive service quality). 

Front stage employees are typically relatively low in the hierarchy of the organization 
but in their service roles they are in contact with the external world of the organization. 
Thus, they are in a position to respond to customers, but they must also respond to the 
demands placed on them by management (Chung and Schneider 2002, 71; Bettencourt 
and Brown 2003). The front stage employee faces legitimate authority and constraints 
how to act with customers from his superior at the operational layer (constraints to co-
produce the service effectively) and the demands of customers.  Moreover, the front 
stage employee often faces constraints from the part of the back stage employees who 
do not have direct customer contacts. Thus, he faces the dilemma of “serving multiple 
masters” by being in a subordinate position for at least two superiors (Chung and 
Schneider 2002, 71). 

Service encounter with a restaurant customer A

Service encounter with a restaurant customer B

Service encounter with a restaurant customer C

Service encounter with a restaurant customer D

Line of interaction

Line of visibility
The front stage employee

Line of operationalization
Back stage employees

The supervisor

Service encounter with a restaurant customer E

Figure 12 Front stage employee perspective on service encounters 

The studies of Bitner et al. (1994) and Schneider (1980) claim that people who work in 
customer service are willing to serve customers well (“front stage employees are truly 
customer oriented”). Moreover, Weatherly and Tansik (1992, 5) claim that front stage 
employees may identify themselves psychologically with customers. Rafaeli (1989) 
stated that customers have a great deal of immediate influence over service employees, 
while management influence was legitimate, but remote. Front stage employees are 
physically close to customers, they spend time together, customers give feedback about 
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perceived service to front stage employees, and moreover employees know that 
customers are crucial to their jobs. 

2.3.4. The customer as a co-producer, and as a consumer 

The customer occupies the front stage and acts across the line of interaction with front 
stage employees in service encounters. The customer represents the external 
environment and thus, an open part of the service system. The individual customer is 
free to choose which service provider to use, specifically in a field where there are 
numerous equally attractive service providers available and customers are not 
committed to any long-term relationship such as in restaurant service encounters. A 
fundamental difference between the customer as a “partial employee” and an employee 
is that the service provider has no formal authority over the customer during a service 
encounter. Thus, the customer is regarded as a main source of uncertainty and as a 
negative factor (Mills, Chase and Mangulies 1983; Shamir 1080, 742). The customer is 
not always committed to the particular service provider in the same way as the 
employees are. Customers may interact with one particular service provider only once, 
specifically in encounter-based industries where customers are not in relationships with 
the service provider (Gutek et al. 2000).

Beardsworth and Bryman (1999) claim that the customer perspective on commercial 
hospitality is the transition from a situation in which eating as a leisure activity and the 
indulgence of a refined culinary taste are the prerogatives of an aristocratic elite, to a 
situation in which such indulgences are available to all those who can pay the asking 
price of the dishes and services in question. Lockwood and Jones (2000, 173) claim that 
the customers are aware that the service and setting they receive are part of a profit-
oriented commercial operation. The customers do not mind as long as they feel that they 
get value for their money. The customer needs to balance between the service he 
perceives and the amount of money he spends on it. 

The external customer represents the external environment, thus she is able to have 
service encounters with the competitive service providers. Moreover, the customer is 
able to compare the service provided by competitive service providers. Figure 13 
depicts the restaurant customer who has service encounters with different restaurants. 
The customer perceives the service above the line of visibility without knowing the 
service strategy, and the target customer the service is aimed at. Thus, the customer is 
not aware of his expected role in quality and productivity. The customer can, however, 
perceive the service strategy by perceiving what can be seen above the line of visibility 
like the fellow customers, the servicecape, the menu of the restaurant, the waiters etc. 
Usually the only human actor the customer meets in service encounters is the front stage 
employee. Thus, for many customers the front stage employee is the service (Solomon 
et al. 1985) and “the face” of the service provider. In figure 13, the interior of the boxes 
depicts the type of service strategy and the type of a customer. The restaurant customer 
is the kind of customer that the service is targeted to in restaurant C. Thus, it is expected 
that the customer perceives satisfaction and value for his money in service encounters 
that occur in restaurant C.
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Figure 13 Customer’s perspective on service encounters  

The customer is not always aware of how a service provider expects her to perform in 
the role as a co-producer in service encounters, specifically in the case when the 
customer enters the system for the first time. Johnson and Clarke (2001) claim that a 
customer has, however, an idea or an image of an expected co-productive action 
regardless of whether it has been defined by word of mouth or other sources or from 
previous service encounters. When the customer enters a fine dining restaurant he has 
expectations of what will happen during the service encounter (adapted from Leigh and 
Rethans 1984, 23)30.

For example, upon entering a restaurant, the customer’s expectations of how to act in a 
restaurant would be activated and begin to guide behaviour. The expectations would contain a 
standard sequence of typical activities in a restaurant from the point of view of the customer. 
Customer expectations might include talking to the hostess, being shown to a table, reading the 
wine list, and so forth. The expectations include standard roles to be played, standard objects 
ordinary conditions for entering the activity, a standard sequence of scenes or actions wherein 
one action enables the next and normal results from performing each activity successfully. 
Customer expectations enable the restaurant goer to understand what is observed and to plan 
and execute conventional activities indicated for the situation. 

Steward and Chase (1999) state that conflict between the expectations of the customer 
and the service provider is the major source of customer dissatisfaction. In most cases 
the choice of the customer’s co-productive action is left in the hands of each customer 
and it is hoped that individual customers select to co-produce the service in a way that is 
close to the expected one31.

As a consumer or a service recipient the customer asks: How do I get what I want? As a 
co-producer the customer asks: What is my role and how do I perform it? (Kingman-
Brundage et al. 1995). Mills and Morris (1986, 728) claim that the individual customer 

30 The authors use a concept of a script in the original citation to depict how a customer’s action in a 
certain situation is guided by a pattern of behaviour stored in memory. 
31 see also Bateson (2002a, 207) 
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is more oriented towards consumption of the output than its production. Moreover, a 
number of authors (Manolis et al. 2001; Schembri and Sandberg 2002; Schembri 2006, 
Kellye et al. 1990, 315) claim that customers do not generally think of themselves as 
“partial employees” or as members of service firms. Customers think themselves rather 
as service recipients who pay for service and want to get satisfaction and value for their 
money. In the theater terms, the customer could be described as an audience member 
who pays for the ticket and observes the play (Williams and Andersson 2005). Thus, 
customers seldom, if ever, blame themselves for dissatisfaction with the service, being 
“wrong customers” to whom the service is not targeted or “problem customers” who are 
not co-operative in service encounters (Bitner et al. 1994). 

The existing studies on service quality have traditionally defined service quality as how 
the customer as a consumer defines it (Lengnick-Hall 1996). Thus, there is a large 
number of studies on the customer’s perception of service (Grönroos 1984; 
Parasuraman et al. 1985; Cronin and Taylor 1992;1994; Bouding et al. 1993; 
Sureshchandar et al. 2001; Jain and Gupta 2004). This study is naturally interested in 
the customer’s perception of service. However, this study points out that the customer 
perspective on co-produced service is not the only viewpoint on service encounters. The 
other crucial actors have viewpoints on the co-produced service and thus, on service 
encounters as well.32 A number of service management authors have strived to model 
the customer’s evaluation of a consumption experience, since customer satisfaction or 
rather satisfied customers are thought to be a prerequisite for customer loyalty and long 
term relationships which in turn are believed to a basic for revenues and profitability. It 
is certainly, however, important to understand how customers really view their service 
encounters (Srijumpa et al. 2007, 174). The customer’s perception of service is 
commonly defined as a gap between the customer’s expectations and actual service they 
receive (Johns and Kivelä 2001). There are a number of studies that discuss customers’ 
expectations of quality service. These studies regard expectations as an ideal of what 
“should be” provided. The studies state, moreover, that there is an assumption that 
customers “should” have previously visited the establishment or at least are familiar 
with its brand name (Bhandari et al. 2007, 176). 

In this study, customer perceived service or customer perceived service quality, service 
encounters and service experiences are used as synonyms.  The customer service 
experience is defined as a dynamic, holistic and subjective experience that cannot be 
measured with numerical scales. Customers as consumers evaluate the service in 
regards to those elements that they actually experience during the service encounters. 
(e.g. Schembri 2006; Obenour et al. 2006, 36; Fache 2000; Grönroos 2000, 46; 
Patterson, Watson, Williams and Roggenbuck 1998). 

The well-known service quality models like SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al. 1985) and 
PSQ (Perceived Service Quality) (Grönroos 1984) depict how the customer as a 
consumer perceives service, and which criteria he uses in evaluating a consumption 
experience. The perceived service quality (PSQ) model defines perceived service as an 
outcome of two service dimensions: technical quality (what) and functional quality 
(how). The technical quality describes the outcome of a consumption experiences: Did 

32 The argument is based on the ontological and epistemological choices of the study. 
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the customer get what he wanted and expected? The functional quality describes the 
service process: How did the customer get what he wanted and expected? 33

2.4. Chapter summary 

This chapter provides the first step towards answering the research question. The 
purpose of the chapter is to justify the choice to investigate service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services from a multi-role perspective, and then reflect 
on service firms’ action upon negative incidents as an outcome of the crucial actors’ 
actions.  

The basic concepts of the study are defined: service co-production and service quality as 
an interlinked concept with the service encounter. 

In the study, service co-production is defined as commercial interaction between the customer 
and the service provider that aims at customer satisfaction and value for money, as well as 
corporate productivity and profitability. Service quality is defined as an outcome of commercial 
interactions between the customer and the service provider, in which both parties assess their 
expectations and perceptions of the commercial interaction processes.  

The early service management authors (Langeard and Eiglier 1987; Carlzon 1987; 
Grönroos 1990) framework of an open service system is described as a platform to 
understand the interfaces and constraints of the actors who act at the different 
hierarchical layers of an open service system. In an open service system the external 
customer is an integrated part of the system like “a partial employee” who co-produces 
and perceives the service above the line of visibility (Mills and Morris 1986). The open 
service system is divided into strategic, operational and tactical layers. The tactical layer 
is further, divided by the line of visibility into front stage and back stage. 

The strategic, operational and tactical layers are occupied by actors that are called 
crucial actors in the study. They are called crucial actors in the study since they all have 
a crucial role in service firms’ customer-oriented action. They all deal with customer 
information: source of information or information provision (a customer), or 
acquisition, transmission dissemination and utilization of information (front stage 
employees, supervisors, managers). 

The actors at the different hierarchical layers have different knowledge of service firms’ 
action, and different interests in service encounters. Thus, the actors at the different 
hierarchical layers filter the service encounter through different perspectives. 
Gummesson (1991) claims that as long as possible the different perspectives should be 
in harmony with each other. However, customer satisfying service often means low 
productivity, thus low profitability. Satisfying service from the customer perspective 

33 Due to the large number of perceived service quality studies there is a whole body of literature on 
service quality attributes. The attributes are not overlooked in the study although the study is not 
interested in service quality attributes as such. The following seven criteria are put forward as a guideline 
based on a solid body of empirical and conceptual practical experience: professionalism and skills, 
attitudes and behavior, accessibility and flexibility, reliability and trustworthiness, service recovery, 
servicescape, reputation and credibility (Grönroos 2007, 90).  



48

may be unprofitable service from the manager perspective. Profitable service from the 
manager’s perspective may be standardized and impersonal from the customer’s 
perspective.

The manager is described as a creator of the service strategy, which aims to yield 
corporate profit by co-producing customer satisfying service with the target customer 
effectively. In the service strategy the service is targeted to the customer whose service 
quality expectations are in alignment with the provided service. The manager is 
physically distant from the customer interface, has a holistic picture of the service firm’s 
action and studies the co-produced service from the service strategy perspective. 

The supervisor is described as an executer of the service strategy. The supervisor 
conducts the service operations in a way that balance the often-conflicting demands of 
customer satisfaction and service productivity. The supervisor acts as an intermediate 
between the service strategy and the customer by operationalizing the service strategy 
into service encounters with multiple internal service processes. The supervisor acts at 
the back office, but is close to the customer interface, and aims to balance the needs of 
customers, employees and corporate productivity. 

The front stage employee is described as a performer of the service strategy at the 
customer interface. The front stage employee faces a number of different customers at 
the customer interface, and co-produces or co-consumes service encounters with 
different customers. Front stage employees are relatively low in the organizational 
hierarchy, but in the service roles they are in contact with the external world of the 
organization (customers). Thus, front stage employees respond to the needs of 
customers, but they must also respond to the demands placed on them by superior 
actors.

Customers represent the external environment and thus, the open part of the service 
system. The customer is free to choose which service provider to use and switch the 
service provider in any case of dissatisfaction, specifically in an encounter-based 
industry. The customer is regarded as a main source of uncertainty and as a negative 
factor in an open service system since the service provider has no formal authority over 
the customer. The customer is expected to be a target customer and perform his role as 
designated in the service strategy. The stream of literature claims, however, that the 
customer is more oriented towards consumption of the output than its production. Thus, 
the customer does not always perceive that he has an impact on the outcome of the co-
produced service.

The reviewed literature on the open service system and on the actors at the different 
hierarchical layers, called crucial actors in the study is summed up into a proposition 
that is further studied and interpreted in the empirical study.  

Based on the reviewed literature, the study proposes that the crucial actors have 
different knowledge and different interests in service encounters, thus they interpret 
service encounters through different perspectives. The different perspectives emerge 
when something goes wrong in a seamless open service system that is expected to 
follow the service strategy. For the purpose of the study, it is relevant to acknowledge 



49

the different perspectives that exist in an open service system, since actors’ actions are 
subsequently guided by their interpretations. 

Chapter 2 provides an underpinning to the rest of the study. In the chapter service logic 
and the service firm as an open service system are described. Therefore, the chapter is 
descriptive in nature rather than any critical literature review. In the rest of the study the 
negative incidents are set in an open service system, and it is investigated how such 
negative incidents are acted upon in service firms. 

In the next chapter, the other, the unexpected commercial interaction that result in 
customer dissatisfaction, and may lead to a customer complaint is discussed. 
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3 NEGATIVE INCIDENTS IN AN OPEN SERVICE SYSTEM 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the second step of the theoretical background 
to answer to the research question: 

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

The chapter sheds light on service firms’ action upon negative incidents by reviewing 
the literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action as well as service 
recovery and complaint management. Subchapter 2.4 is summed up into the following 
proposition: the crucial actors of a service firm’s customer-oriented action have 
different knowledge of the service system and different objectives for service 
encounters. Thus, the crucial actors filter the service from different perspectives, and the 
different perspectives emerge when negative incidents occur. 

The basic concepts of the study are service co-production and interactive service 
quality. Most of the literature that focuses on negative incidents, customer 
dissatisfaction and customer complaints, refer to the concept of customer perceived 
service quality. Thus, in those studies there is a premise that a service failure is always a 
service failure on the part of the service provider, and therefore the service provider is 
willing to receive customer complaints, recover the customer, and retain the customer. 
The chapter reviews the literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action 
as well as service recovery and complaint management (e.g. Davidow 2003; Tax and 
Brown 1998; Huppertz 2007; Hocutt et al. 2006; Voorhees et al. 2006; Singh and 
Wilkes 1996; Stephens and Gwinner 1998) by acknowledging the limitations of the 
existing studies34.  The chapter criticizes the one-sided view of the existing literature 
and provides new insights by defining the key concepts of service system breakdowns. 
The chapter aims to reflect on the crucial actors’ action upon customer dissatisfying 
service encounters or customer complaints from the crucial actors’ different 
perspectives (described in subchapter 2.3).

First, the key concepts of service system breakdowns are discussed and defined. 
Thereafter, the crucial actors’ perspectives on negative incidents and their actions upon 
them are discussed. Figure 14 depicts the content of the chapter as a flow of chapters 
and concepts. The purpose of the figure is to help the reader follow my stream of 
thinking in further building the conceptual framework as the second step of the final 
theory building. 

34 The limitations of the existing studies are outlined in the introduction of the study, in chapter 1.3. The 
existing studies on customer complaining and non-complaining studies and studies on complaint 
management are conducted from either the customer or the service provider perspectives; not from the 
service firm (service logic) perspective. Moreover, the existing studies include the premise that a service 
failure is always a service failure on the part of the service provider. 
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3.1. Key concepts of the chapter 

In this chapter the discussion moves on to negative incidents35 in the open service 
system. 

The seamless service system depicts an ideal, fully integrated system where all service 
participants co-operate for quality and productivity of the service. Failures should not or 
are not expected to occur in the service processes (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995, 
Grönroos 2007, 125). In the present study, a negative incident is used as a concept to 
describe that something has gone wrong in the expected service co-production and the 
service co-production results in customer dissatisfaction, which may lead to customer 
complaints and complaining customers.  

In the study a negative incident is defined as specific commercial interaction between the 
customer and the service provider that deviates from expected commercial interaction in a 
negative way and results in customer dissatisfaction and may lead to customer complaints and 
complaining customers in an open service system. 

A negative incident in service co-production is an unpredicted and unplanned incident 
between the customer and the service provider that deviates from the expected 
interaction in a negative way. The customer expects to get satisfaction and value for his 
money from service encounters, so a service encounter that results in customer 
dissatisfaction, is a negative incident in service co-production for the customer. The 
service provider counts on the service strategy. If the service strategy is properly 
executed and performed it should result in customer satisfaction that is effectively co-

35 The negative incident is used in some customer complaining studies (e.g. Chebat, Davidow and 
Codjovi 2005, 328) but it has not, at least to my knowledge, been defined in the studies. 
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produced and provides corporate profit. Service encounters that result in customer 
dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining customers are not expected by 
any actors. Thus, customer dissatisfaction, a customer complaint and a complaining 
customer are negative incidents for service firms. However, the system breaks down 
occasionally and negative incidents emerge.  Employees make mistakes, customers in 
the service process may cause problems for other customers or the service provider, 
customers may not know how to participate in the process and so on. It is not the service 
provider’s aim to provide customer dissatisfying service encounters and it is not the 
customer’s aim to get dissatisfied with the provided service, but negative incidents are 
bound to occur due to the human nature of service encounters (Boshoff 2007, 41; 
Reynolds and Harris 2005, 322). 

For the purpose of this study, it is important to realize that a service failure does not 
always result from a mistake made by the service provider. The customer can also cause 
service failures by misconsuminng or misbehaving in service encounters or by not being 
the kind of a customer to whom the service is targeted. However, regardless of whether 
the service provider or the customer is to blame, the service firm as an open service 
system has to remedy negative incidents. The service firm does not stay on the market 
by co-producing customer dissatisfying service or, co-producing customer satisfying 
service ineffectively.  

The matter that customer dissatisfaction with service contributes to customer switching 
or avoiding behaviour, spreading negative word of mouth and/or customer complaints is 
widely recognized in the service management literature (Keaveney 1995; Roos, 
Edvardsson and Gustafsson 2004). Thus, there is a whole stream of literature on 
complaint management and customer complaining (Stauss 2002; Stauss and Schoeler 
2004; Tax and Brown 1998; Davidow 2003; Singh and Wilkes 1996; Voorhees et al. 
2006). There are, moreover, few studies that focus on customer misconsumption or 
unjustified complaints (Lovelock 1994; Harris and Reynold 2003; 2004). The latter 
stream of literature has, however, gained little attention among customer complaint and 
complaint management studies (Harris and Reynolds 2004, 323; Landon 1977). 
Complaint management studies include the premise that customer dissatisfaction 
resulting in customer complaints is always due to a service failure on the part of the 
service provider, and thus complaint handling aims at customer retention and positive 
customer attitudes towards the service provider. In the following subchapter, the key 
concepts of customer complaining and non-complaining behaviour and complaint 
managements are discussed in light of interactive service quality. Service failure, 
customer complaint, service recovery and complaint handling and complaint 
management are discussed as they are understood and used in the present study. 

3.1.1. Service failure versus negative incident 

Service failure is traditionally used as a synonym for a service mistake. The definition 
of a service failure originates from the concept of customer perceived service quality
and it is commonly defined in the service management literature in the following way: a 
service failure occurs when the service delivery falls short of customers’ expectations 
(Hocutt et al. 2006). Such a definition does not, however, consider that the service 
provider has expectations that the customer performs his role in quality and 
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productivity. Thus, a service failure occurs likewise when the customer performance in 
service encounters falls short of the service provider’s expectations. The concept of the 
service failure is used in the study, however, in its traditional sense due to its meaning 
used in the literature. Thus, in this study a service failure means a failed service 
encounter on the part of the service provider. The concept of a negative incident is used 
as a synonym for a service breakdown or a service problem, which originate from 
service logic. A service breakdown or a service problem describes a problem in service 
co-production that can be due to a lack of co-operation and mutual understanding 
between the customer and the service provider. A service problem is not always a 
failure on the part of the service provider. In this study, a negative incident describes a 
service encounter when the co-produced service falls short of service logic expectations. 
The concept of a negative incident is chosen to be used in the study since it has a neutral 
echo for the crucial actors in an open service system.

3.1.2. Customer complaint  

Studies on customer complaining and non-complaining behavior and complaint 
management are numerous (e.g. Singh and Wilkes 1996; Stephens and Gwinner 1998; 
Voorhees et al. 2006). The customer complaint is, however, weakly defined and 
conceptualized in the literature. The customer complaint is defined as “a tool of 
improvement”, “a negative feedback” or “an expression of dissatisfaction” (Kowalski 
1996; Wirtz and Tomlin 2000; Bebko 2001). The literature on customer orientation 
defines the customer complaint as a piece of customer information (Wirtz and Tomlin 
2000; Berry and Parasuraman 1997). Thus, responsiveness to customer complaints is 
thought to be a part of the customer orientation of service firms. The study does not 
define a customer complaint as “a tool of improvement” since the driver of customer 
complaining is rarely to give the service provider a tool to improve the service (Hansen, 
Swan and Powers 1996; Prim and Pras 1999). On the contrary, the customer can 
complain to “get even” with the service provider, to get compensation for the perceived 
lost value of the money, or then just to respond in an unanticipated and dysfunctional 
way to the service provider’s customer-orientated action by misusing the service 
provider’s generous service recovery policy (Reynolds and Harris 2005, 326-327). 
Moreover, customer complaints are classified into emotional or factual complaints 
(Grönroos 2007, 126). As a matter of fact, customer dissatisfaction has been shown to 
be a minor cause of complaint (Bearden and Teel 1983; Blodgett and Granbois 1992; 
Tronvoll 2007a). The majority of customer complaining steams from emotional and 
personality factors such as the desire to attribute blame or a disposition towards 
complaining (Tronvoll 2007a, 604). The factual complaints originate from the concept 
of quality of fact (Townsend 1990).36 The factual complaint means that a service failure 
really has occurred on the part of the service provider.

36 The quality of fact has gained little attention in the main stream of service quality studies. The quality 
of fact is, however, relevant to reflect on the service provider’s complaint handling, and the contribution 
of the complaint to complaint-based improvements. In the empirical context of the study, a quality of fact 
is, for example, the quality of the meal that is correct in the eyes of the professional cook, but incorrect in 
the eyes of the customer. Entrecôte beefsteak is one typical example of a meal that is occasionally 
perceived incorrect by the customer since the customer is not aware of the nature of an entrecote 
beefsteak.  
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For the purpose of this study, it is necessary to point out that a customer complaint is a 
complex and dynamic concept that needs to be defined and conceptualized in future 
studies.

In this study, customer complaints are defined as negative customer feedback that is 
classified into justified or unjustified complaints by the service provider, which means 
that all customer complaints do not have the same status for the service provider (Prim 
and Pras 1999). 

3.1.3. Service recovery and complaint handling 

Service recovery is claimed to describe the customer orientation of service firms. 
Service recovery was introduced to the service management literature as a tool to help 
the service provider to manage service failures and complaints in a customer-oriented 
manner (Grönroos 2007, 126; Bell and Zemke 1987, 32). Service recovery is defined as 
a process that identifies service failures, effectively resolves customer problems, 
classifies their root causes, and yields data that can be integrated with other measures of 
performance to assess and improve the service system (Tax and Brown 2000, 272). 
Service recovery highlights the service provider’s proactive role in handling service 
failures. Customers should notify or complain only if the service provider has been 
unable to recover the customer proactively. Service recovery, moreover, does not make 
any difference between the justified or unjustified customer complaints. On the 
contrary, service recovery studies claim that for long-term profitability it may be wise to 
compensate customers even when they are wrong or have caused the failure 
themselves.37 Thus, in many cases service recovery is more like a routine action to 
respond to customer complaints, and does not spot the root causes for service failures to 
remedy the service system. 

Service recovery studies have not paid attention to the negative effects service 
recoveries may cause. Customers may learn to complain without any real dissatisfaction 
with the service due to the used or routine recoveries. Furthermore, recovering a 
customer who is perceived to be wrong may cause organizational stress for the front 
stage employee who has served the customer and handled the customer dissatisfaction at 
the customer interface (Shamir 1980). Furthermore, the customer who has misconsumed 
the service, or is not a target group customer and, who is compensated for an unjustified 
complaint might perceive that he was right, and the service provider was wrong. Thus, 
the customer will not learn his role in quality and productivity. Therefore, negative 
incidents with the customer will likely be repeated in future service encounters. Service 
firms do not exist for service recoveries or for complaint handling but to co-produce 
customer satisfying service encounters effectively with the customer to yield corporate 
profit. Thus, the service firm has to succeed in its task in one-time interaction or, at least 
in future interactions.  Service firms cannot become experts on service recoveries 
compensating the customer each time she complains (Maxham and Netemeyer 2002, 
57).

37 The findings to support the impact of service recoveries on customer satisfaction and future action are 
incoherent. Seawright, DeTienne, Bernhisel and Larson (2008) claim that degree of primary service 
failure and research methodology may contribute to variations in research results.  
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In this study complaint handling38 is used to describe a process where the service 
provider assesses the interactive service quality as an outcome of commercial 
interaction processes, classifies the customer complaints into unjustified or justified and 
then acts upon the customer complaints. Complaint handling describes the explicit 
processes for the customer, but also the implicit processes that occur below the line of 
visibility to remedy the service system or not.

3.1.4. Complaint management 

Complaint management originates from the ideology of service recovery. Complaint 
management aims at customer retention and to stop negative word of mouth. Complaint 
management describes the service firm’s strategy to acquire, handle and use customer 
complaints as customer information to retain the customer and to stop negative word of 
mouth. Complaint management studies have focused on the customer’s perceptions of 
service recoveries to avoid the double deviation (Bitner et al. 1990). A double deviation 
is claimed to occur when the customer’s perceptions of the perceived service falls short 
of his expectations, and thereafter the customer’s perceptions of the service providers’ 
service recovery falls short of customer expectations. Complaint management literature 
does not, however, provide any corrective actions, called complaint-based 
improvements by Homburg and Fürst (2007), taken by the service provider to remedy 
the service system.  

Complaint management literature is interested in customer complaint acquisition as a 
piece of customer information, and complaint handling to retain the complaining 
customers and stop the eventual negative word of mouth. A number of studies state that 
most of customers that have been dissatisfied with service do not complain, and the 
ones who do complain are not satisfied with the service provider’s responsiveness to the 
customer complaint (Rust, Subramanian and Wells 1992; Hoffman and Chung 1999; 
Voorhees et al. 2006). Thus, complaint management literature has focused on studies 
about customer satisfying recoveries (Hoffman and Chung 1999; Davidow 2003) and 
complaint acquisition. Gilly et al. (1991) claim that complaint management can be 
viewed as a problem of information processing within the organization. Gilly et al. 
(1991, 300) also claim that what is not always clear in the information processing 
models is how the information processing system works in practice. Does the type of 
complaint have an impact on its processing across the organization? Does the customer 
provide complaints about service failures? Figure 15 illustrates complaint management 
as the service provider’s tool to acquire, handle and use customer complaints as any 
other customer information for the customer orientation of service firms (adapted from 
Gilly et al 1991, 300). 

38 The definition of complaint handling that is used in the study deviates from the definition of Grönroos 
(2007, 126). Grönroos defines complaint handling as a goods-related failure handling where customers 
are requested to make formal complaints, which are then handled in an administrative way.  
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Figure 15 Complaint management as a tool to guide information processing within a service firm 

In this chapter, complaint management is defined as the service provider’s strategy to 
encourage customer complaining, gather customer complaints as a part of customer 
information, and to act upon customer complaints to retain the customer and to stop 
negative word of mouth. 

3.1.5. Complaint-based improvements 

Due to the complex and dynamic nature of customer complaints and the lack of a 
unified definition and conceptualization of a customer complaint, there are few studies 
on utilization of customer complaints to improve service quality for future service 
encounters. Homburg and Fürst (2007) have, however, introduced the concept of 
complaint-based improvement. They define complaint-based improvements as the 
degree to which the complainant has the impression that the service firm makes an 
effort to avoid the problem in the future. In this study, the complaint-based 
improvement is defined as the degree to which the customer or the service provider has 
the impression or knowledge that the service firm makes an effort to avoid the problem 
in the future.  

The concepts of service failure, customer complaints, service recoveries, and complaint 
management paint the picture of conceptualized service firms with blueprinted service 
processes that circumscribe the crucial actors’ actions in complaint handling.  This 
study considers the crucial actors at the different hierarchical layers as active 
interpreters of negative incidents but, the study acknowledges that the human actors in 
service provision are corporate actors. Thus, they are at least partly circumscribed by 
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corporate norms of complaint management despite their interpretations of justification 
or non-justification of the complaint.  

The negative incidents can be due to service firms’ strategic, operational or tactical 
issues. Thus, the negative incidents can be blamed on any actor at the strategic, 
operational or tactical layers, including the customer. This study proposes that negative 
incidents are interpreted by all the crucial actors, and that the crucial actors interpret the 
negative incidents from different perspectives (described in subchapter 2.3). 
Additionaly, the crucial actors’ actions upon negative incidents are subsequently guided 
by their interpretations. The premise of the study is that the service firm as an entity 
does not act upon negative incidents, but the crucial actors are the ones who act upon 
negative incidents. Thus, the study is interested in investigating each crucial actor’s 
interpretation of customer dissatisfying service encounters and customer complaints. 
More specifically, this study investigates the following question: 

What did happen in the service encounter and why did the service encounter result in customer 
dissatisfaction, and eventually in a customer complaint?  What can one crucial actor do to 
ensure that the same dissatisfying service encounter or the same customer complaint will not 
occur in future service encounters with the same or with other customers? 

3.2. The perspectives of crucial actors on negative incidents 

The crucial actors have different positions and different knowledge of the service 
system as well as different objectives for service encounters (described in subchapter 
2.3). Thus, the crucial actors filter the negative incidents through different perspectives. 
The different perspectives emerge when negative incidents emerge. The following 
subchapters discuss customer dissatisfaction, and customer complaining: first customer 
complaining is discussed from the customer perspective, then from the front stage 
employee’s perspective and from the supervisor’s and the manager’s perspectives. 

3.2.1. The customer as a trigger of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services 

The customer is the one who enters an open service system and perceives the service 
above the line of visibility. Thus, the service firm’s action upon negative incidents starts 
from a customer dissatisfying service encounter, or from a customer complaint. 
Therefore, a dissatisfied customer is the trigger of the service firm’s action upon 
negative incidents. A customer dissatisfying service encounter is a negative state of 
mind, which the customer acts upon, at least to some degree in order to get recovered. 
The existing literature on customer complaining usually divides customers’ actions 
towards a dissatisfying service encounter into “no action” and “take action” (Mason and 
Himes 1973). This study disagrees with such a division and claims that the customer 
always somehow acts upon his dissatisfaction with the service. Exit or switching the 
service provider is the customer’s action and a part of the service firm’s action.  

Customer dissatisfaction with service is commonly used as a synonym for perceived bad 
service or perceived bad service quality (e.g. Grönroos 2007, 89). Customer 
dissatisfaction is commonly defined as a function of perceived discrepancies between 
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prior expectations of the service and the actual performance of service (Oliver 1980). 
When the perceived performance falls short of expectations, the customer becomes 
dissatisfied. The definition is based on the assumption that the customer has certain 
expectations about the service provider. The customer may have prior experiences or 
fellow customers’ experiences of the same service provider or the service provider’s 
branding has had an influence on customers’ expectations of the service provider (Johns 
and Kivelä 2001). Customer dissatisfaction is a negative state of mind and the customer 
is claimed to have coping strategies to recover from perceived dissatisfaction with the 
service (e.g. Stephens and Gwinner 1998). 

The customer’s commonly used coping strategies to recover from dissatisfaction with 
the service and the feeling of not receiving value for money are switching or avoiding 
the service provider, spreading negative word of mouth and/or complaining to the 
service provider (Hirschman 1970; Huefner and Hunt 1994: Tronvoll 2007b). 

Customer dissatisfaction is defined as the customer’s overall evaluation of a consumption 
experience that results in negative thoughts towards the service provider and can contribute to 
customer disloyalty or switching behavior and negative word of mouth.  

A number of authors on customer complaints claim that the majority of customers do 
not complain about dissatisfying service encounters (Hocutt et al. 2006, Stephens and 
Gwinner 1998, Voorhees et al. 2006). Best and Andreasen (1977) referred to the 
phenomena of customer complaining action with the tip of the iceberg metaphor. They 
depicted the emerged customer complaints as the tip of the iceberg, which means that 
the number of complaints in response to customer dissatisfaction is considerably lower 
than that of customer dissatisfying service encounters.  

Moreover, the main stream of customer complaint and complaint management studies 
claim that, a customer should always complain in the case of dissatisfaction with the 
service. Stephens and Gwinner (1998, 172) concluded the authors’ claims in the 
following way:

A customer who does not complain to the service provider when dissatisfied is of special 
concern to management for several reasons. First, the service provider loses the opportunity to 
remedy the problem and retain a customer. Second, the service provider’s reputation can be 
damaged from negative word of mouth actions taken by dissatisfied customers resulting in the 
loss of potential and current customers. Finally, the service provider is deprived of valuable 
feedback about the quality of its service. 

Service management literature suggests that as an integrated part of a service firm, and 
as a partial employee (Mills and Morris 1986), one of the customer’s roles is to provide
feedback about perceived service, specifically in the case of perceived bad service, to 
give the service provider a chance to improve the service for future service interactions 
(Bitner et al. 1997). The studies of Bearden and Teel (1983), Blodgett and Granbois 
(1992) claim, however, that customer dissatisfaction is a minor cause of customer 
complaining. Thus, the customers do not complain to help the service provider to 
improve the service. The driver of customer complaining is more to get compensation 
for the lost value for money or to get even with the service provider (retaliation) 
(Huefner and Hunt 1994).
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The customer’s action upon dissatisfying service encounters can be understood by 
reflecting on a customer’s interpretations of dissatisfying service encounters, and his 
perceived control over the service provider and complaint-based improvements. The 
customer’s action upon dissatisfying service encounters are subsequently guided by his 
interpretations of dissatisfying service encounters. The study proposes that the 
customer’s interpretation of a dissatisfying service encounter is the customer’s 
interpretations of what happened in a dissatisfying service encounter and why the 
encounter resulted in customer dissatisfaction (who or what to blame).39 The customer’s 
action upon a dissatisfying service encounter is subsequently guided by his 
interpretations:  what can the customer do to recover from the dissatisfaction and to 
ensure that the same dissatisfying service encounter will not occur in future service 
encounters?

If the customer is convinced that the same dissatisfying service encounter is likely to 
occur in future service encounters with the same service provider, he is likely to switch 
or at least avoid the service provider (Swanson and Kelley 2001). For instance, a 
customer can blame his dissatisfaction with the service on the service strategy (he does 
not like the service offering the service provider e.g the restaurant is following). 
Alternatively, the customer can blame his dissatisfaction with the service on 
implementing the service strategy (e.g. long waiting time in the restaurant is due to 
staffing few service employees). Another possibility is that the customer can blame his 
dissatisfaction with the service on tactical issues like the action of service employees in 
service encounters (a rude waitress, an unprofessional cook). It can also be claimed that 
the customer can blame himself for his dissatisfaction with the service for not being co 
operative in service encounters or not being a target customer. The main stream of 
studies, however, support the studies of Mills and Morris (1986); Manolis et al. (2001); 
Schembri (2006) that a customer is more oriented towards consumption than production 
and perceives himself as a service recipient, who pays for the service. Thus, the 
customer seldom, hardly ever blames himself for his dissatisfaction with the service for 
being “a problem customer” who is not co-operative in service encounters or for being 
“a wrong customer” who is not a target group customer (Bitner et al. 1994). It would be 
tempting to claim that the customers who do not complain blame themselves for their 
dissatisfaction with the service (Bebko 2001, 482). Thus, there is no reason to complain 
since the service did not fail on the part of the service provider.

If the customer believes that the matter that caused customer dissatisfaction is easily 
corrected or redesigned by the service provider, the customer is likely to complain to 
receive better service in future service encounters. Moreover, if the customer believes 
that he has no control over the matter that caused the negative incident, he is more likely 
to switch or at least avoid the service provider. Gutek et al. (2000) claim that the 
customer’s action upon dissatisfaction with the service depends on the nature of 
customer interactions. When the customer has a relationship with the same customer 
contact employee he is willing to express his dissatisfaction to the contact employee. 
Customers who have pseudo relationships or one-time interaction have little incentive to 
complain directly to the contact employee. Moreover, in one-time interactions the 
customer is unlikely to return in any case, so it is useless to complain. The authors claim 

39 See also Swanson and Kelley (2001, 51) locus of blame, controllability and stability. 
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that the customer who has a pseudo relationship with the service provider is more likely 
to contact the superior actors about a complaint.  

Reynolds and Harris (2005, 321) claim that the complaining is partly a matter of the 
personality of the customer such as assertiveness and attitude towards complaining. 
Lovelock (1994) introduced the concept of a “jaycustomer” to describe the kind of 
customer who deliberately acts in a thoughtless or abusive manner, causing problems 
for the service provider or other customers. Harris and Reynolds (2004) expanded the 
study on “jaycustomers” and contributed to findings by suggesting that a customer 
complaint is not always due to customer dissatisfaction, but it is an outcome of 
jaycustomer behavior. For instance, the customer can complain to take advantage of a 
service provider’s generous recovery system. The customer can also complain simply to 
“get even” (retaliation) with the service provider and show his control over the service 
provider by telling about his intentions to switch service provider and to spread negative 
word of mouth (Huefner and Hunt 1994). Without perceived dissatisfaction, the 
complaint cannot be considered a real complaint, but rather an action of a jaycustomer 
(Prim and Pras 1999, 335).

The study deviates from the main stream of customer complaint and complaint 
management studies by proposing that a customer complaint is not always a co-
operative act on the part of the customer, thus it is not always welcomed by the service 
provider. This means that, the customer does not always express his dissatisfaction to 
the service provider to ensure that the same customer dissatisfying service encounter 
will not occur to the customer or other customers in future service encounters (Harris 
and Reynolds 2003).

3.2.2. The front stage employee as a performer of the complaint management 
strategy 

The front stage employees co-produce, or co-consume the service in service encounters 
with customers, and thus they are able to perceive customer dissatisfaction. Moreover, 
the front stage employee co-produces, or co-consumes service encounters with a 
number of different types of customers. Although the studies on customer complaints 
(Stephens and Gwinner 1998; Voorhees et al. 2006) claim that most of the dissatisfied 
customers do not complain, Wirtz and Tomlin (2000) claim that most of the customer 
feedback is, however, given in face-to-face service encounters. Moreover, Tax and 
Brown (1998, 84) claim that customers often lodge complaints with the nearest 
employee.  

The front stage employee is described as being in the position to act as a facilitator or a 
gatekeeper in acquiring and handling customer complaints (Aldrich and Herker 1977; 
Tushman and Scanlan 1981). Thus, the front stage employee has a crucial role to play in 
service firms’ action upon customer dissatisfying service encounters and customer 
complaints (Glynn and Brannick 1999; Bowen 1986). The front stage employee can 
acquire customer complaints by asking for customer feedback in service encounters and 
then act upon the customer complaints by apologizing, providing an explanation or 
compensating the dissatisfying service encounter within the limits of empowerment. 
More importantly, the front stage employee can report the customer dissatisfaction with 
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the service that is due to operational or strategic issues further in the organization to be 
acted upon in the future (complaint-based improvement). The front stage employee’s 
complaint handling is, moreover, the service provider’s way to provide a timely
recovery.

The study proposes, however, that the front stage employee’s action upon a customer 
dissatisfying service encounter and a customer complaint is subsequently guided by his 
interpretation of the customer dissatisfying service encounter, the customer complaint, 
the complaining customer, as well as the front stage employee’s perceived control over 
service firms’ action upon customer dissatisfying service encounters.

This study proposes that the front stage employee interprets not only the customer 
dissatisfying service encounters but also the customer complaint and the complaining 
customer: What did go wrong and why (who or what to blame)? Moreover, is the 
customer complaint justified or is the complaining customer something that is called “a 
problem customer” (Bitner et al. 1994) or “a jaycustomer” in the literature (Lovelock 
1994)? What can the front stage employee do to ensure that the same customer 
dissatisfying service encounter, customer complaint or complaining customer will not 
reoccur in future service encounters? The front stage employee faces demands from the 
customers and from the supervisor, is low in the organizational hierarchy, and thus faces 
a lack of control over complaint-based improvement (Chung and Schneider 2002; 
Shamir 1980, 742). 

A number of service management authors agree that services are interactions with 
customers. Thus, negative incidents that result in customer dissatisfaction can be due to 
the customer as well the service provider (Grönroos 2007, 126; Kelley et al. 1990, 
Bitner et al. 1994). The customer may misconsume the service, or act in an unexpected 
way in service encounters or the customer may not be a target group customer so his 
service quality expectations fall short of the perceived service.

The front stage employee may interpret that the customer was the source of his own 
dissatisfaction for not being co-operative during the service encounter. In such a case, 
the front stage employee interprets that the emerged customer dissatisfaction and 
ensuing customer complaint is due to the customer’s non-co-operative action, and she is 
likely to interpret that the customer complaint is not justified. Bitner et al. (1994) state 
that from the employee’s perspective, about a quarter of customer dissatisfaction is due 
to the customer’s “problem behavior” in service encounters. Moreover, Bitner et al. 
(1994) state that employees found four types of problematic customer behavior in the 
field of hospitality industry: 

Drunkenness: The employee perceives the customer to be clearly intoxicated and creating 
problems such as harassing other customers nearby, giving the employee a hard time or 
disrupting the atmosphere of the establishment. 

Verbal and physical abuse: The customer verbally and/or physically abuses either the 
employee or other customers. 

Breaking company policies and rules: The customer refuses to comply with policies or rules 
and the employee attempts to enforce compliance.  
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Unco-operative customers: The customer is generally rude and unco-operative or 
unreasonably demanding. From the employee’s perspective, the customer is unwilling to be 
satisfied, no matter what is done for him or her. 

Moreover, the front stage employee may interpret that the customer complaint is not due 
to any dissatisfying service encounter. He may interpret that the overall quality of 
service encounter was satisfying. The customer complaint is not justified but the 
complaining customer is a typical “jaycustomer” who is eager to complain due to his 
personality and attitudes towards complaining (Lovelock 1994; Reynolds and Harris 
2005). Thus, all customer complaints do not have the same status for the service 
provider (Prim and Pras 1999, 338). Prim and Pras (1999) call “justified” or “valid” 
complaints friendly complaints which are the ones that are welcomed by the service 
provider.

The front stage employee may naturally agree with the customer about a customer 
dissatisfying service encounter that is due to neglect or service failure on the part of the 
service provider and find the customer’s complaint justified. However, there is 
question: Why should an employee report a complaint further in the organization? 
Plymire (1990, 51) state that on an individual level an employee tends to personalize 
complaints, seeing them as personal attacks, so they prefer to avoid the issue, and avoid 
complaining customers. Moreover, complaints are claimed to be unpleasant or 
threatening issues, because they symbolize customer problems and, in turn, potential 
negative consequences for employees (Homburg and Fürst 2007, 8).  

Bitner et al. (1994) claim that front stage employees are truly customer-oriented and in 
the case of a justified customer complaint, they are willing to act upon it so that the 
same dissatisfying service encounter will not reoccur in future service encounters. 
Bitner et al. (1994, 103) claim, however, that the front stage employee is frustrated in 
his role as a boundary spanner and an information processor at the customer interface. 
The authors conclude the front stage employee’s frustration in the following way:  

Thus, front stage employees are frustrated when they believe that they cannot for some reason 
recover from a negative incident or adjust the system to accommodate a customer need. These 
reasons usually stem from lack of basic knowledge of the system and its constraints, inability to 
provide a logical explanation to the customer, cumbersome bureaucratic procedures, poorly 
designed systems and procedures, or lack of authority to do anything. 

It would be logical to assume that a front stage employee acts upon the customer 
complaints that he interprets to be justified by, for instance, apologizing, explaining or 
compensating the customer for the lost value for money. The customer complaints that 
she interprets to be unjustified would be easy to leave without any action. Front stage 
employees face, however, the dilemma of “serving two masters”. The front stage 
employee may feel that he has no control over “the problem customer” or “the 
jaycustomer”, and thus, he tends to act in a way that facilitates the service encounter 
with the complaining customer. The study of Weatherly and Tansik (1992) claims that 
the front stage employee’s action upon customer complaints follows three phases. First, 
the front stage employee follows the guidelines given to him by his superior. Then, he 
follows the complaining customer’s wishes to facilitate the service encounter with the 
complaining customer. Finally, he tends to avoid or withdraw from the encounter to 



63

avoid unjustified complaints by “problem customers” of “jaycustomers” and role 
conflict.

3.2.3. The supervisor as an executer of the complaint management strategy 

The studies on customer complaining and non-complaining action claim that the 
customers do not complain due to the time and effort complaining cause for them. 
Addressing the complaint to the supervisor who does not act at the customer interface 
calls for effort and time from the complainant, since it calls for an accessible complaint 
medium (Voorheer et al. 2006). Thus, it is logical in the studies on customer non-
complaining action to assume that the minority of customer complaints reaches the 
superior actor at the operational layer, called a supervisor in the study.

The role of the supervisor in acquiring and handling customer complaints could be 
depicted as a director of the complaint management strategy. She can train the front 
stage employees to acquire customer feedback by asking customer feedback in service 
encounters. Moreover, she can train the front stage employees to handle the customer 
complaints and empower them to give compensations like discounts, substitutes or gift 
coupons in the case of customer dissatisfaction (blueprinting the service encounters) 
(Shostack 1984). 

The supervisor is able to assess the customer complaints retrospectively by listening or 
reading the customer complaints. The study proposes that the supervisor’s action upon 
customer complaints and complaining customers is subsequently guided by his 
interpretations of customer complaints and complaining customers as well as the 
supervisor’s control over the dissatisfying service encounter and the complaining 
customer. The study proposes that the supervisor assesses the customer complaint 
retrospectively and he interprets: What did go wrong in the customer dissatisfying 
service encounter, and why (who or what to blame)? Moreover, is the customer 
complaint justified or is the complaining customer “a problem customer” (Bitner et al. 
1994) or “a jaycustomer” (Lovelock 1994)? Furthermore, what can the supervisor do 
to ensure that the same dissatisfying service encounter, customer complaint or 
complaining customer will not reoccur in future service encounters?

The supervisor acts below the line of operationalization, and he is less frequently 
physically present in service encounters. Thus, as a leader of service employees the 
supervisor must “listen to both sides of the stories” and discuss with the service 
employees who have served the complaining customer. Thereafter he is able to interpret 
what went wrong and why the service encounter resulted in a customer complaint.  

The supervisor has control over service encounters at the operational layer. Thus, he can 
act upon customer complaints by apologizing, explaining or compensating the customer 
for his dissatisfaction and perceived lost value for money. More importantly, the 
supervisor can redesign the operational service processes so that the same dissatisfying 
service encounter will not reoccur in future service encounters.  The supervisor, 
however, must balance between corporate productivity and customer satisfaction as well 
as employee satisfaction. In the case that the customer’s and the front stage employee’s 
interpretations of a dissatisfying service encounter differ, the supervisor needs to solve 
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the problem to the compliance of the other. Always supporting the customer’s 
perspective and compensating the customer may lead to role stress for the front stage 
employee. 

Bitner et al. (1994) state that organizations have intuitively recognized that not all 
customer segments are right for the service provider and that each individual customer 
is not right all the time. Some authors are beginning to acknowledge these facts more 
explicitly and are attempting to quantify the impact of “problem” or “wrong” customers 
on profitability and organizational stress. Satisfying customers at all costs is unlikely to 
be a profitable strategy in a long run. 

3.2.4. The manager as a creator of the complaint management strategy 

Like the supervisor, the manager is able to assess customer complaints retrospectively 
when reading or listening to them. The manager is physically distant from the customer 
interface where the service encounters occur. Thus, he is often an unknown and “an 
invisible human actor” to the customer. Therefore, addressing a customer complaint to 
the manager calls for time and effort from the customer, so it is seldom expected to 
occur in practice (Voorhees et al. 2006).

The manager’s role in acquiring and handling a customer complaint is described in the 
study as a scriptwriter for complaint management strategy. Complaint management is 
characterized as being two-folded (Homburg and Fürst 2007). First, the service provider 
should ease the access of complaining by providing accessible complaint media. 
Secondly, the service provider should design a service recovery system. Complaint 
management highlights the importance of customer retention in the case of a customer 
complaint. It is claimed that customer acquisition may cost the service provider many 
times more than to retain the existing customers (Voorhees et al. 2006). In an encounter-
based industry where customers come and go more freely and are not usually in long-
term relationships with the service provider, the customer retention is not, however, that 
crucial. The risk that dissatisfied customers will spread negative word of mouth is 
apparently more crucial.  The use of negative word of mouth is especially crucial due to 
the increased use of Internet pages of fellow customers’ recommendations and 
feedbacks for instance about restaurants even globally (Stauss 1997). Thus, it is 
understandable that complaint management aims to recover customer dissatisfaction, 
and satisfy the complaining customer.  

There are a number of studies on customer preferred service recovery like 
compensations (discount, refund check, gift coupon, free upgrade) corrective responses 
(replacement, substitution, correction), empathetic responses (apology, explanation) 
(Hoffman and Chung 1999; Davidow 2003). Stauss (2002, 174) claims that  

If a customer complains, a failed service encounter has preceded. This is why complaint 
dissatisfaction has a “secondary character”: the customer evaluates the company’s reaction to 
her complaint in a state of dissatisfaction with a service encounter. 

A number of customer complaint authors claim that many complaining customers are 
not satisfied with the service provider’s response or recovery of the complaint (Rush et 
al. 1992). Customers who complain and receive either no recovery efforts or 
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dissatisfactory efforts experience dissatisfaction twice because of the double deviation 
effect (Voorhees et al. 2006). The complaint management literature mentions a 
phenomenon that is called the service recovery paradox (McCollough and Bharadwaj 
1992). The service recovery paradox describes the phenomenon in which customer 
satisfaction and the thoughts towards the service provider are higher after a service 
recovery than it was before any dissatisfying incident. The studies of Maxham and 
Netemeyer (2002, 57), Liao (2008) and Seawright et al. (2008) claim, however, that the 
evidence for the service recovery paradox is sparse and mixed. Service recovery 
paradox studies have focused solely on a single dissatisfying service encounter and a 
single recovery effort. Customers are however likely to repeat their service encounters 
with the same service provider and experience multiple dissatisfying service encounters 
in the case that the cause of the customer dissatisfying service encounter is not fixed. 
Moreover, the studies on service recovery paradox have overlooked the severity of 
service failure. Low severity service failure is more likely to be recovered than high 
severity service failure (Liao 2008). Maxham and Netemeyr (2002, 67) and Liao (2008, 
487) claim that service providers can not become recovery experts. They need, on the 
contrary, to provide satisfying service encounters for the first time or learn from the 
customer complaints and provide satisfying service encounters the second time (Zemke 
and Bell 1990).

The study proposes that the manager’s action upon customer complaints and 
complaining customers is subsequently guided by his interpretations of the customer 
complaints and the complaining customer as well as the manager’s control over the 
dissatisfying service encounter.

The study proposes that the manager interprets not only the customer complaint, but 
also the complaining customer and the other crucial actors’ action in the customer 
complaining process that was addressed to and reached the manager: What did go 
wrong and why did the service encounter result in customer dissatisfaction and a 
customer complaint? Why was the complaint addressed to the manager? What can the 
manager do to ensure that the same dissatisfying service encounter or the same 
customer complaint will not occur in the future?

Bitner et al. (1994) pointed out in the study about service encounters from the 
employee’s perspective that the customer contributes to his own dissatisfaction by not 
performing his role in quality and productivity as expected. The customer can be “a 
problem customer” who misbehaves or misconsumes the service or the customer can be 
“a wrong customer”. Even if customers do not misbehave, they may not be good 
relationship customers for a service provider because they do not meet the target 
customer profile, they are not profitable in the long-term, or in some cases they may not 
be compatible with the service provider in terms of personality or consuming style. For 
instance, the service provider may have chosen a service strategy which follows 
standardized and low contact service for the sake of low prices for customers. The 
customer who expects customized and high contact service is not a target group 
customer since his quality expectations do not meet the service provided by the service 
provider. Tax and Brown (1998, 85) state that the customer who complains frequently 
or is never satisfied with the recovery efforts may be a “wrong customer”. These 
customers may be seeking benefits not provided by the service provider and may 
require more resources to serve than profit generated.
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The service provider is dependent on satisfied customers as a source of revenues. Thus, 
the service provider follows the service strategy which listens to the customer voices 
with multiple listening practices. In addition, a customer complaint is a piece of 
customer information (Wirtz and Tomlin 2000, Berry and Parasuraman 1997). The 
manager is aware that the service provider cannot go on providing dissatisfying service, 
since customer satisfaction is a source of revenue. Customer dissatisfaction contributes 
to customer switching or avoiding the service provider, and/or negative word of mouth. 

3.3. Chapter summary 

This chapter provides the second step of the theoretical background to answer the 
research question. In the chapter the discussion moved on to negative incidents in an 
open service system. The concepts of service failure versus negative incident, a 
customer complaint, a service recovery and complaint handling, complaint management 
and complained-based improvements were defined. The complaint management 
strategy was defined as a strategy that is expected to guide complaint acquisition, 
complaint handling and utilization of complaints as a piece of customer information.  

The customer expects to get satisfaction and value for money from service encounters 
with the service provider. Thus, a service encounter that results in customer 
dissatisfaction is a negative incident for the customer. Moreover, the service provider 
counts on the service strategy. The service strategy that is well executed and performed 
with the target customer should result in customer satisfaction. Service encounters that 
result in customer dissatisfaction and may lead to customer complaints are not expected 
by the customer or by the service provider.  In any case, the service firm as an open 
service system has to remedy negative incidents. The service firm does not stay on the 
market by co-producing dissatisfying service, or co-producing customer satisfying 
service unproductively.

The chapter describes with the help of the existing literature the crucial actors’ 
perspectives of negative incidents. Customer dissatisfaction with service was defined as 
a negative state of mind that occurs when the customer’s perceptions of the service fall 
short of his expectations. Customer dissatisfaction is a negative state of mind, thus the 
customer has coping strategies to recover from perceived dissatisfaction with the 
service. The customer always acts upon his dissatisfaction by switching the service 
provider or by complaining. The customer may complain to get compensation for the 
lost value of money, to revenge his dissatisfaction with the service provider or to help 
the service provider to improve the service. The customer is the one who pays for the 
service and wants to have satisfaction and value for money. Thus, the customer seldom 
blames herself for dissatisfaction with the service. Studies on customer complaining or 
non-complaining action claim, however, that the majority of customers do not complain 
due to the time and effort it takes and due to its perceived useless to customers. There 
does exist, however, a type of customer that is called a “jaycustomer” who is eager to 
complain, but the trigger of his complaint is not the dissatisfaction with the service, but 
the willingness to complain without any dissatisfaction with the service.  

The minority of customers complains, but the ones who complain tend to address their 
complaints to the nearest employee in service encounters. Thus, front stage employees 
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can act as facilitators or gatekeepers in acquiring and handling customer complaints. 
The front stage employee’s complaint handling is, moreover, the service provider’s way 
to provide a timely recovery. The front stage employee faces a number of different 
customers in service encounters. Thus, the front stage employee is able to assess a 
customer’s role in quality and productivity. The front stage employee can thus classify 
some customers into “problem customers” or “wrong customers” who do not perform 
their expected role in quality and productivity or are not target group customers. Thus, 
all the complaints do not have the same status for the service provider. The front stage 
employee, however, is expected to perform the complaint management strategy within 
the limitations of empowerment to retain the customer or to stop negative word of 
mouth.

Customer complaining to a superior actor calls for time and effort on the part of the 
customer and complaining to superior actors often calls for an accessible complaint 
medium. Thus, superior actors seldom receive complaints from customers. As an 
implementer of the complaint management strategy the supervisor is, however, able to 
empower front stage employees to handle and recover the dissatisfied customers and 
customer complaints in service encounters. In the case a customer complaint is 
addressed to the supervisor he is able to assess the customer complaint retrospectively 
by discussing with the front stage employees, and thus listening to both sides of the 
story. The supervisor is, however, conflicted with corporate profitability and customer 
satisfaction along with employee satisfaction. Always supporting the customer 
perspective to retain the customer or to stop negative word of mouth may lead to role 
stress for the front stage employee.  

The manager is often physically distant from daily service encounters that occur at the 
customer interface. Thus, addressing a customer complaint to the manager calls for even 
more time and effort from the customer than addressing a complaint to the supervisor. 
The manager is the creator of the service and complaint management strategies, thus he 
is the one who perceives service encounters and customer complaints holistically. The 
manager is able to assess the customer complaint retrospectively by studying the 
customer complaint, then discussing it with the supervisor.  Service encounters are 
expected to result in customer satisfaction and value for money if the service strategy is 
implemented and performed as designed by the actors at the different hierarchical 
layers, including the customer. Customer dissatisfaction and customer complaints are, 
however, bound to occur due to the human nature of service encounters. Thus, the 
manager has created a complaint management strategy to retain the complaining 
customers and to stop negative word of mouth.  

Figure 16 concludes the content of the conceptual framework. The service firm is an 
open service system in which the customer acts and perceives the service above the line 
of visibility. The customer perceives the service as a service recipient and as a co-
producer. In the case of dissatisfaction with the service, the customer acts as a trigger of 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents. Customer feedback, especially a customer 
complaint, is a piece of customer information. Thus, service firms’ action upon 
customer complaints is thought to describe the customer orientation of service firms. 
Therefore, the service provider is expected to be interested in complaint acquisition, 
thus providing the customer with accessible complaint media. 
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Service firms’ action, particularly action upon customer complaints is, however guided, 
by strategies. The manager acts below the line of strategic planning and is the creator of 
the service and complaint management strategies. The supervisor acts below the line of 
operationalization and is an executor of the service and complaint management 
strategies. The front stage employee acts across the line of visibility at the front stage 
with the customer and at the back stage with back stage employees and is a performer of 
the service and complaint management strategies. 

Line of interaction

Line of visibility

Line of operationalization

Line of strategic planning

The dissatisfied customer as a trigger of
service firms' action upon negative incidents

The front stage employee as a performer of the
service and complaint management strategies

The supervisor as an executer of the service and
complaint management strategies

The manager as a creator of the service and complaint
management strategies

(Back stage employees)
Accessible complaint media

Figure 16 Prior theory of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

The conceptual framework on service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high 
touch services is summed up into four propositions as an outcome of combining four 
different streams of literature in the same study. The four streams of literature: service 
system, customer complaining or non-complaining action, service recovery and 
complaint management and interactive service quality have previously been studied in 
separate studies. Thus, customer dissatisfaction and customer complaining have not 
been studied as a part of a service system which follows service logic. 

First, the study proposes that the service firm’s action is based on the service strategy. 
The service strategy is based on the service provider’s idea of how to satisfy target 
customer needs by co-producing customer satisfying service with the customer 
effectively to yield corporate profit.  An open service system works as an integrated and 
seamless system if all the actors at the different hierarchical layers, including the 
customer, implement or perform the service strategy as expected. 

Second, the study proposes that the service provider is aware that customer dissatisfying 
service encounters and customer complaints are bound to occur due to the human nature 
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of service encounters. Therefore, the service provider has a complaint management 
strategy that gives a guideline on how to acquire customer feedback and how to handle 
customer complaints with service recoveries to retain the customer and to stop negative 
word of mouth.  

Third, the study proposes that the customer acts as a trigger of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services. The customer is the most unpredictable 
actor in the service system since the service provider has no formal authority over the 
customer. Thus, the customer may remain silent after his dissatisfaction with the service 
and switch the service provider. Or, the customer may complain about his 
dissatisfaction with the service provider, and activate a sequence of interactions between 
the customer and the service provider. 

Fourth, the study proposes that all the actors at different hierarchical layers are active 
interpreters of negative incidents and they all have different knowledge of the service 
system and different objectives for service encounters. Thus, they all interpret negative 
incidents from different perspectives: what did happen in the service encounter and why 
did the service encounter result in customer dissatisfaction, and eventually in a customer 
complaint? Furthermore, the crucial actor’s action upon a negative incident in high 
touch services is subsequently guided by his interpretations: what can one crucial actor 
do to ensure that the same negative incident will not occur in future service encounters? 

The conceptual framework40 adds to our understanding of service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. However, the conceptual framework does not 
reveal how service firms act upon negative incidents to remedy the system. Thus, an 
empirical study is needed to further our understanding and to build the final theory.

40 A conceptual framework and a prior theory are used as synonyms in the study. 
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4 EMPIRICAL STUDY 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe how the empirical study was conducted and 
how the empirical data contributed to the theory conserning service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. 

The empirical study was conducted to gain empirical data in order to answer the 
research question:

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

How can an author generate empirical knowledge of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents in high touch services? The study proposes that the service firm as an entity 
does not act, but the actors at the different hierarchical layers, called crucial actors in the 
study, are the ones who act. Thus, the crucial actors are considered as co-researchers of 
the study (Shankar et al. 2001, 442), and they are allowed to tell their stories and 
accounts of how they have acted and how they act upon negative incidents in high touch 
services.

The chapter is structured as follows. First, the narrative approach as a research method 
of the study is described and its justification for the purpose of the study is discussed. 
Thereafter, the data gathering process is described and the nature of the gathered data is 
discussed. Next, the analysis of the empirical data and its interpretation to build up a 
theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services is 
discussed. At the end of the chapter the empirical study is evaluated. 

4.1. The narrative approach to service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services 

The choice of the research method of the study originates from the ontological and 
epistemological choices of the study, and naturally from the research question. 
Ontologically the study is based on relativism and admits that there exist multiple 
realities and not just one single truth. Epistemologically the study is based on 
constructionism. The constructionist approach focuses attention upon the production of 
organizational reality through narrative (Boje 1995; Boland and Tenkasi 1995; 
Hopkinson and Hogarth-Scott 2001, 38).  Thus, for a constructionist author on service 
management, the service firms’ action upon negative incidents is narrated by the actors 
at the different hierarchical layers (Czarniawska 2004; Hopkinson and Hogarth-Scott 
2001, 38). The study considers the actors at the different hierarchical layers as active 
interpreters and storytellers of past experiences of negative incidents. The study relies 
on the actors’ accounts and narratives as a research method to capture each crucial 
actor’s construction of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services. The chosen research method is supported by Pentland (1999) who claims that 
people do not only tell stories, they enact them. 

Webster and Mertova (2007, 114) claim that the use of human stories of experience is 
relatively recent when compared to other quantitative and qualitative research methods. 
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Furthermore, Webster and Mertova (2007, 114) claim, that although it has been  two 
decades since the “narrative turn”, and despite the fact that the awareness of the 
narrative approach among researchers has grown and spread into a wide range of 
disciplines, it is still an emerging method. The authors even suggest that narrative 
research could be established as a new category among research methods based on 
human experience. Moreover, narrative research is particularly suitable for research 
since it is in alignment with human experience in a complex world with needs that are 
not easily investigated using traditional approaches. 

The following subchapters describe the background of narrative research in marketing 
and service management studies, define a narrative and describe the characteristics of 
narrative research.  

4.1.1. Narratives in marketing and service management studies 

Narrative research has been used in postmodern organization and management studies 
for some years (Boje 1995; Boje, Luhman and Baack 1999; Boyce 1995; Cunliffe et al. 
2004; Giroux and Marroquin 2005).  Postmodernism and the narrative approach have 
also increasingly gained attention among some marketing scholars (Cova 1996; Shankar 
et al. 2001). Narrative research commonly describes processes thus, the narrative 
approach has been used in researching customer processes like customer brand building 
processes (Edvardsson, Enquist and Hay 2006) and customer loyalty building processes 
(Paavola 2006). Moreover, the narrative approach has been used in researching 
customer consumption experiences (Shankar et al. 2001, Stern 1998, Woodruffe-Burton 
and Elliott 2005; Woodside and Miller 2008).  

The narrative approach has rarely been used as a research method in service 
management studies so far, at least to my knowledge. On the contrary, service 
management literature has been dominated by a normative approach. Hence, there is 
little knowledge of service firms’ action as experienced by the actors at the different 
hierarchical layers. The socially constructed reality of service firms’ action is still 
lacking.

The critical incident technique (CIT), which originates from Flanagan (1954) studies is, 
however, commonly used in service marketing studies (Bitner et al. 1990; 199441,
Edvardsson 1998; Edvardsson and Roos 2001). Critical incidents are commonly data in 
story format. However, in service marketing studies the critical incident stories are 
commonly analyzed quantitatively by categorizing them into different categories based 
on service quality attributes that emerged from the critical incidents. Such a quantitative 
analysis does not treat the critical incidents as stories that depict the storyteller’s 
constructed version of events and their causes (Hopkinson and Hogarth-Scott 2001). 
Used qualitatively, the CIT provides more data in story format, which can be subjected 
to narrative analysis and be coded and categorized according to the principles of 
grounded theory (Chell and Pittway 1998, 24). Critical incident studies in marketing 
typically have not employed interpretive or postmodern approaches but, the critical 

41 In the studies the critical incidents were gathered by students. Thus, the intersubjectivity between the 
researcher and the informant (storyteller) was missing in the studies. 
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incidents are analysed as reports (Gremler 2004, 70). A report is like a list of facts told 
without any plot that connects the events together (Hopkinson and Hogarth-Scott 2001). 
Service scholars tend to treat the respondent’s story as a report and the analysis is based 
on the facts presented; an examination of the respondent’s account of why the events 
took place or why the events are worth reporting is generally excluded. Thus, even 
though the critical incidents are described from the respondent’s perspective (a 
documented strength of the method) most CIT studies attempt to explain events through 
the researcher’s analysis.  Here the researcher’s analysis means the traditional subject-
interpreting-object split, so that the intersubjectivity of narrative analysis is overlooked.

4.1.2. Definition of a narrative 

In the study, the word story and narrative are used interchangeably, since the stories are 
treated as narratives that depict the storyteller’s constructed version of events and their 
causes (Riessman 2008, 7).42

The first concern of the researcher who intends to conduct a narrative study is to define 
what constitutes a narrative, and how a narrative deviates from common qualitative 
data.  A narrative or a story is briefly defined as a series of events in a specific order – 
with a beginning, a middle and an end. A number of authors, however, have provided 
broad definitions of a narrative. There is no single definition about a narrative, but the 
following criteria for a narrative are found in many authors’ definitions (Vaara 2002, 
215-216; Czarniawska 2004; Riesmann 1993; 2008, Hyvärinen 2007). 

First, the storyteller has a purpose for telling the story. Thus, the story is a type of a 
tragedy, hero story, comedy, farce etc. Second, a story is a lived experience that has 
somehow been meaningful for the storyteller so that it can be recalled. Third, a story 
follows a story type of structure. A story usually begins with an orientation that depicts 
where and when the events occurred and who were present. After the orientation there is 
a sequence of events that are in a chronological order. The story usually ends with a 
conclusion that sums up the storyteller’s interpretations as well as the consequences the 
experiences had for the storyteller and his future actions. Fourth, the story has a plot or a 
story line that connects the events to an understandable story. Fifth, the story and the 
storyteller’s role building process are somehow intertwined. When a storyteller tells a 
story of his experience, he adapts his action and his role to the action and roles of other 
characters mentioned in the story. 

Table 1 summarizes the features that are important for the construction of a narrative 
(Gergen and Gergen 1988). 

42 Some authors make a distinction between a story and a narrative (Cuncliffe et al. 2004, 263) by 
claiming that narratives do not have coherent plotlines and characteristics like stories do.  
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Table 1 Features of a narrative 

Feature Brief Description 
The establishment of a 
valued point 

Every story must have a point to make. Moreover 
this point must be valued, negatively or positively, 
by the people involved in the narrative process. 

Selection of events 
relevant to the goal state 

Once we have decided the point to our story we 
then select only those events that help us to make 
our point 

The ordering of events Once we have decided the point of our story, and 
selected the events with which we will tell our 
story, we tend to place them in liner temporal 
sequence.

Establishing causal 
sequences

The order in which we put the events of our story 
also tend to be causally linked, that is event b only 
happened because of event a and so on. 

Demarcation signs Stories tend to have well recognized beginnings, 
middles and ends. 

4.1.3. Characteristics of narrative research 

Narratives can be written or oral and even a drawing can be a narrative if it depicts the 
storyteller’s lived experience and perceptions of what has happened. Thus, the ways to 
gather narratives vary. Narratives can also emerge in unexpected situations, like in 
response to a structured fixed question (Riessman 2008).  However, stories commonly 
emerge in face-to-face interactions between a researcher and an informant.43

The technique to gather narratives has some specific features that deviate from the 
interviewing technique, which is commonly used in qualitative studies. The method to 
elicit narratives is not usually called an interview but rather a conversation. An 
interview implies that a researcher elicits responses from an informant.  The 
researcher’s task in narrative research is to elicit stories in conversations with the 
informants, not to pose frequently fixed questions. Thus, the stories are co-created with 
the informants and the traditional subject-interpreting-object split is more like 
intersubjectivity in narrative conversations. The informants are treated more like co-
researchers since the informants provide the researcher with their interpretations of the 
happenings (Shankar et al 2001, 442; Hummel 1991, 33’). The people I research, 
including myself become co-researchers in this study. In this sense, as a co-researcher, I 
also belong to an interpretive community (Shankar et al. 2001, 442). Riessman (2008, 
23) claims that narrative interviewing has more in common with ethnographic practice 
than with mainstream interviewing practice, which typically relies on discrete open 
questions and closed (fixed response) questions.

43 The role of the author is totally different in narrative research, which aims to gather stories written by 
the informants. Issues of audience, and the subtle give and take between speakers as they make meaning 
together slip away. The active participation of the author, transcriber, and analyst disappear from 
writings. (Riessman 2008, 58). 
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The goal of narrative interviewing is to generate detailed accounts rather than brief 
answers or general statements (Riessman 2008, 23). Thus, creating a climate that allows 
for storytelling requires changes in practice of interviewing. Riessman (2008, 24) 
describes narrative interviewing in the following way: 

When a research interview is viewed as a conversation - a discourse between speakers – rules of 
everyday conversation will apply: turn-taking, relevance, and entrance and exit talk (where a 
speaker transitions into, and returns from, the past time story world). Generating narratives 
requires longer turns at talk than are customary in ordinary conversations, and certainly in 
research interviews of survey variety.  

Riessman (2008, 24) claims, moreover, that creating possibilities for stories in 
interviews requires researchers to give up control of a fixed interview format to 
encourage greater equality between the researcher and an informant. 

The advantage of the narrative approach is that it allows the informants to choose which 
incidents they choose to narrate and to describe them in their own terms and language, 
the narrative data of negative incidents reflects the way informants think. When a 
storyteller narrates a story in line with his perceptions of the events he knows how the 
story is going to end and thus, he chooses the relevant events to make the plot of the 
story understandable for himself. The method produces detailed information as 
informants are allowed to give their own views of the incidents. (Nyqvist and Booms 
1987). The narrative approach allows the researcher to get inside the narrator’s head 
(Stern et al. 1998). A narrative is a storyteller’s tool to make sense of reality. Moreover, 
the storytellers have greater freedom to include and exclude aspects as they choose 
rather than being required to or reminded to report exactly what happened. Narrative 
knowledge is based on the assumption that people make sense of their experience 
through integrated and sequenced accounts or stories and that researcher can study and 
interpret those stories as a means of understanding organizational processes (Cuncliffe 
et al. 2004).

The researchers of narratives are not really concerned about the reliability of the story 
since the story is the storyteller’s truth and that is what the researchers of narratives are 
interested in. A story is not true to external reality, but a narrative is distinctive in that it 
is a means through which the teller imposes an order upon what he sees, thereby 
constructing reality and creating an understanding of events. Stories do not replicate the 
events they describe. Research on stories intends to explore the storyteller’s 
understanding of events rather than to explain events from an objective position.  The 
study aims to discover how the actors at the different hierarchical layers see events, 
rather than to provide an account of the way things actually happen (Hopkinson and 
Hogart-Scott 2001, 37; Riessman 1993). 

4.2. Data gathering 

The nature of the research in this study varied from inductive research to deductive 
research (Pettigrew 1997, 339)44. Thus, the data gathering was a continuous process and 

44 Some authors consider an abductive study as a third category in classifying studies in the continuum of 
theory building and theory testing (Dubois and Gadde 2002; Kovacs and Spens 2005: Spens and Kovacs 
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took place from the beginning of the research process until writing up the final research 
report.  The study started inductively. An exploratory study was conducted at the 
beginning of the research process to add to my pre-understanding of the research 
phenomenon. After the analysis of the explorative study, more data was gathered until 
the data did not generate any new knowledge. 

The restaurant industry was chosen as the context of the empirical study and the actors 
at the different hierarchical layers in restaurants: restaurant customers, waiters, 
restaurant supervisors and restaurant managers acted as informants of the empirical 
study. The data was gathered in face-to-face conversations with the informants. My role 
as a researcher was to act as a facilitator and encourage the informants to provide 
accounts and stories about negative incidents the informants had somehow been 
involved in. I was prepared for the data gathering with a thematic topic guide. 

The theory building started to emerge by systematically combining the data from the 
explorative study with the existing literature. It took approximately one year to analyze 
the data from the exploratory study and to build a conceptual framework with the help 
of the literature and data from the exploratory study. After the pre-understanding I 
continued to gather data to gain an understanding of the research phenomenon. The data 
gathering continued until I felt that I had reached an understanding of the research 
phenomenon and the data no longer provided me with any new knowledge. Thus, 
towards the end of the data gathering process the nature of the research process became 
deductive and the last conversations with the informants tended to confirm the findings 
rather than creating any new knowledge about the research phenomenon (Carson et al. 
2001, 97). Gummesson (2005, 315) describes the research process between a pre-
understanding and an understanding in the following way: 

We move from pre-understanding to understanding on a higher level: we move from parts to the 
whole and to parts again, but now with greater understanding; and we move back and forth 
between the substantive, specific level to the abstract and general level, each time stretching 
ourselves along the helix. We can only give meaning to parts if we can put them in a context, a 
theory. We interpret and reinterpret data in a continuous trial and error process of both theory 
generation and theory testing. Through this process, qualitative research is not just left to 
generate theory, but it also tests theory in the sense of constantly improving its validity. 

The time frame between the first and the last converstation was almost four years. At 
the beginning of the research process I was not aware of the narrative research 
approach, but I interviewed the informants conversationally to get real life data about 
the research phenomenon. When I conducted the data gathering for the second time, I 
was aware of the narrative approach and my intention was to gather narratives about 
negative incidents from a multi-role perspective. The data gathering process can be 
divided into two studies: the first phase is called the explorative study and the second 
phase is the narrative study. The two studies, however, were not two separated studies, 
but they overlap each other in the helix of pre-understanding and an understanding. The 

2006).  A number of authors state, however, that the boundaries between qualitative and quantitative 
research are blurred thus, the boundaries between inductive and deductive studies are blurred nowadays 
(e.g. triangulation). Research is rarely either inductive or deductive. Every study has in a way 
characteristics of abductive research. Thus, I did not consider abductive research as a third category in 
classifying studies on the continuum of theory building and theory testing (Gummesson 2000, 64). 
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time periods of the first phase (explorative) and the second phase data gatherings were 
as follows: 

First phase explorative study: Conversational interviewing 7.7.04-20.08.04 
Second phase narrative study: Storytelling  7.7.05-05.05.08  

4.2.1. Informants of the empirical study 

Dining restaurants were considered a well-suited context for the empirical study. The 
service is often depicted with the metaphor of a theater that needs a manager as a 
scriptwriter, a supervisor as a director of the script, and front stage employees and 
customers to perform the scripted and directed service roles on the front stage. The 
theater roles are easily identified in the context of a dining restaurant (Romm 1989). 
The restaurant manager is the scriptwriter, whose role is to write a script that fulfills the 
target customer needs and makes a profit. The restaurant supervisor is the director, 
whose role is to effectively direct the script into a service performance on the front 
stage. The waiter is the role performer at the restaurant hall (front stage) whose role is to 
perform his role in customer service as scripted and directed. Finally, the restaurant 
customer corresponds to an audience member, who has a scripted service role as a 
restaurant customer. The restaurant context was further limited to causal and fine dining 
restaurants where there is waitering service and customers sit down to eat and drink. 45

In qualitative research there is always an access problem to the data or to informants. 
The informants need to be co-operative to provide qualitative data for the purpose of the 
study. Moreover, my research approach was conversational and I remained in the role of 
a facilitator of the conversation without structured questions. I needed informants that 
were willing or even eager to provide data about negative incidents in restaurants. The 
purpose of the explorative study was to add to my pre-understanding and gather rich 
data about the research phenomenon. Thus, the sampling of informants was purposeful 
rather than random. For the exploratory study, I first contacted a few informants that I 
knew from my past experience in the restaurant business. I contacted the informants 
who I found to be insightful informants with extensive experience on restaurant service. 
Then, I used my network in the restaurant business to recruit more informants for the 
explorative study. Four restaurant customers and four waiters, two supervisors and two 
managers were involved in the first phase of data gathering. 

For the second phase, I needed more informants. I used my network in the restaurant 
business to recruit informants who are insightful informants with long-term experience 
in restaurant service. In the second phase (narrative study), five restaurant customers, 
six waiters, five restaurant supervisors and five restaurant managers were involved. On 
the whole, nine restaurant customers, ten waiters, seven restaurant supervisors and six 

45 The study investigates service firms’ action upon negative incidents as the crucial actors’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. Therefore the dining restaurants mean here the fine and causal 
dining restaurants which have different actors at the different hierarchial layers and which are commonly 
restaurant chains. The privately owned small restaurants are excluded in the study since there the owner is 
commonly the manager and the supervisor or occasionally even the service employee (Whyte 1949). 
Additionally, the way the privately owned dining restaurants act is different from restaurant chains (see 
Haywood-Farmer’s framework: A Three Dimensional Classification Scheme 1988, 25) 
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restaurant managers were involved in the empirical study. Altogether 32 informants 
provided empirical evidence for the study. The informants were promised to be kept 
anonymous in the study; no names, no places are told. Thus, only the informant’s first 
name (fictional) is used in the study. Table 2 depicts the informants at the different 
hierarchical layers and the date the conversation was conducted. 

Table 2  Informants of the empirical study  

Line of interaction

Line of visibility

Line of operationalization

Line of strategic planning

Customers:

Supervisors:

Managers: Kati
7.7.05

Iiris
20.7.05

Sanna
13.9.05

Mari
2.11.05

Outi
21.11.05

Tuuli
30.11.05

Kirsti
7.7.04

Joonas
10.7.04

Tiina
12.7.04

Henna
15.7.04

Timo
27.7.04

Mauno
9.8.04

Jetta
20.8.04

Helena
20.8.04

Mika
20.7.04

Kari
27.8.04

Petra
22.7.04

Tuomas
11.8.04

First phase study (exploratory) Second phase study (storytelling)

Pirkko
20.12.05

Suvi
11.5.06

Satu
13.6.07

Tarja
15.6.07

Heikki
15.6.07

Eeva
15.6.07

Sini
15.6.07

Jussi
5.9.07

Risto
6.9.07

Iina
12.9.07

Erkki
28.01.08

Vappu
31.3.08

Maija
25.4.08

Tanja
5.5.08

Waiters:

The customer informants were frequent users of restaurant services who pay for the 
restaurant service they use, so they are concerned that they get value for their money. 
The waiter informants were professionals in the sense that they were educated for the 
job and had several years of work experience. Moreover, the supervisor and manager 
informants were professionals in their jobs and had years of experience in the restaurant 
business and some years in higher ranking positions. Table 3 outlines the informants’ 
background information. The background information gives the reader an idea of the 
informants’ experience in restaurant service.  For instance, a few waiters had more than 
30 years of work experience. Generally, a waiter can serve up to 100 customers 46

during one day or shift, thus the number of the customers the waiters had encountered 
by the time of the conversation was indeed high. Moreover, employee turnover in 
restaurants is relatively high compared to other fields of industry. Thus, the restaurant 
informants had work experience from a number of different restaurants. 

46 The number of customers a waiter serves during one day or shift is the waiter informant’s estimation 
that was asked in the conversation. In bars where only drinks are served the number of customers one 
waiter serves can be even more. 



78

Table 3 The background information of the informants 

Age of 
Customer 
informants 

Waiter informants’  
experience in 
waitering (in years) 

Supervisor informants’ 
experience in frontline 
supervision (in years) 

Manager informants’ experience 
in managing a restaurant (in 
years) 

7.7.2004 
Kirsti, 42 years 

27.7.2004 
Timo, approx. 20 years 

20.7.2004 
Mika, approx. 2 years, (14 years 
in the restaurant industry) 

22.7.2004 
Petra, approx. 3 years (10 years in 
the restaurant industry) 

10.7.2004 
Joonas, 43 
years

19.8.2004 
Mauno, approx. 30 
years

27.8.2004  
Kari, approx. 10 years, (12 years 
in the hotel and restaurant 
industry) 

11.8.2004 
Tuomas, approx. 3 years (20 years 
 in the restaurant industry) 

12.7.2004 
Tiina, 45 years 

20.8.2004 
Jetta, approx. 30 years 

20.7.2005 
Iris, approx. 15 years (around 20 
years in restaurant industry) 

7.7.2005 
Kati, approx. 5 years 
 (10 years in the restaurant 
industry) 

15.7.2004 
Henna, 36 
years

20.8.2004 
Helena, approx. 6 years 

13.9.2005 
Sanna, approx. 10 years, (15 
years in the restaurant industry) 

11.5.2006 
Suvi, approx. 10 years 
 (15 years in the restaurant 
industry) 

21.11.2005 
Outi, 28 years 

20.12.2005 
Pirkko, approx. 3 years 

2.11.2005 
Mari, approx. 10 years, (12 
years in the restaurant industry) 

31.3.2008 
Vappu, around 2 years (24 years in 
the restaurant industry) 

31.11.2005 
Tuuli, 46 years 

13.6.07
Satu, approx. 6 years 

28.01.2008 
Erkki, approx. 12 years ( 15 
years in the restaurant industry 

5.5.2008 
Tanja, around 14 years (15 years 
in the restaurant industry) 

5.9.07 
Jussi, 27 years 

15.6.07
Tarja, approx. 8 years 

25.4.2008 
Maija, approx. around 9 years 
(13 years in the restaurant 
industry) 

6.9.07 
Risto, 50 years 

15.6.07
Heikki, approx. 40 
years

12.9.07
Iina, 40 years 

15.6.07
Eeva, approx. 20 years 

 15.6.07 
Sini, approx 10 years 

Together, the waiter, supervisor and manager informants had approximately 370 years 
of experience working in restaurants and handling negative incidents. Additionally, the 
customer informants’ experience of restaurants is likewise considerable, but it is too 
complicated to count their experience on being a restaurant customer in years.  

4.2.2. First phase explorative study: Conversational interviewing 

In the first steps of the research process, I knew that the research phenomenon I wanted 
to study was how negative incidents are acted upon in service firms. I had searched for 
literature on the research topic and I came to the conclusion that the research 
phenomenon concerns an organizational problem in information processing. I had 
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specifically studied the literature on the front stage employee’s role as an information 
processor (Aldrich and Herker 1977; Bettencourt and Brown 2003; Tushman and 
Scanlan 1981). At the outset of the research process I was not knowledgeable enough of 
scientific philosophy, and therefore I was not critical enough towards the normative 
dominated literature. I had attempted to draft a framework that was based on the 
literature I had studied on information processing. The framework aimed at describing 
how negative customer feedback flows from the customer through the customer 
interface first to a front stage employee to be acted upon in tactical issues (like a service 
failure) and/or then transmitted further to be acted upon by the actors at the operational 
or strategic layers in operational or strategic issues. I felt, however, that I needed real 
life data to support or disapprove the literature I had studied and then, to support or 
reject the framework I had drafted. Thus, I chose to conduct the research process 
inductively.

The purpose of the exploratory study was to clarify my thoughts and add to my pre-
understanding of the nature of the research phenomenon. In the first phase I was not 
concerned about the research method since I did not have a specific research question47.
I could not draw up a specific research design with a particular research method in 
mind. I had, however, an idea about the empirical knowledge I needed in order to 
progress in the research process.  I refer to the explorative study as conversational 
interviewing. In the conversational interview, the interviewer pursues predetermined 
themes and is free to pursue and probe for additional meanings. Thus, it is considered 
useful in generating a theory (Lee 1999, 63). I drafted a topic guide for the exploratory 
study. The topic guide that was used in the explorative study is in Appendix 1. The 
exploratory study included four points: 

First, I wanted to hear accounts on action upon negative incidents in restaurants told by 
actors at the different hierarchical layers.

Second, I wanted the actors at the different hierarchical layers to draw me a picture of 
action upon negative service incidents in the restaurant hierarchy. 

Third, I wanted to test the framework I had drafted based on the literature I had studied 
and ask the informants’ views on the framework. 

Fourth, I wanted to get feedback about the interview to support the choice of the future 
research method. 

My aim in the first phase was to let the actors, who face the research phenomenon in 
real life situations tell me about their experiences and views on how negative incidents 
are acted upon in service firms.  

I started the data gathering by interviewing restaurant customers.  I asked them to recall 
a negative incident that had resulted in their dissatisfaction with the restaurant service.  
Moreover, I asked them to tell me how the negative incident had been acted upon. I 
asked some follow up questions since I was interested in the customer’s interpretation 
of the incident.  Moreover, I was interested in knowing whether the incident had had 

47 In a qualitative study the research question commonly emerges from the data. 
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any impact on the customer’s present action as a restaurant customer. Although I did not 
set out to conduct a narrative study in the first phase of the study, the customer 
interviews provided three stories that follow the definition of a narrative; two out of 
them were, as a matter of fact, delicious narratives with multiple voices. One customer 
could not recall any specific incidents and she told her general opinion about her 
frustration of slow service, waiters’ unprofessional action and the customer’s 
helplessness to provide negative feedback about service encounters. 

After I had interviewed the customers I shortened each customer informant’s 
description of a negative incident to a one page report with minimal contextualization 
and no customer interpretation or explanation. The four customer reports were named 
based on the content of the report and they were printed on colored papers; each report 
on a different color paper. The names of the reports are as follows: 

Girls’ steaks, Payment system, Dirtiness of the restaurant, Chain restaurants 

After interviewing the customers I continued gathering data by interviewing the waiters, 
the restaurant supervisors and the restaurant managers. I started the interviews by asking 
the informants first to study the customer informants’ reports. My aim was to help the 
informants recall common negative incidents in restaurants, thus provoking the 
informants to tell their views of the incidents. The informants reacted positively to my 
research approach.  

It was good that you had these cases – that made me remember all different kinds of incidents. 
The interview would have been totally different if you had had just questions. -Mauno, Waiter 
30 years of experience in serving customers in restaurants 

The conversation moved around, but was not limited to the customers’ reports. The 
customers’ reports helped to get the conversation going and the informants were eager 
to provide their views on negative incidents in restaurants and action upon them in 
general. Some narratives even emerged during the conversation, since narratives can 
emerge at the most unexpected times, even in answering a fixed response question 
(Riessman 2008).  

The waiter informants identified themselves in the role of a waiter in the reports and 
were able to view matters from the waiter perspective, finding excuses why the waiter 
had acted upon negative incidents in the way depicted in the reports. The superior actors 
could provide excuses why the negative incidents occur in restaurants and who or what 
to blame them on. 

At the end of the interview I had two more tasks for the informants to help clarify my 
thoughts about the research phenomenon. First, I asked the informants to draw a picture 
about their perceptions of action upon negative incidents in restaurants with actors like 
customers, waiters, supervisors etc. At the time of the exploratory study I was conflicted 
with the ontological questions, which is why I could not pose the question clearly 
enough. A part of the informants described how negative critical incidents should be 
acted upon in the restaurant hierarchy. Another part of the informants described how 
negative incidents are really acted upon in a restaurant in practice. Moreover, a couple 
of informants asked me: Do you want me to describe this how I think they should be 
acted upon or how they are acted upon?



81

Second, I showed my draft of the framework to the informants and wanted to hear their 
opinions about it. The informants thought that the framework is an ideal model that 
displays how negative incidents should be acted upon in a restaurant. I went on, 
however, asking the informants in more detail why the framework is ideal and why it 
does not work as such in practice. At this point, the informants’ viewpoints differed: 
there was no single view, but the different actors blamed each other: a customer does 
not provide negative feedback in service encounters, waiters do not sense or transmit the 
negative feedback any further, superior actors do not act upon and so on.

After each interview I asked every informant about the interview: “How did you find the 
interview?” The informants responded that the conversational interview was a pleasant 
experience since it gave the primacy to the informant’s viewpoint on the research 
phenomenon (Polkinghorne 1988; Stern et al. 1998) 

The interview was easier than I had thought. It was good that you did not have any exact list of 
questions but you focused the interview on one incident.-Kirsti, Restaurant Customer 

Moreover, it turned out that negative service incidents that occur in restaurants are more 
or less about the same matters.  

I can say that I have personally faced each one of these incidents during my career as a waiter. -
Timo, Waiter 20 years of experience in serving customers in restaurants 

I started laughing when I read the incidents. I was thinking that this can not be true – it’s like I 
have been handling these incidents a million of times.  –Petra, Restaurant Manager 10 years of 
experience in the restaurant business 

However, the negative incident itself is not an interest of the study. The interest of the 
study is to investigate how a negative incident is interpreted and then acted upon by the 
different actors.

The ontological and epistemological and even the methodological nature of the research 
phenomenon emerged from the exploratory study, and thus it turned out to be a crucial 
turning point of the research process. It appears that there is no single truth about 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents. On the contrary multiple realities exist 
and each actor at the different hierarchical layers constructs his reality by interacting 
with the others. The research question emerged from the exploratory study. It turned out 
that service firms’ action upon negative incidents is triggered by a dissatisfied customer 
which thereafter calls upon the collective action of the other crucial actors dealing with 
customer information. Each actor at the different hierarchical layers is a crucial actor in 
the sense that she can decide to act upon or not act upon negative incidents. Thus, it is 
the crucial actors’ co-operation that is crucial. It turned out, moreover, that all the actors 
are active interpreters of negative incidents and that their interpretations differ. 
Moreover, an actor’s interpretation subsequently guides his action upon negative 
incidents.

The validity of the exploratory study can be criticized for many reasons. However, one 
should bear in mind that the purpose of the exploratory study was only to gain real-life 
data to clarify my thoughts and to add to my pre-understanding of the research 
phenomenon to facilitate progress in the research process. I thought that I had brilliant 
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informants that were eager to provide me with information from their role perspective: 
as a result I received rich data that was used not only in building the conceptual 
framework but also in building the final theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents. 

4.2.3. Second phase study: Storytelling 

I entered the second phase of the data gathering with a deeper pre-understanding of the 
research phenomenon and with an aim to gather narratives about negative incidents 
from a multi-perspective. I had experience from the first phase study that it is not easy 
for the informants to recall any specific incident in an ad hoc situation. Thus, I asked the 
informants to think in advance about perceived negative incidents for the upcoming 
conversations. Negative incidents, however, are believed to provoke storytelling as 
psychology literature suggests that the negative incidents are easier to remember and, 
they have greater impact on actors than positive ones (Edvardsson and Roos 2001, 256). 
Figure 17 depicts the setting for the second phase of data gathering. 

Customer interfaceLine of interaction

Line of visibility

Line of operationalization

Line of strategic planning

Customers' stories about negative incidentsCustomer role perspective:

Front stage employee role perspective:

Supervisor role perspective:

Manager role perspective:

Waiters' stories about negative incidents

Supervisors' stories about negative incidents

Managers' stories about negative incidents

(back stage employees' supporting roles and acts)

Figure 17 Setting for the second phase study: Stories about negative incidents from different actors 
at the different hierarchical layers 

Approaching the informants without any fixed interview format generated anxiety, thus 
I prepared a topic guide for the upcoming conversations. As a matter of fact, the topic 
guide was hardly needed with the active informants who were eager to provide stories 
and accounts about negative incidents in restaurants. With the passive informants the 
topic guide proved, however, to be useful. The topic guide for the second phase of data 
gathering is in Appendix 2.
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I began the conversation with some warm-up questions. I asked the informants to tell 
me about themselves as restaurant customers or about their work in restaurants, their 
duties and their daily routines. Moreover, I asked about negative incidents, what are the 
most common ones, how often do they occur, do customers give negative feedback and 
how do they give the feedback etc. After the warm up questions I initiated the 
conversation to elicit a story or stories about negative incidents by saying: Would you 
please tell me a story of an incident in a restaurant that was somehow negative. Would 
you please tell when and where it happened, what the incident was about, whether the 
customer gave any feedback somehow, and then what then happened.

The stories were co-created in conversations with the informants and I had some follow 
up questions to elicit or provoke storytelling. Moreover, I did comment every now and 
then when I wanted to ask something or I wanted the informant to specify something he 
had just told. I took advantage of the work experience I had in the restaurant business, 
trying to identify myself with different service roles in the restaurant hierarchy, to 
capture the different role perspectives through which the informants told their stories.  

It turned out, however, that there were considerable differences between the informants’ 
capabilities to recall and narrate a story. Some informants were simply better 
storytellers than others. The gender issued emerged and it turned out the women were 
better storytellers than men (Burns, Williams and Maxham III 2000). Although I had 
told the informants to think about some specific incidents for the conversation 
beforehand some informants told that they do not remember any specific incidents. 
Thus, I had to elicit the storytelling. Usually, I went on and asked the informant (e.g. 
waiter) to tell me what kind of restaurant customers she had served yesterday, and then 
the conversation usually continued as follows: “Well, there was one table that was 
occupied with a family with three kids and then there were some ladies… and wait a 
minute… then one older man came…but hey, this is a good story!”   One recalled 
incident was usually followed by other recalled incidents. When the informants started 
the process of recalling it became easier to recall the incidents. 

A few informants were prepared for a traditional interview with fixed questions 
although I had asked them to think about some stories beforehand. The informants felt 
that it was me who was supposed to ask them the questions, even though they were 
requested in advance to relate stories to me. Trying to elicit a story from such 
informants was an arduous task for me.   

Moreover, it was evident that the superior informants were not willing to tell outsiders 
about the negative incidents in the restaurants for which they are responsible. They 
preferred to tell me about positive incidents. I had to allow them to tell me positive 
incidents48 first then little by little move the conversation towards negative incidents. 
Moreover, the supervisors’ and the managers’ stories were often trapped into what 
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) call the “Hollywood effect”, whereby the narrative is 

48 The accounts on positive incidents, meaning positive customer feedback about the perceived service 
did not commonly follow any definition of a narrative. They were simply short statements about the 
positive feedback. The following is an example of a given positive feedback. There had been a group of 
200 customers who had ordered a lunch buffet at a restaurant: “They were about 200 people having lunch 
here, and it took less than an hour.” (Researcher: How did get the feedback?) “Well, they told that it went 
fine!!” 
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distorted to provide a “happy ending”; that is, it all worked out well in the end. The 
supervisors typically told “a hero story” in which they told how they had succeeded in 
handling a customer complaint well, thus saving the customer relationship. 

4.3. Description of the empirical data 

The backbone of the empirical data is the stories about negative incidents. The data was 
not, however, limited to data in story format but the conversations with informants 
provided considerable unstructured qualitative data. Moreover, one restaurant manager 
gave me a transcription of customers’ comments on comment cards from one month’s 
time and some excerpts from the Internet feedback customers had sent through the 
company’s webpage, and then I received pages from daily diaries from one month’s 
time of one restaurant unit. All the data is of equal importance and it was used to build 
up the theory. 

The quality and length of the stories varied significantly. Some stories weakly adhered 
to the definition of a narrative: they were basically short descriptions of events. 
However, at least in my opinion they fulfilled the definition of a story and are treated as 
stories in the study. The stories that were weakly adhere to the definition of a story 
usually emerged in situations when the storyteller was narrating another story and 
suddenly he remembered another incident and told something about it shortly.  

It appeared that the perspective through which an informant filtered reality is related to 
his role and position in a service firm. A couple of times a manager or a supervisor 
informant suddenly remembered an incident they had experienced in the role of a 
customer, or then at the time they had occupied a subordinate position in a restaurant. 
The informant took the role of a customer or a waiter and narrated a story about a 
negative incident from the customer or waiter role perspective. The perspective changed 
when the role changed. The stories are included in the data and they are treated as 
customer stories or waiter stories.  

On the whole the data gathering provided me with around 300 pages (single space) of 
qualitative data which includes 75 stories to be analyzed for building the theory. 

4.4. Analysis of the empirical data 

The analysis of data is the processing of raw data to help the interpretation of data and 
theory building afterwards (Spiggle, 1994, 492). The data of the study was gathered in 
two separate phases between the time frame from 7.7.2004 until 05.05.2008 and the 
analysis of the data was continuous throughout the research process up until writing the 
research report.  

The data analysis began with a transcription of the tape-recorded data. Thereafter, the 
data was divided into narrative form data and unstructured qualitative data. The 
narrative form data was then analyzed with the help of structural narrative analysis. 
Thereafter, the narratives were evaluated based on the definition of a narrative, and the 
narratives were rated as four star, three star, two star and one star narratives. The four 
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star narratives were the narratives that perfectly adhered to the definition of a narrative. 
Additionally, the one star narratives hardly followed the definition of a narrative, but 
they can still be defined as narratives, at least in my opinion. Thereafter, the data was 
classified into critical incidents, like incidents and general views about service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents. Finally, the data was exposed to traditional theme 
analysis and the themes that exist in the data were looked for. 

The purpose of the analysis was to process the raw data in a way that it is easily 
interpreted to answer the research question.

4.4.1. Transcribing the tape-recorded data 

I transcribed all tape-recorded data myself; usually one day after the conversation was 
conducted. The tape-recoded data was transcribed verbatim. I also transcribed my 
comments and the conversation that occasionally emerged outside the research topic. 
Such a conversation emerged when the interview was about to finish. 

The first phase of analysis was the transcription of the tape-recoded data. After 
transcribing the tape-recorded data, I remembered the data quite well. I remembered the 
informants and the stories they had told. Thus, it was easy for me to go back to the data 
when I analyzed the data further.

While I was transcribing the tape-recorded data I divided data in story format from the 
unstructured qualitative data by highlighting the paragraphs that involved stories. 
Moreover, I gave each story a working name, and I wrote down a short description of 
the content of the story. Thus, it was easy for me to remember the stories and go back to 
them. I evaluated the stories by marking them with stars from one star to four star 
stories. The evaluation of the stories was based on the definition of a story and how well 
the story fulfilled the definition of a story (subchapter 4.1.2). The stories that were 
evaluated with four stars perfectly adhered to the definition of a narrative; they were 
easy to categorize into some type of story, they had been meaningful to the storyteller 
since they were detailed narrations, they had an orientation, sequences of events and 
conclusions and also a moral lesson. The stories that were evaluated with only one star 
hardly followed the minimum requirements for a story with a beginning, a middle and 
an end but they can, at least to my knowledge be defined as stories.  Table 4 depicts the 
stories of the study and their classification from four star to one star stories. I also 
evaluated my role as an active or passive researcher and the informants’ active or 
passive role in the conversations. 
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Table 4 Storytellers and evaluation of stories  

Crucial
Actors

Storyteller   Name of the story Stars Researcher's and informant's 
participation

Customers Kirsti 1 Girls’ steaks **** active informant / passive researcher 

 Joonas 2 Payment system **** semi active informant / active researcher 

 Henna 3 Cake with coffee ** active informant / semi active researcher 

 Tiina 4 Dirtiness of the servicescape **** active informant / passive researcher 

 Outi 5 Chocolate candies **** active informant / passive researcher 

 Tuuli 6 Spaghetti Bolognese **** active informant / passive researcher 

   7 Restaurant with a view ****   

 Jussi 8 Restaurant on an island **** active informant / passive researcher 

   9 Food poisoning? ***   

   10 Bottle of wine was a special offer ***   

 Risto 11 Diplomas on the restaurant wall * passive informant / passive researcher 

   12 Restaurant doorman **   

 Iina 13 Newly opened restaurant  *** semi active informant /semi active 
researcher 

   14 Specialities of the kitchen  **   

   15 Customer was automatically recovered  *   

 Sanna 16 Customer is ignored **  

Waiters Pirkko 17 Risotto and Feta Salad *** active informant / passive researcher 

   18 Rude waitress with brown hair *   

   19 Customer complaint came out of the 
blue

****   

   20 There was a fly in the food ***   

   21 Cold Irish Coffee **   

   22 Piece of plastic in the food ***   
   23 Nobody came to serve the customer ***   
 Tarja 24 Gluten-free pizza **** active informant / semi active researcher 

   25 Discounts with a loyal card  *   
   26 Slow service in the restaurant  *   
   27 Restaurant was crowded  ***   
  Satu 28 Old mens’ Gin Tonics   *** active informant / semi active researcher 
   29 Young girls’ Strawberry Daiquiri  ***   
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Crucial
actors

Storyteller Name of the story Stars Researcher's and informant's 
participation

  30 Cigarette smoking   ****  
   31 Group of middle aged customers were 

no longer served since they were drunk 
 ***   

   32 Chicken pasta  ***   
 Heikki 33 Hostess of the group of customers   *** semi active informant/semi active 

researcher 
   34 Toilet door  **   
  35 Burnt chicken **  
  36 Music in the restaurant ***  
 Eeva 37 70 year birthday party  ** active informant / semi active researcher 

   38 Young couple and a bottle of white wine ***   

   39 Crying customer  ***   
  40 Customers are served the dessert before 

the main course 
**

 Sini 41 Entrecôte steak 1 ** active informant / semi active researcher 

   42 Entrecôte steak2 ***   
   43 Sales record  ***    
   44 Customer is allergic to spices ***   
 Maija 45 Customer makes the waitress cry **  
Supervisors Kari 46 Hotel customers *** active informant / semi active researcher 

 Iiris 47 Loyal customer complains **** semi active informant/semi active 
researcher 

   48 Drunk customer ***   
   49 Pork and chicken ***   
  50 Customer got wrong potatoes **  
 Sanna 51 Midsummer evening **** semi active informant/semi active 

researcher 
   52 Summer trainee ****   
 Mari 53 Bad fish meal  * passive informant / semi active researcher 

 Kati 54 15 Caipiroska drinks *** active informant / semi active researcher 

   55 Pork is not on the menu any more **   
 Erkki 56 Port wine selection ** active informant / semi active researcher 
   57 Waiter takes control of the complaining 

customer 
*   

  58 Customer’s white shoes **  
  59 Cold food **  
 Maija 60 Cook-chill food ** active informant / passive researcher 
  61 Typical complaining customer **  
  62 Human error in order taking ***  
  63 Drunk Customer 2 *  
  64 12 meals are compensated  ***  
  65 Monaco customer *  
  66 Rôtiesseur customer *  
 Vappu 67 Pizza by taxi to complaining customers ** semi active informant/ semi active 

researcher 
Managers Petra 68 Employee productivity **  
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Crucial
actors

Storyteller Name of the story Stars Researcher's and informant's 
participation

 Kati 69 Dark sauce **** active informant/ semi active researcher 

 Suvi 70 Customer is not satisfied with the 
supervisor’s  complaint handling  

*** semi active informant/semi active 
researcher 

 Vappu 71 Customer complains after one month *** semi active informant/semi active 
researcher 

  72 Price/quality ratio of meals **  

  73 Complaint about restaurant supervisor **  

  74 Gift coupon was outdated **  

  75 Comments cards on the renewed menu **  

4.4.2. Structural analysis of narrative data 

The most simplistic way to analyze narratives is to treat them as descriptions of events 
and analyze them as any other unstructured qualitative data. Such a simplistic analysis 
of narrative data, however, does not value the richness of data in story format and 
therefore it is not justified for any study that follows the narrative approach. The 
narrative analysis implies an approach in which narratives are analyzed to illustrate the 
findings of the study.

Riessman (1993) advises to begin the narrative analysis with a structural analysis (how 
the story is told) to avoid the tendency to read a narrative simply for the content and to 
read it as evidence for a prior theory. The structural analysis appeared to fit with the 
research question since an actor’s story is an actor’s construction of service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents. The narrative approach, however, encourages 
researching the processes rather than the outcomes. The way the story is structured 
reveals how an actor constructs and makes sense of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents. Moreover, finding the structure of the story helped me to transform the 
“messy” spoken language into easily readable text.  

A number of authors have developed formal and structural ways to analyze the narrative 
form data (Boje 2001; Labov 1972; Greimas 1966; Gee 1985).   Structural analysis 
means structuring the narrated text with the help of the story structure that literature on 
narrative analysis has provided. Authors that have developed structural analysis state 
that the stories usually follow the same kind of pattern in how they are told: there is an 
orientation or a setting when the story starts, there is the beginning that introduces what 
can be expected to happen, there is the middle and the end that usually contains the 
teller’s conclusion and consequences, and sometimes the story can be ended with a 
moral lesson. Table 5 illustrates the common structure of the story which is an 
adaptation of the work of Labov (1972) and Gee (1985). 

Table 5 Structure of the story: 

1 Orientation or a setting that usually introduces the time and place where 
the story happened and often the characters of the story: 

Episode(s):  
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2A a beginning (one or more events) 

2B  a development (middle) 

2C an ending (conclusions and consequences) that concludes the story, which 
 may also contain a moral lesson 

The narratives in the data quite closely followed the structure illustrated in table 5. In 
the first phase of the analysis, all the transcribed text in narrative form was structured as 
illustrated in table 5. The plot of the story and the events that connected the plot were 
found. The following example illustrates the structural analysis of the narrative data. 
The example is a narrative that emerged during a conversation with a restaurant 
supervisor. She started to tell a story that had happened to her when she was a customer 
in a restaurant. The text is structured as illustrated in table 5. 

First the orientation that tells where and when the story happened: 

It happened to me last week when I was in a city […] and I went to the restaurant that is owned 
by the competitor. When I went there, there was a group of six people that just arrived there. It 
was a family and the waiter was there. I sat at the table. There were customers sitting  at exactly  
two tables, the others had already paid, and then I sat there for fifteen minutes.  

Next, the episode with four events starts. The events that construct the plot of the 
narrative: 

1.event: I picked up the à la carte menu by myself when I saw where they were, and then I had 
time to think what I would order. 

2.event: When I had been sitting there for five minutes the waiter did see me, she looked at me but 
she did not come. 

3.event: Then, one boy appeared there. I think he was working there because he was hanging 
around there. Then, a third person appeared, but none of them came [to serve me]. 

4.event: I was sitting there for  fifteen minutes. Then, I got so irritated that I left [the restaurant]. 

Thereafter, the ending with the conclusions and consequences:

But, I have not given the feedback because it is the competitor’s restaurant [told with irony].  
And, if this kind of restaurants exist it does not matter.  I thought then: was the table meant for 
the diners? But, the menus were on that table. And, I sat there for fifteen minutes and left.-- You 
know, after fifteen minutes I took my stuff and left. I was that irritated. I am like that!! I do not 
complain. I do, if the food is really (bad) or something. But, I do not complain about minor 
matters.  I would have understood if they had been busy there. But, they were not [busy there]. I 
felt that they did not care.

Finally, in this story there is even a moral lesson:  

If I do not notice a customer sitting there….I would be so ashamed that I could not live with 
myself!!! 

The simple story structure with a beginning, a middle and an end exemplifies how 
crucial actors construct negative incidents. At the beginning of the story there is the 
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actor’s interpretation of what had happened in the service encounter, what went wrong 
and why the service encounter resulted in customer dissatisfaction. Thereafter, in the 
middle, the actor’s action in response to the customer dissatisfying service encounter is 
subsequently guided by his interpretation. At the end, the actor relates the past 
experience into his present understanding about his role in service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents. 

4.4.3. Classification of the data: Critical incidents, like incidents and general views   

An often heard question in qualitative research is how to handle the large amount of 
data that is collected. Classifying data provides one way of assisting the researcher in 
this task (Webster and Mertova 2007, 79). The classification of data suggested by 
Webster and Mertova (2007, 71-88) is specifically useful for the study. The data of the 
study was gathered in conversations, thus it resulted in different types of data and was 
not limited to only stories. All types of data are of equal importance for the purpose of 
the study. However, the common feature of all the data is that it is based on the crucial 
actors’ past experiences of service firms’ action upon negative incidents.  

The gathered data was classified into critical incidents, like incidents, and general views 
on service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services.49

A critical incident is an incident that describes a crucial actor’s detailed account of 
events that has an impact on the storyteller’s present action and understanding about his 
role in service firms’ action upon negative incidents. In the study, the stories that are 
evaluated with four or three stars are classified as critical incidents.  

A like incident is an incident that has the same sequence level as a critical incident but 
illustrates further, confirms and repeats the experience of the critical incident. Because 
the context is similar to that of critical incidents they are labeled like incidents (Webster 
and Mertova 2007, 78). The stories that are evaluated with two or one star are classified 
as like incidents in the study. 

The general view of a service firm’s action upon negative incidents is a crucial actor’s 
opinion that is based on his past experiences and is expressed in a general form, not in 
story form.  

A common feature of critical incidents, like incidents and general views on a service 
firm’s action upon negative incidents was that they provided data that was in alignment 
and coherent. When an informant had a general view e.g. on a service firm’s action 
upon negative incident, then the story she had narrated before or afterwards ended with 
a conclusion that was in alignment with the general view.  

49 The classification is adapted from Webster and Mertova (2007, 78). Webster and Mertova (2007) 
classify the stories into critical incidents, like incidents and other incidents. 
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4.4.4. Thematic analysis 

The final phase of the analysis of the data was thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is 
suited to many kinds of data (Riessman 2008, 74). Thus, after the data was classified 
into three groups, thematic analysis was conducted. I appreciated to fully use the 
collected data. The themes that existed and were common in the crucial actors’ critical 
incidents, like incidents and general views were looked for and then combined.   

In thematic analysis, the emphasis is on “the told”, that is on the content of the accounts: 
what is told in the story, rather than how the story is told. In thematic analysis the data is 
read for its content and evidence for a prior theory. Therefore, thematic analysis was the 
final phase of the data analysis, and it could not be done until the prior theory had 
emerged from the data and literature. One of the reasons why I felt that this phase of 
final analysis was especially troublesome was exactly because of the fact that I did not 
find a framework that could include all the relevant dimensions of the gathered data. As 
stated at the outset of the study the study started inductively and ended deductively. 
Thus, the thematic analysis confirmed the prior theory as well as provided a deeper 
understanding of the research phenomenon.  

4.5.  Interpretation of data to build a theory 

The empirical study provided data about how service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents in high touch services. Thus, the empirical study contributed to building the 
theory. My task as a researcher was to interpret the different actors’ interpretations with 
the help of the conceptual framework50 and to build a theory. The purpose of the theory 
is to not only to describe but also explain the actions of service firms in negative 
incidents. The description is often, however, the first step in theory building (Pentland 
1999), but we need a theory for deeper understanding. The purpose of the study is to 
build a theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents. Thus, the theory not 
only explains the service firm’s action upon negative incidents, but also how it makes 
sense of its action upon negative incidents in high touch services. 

At the outset of the research process I was tempted to describe the crucial actors’ 
actions upon negative incidents based on the accounts they had told me in 
conversations. As a matter of fact it was hard for me to move on to the abstract level to 
build a theory. I was living in the world of restaurants like any restaurant customer, 
restaurant subordinate or superior actor. Later on, I realized that I must take an active 
role as an author and interpret the informants’ interpretations with a conceptual 
framework. The emancipation of practical life also requires abstract thinking and 
knowledge for its own sake. Theory is thus a product of the reflection of that practice. 
Studying the literature, along with gathering and analyzing the data continuously 
throughout the research process helped me to build the conceptual framework as an 
intermediate theory of the study. It emerged from the data that postmodern service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services is guided by the service and 

50 The conceptual framework as an intermediate theory resulted from my expanded pre-understanding of 
the research phenomenon. Thus, as a matter of fact I interpreted the actors’ interpretations with an 
expanded pre-understanding. 
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complaint management strategies. Thereafter, I found literature to support that finding. 
Thus, I was able to build the conceptual framework for the study as an intermediate 
theory.

What is the role of the story then, in explaining service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents? Pentland (1999, 717) claims that explanation requires a story and that stories 
can be understood as process theories. Weick (1995) argues that sense making depends, 
to a great extent, on our ability to think in narrative terms: to look back, retrospectively, 
and ahead, prospectively, so as to construct an understanding of events.  Bruner (1990) 
also emphasizes that connecting events together in the context of a story is critical for 
understanding. A narrative embodies sequence and time, thus it is suited to the 
development of process theories and explanations. Every narrative contains a 
description of a process or a sequence of events. The significance of narrative data lies 
in the richness of the data, specifically in the fact that they are the same kind of data that 
the organizational members use to plan, enact, interpret, and evaluate their own actions 
and those of others (Pentland 1999, 717). Weick (1995, 127) even argues that most 
organizational truths are based on a narrative. 

Figure 19 illustrates how the two empirical studies contributed to building the theory 
first, by adding to pre-understanding, and then by leading to an understanding of the 
research phenomena. The two data gathering phases were not two separate studies: on 
the contrary they complemented each other. Therefore, the circles illustrate how the 
phases intersect and overlap each other. I would claim that at the general level the data 
added to pre-understanding while the detailed story data led to a deeper understanding 
of the research phenomenon. 

Theory development

First phase data gathering (Explorative):
 Conversational interviewing

Second phase data gathering:
Storytelling

Building the conceptual framework of service firms' action
upon negative incidents  in high touch services

A theory about service firms 'action upon
negative incidents  in high touch services

Understanding of the research phenomenon

Figure 18 Developing the theory with the help of the conceptual framework and empirical study 

The theory explains and makes sense of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services by explaining the crucial actors’ action upon customer dissatisfying 
service encounters, customer complaining, complaint handling and contribution or non-
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contribution to complaint-based improvements. The study states that the crucial actors 
think in narrative terms: they look retrospectively to past experiences and their actions 
as a part of service firms’ action upon negative incidents. Thereafter, they look ahead so 
as to construct an understanding of their role and actions as a part of service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents.

4.6. Evaluation of the empirical study 

The aim of the empirical study was to understand the complex world of lived experience 
of service firms’ action upon negative incidents from the point of view of those who 
live it. To this end I decided on storytelling as a research method. As Blumer (1969) 
states, it is the phenomenon and field of study that dictates the methods – not the other 
way around. From the beginning, the purpose of the exploratory study was to provide 
me with the real-life data of the research phenomenon. After analyzing the data, I 
understood that the actors at different hierarchical layers perceive the research 
phenomenon from different perspectives because their knowledge of the system and 
their objectives are different.

Before conducting the conversational interviews with the informants I drafted a 
framework that was based on literature from the areas of information processing and the 
market orientation of service firms. The framework depicted front stage employees as 
information processors who sense, act upon and then transmit the information from 
customers to their superiors, and then supervise at the customer interface that the 
information will be acted upon. I showed the framework to the informants to obtain 
their views of the framework. Mauno, a waiter with more than 30 years of experience in 
serving restaurant customers and subordinate to a restaurant supervisor, found the 
framework to be more amusing than actually depicting the “reality” for him. 

This is a fine paper [laughter]…  

The comments conserning the normative framework gave me the idea to let the 
informants who have years of experience on complaining, listening to customer 
complaints and complaint handling to tell me their stories about complaining, customer 
complaints and complaint handling as part of their everyday reality.

After the explorative study I understood the research phenomenon better. Service firms 
as an entity do not act upon negative incidents in high touch services. However, the 
actors at the different hierarchical layers, called crucial actors in the study, are the ones 
who act. Additionally, the crucial actors think in narrative terms: they look 
retrospectively and prospectively, so as to construct an understanding of events. Thus, it 
was the phenomenon and field of study that dictated the research method. In the 
following subchapters I will first evaluate storytelling as a research method, then I will 
evaluate the validity of the empirical study. 

4.6.1. Evaluation of the research method 

Storytelling was a suitable research method of the study since it allowed me to capture 
the actors’ interpretations of incidents as socially constructed from their role 
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perspectives. I was aware of the fact that it would have been an ideal situation to capture 
the different actors’ interpretations of the same negative incident. Due to the limitations 
of storytelling as a research method, it would not have, however, been possible for the 
following reasons. People tend to recall the incidents that have somehow been 
meaningful for them. A meaningful incident for a customer, recalled in detailed, is not 
necessarily anyhow meaningful to a front stage employee who might not even be able to 
recall it.51 Moreover, studying the same negative incident from different actors’ 
perspectives would have limited the negative critical incidents to only those incidents 
that are reported to the manager. As stated in chapter 5, the negative incidents are rarely 
reported to the manager: in addition, the incidents represent the very extremes ones. 
Another purpose of the study was to find out why the actors do not report the incidents 
to superior actors. Storytelling allows the actors to tell what they want to tell, thus 
provide rich data as a storyteller’s construction of the incident. Asking the actors to tell 
their story of what had happened in a given negative incident would probably not have 
been a successful strategy. An interviewer cannot force anyone to tell a story of a 
particular incident if the storyteller is not willing to tell her story. Moreover, if I had 
asked everyone to recount their stories about the same negative incident it would have 
given an impression that I seek an objective truth. My purpose was to let all the actors 
provide stories about as many negative incidents as they were able to recall to get a 
variety of stories as the actors’ constructions of the incidents. 

At the beginning of the research process I considered ethnography as an alternative 
method for the data gathering. In an ethnographic study the ethnographer participates in 
the lives of people, watches what happens, listens to what is said, and asks questions, 
and collects available data in order to understand the issues with which he is concerned 
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1983). The ethnographic approach might have worked in 
this study as a research method at the customer interface. I could have taken the role of 
a participant observer as a customer or a waitress. However, observing or at least 
participant observation would hardly have succeeded at the superior layers of a 
restaurant. Moreover, ethnographic research is commonly conducted in a case company 
(Korkman 2006; Wägar 2007). Thus, I would have had to limit the empirical study to a 
case company. Limiting the empirical study to a case company could have highlighted 
the policies and procedures one company uses. Furthermore, in one company there is 
only one manager. Thus, the manager perspective would have been limited to one 
person only.

4.6.2. Validity of the empirical data 

All field work done by a single fieldworker invites the question: why should we believe 
it? The evaluation criteria for an empirical study originate from quantitative studies 
thus, the concepts of reliability and validity are commonly also used in evaluating 

51 I tested the idea of gathering stories about the same negative incidents from different informants. One 
customer informant had been in the company of her husband in the service encounter from which she 
narrated the story. Later on, I met her husband and asked him to tell me about the negative incident. He 
could not recall the incident in detail thus, no story emerged. Apparently the incident had not been 
meaningful for him.  Perhaps, there was a difference in the actors’ capacity to tell stories. Thus, I believe 
that the idea of gathering stories about the same negative incident from the different crucial actors would 
have failed in practice.  
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qualitative studies (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell and Symon 2006). Some authors claim, 
however, that qualitative studies cannot be evaluated with the concepts that originate 
from quantitative studies, but one should use the concept of trustworthiness of the study 
instead of the concept of reliability (Wallendorf and Belk 1989). Moreover, some 
authors claim that as a matter of fact different qualitative methods call for different 
evaluation criteria (Polkinghorne 1988, Webster and Mertova 2007, 94). Riessman 
(2008, 184) claims that reliability is not really a suitable concept to discuss about the 
trustworthiness of a narrative study. She claims that in narrative study, two levels of 
validity are important – the story told by a research participant and the validity of the 
analysis, or the story told by the researcher. On the other hand, Webster and Mertova 
(2007) claim that in narrative research reliability refers to the dependability of the data, 
while validity refers to the strength of the analysis of data. In the study, validity refers to 
trustworthiness of data and analysis of data. I decided to use the concept of validity in 
evaluating the empirical study, since the concept of validity has been used by authors of 
narrative scholars (Riessman 2008, 184; Cuncliffe et al. 2004, 263). 

Validity of informants’ accounts 

Thinking about the validity of data in narrative research, the question arises: is the story 
valid? As stated earlier, the authors of narratives are not really concerned about the 
reliability of the story in the traditional sense since the story is the storyteller’s truth, 
which is what the researchers of narratives are interested in. On the contrary, one of the 
dangers in narrative studies is to read the story as a fact52. A story is a storyteller’s 
construction of the event that has somehow been meaningful to the storyteller hence, it 
is stored in memory and the experience is translated into knowledge (common sense). 

Narratives do not establish the truth of…such events, nor does narrative reflect the truth of 
experience. Narratives create the very events they reflect upon. In this sense, narratives are 
reflections on-not of-the world as it is known (DeFina 2003, 13).  

There exist, however, some criteria for evaluating the validity of stories. A story is a 
storyteller’s perception of the events so, it cannot be taken as a fact. One should keep in 
mind that a narrative is not a factual report of events, but instead one articulation told 
from a point of view that seeks to persuade others to see the events in a similar way 
(Riessman 2008, 187). Nonetheless, the story has to make sense, and thus be coherent 
with a beginnings, middles and ending. Gergen (1999) states that narratives have a 
number of characteristics that lend coherence: a valued endpoint or goal; relevant 
causally linked events ordered in a liner, temporal sequence; demarcation signs; and 
characters with stable, coherent identities. Finally, there is also an identifiable narrative 
voice lending authority to the narrative. 

Riessman (2008) points out the meaning of the purposeful sampling in the discussion of 
the validity of stories. Storytelling is based on informants’ experiences and their 
insights. Riesmann (2008) uses the terms persuasiveness and purposefulness to reflect 
the validity of narrative studies. In the study, all the informants had years of experience 
in restaurant service and restaurant service provision. In addition, all the restaurant 
subordinates and superior informants had education in the field, and they were 

52 For example when a customer narrates a story about a meal experience she commonly narrates about 
the length of the waiting time and incorrect meal which are relativistic and by no means objective facts.  
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professionals in the field. Thus, their knowledge and experience in restaurant service is 
convincing, at least it was to me.   I have reflected upon the validity of the data by 
discussing the purposefulness of the data gathering, the nature of the conversations with 
the informants, and triangulation of the data.  

In the study the sampling of the informants was more purposeful, than random 
(Riessmann 2008, 60). I would like to draw the reader’s attention to the matter that 
gathering oral stories is not a simple way to gather data. The informants must be willing 
to tell their stories, and co-operative with the researcher. I realized at the beginning of 
the empirical study that it does not make sense to focus on a few case restaurants, 
although it was tempting to me as a researcher. I had one unsuccessful conversation 
with one supervisor who first refused to be interviewed due to her work load and busy 
time schedule. However, she did not say no. I kept on insisting and contacted her again. 
Finally, I phoned her and I succeeded in finding a time for a conversation. She was, 
however, busy and preferred to answer the fixed questions quickly. I failed to elicit any 
stories from her, and I did not get any data out of her that would have been useful for 
the study. Thereafter, I concluded that there is no reason to be insistent if an informant 
does not respond to my first request for a conversation. The quality of data is more 
relevant than the number of informants. 

The empirical data was not focused on any geographical area in Finland. I conducted 
the conversations in different cities. Moreover, the informants were asked to recall and 
tell about their experiences of how dining restaurants generally treat negative incidents 
throughout their whole career, and not to limit their experiences and stories to the 
restaurant they worked for during the time of the conversation. All the informants had 
years of work experience in different restaurants thus, the data covered a considerable 
range of knowledge of different restaurants.

The conversations were conducted in privacy in a comfortable milieu. The 
conversations with waiters were conducted when the waiters had a day off. I met them 
in a peaceful place where we could have our conversation undisturbed. The 
conversations with restaurant managers were commonly conducted in their offices, and 
the restaurant supervisors reserved a separately enclosed dining area for the 
conversation. I informed the informants in advance that they should reserve about an 
hour for the conversation to avoid hurrying through the conversation. Before the 
conversations started, the informants were promised full anonymity. Only the 
informants’ fictional first names are mentioned in the study. Consequently, it was hoped 
that the informants would be willing to provide the author with their socially 
constructed realities of action upon negative incidents in restaurants.

Triangulation is a method of testing the findings across different sources, methods and 
investigators, whereby data derived from a source, method or investigator is compared, 
triangulated. Silverman (2000) defines the meaning of triangulation to the study in the 
following way: 

By having cumulative view drawn from different contexts, we may…be able to triangulate the 
“true” state of affairs by examining where the different data intersects. In this way, some 
qualitative researchers believe that triangulation may improve the reliability of a single method. 
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The backbone of the empirical data was the stories narrated by the informants. The data 
was not, however, limited to the story data only.53 Moreover, the quality of the stories 
varied according to their length and the details recalled. The unstructured qualitative 
data that was not told in a story format most often related the informants’ general views 
of how dining restaurants act upon negative incidents. Additionally, the excerpts from 
Internet feedback and the summaries of comments cards and daily diaries from one 
month period that I received from a couple of restaurants gave me supplementary data. 
After analyzing the data I concluded that it was coherent and in alignment with the 
findings. For instance, when Satu, a waitress told her perception of a stereotype of a 
complaining customer, I asked her to recall a story about such a customer, which she 
did (The story: Old men’s Gin Tonics). The same thing happened with Maija, a 
supervisor who first described her perception of a typical complaining customer 
(stereotype), and then she recalled a negative incident and narrated a story about such a 
customer (the story: Typical complaining customer).  

Validity of analysis 

The validity of analysis is evaluated based on the strategies used in the study for 
trustworthiness and fair reporting of participants’ ideas: are the findings of the study 
trustworthy for the people under study, and for the readers of the study.

One of the advantages of gathering oral stories is that the analysis of the data can 
already begin during the conversations. I aimed for valid interpretations of the 
informants’ data. I aimed at capturing the storyteller’s perspective of the narrated 
incidents and I wanted to make sure that I understood and interpreted the storyteller’s 
story in a meaningful way (intersubjectivity). When I was not sure that I followed the 
storyteller’s train of thought I asked him to specify some parts of the story or go back to 
some parts of the story and ask him to specify why he had acted in such a way. Thus, 
the stories were co- constructed and my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon 
helped me to interpret the data already in the data gathering phase. The validity of 
analysis was increased by immediately transcribing the tape-recoded conversations after 
they ended. The conversations were transcribed verbatim, increasing my familiarity 
with the content. 

One of the advantages of storytelling as a research method is that stories can be 
gathered throughout the research process. I gathered the data between the period of 
7.7.2004 – 5.5.2008. The study started inductively and I analyzed the data from the 
explorative study (7.7.04 - 20.8.04) and continued reviewing the literature, and research 
methods for about a year before I commenced data gathering on 7.7.05. By the time I 
conducted the four last conversations with supervisors and managers (28.1. – 5.5. 2008) 
I had already written the first draft of the study. In this manner, I had gained expanded 
pre-understanding of the research phenomenon compared to the first conversations with 
the informants. Therefore, I would claim that the analysis of the last conversations 

53 Many narrative studies overlook the fact that in gathering oral stories and in eliciting storytelling non 
story data is bound to emerge in conversations. Such non-story data is relevant data that can also be used 
in theory building. The non-story data that emerged is, moreover, valuable data in reflecting on the 
validity of the data.  
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tended to confirme the theory rather than creating any new knowledge. In short, the 
validity of the study could be tested on the basis of the last conversations.

The data gathering and analysis was a continuous process lasting for approximately four 
years. During that time, my pre-understanding of the research phenomenon evolved into 
an expanded pre-understanding. By the time of the very last conversation with the 
informants, I had almost reached an understanding of the research phenomenon. My 
role had changed in the last conversation: at this stage I tended to search for data that 
confirmed the existing findings. The long-term data gathering and analysis lends to an 
increased understanding of the research phenomenon, which additionally strengthens 
the validity of the analysis. 
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5 TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING ABOUT SERVICE FIRMS’ 
ACTION UPON NEGATIVE INCIDENTS IN HIGH TOUCH 
SERVICES

This chapter continues the theory building after the conceptual framework by summing 
up the empirical findings into the theory.  

The purpose of the study is to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services by answering the research question: 

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

Social constructionist researchers use theory to interpret the social world in which no 
absolute truth is deemed to exist but instead only socially constructed realities (Turnbull 
2002, 318). The theory is co-constructed by me a researcher, and by the restaurant 
informants who had together almost 400 years of experience in customer dissatisfaction, 
customer complaining, customer complaints, complaining customers and complaint 
handling in the restaurant industry. Thus, the theory aims to give a picture of the 
socially constructed reality about dining restaurants’ action upon customer 
dissatisfaction, complaints and complaining customers. I, interpret my own 
interpretations, look at my own perspective from other perspectives and turn a self- 
critical eye onto my authority as interpreter and author (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000). 

In the study, a negative incident is defined as specific commercial interaction between 
the customer and the service provider that deviates from expected commercial 
interaction in a negative way resulting in customer dissatisfaction, and may lead to 
customer complaints and complaining customers. The study proposes that the service 
firm as an entity does not act, but the actors at the different hierarchal layers, called the 
crucial actors in the study, are the ones who act upon negative incidents. The actors at 
the different hierarchical layers are called the crucial actors in the study since they all 
have a crucial role in service firms’ customer-oriented action. They all deal with 
customer information: source of information or information provision (customer), or 
acquisition, transmission, dissemination and utilization of information (front stage 
employees, supervisors and managers) (e.g. Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Gilly et al. 1991).  
The conceptual framework described the corporate actors as creators, executers and 
performers of the service and complaint management strategies, then the customer as a 
co-producer, and a consumer who is the main source of uncertainty and as a negative 
factor (Mills et al. 1983). The service provider has no formal authority over the 
customer, but the customer is a source of income to the service provider. The customer 
may act upon his dissatisfaction with the service by switching the service provider or by 
complaining to the service provider. Thus, the customer acts like a trigger of service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents. 

The research question is answered in this chapter by discussing each crucial actor’s 
social construction about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services in a separate subchapter. The empirical context of the study is dining 
restaurants. Thus, the chapter entails the presentation and analysis of the empirical 
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findings in the dining restaurant context. Figure 19 depicts how the research question is 
answered in this chapter. 

Line of interaction

Line of visibility

Line of operationalization

Line of strategic planning

Customers' accounts on service firms'
action upon negative incidents

Front stage employees' accounts on service firms'
action upon negative incidents

Supervisors' accounts on service firms' action upon
negative incidents

Managers' accounts on service firms' action upon
negative incidents

(Back stage employees)

Front stage

Back stage

Accessible complaint media

Figure 19 Answering the research question 

The customer, front stage employee, supervisor and manager informants’ accounts of 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services are analyzed and 
generalized in a theoretical format. In the study, service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents is defined as an outcome of the crucial actors’ action upon negative incidents. 
Thus, analyzing and summing up the crucial actors’ accounts of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services answers the research question. 

The chapter starts by first introducing the empirical context of the study to guide the 
reader into the world of dining restaurants and to help the reader understand the 
conceptual framework in this very special context. Thereafter, the interactive service 
quality in service encounters is discussed to guide the reader to study the findings from 
the service firm perspective (service logic), neither from the customer perspective 
(customer logic) nor the service provider perspective (business logic). Thereafter, the 
subchapters start from the restaurant customer and then move on down the hierarchical 
layers in an open service system, ending at the restaurant manager. At the end of the 
chapter the analyses of the crucial actors’ accounts on service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services are summed up. 
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5.1. Dining restaurants as the empirical context of the study 

Dining restaurants are typical open service systems where the dining area represents the 
front stage, the layer where customers and front stage employees interact. The restaurant 
kitchen is the back stage, which is situated below the line of visibility, and thus 
customers do not interact directly with the back stage or with the back stage employees 
(cooks). Customers do not interact directly with the superior actors either, who occupy 
the operational and strategic layers below the line of visibility.

The dining restaurant industry is a human-centered field of industry (high touch). The 
time frame between the first and last conversation with the restaurant informants was 
about four years. Many things do happen and change in business in four years. At the 
end of the research process, I listened again to the very first tape-recorded conversations 
with the informants. My understanding of the research phenomenon had naturally 
expanded since the time I conducted the first conversations. I did, however, realize that 
the information the informants provided was about the same as in the very last 
conversations, since human beings will be human beings in their actions. In another 
field of industry (high tech) the four-year long time frame in data gathering would 
probably have provided different data in the first phase than in the last phase. 

One thing, however, occurred during the four year long data gathering process: the 
development of an Internet feedback system. It emerged in the last conversations that 
some restaurants have implemented a highly developed system to follow and handle 
customer complaints sent via the Internet. The matter did not, however, harm the study 
since the complaint medium or content of complaints were not really the interest of the 
study. The focus of the study was on the action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services.

5.1.1. Dining restaurants’ service and complaint management strategies 

The restaurant business is a highly competitive field of business, specifically in the 
Helsinki metropolitan area. Thus, restaurant customers can easily choose which 
restaurant service provider to use and easily switch the restaurant service provider in 
case of any dissatisfaction. Thus, many restaurants have made efforts to implement 
systems for gathering customer information about customer perceived service (Berry 
and Parasuraman 1997).  Dining restaurants could be categorized as listening 
organizations in Glynn and Brannick (1998) terms, since they gather customer 
information with multiple research methods. Thus, service quality measurements act as 
a platform for developing the service offering.  

[We conduct] a customer satisfaction inquiry, a questionnaire is delivered to customers once a 
year---Then, we have a secret customer study, the service concept is tested with it. Year […] the 
results were so high that we mainly aim to maintain the level than to develop it further. This 
[customer satisfaction inquiry] is a tough tool.---Now, when it [the customer satisfaction 
inquiry] was done I made an action plan [how the service will be improved] with the unit that 
got the lowest ranking. Then, I brought flowers for the unit that got the best ranking and I 
discussed how they have reached such results.---Then, we have the spontaneous feedback, these 
[the comment cards on the tables]. Always when I am there [in the restaurants] they 
[supervisors] show me those cards. We go through the positive and negative ones. 
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The strongest package [of customer feedback] is absolutely [the yearly customer inquiry]. It is 
the most guiding package [of customer satisfaction] but then secret customer [studies] of course 
[are important] as well. But then, the meaning of Internet feedback is increasing all the time. 
Customers, who bother to write Internet feedback are apparently enlightened since they bother 
to write Internet feedback. There is usually a good description there of the flow of events in the 
restaurant. Then, you do get the knowledge what had really happened there. –Kati, Restaurant 
manager, 5 years of experience 

A customer complaint is a piece of customer information. Besides the use of multiple 
listening practices, restaurant service providers have taken a proactive role in customer 
complaints by blueprinting service encounters (Shostack 1984) so that the customer 
feedback is asked already at the beginning of the service encounter (service recovery). 
Thus, the customer dissatisfaction can be recovered in a timely manner by substituting 
or replacing the meal.  

We have talked a lot that after a couple of minutes the customer has started to eat the meal, 
waiters pass by and ask the customer: “Is everything all right with the meal?” –Kati, Restaurant 
Manager 5 years of experience 

It is still so [despite the Internet as a complaint medium] that the minor complaints are handled 
there in the restaurant unit. A customer tells the employees that this or that has happened. We 
have highlighted really a lot the importance to handle [the complaints] there [where customer 
dissatisfaction occurs]. –We aim that a customer leaves the restaurant satisfied. We do not aim 
that a customer leaves the restaurant with anger and then, later on sends Internet feedback. –
Tarja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

The customer dissatisfiers and customer complaints appeared to be about the same in 
dining restaurants. Thus, the content of customer dissatisfaction and customer 
complaints did not complicate the analysis of the crucial actors’ interpretations of 
negative incidents. The common customer dissatisfiers and customer complaints are 
about the meals (the core product) or then, about the slow service or then less seldom 
about the customer service. 

Usually, they are about….mainly about that it has taken such a long time to wait for the meal. 
Or then, there had been something wrong with the meal, usually it is how well a steak has been 
cooked. Mainly, they [complaints] are about the slow service [long time to wait for the meal]. 
Then, there are some [complaints] about customer service but they are few, after all. –Vappu, 
Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

Service firms do not, however, exist for complaining and for complaint handling, but to 
co-produce customer satisfying service effectively (Maxham and Netemeyr 2002, 67). 
The aim naturally is that there will not emerge customer dissatisfaction subsequent 
complaints. As well-known negative incidents are, however, bound to occur due to the 
human nature of service encounters (Boshoff 2007, 41; Reynolds and Harris 2005, 322). 
Thus, service providers are prepared to act upon customer complaints with a complaint 
management strategy. 

We have written a chapter [in a handbook] how to act when a customer is dissatisfied: 
apologize and find out the practices how to recover the customer in the restaurant [unit]. The 
aim is that the service works and waiters are allowed to compensate: not just with a cup of 
coffee but so that the encounter will be properly handled and the [dissatisfied] customer will 
leave the restaurant satisfied. ---But, the aim naturally is that the service is as it should be [no 
complaints will emerge]. –Kati, Restaurant Manager, 5 years of experience 
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I have drafted guidelines on how to act when problems emerge in service encounters: customers 
accidently get  wrong meals, or then a customer is bound to wait. I have drafted the guidelines 
how to compensate the customer. We replace the meal if the customer complains about it 
immediately [before not eating the meal]. Or then, if there is something wrong with the meal; it 
was not warm or something. We offer them special coffee or ice cream. But then, the last one is 
to give them a discount of the meal since it does not recover the bad taste! If the service fails 
totally [a total service failure on the part of the service provider] then, the customer will be 
recovered with a gift coupon. But then, everything has really gone wrong. Such service 
encounters are few, once a year. They have decreased enormously. –Sanna, Restaurant 
Supervisor 10 years of experience 

5.1.2. Perspectives on service encounters are role related 

The study is interested in social constructions of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents from different role perspectives, not personal or individual perspectives. The 
restaurant industry proved to be an interesting empirical context since in the restaurant 
industry the actors can occupy different roles, thus the same actor is capable of 
describing the socially contracted reality from different role perspectives. Service 
employees, supervisors, and managers are all also in the role of a restaurant customer, at 
least occasionally in other restaurants. Thus, they are capable of constructing the 
customer dissatisfying restaurant service and their action upon it from the restaurant 
customer perspective. As paying restaurant customers in another restaurant, the 
restaurant supervisor or restaurant manager expect satisfaction and value for their 
money, thus they view service encounters from that perspective. 

I am a demanding restaurant customer.---Me and my husband we blow up at the waitress but we 
have learned it abroad! You are allowed to be a demanding customer and give feedback 
[complain]. Feedback is however seldom given face-to-face in Finland. –Maija, Restaurant 
Supervisor in the role of a restaurant customer 

I also went to have a lunch on the other side of the street. I asked whether they have lunch there, 
and then I sat down. Three persons walked on by and none of them even glanced at me. Then, I 
stayed there to wait how long it takes until someone comes and fills my glass of water. I waited 
there for five minutes, then I had had enough of it [and I left the restaurant]. This is a cynical 
way of thinking. I go to restaurants quite often as a customer. I then felt that I shall count how 
long it takes [until someone comes and fills my glass of water]. This is quite a typical situation. 
–Petra, Restaurant Manager  in the role of a restaurant customer54

Moreover, restaurant supervisors or restaurant managers have commonly occupied 
subordinate positions in restaurants before being promoted to superior positions. Thus, 
they were capable of recalling negative incidents at the time they occupied a 
subordinate position in a restaurant. Thus, the superior actors constructed service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents from the subordinate perspective. The following citation 
describes the restaurant manager’s career as one in which promotion happens step by 
step.

I have never been in another field of industry. I started at the age of 13 or 14 years old, and now 
I am 38 years old. I started [my career] by working as an assistant in a kitchen. Thereafter, I 
studied to become a restaurant cook, then from a restaurant cook to a restaurant waiter. Then, I 

54The same informant highlighted in the conversation the meaning of customer voicing in customer 
dissatisfying service encounters. However, she was talking in the role of a manager. As a restaurant 
customer she acted like the majority of customers, no voicing but leaving the restaurant dissatisfied. 
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have had courses on front stage supervision and restaurant supervision. The last exam I had was 
about management and organization. –Vappu, Restaurant Manager   

When a waiter is promoted to a supervisor she is obligated to think about the 
productivity and profitability of the restaurant, and view things from that perspective. 
The following citation describes a young supervisor’s perspective on slow service. He 
had years of work experience as a waiter, but he had acted only a relatively short time as 
a supervisor. Thus, it was difficult at first for him to discuss the slow service from the 
supervisor perspective, and he talked first in the role of a waiter.  

When the service goes so badly that a customer needs to wait for 20 minutes [before being 
served by the waiter] you know it:[the reason for the slow service]:it is because there is too little 
staff on duty. But then, when you tell this to the management they tell you that it is too 
expensive to have more staff on duty. Or, they can naturally tell you: “Nice that you told me. 
Let’s recruit more staff immediately!” That is something I never have heard. And, I question 
whether I will answer somebody in that way someday!?. –Mika, Restaurant Supervisor, first in 
the role of a waiter and then, in the role of a supervisor 

The fact that the informants changed roles in the conversations and provided accounts 
from another perspective supported the idea that a perspective is role-related. When an 
actor changes roles, he changes his perspective, his way of understanding the events in a 
service encounter, and service firms’ action upon it. 

5.1.3. Interactions between the customers, waiters, supervisors and managers 

The stories, provided by the informants were polyphonic with multiple voices. Service 
encounters are interactions with customers and the service provider. Thus, at least two 
characters appear in the stories. Complaint handling may occur between two crucial 
actors, alternatively there will be more actors involved. The description of interactions 
between the crucial actors paints the reader a picture about complaint handling in 
service firms: not only between the customer and the service employee, but also the 
internal complaint handling below the line of visibility, between the human actors in 
service provision. The customer interacts face-to-face only with the waiter. Interactions 
with superior actors require a medium of interaction, such as comment cards, the 
Internet, the telephone or a letter. In this manner, the customer is not able to perceive 
what then really happens below the line of visibility (the service provider’s implicit 
complaint handling processes).  

Waiters have a number of interactions with different customers at the customer 
interface. Thus, they have experienced a number of service encounters with different 
customers. 

It [a number of interactions with customers] must be far more than 50 [a day]. It [the number of 
served customers during my career as a waitress] is a huge number! You know, during the 
weekends there [in the restaurant] is a huge number of customers, so it must be far more than 50 
[interactions with customers a day]. Oh my God!!! It [the number of served customers during 
my career] is really a HUGE NUMBER when I think about it. –Tarja, Waitress 8 years of 
experience 

Waiters tend to interact with the supervisor randomly at the customer interface, or  more 
officially at the meetings every now and then.  
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We do have meetings with the supervisor once a month in principle, but less seldom in practice. 
But we do see each other on day shifts when passing by.  The supervisor works there in day 
time and we discuss with each other just like friends. She just happens to be there in a superior 
position but she is not such a frightening person that you could not approach her.  –Satu, 
Waitress 6 years of experience 

We do have those meetings about once a month. But usually waiters have their own ones and 
cooks have their own ones. Then, we just discuss there what has been agreed and decided. They 
are quite few anyway.  [We discuss there] the coming summer campaigns and coming matters, 
about working clothes, and then how we could increase the sales, about working shifts and 
matters like that. –And then, when there is customer [negative] feedback, they arrive by e-mail 
usually, they ask the waiters: which one of the waiters had served the customer, and they ask 
the waiter’s account of the service encounter.  When the matter [the customer negative 
feedback] has been clarified [with the waiter] the customer will be called in a case he [the 
customer] had left his contact information. We try to find out what has gone wrong [in the 
service encounter]. –Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

The restaurant supervisor is responsible for achieving the financial goals, and thus she is 
obligated to report to the manager, who sets the financial goals. The restaurant 
supervisor is, moreover, a link between the customer interface and the manager. Thus, 
he is the one who reports about the action at the customer interface to the manager. The 
supervisor, as a middle manager, is the one who interacts with all the other crucial 
actors regularly.  At the customer interface she interacts with customers, and with 
employees. Then, he has the official meetings with the manager. 

The topic of most of our meetings [with service employees] is customer service. ---We get the 
results from secret visitor and customer questionnaire surveys, ---and handling those results 
takes all the time of one meeting. Many times it [handling the results of the surveys] takes all 
the time of two meetings. And then, we handle the feedback from the comment cards, but not 
that detailed [than the results from the secret visitor and customer questionnaire surveys]. Then, 
we discuss the written feedback in them [in comment cards]: how can we act upon the 
[negative] feedback so that things written in those cards will not be repeated. ---Internet 
feedback arrives to me, and then to the […] manager. It is always handled. I print it and let the 
staff read it. – Iiris, Restaurant Supervisor 15 years of experience 

There is a filter between the front stage employee and the manager. From the manager to 
employees the information flows through a filter. It is me who filters the information before it 
reaches employees. And likewise the feedback and ideas from employees [to the manager] are 
filtered by me. –Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience 

Lets say that we [a supervisor and a manager] interact when needed. It [interaction] may occur 
weekly, or then, it occurs less frequently.  During the summer holidays, for instance, the 
interaction occurs less frequently since nothing is happening in the restaurant, and people are on 
holiday. Then, in the autumn it [interaction] is more frequent. Then, the menu changes and we 
plan the coming financial year. Then, it [interaction] is more frequent. –Iiris, Supervisor 15 
years of experience 

The restaurant manager is physically distant from the customer interface, and thus his 
interactions with the other crucial actors are commonly limited to interactions with the 
restaurant supervisor. There is seldom any face-to-face interaction, and most often the 
interaction occurs via e-mail. The actors at the customer interface are distant to the 
manager. Interactions are triggered by the customer, in the case the customer prefers to 
address his complaint to an upper hierarchical layer. 
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I try to visit the restaurant units once a year. But then, there are restaurant units that are being 
renovated and then, there are restaurants that “are on fire” [meaning face severe problems]. 
Those restaurants I may visit quite often. ---Then, we have the meetings with the supervisors 
three times a year, the meetings with the supervisors last two days and there we discuss the 
common matters. Then, we have menu training for two days just before the menu is renewed. 
For two days we learn about the [coming] meals and wines. Moreover, there is coaching. We do 
meet quite many times a year.---I try to travel the day before [to visit the restaurant units] so 
that I can have a chat there with the waiters who are there in the night shift and listen to the 
customers there [secretly] and sense the climate there. Then, the following day I officially meet 
the restaurant supervisor. The daily contacts occur via e-mail with the restaurant supervisors, far 
less with the waiters. But, I do go there and shake hands. I want to make an acquaintance with 
them as well. I feel it is important. ---Well yes, customers contact me as well…the Internet is a 
medium nowadays, and its importance keeps on increasing---but about ten telephone calls [from 
customers] a year. Not more of them, but they do exist and so many there will be.  –Kati, 
Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

5.1.4. Interactive service quality in restaurant service encounters 

When embarking on the chapter the reader should keep in mind that in the study service 
quality is an interlinked concept with a service encounter and it is defined as an 
outcome of commercial interaction between the customer and the service provider, in 
which both parties assess their expectations and perceptions of the commercial 
interaction processes.

The customer is the one who pays for the service. Lockwood and Jones (2000, 17) claim 
that the customers are aware that the service and setting they receive are part of a profit-
oriented commercial operation. The customers do not mind as long as they feel that they 
get value for their money. Thus, is it logical to understand that the customer is willing to 
have compensation for the lost value of money when he is dissatisfied with the overall 
service experience. The customer does not pay only for the core product (the meal) but 
all the other things included in the service offering are included in the price of the meal.  

It is easy for the reader, apparently, to identify himself with the restaurant customers’ 
accounts of customer dissatisfying service, and customer complaining in restaurants. I 
presume that every reader has experienced dissatisfaction and/or has complained in 
restaurants as a customer. However, I presume that few readers have experienced 
customer complaints and complaining customers as a waiter, as a supervisor or as a 
restaurant manager. It is pointed out that the actors in restaurant service provision serve 
thousands of customers a month, and moreover, they had years of experience in 
restaurant service. Thus, the reader should keep in mind that in the study the customer 
perspective on negative incidents means viewing service encounters from a single 
perspective only. The purpose of the study is, however, to view organizational processes 
from a multiple perspective.  

The service provider is the one who has to make a profit to stay on the market. Thus, for 
the service provider commercial interaction is providing customer satisfaction 
effectively with the customer to yield corporate profit. Service employees are a scarce 
resource in restaurants, and thus employee productivity is crucial for corporate profit. 
Employee productivity is calculated by dividing the sales per working hour by the 
labour costs per working hour. Thus, a customer who generates a lot of sales, but 
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demands little of service employees’ time to serve them, could be classified as a 
profitable customer in restaurants. Customers who take up a lot of service employees’ 
time to serve them, but provide few sales, could be classified as unprofitable customers 
for restaurants. Considering the service logic in the seamless service system the 
profitable customer would be one who understands his role in quality and productivity, 
whereas an unprofitable customer would be one who perceives himself as a consumer 
not as a co-producer and does not perform his role in quality and productivity.

An ideal customer is harmless. He [the customer] enters the restaurant knowing what he wants. 
He is capable of telling it [what he wants] even if he has allergy, he is capable of expressing it 
in time. He makes his choices quickly; he is satisfied with the service. He is the kind of 
customer who is easy to contact. Sorry to tell you, such a customer is a customer who is not 
stored in memory. Customers who are challenging, and who have negative things to tell you 
and have some really specific demands are stored in memory. –Sini, Waitress 10 years of 
experience 

The service provider has expectations of service co-production with the target customer 
so that the outcome of service co-production would lead to customer satisfaction and 
value for his money, as well as corporate profitability. In the empirical context of the 
study, the customer is expected to be, at least to some extent, familiar with fine dining 
meals and follow a script on how to act in fine dining restaurants.  The service provider 
provides different customers with the same service. Thus, interactive service quality 
may be perceived differently with different customers. Some customers perform their 
role in quality and productivity, while some customers do not.  

The meaning of interactive service quality in service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents already emerged in the explorative study. Specifically, the incident “Girls’ 
steaks”55 provoked arguments among restaurant service providers. The incident “Girls’ 
steaks” was a customer’s story about an incident in a restaurant that started from 
perceived incorrect cooking of steaks. Then, the customer perceived that the waitress 
did not sense the customers’ complaints about the wrong degrees of cooking. The 
restaurant employees studied the incident and the incident provoked many arguments 
among restaurant employees. Then, I wondered why the incident provoked such 
arguments among restaurant employees, but later on I learned that that a cooking time 
of a steak is among the most common complaints in restaurants. Moreover, the type of 
the complaining customer in the incident was the kind of customer that is classified as a 
“hard to serve customer” who does not perform his role in quality and productivity. 
Thus, the restaurant informants had experienced similar service encounters in their past 
careers in the restaurant business, and it was easy for them to stereotype the kind of 
complaining customer, and the possible unjustified complaint. The following citation 
describes that “the wrong cooking time of steaks” may reveal that the customer is not 
familiar with the cooking time of steaks as well as the professionals in the catering 
service (quality of fact). Tuomas, a restaurant manager who had altogether about 20 
years of experiences in serving different restaurant customers in different restaurants, 
first as a cook, then as a chef de cuisine, a restaurant supervisor and as a restaurant 
manager interpreted the incident in the following way: 

55 The customers in the incidents were a group of young females. 
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This incident about the cooking time56…Steak is a good example about different viewpoints. A 
cook can be as skillful as possible, and he is the one who knows exactly how to fry a steak 
professionally: he knows what a medium and medium well [steak] is. The customer may have a 
different viewpoint, and then the communication between the customer and the waiter is 
extremely important when the customer orders [steak]…A group of young girls…the groups of 
young girls are….[tries to find the words to express himself]…I do have experience that groups 
of young girls are not the best possible [experts]. Or, naturally they are the best possible experts 
[on steaks] in service encounters. But, they are not the same kind of experts as groups of 
gentlemen who know what a medium steak is!!! Groups of young girls…when there are, for 
instance, five girls in the group, there are five different perceptions of a medium steak, which 
are not discussed!?? It is like: “I just feel this is not medium!!!”. –Tuomas, Restaurant Manager, 
20 years of experience as a cook, chef de cuisine, restaurant supervisor and restaurant manager 

Tuomas, a restaurant manager further interpreted the waitress’s unexpected action 
towards the complaining young female customers. The waitress prefers to serve 
customers who perform their role in quality and productivity. 

The waitress acted as if serving ideal customers. Let’s say that in the next table there were five 
gentlemen, who all ordered the same meals [steaks] cooked to the same degrees and  they acted 
as the waitress expected. But then, a group of girls arrives: they do not always act and follow 
the pre-expectations [of a customer who has a role in quality and productivity] and they are not 
easy to serve customers: each one of them pays her bill separately, they do not give any tips, 
they complain about small details, and highlight them. –The waitress in this case was not 
capable of adapting herself to serve such hard-to-serve customers. She had in mind the ideal 
customers who could be classified as a group of gentlemen who orders good wines, give tips, is 
satisfied, gives [positive] feedback by flirting with the waitress.---The waitress was oriented to 
serve customers like that. But then, another group of customers arrives, and the same service 
does not work! –Tuomas, Restaurant Manager, altogether 20 years of experience as a cook, chef 
de cuisine, restaurant supervisor and restaurant manager 

The same incident provoked assessment of the customers’ attitude towards complaining 
and behavior in the service encounter by a waiter informant. As a matter of fact, the 
storytelling customer used the verb “to complain” in the story despite its negative ring 
for most informants of the study. Mauno, a waiter who had served different restaurant 
customers in different restaurants for over 30 years recognized the kind of customer in 
the incident and described the interactive service quality with such customers:

Of course the complaining customer can cause….complaining should be constructive….there 
has presumably been a situation where there have been many women and all of them have had a 
special wish…??? It is not always that easy…I do know by experience [falling into thoughts of 
past experiences on service encounters with female customers]…. : There are five of six 
different cooking degrees, and then there are a few women who have lactose intolerance, plus a 
few women who have celiac, and then some of them prefer nothing but a green salad…you 
know it is this and that!!? The service encounter becomes oppressive for the waiter!!! Then, all 
of them [women customers] want separate bills, and all other things included!!! It is difficult to 
handle [such a service encounter]. You just have to take such a service encounter as a 
challenge! and think that I shall survive it terrifically!!! –Mauno, Waiter around 30 years of 
experience in serving different restaurant customers 

With these excerpts, I wanted to show the reader that the service is perceived from a 
multiple perspectives, and the same service can be perceived differently by different 
customers.  The conceptual framework claimed that the customer does not perceive 
himself as a co-producer but rather as a service recipient who pays for the service. Thus, 

56 The incident the manager informant studied was a shortened excerpt from the story “Girls’ steaks”. 



109

a dissatisfied or a complaining customer does not always assess his role in quality and 
productivity, but the actors in service provision do assess a customer’s role in quality 
and productivity. 

Is there a need to recover and compensate the meal to the customer when the meal is as 
it should be from a professional cook’s perspective (quality of fact)? Previous studies on 
customer complaint and complaint management do not question the concept of a service 
failure but include the premise that a service failure is always a service failure on the 
part of the service provider. The study, moreover, acknowledges the concepts of the 
problem customer (Bitner et al. 1994) and the jaycustomer (Lovelock 1994). Customer 
retention has been the purpose of complaint management in previous studies. Are 
service providers really interested in retaining problem customers? Moreover, is there a 
need to recover and compensate a complaint of the jaycustomer? 

With this short describtion I hope that the reader is now better prepared to study the 
crucial actors’ accounts of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services from the service firms’ or service logic perspective, and not to identify himself 
with any single perspective of service encounters.

Next, the crucial actors’ accounts of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services are analyzed. The study proposes that a dissatisfied customer is a 
trigger of service firms’ action upon negative incidents: a customer acts upon his 
dissatisfaction with the service by switching the service provider or by complaining 
about his dissatisfaction to the service provider, and activating a sequence of 
interactions between the customer and the service provider. What then happens in the 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services? First, a customer’s 
role as a trigger of service firms’ action upon negative incidents is, however, reflected. 
The reader is now about to enter into an open service system and perceive the service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services above the line of visibility, 
at the front stage. 

5.2. The customer’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

In the study, a customer’s dissatisfaction with the service is a trigger of service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents in high touch services.  Customer dissatisfying service 
encounters are negative incidents in the eyes of the restaurant customer. A restaurant 
customer expects to get satisfaction and value for his money in service encounters. A 
customer dissatisfying service encounter deviates from the customer’s expected 
commercial interaction with the service provider and thus, it is a negative incident for a 
restaurant customer. 

The study agrees with the literature that the majority of the customers do not complain 
about their dissatisfaction with the service, but prefer to switch the service provider (e.g. 
Voorhees et al. 2006).

I have told [complained] sometimes [about the bad food] but usually I do not. I vote with my 
legs and I never stop [to dine in such a restaurant] and I never go back there after that [a bad 
meal experience].-Risto, Restaurant customer  
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There are, however, customers who do complain about their dissatisfaction. 

Well, yes I do [complain]. I try to do it with discreet. I complain to the waiter. Then, I have got 
coffee or dessert. –Iina, Restaurant customer 

The restaurant customer has commonly service encounters every now and then with 
different restaurant service providers. Thus, restaurant customers perceive different 
service with different restaurant service providers. Moreover, in an open service system 
the customer is free to choose which service provider to use.

The conceptual framework discusses that the customer is more oriented towards 
consumption of the service output than its production (e.g. Manolis et al. 2001). The 
conceptual framework discusses moreover, that customers do not generally think of 
themselves as partial employees of service firms or service co-producers, but rather 
service recipients who want to have satisfaction and value for money (Schembri 2006; 
Manolis et al. 2001; Kelley et al. 1990). The customers’ accounts about themselves and 
their roles as restaurant customers supported the authors’ arguments. The following 
excerpt describes the customer as a service recipient or an audience member of the play. 
The customer sits in the audience, pays for the ticket and observes the play (Grove et al. 
1998, Harris et al. 2003, Stuart and Tax 2004). There is hardly any interactive service 
quality in the eyes of a customer. 

We make jokes about it [a service encounter in a restaurant]. It is ironic. We have a list of jokes. 
We bet on the things in the list: how long do we need to wait there, does she [the waitress] take 
any eye contact when she takes the order, is the meal cold or do we get wrong meals….When 
we go to these restaurants we take the list of jokes and bet on the things [in the list]. That is our 
way to create the team spirit for the dining. We observe all the time certain things in restaurants. 
–Henna, Restaurant customer  

The customer’s social construction of service firms’ action upon negative incidents is 
about the customer’s interpretation of past experiences of customer dissatisfying service 
encounter. The following sentence describes the customer’s social construction of his 
role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents: 

What did happen in customer dissatisfying service encounters, why did the encounter result in 
customer dissatisfaction (who or what to blame), how did the customer act upon the 
dissatisfying service encounter and how did the service provider handle the customer complaint. 
Then, the customer’s present understanding about his role and action in service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents is an outcome of his learned lessons from the past. 

The customer stories about customer dissatisfying service encounters are customers’ 
interpretations of past experiences in restaurants where the customer had a role as a 
service recipient, and as an observer of the provided service. The customer is not 
committed anyhow to the restaurant service provider and is free to switch the service 
provider in any case of dissatisfaction, specifically in the encounter based fields of 
service where customer do not tend to be in relationships with one particular service 
provider (Gutek et al. 2000; 2002). 

Figure 20 depicts how the past lived experiences have impacted an individual 
customer’s understanding about his present role in service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents in high touch services.
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Past

Present

Customer complaining to front stage employees and superior
actors

The customer's interpretation of customer dissatisfying service
encounters

The customer's understanding about his role in service
firms' action upon negative incidents in high touch services

Figure 20 Customer’s action upon customer dissatisfying service encounters 

Table 6 depicts the structure of the chapter 5.2. First, customers’ interpretation of 
customer dissatisfying service encounters is discussed (chapter 5.2.1).  Thereafter, 
customer complaining about his dissatisfaction with the service is discussed (chapter 
5.2.2). Finally, the restaurant customer’s understanding about his role in restaurants’ 
action upon negative incidents is discussed (chapter 5.2.3).

Table 6 Subchapters and their contents 

Subchapters Content of the subchapter 

5.2.1  The customer’s interpretations of 
dissatisfying service encounters  

5.2.1.1 What does turn a service encounter into a customer 
dissatisfying service encounter? 

5.2.1.2 What does a customer perceive above the line of 
visibility? 

5.2.1.3 The customer’s dilemma: why to complain, to whom to 
complain and how to complain? 

5.2.2 Customer complaining 5.2.1.1 Customer complaining to front stage employees 

5.2.1.2 Customer complaining to superior actors 

5.2.3 The customer’s understanding 
about his role in service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents  

5.2.1. The customer’s  interpretations of customer dissatisfying service encounters 

This chapter concerns customers’ interpretation of customer dissatisfying service 
encounters. The chapter first discusses what turns a service encounter into a customer 
dissatisfying service encounter (chapter 5.2.1.1) and then, what the customer perceives 
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above the line of visibility (5.2.1.2). Thereafter, the customer’s dilemma: why to 
complain, to whom to complain and how to complain is discussed (chapter 5.2.1.3).

5.2.1.1. What does turn a service encounter into a customer dissatisfying service 
encounter?

The empirical data supported the literature that the customer perceives himself as a 
service recipient (Manolis et al. 2001) who is more oriented towards consumption of 
service than co-producing it. The chapter states, moreover, that the customer is an active 
interpreter of service encounters, specifically customer dissatisfying service encounters 
and the customer acknowledges that he is a source of revenues for the service provider. 
Thus, the customer is concerned to get satisfaction and value for his money. 

My most important task [as a restaurant customer] is to be there and spend time with the fellow 
customers, and finish the dining. I do not know whether there is any other such a role [for me as 
a restaurant customer]. –Jussi, Restaurant customer 

My most important task [as a restaurant customer]???  Apparently, it is me who maintains the 
restaurant business in the eyes of the restaurateur. –Risto, Restaurant customer 

The service firms’ action upon negative incidents starts from the customer’s 
interpretation of dissatisfying service encounters, and the customer’s action upon 
customer dissatisfying service encounters is subsequently guided by his interpretation. 
Thus, the theory building starts with a discussion on customer dissatisfying service 
encounters.

The way the customer stories are narrated reveals that service quality is like an objective 
truth for the customer. Thus, the traditional definition of the service quality (Lengnick-
Hall 1996) can be adopted in the study and it can be concluded that for the customer
service quality is how the customer as a paying consumer defines it. 

The customer stories reveal that the degree of customer dissatisfaction varies (see Liao 
2007, 476; Seawright et al. 2008). In the study customer dissatisfaction with the service 
is classified into low degree customer dissatisfaction and high degree customer 
dissatisfaction. The classification of the degree of customer dissatisfaction has an 
impact on the customer’s future interaction with the service provider and perception of 
service recoveries. Low degree customer dissatisfaction is commonly due to a single 
dissatisfier or a human error. Low degree customer dissatisfaction is relatively easily 
recovered and does not lead to customer switching behavior or negative word of mouth. 
High degree customer dissatisfaction is hard to recover and even the most generous 
recovery does not always succeed in retaining the customer or stopping negative word 
of mouth. 

Low degree customer dissatisfaction 

Low degree customer dissatisfaction occurred for instance in the stories “Payment 
system” and “Cake with coffee”. In the stories, customer dissatisfaction was due to a 
single customer dissatisfier, and the customer was recovered and retained in the stories. 
In the story “Cake with coffee” the customer was dissatisfied since she perceived the 
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waiter’s behavior inappropriate. The customer complained to the waiter’s superior and 
was recovered with an apology and a gift coupon. The customer had repeated service 
encounters with the service provider since the incident. 

In the story “Payment system” the customer was dissatisfied with the payment system 
of the restaurant: no plastic cards were accepted. The customer was not satisfied with 
the waiter’s complaint handling but he did not, however, switch the service provider.

I do not believe that I would go to another restaurant to eat worse and more expensive food just 
because of the payment system.---And then, they had a questionnaire there, such a formula 
where you tick the boxes, and tell them all kind of things. I did not remember to inform them 
about the matter any more, at the time they had the questionnaire there. –Joonas, Restaurant 
customer  

One single dissatisfying attribute in a long-lasting restaurant service encounter does not 
appear to be stored in the customer’s memory so that it could be recalled and told as a 
story after several weeks, months or even years. Moreover, one single dissatisfying 
service attribute can be recovered with several satisfying service attributes. The 
following excerpt is a positive feedback despite a single dissatisfier that had emerged in 
the service encounter. The customer had sent the feedback via Internet57.

Interior decor is really great and a customer feels that you really have put effort at the 
atmosphere. Food was tasty and prices reasonable, even inexpensive. Customer service was fine 
and the waitress was polite and smiling. The only minus you get is the length of the waiting 
time. But, all the other [positive] things compensated the length of the waiting time. 

High degree customer dissatisfaction 

The way the customers narrated their dissatisfaction with the service reveal that high 
degree customer dissatisfaction is an outcome of several dissatisfying issues that usually 
cumulated towards the end of the story. Thus, high degree customer dissatisfaction is 
described in the study as an outcome of several customer dissatisfiers, and moreover 
an outcome of double or even triple deviation58 of customer expectations of the service 
provider’s complaint handling. Moreover, the way the customers narrated their 
dissatisfaction with the service reveal that high degree customer dissatisfying service 
encounters are co-consumed with fellow customers or with the waiter who co-
consumes the service in service encounters. The customer is convinced that the 
customer is right about the service quality since her opinion is supported and agreed 
with the fellow customers or even with the waiter. The way the customer stories are 
narrated reveal that high degree customer dissatisfying service encounters are rather 
customer dissatisfaction with the service provider than customer’s dissatisfaction with 
the provided service. 

High degree customer dissatisfying service encounter as an outcome of several 
dissatisfaction attributes 

The customer stories about negative incidents were commonly stories about service 
encounters in restaurants that were totally spoiled because the experiences were 

57 The feedback was sent without any name. 
58 The concept of a triple deviation is discussed more detailed later in the chapter. 
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dissatisfying in many ways. The dissatisfying service experiences fell strongly short of 
expected service encounters. However, in the stories where a customer complained 
about his dissatisfaction with the service the complaint was limited into one dissatisfier. 
For instance, in the stories “Restaurant on an island” and “Dirtiness of servicescape”, 
the customers complained to the service employees about the main dissatisfier although 
in the stories they told about a number of dissatisfiers that emerged during the service 
encounter.59 Thus, the customer complaint does not capture the customer’s overall 
experience of dissatisfaction with the service.60 Therefore, complaining filters customer 
dissatisfying service experience. When the customers were about to finish their stories, 
at the very end of the storytelling the customer mentioned outside the plot of the story 
that there were even other things they were not pleased with, such as “the food was bad 
also”. In another instance, when the customers were about to finish their stories they 
suddenly told that they had been in the restaurant once or twice before, and that times 
they had not been pleased with the service either. It was more like the critical event that 
was recalled just strengthened the customer’s perception of the service provider about 
which they narrated the story (see Liao 2007, 476). 

The service provider’s brand or previous experiences of the restaurant service provider 
had an impact on the customer’s expectations of the restaurant. The expectations are 
told in the orientation of the story. At the beginning of the critical incidents, the 
customers describe the events that accumulated and little by little contributed to 
customer dissatisfaction that had been stored in memory. Commonly the customer 
dissatisfying service encounter was perceived badly from the very beginning of the 
encounter, and then the dissatisfying events cumulated towards the end of the encounter. 
In the story “Dirtiness of the servicescape” the dirtiness started to bother the customer 
the more the customer had time to look around towards the end of the service encounter. 
Then, there was a double deviation due to the waitress’s complaint handling. Moreover, 
when the story was in a fading phase the customer told that she was not pleased with the 
food there either. In the story “Spaghetti Bolognese” the customer was dissatisfied with 
the food and she faced first a double deviation due to the cook’s response to her 
complaint, and moreover, due to the waitress’s action in the complaint handling. The 
customer faced even a triple deviation due to a superior actor’s complaint handling. 
Moreover, the customer had perceived the same dissatisfaction with the food in the 
same restaurant once before, and then she had not complained. In the customer story 
“Restaurant on an island” several minor dissatisfying attributes emerged from the very 
beginning but the most inconvenient one was length of the waiting time. The recoveries 
during the encounter did not recover the customer dissatisfaction since the customer had 
to demand the recoveries. In a customer story “Girls’ steaks” the customer 
dissatisfaction at the very beginning of the story was the length of the waiting time and 
then the perceived wrong degrees of cooking and the waitress’s incapability to handle 

59 The storytelling customer was not willing to provide the waitress with a number of dissatisfiers but just 
the main dissatisfier. A customer does not want to be stereotyped as a complaining customer (Researcher: 
Did you tell the waiter about the perceived bad food, as well? [Told with amusement] No, I was not 
willing to provide her with a number of dissatisfiers….. 
60 It took about half an hour for a customer to narrate the detailed story of the emerging dissatisfaction 
with the service from the very beginning to the very end with conclusions. Any complaint medium does 
not allow a customer to narrate about half an hour to express his dissatisfaction with the service. Internet 
feedback, however, commonly follows a story format. However, few customers are willing to write two-
page long feedback in the Internet. 
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the customer complaint and the total ignorance of the customers. Finally, the superior 
actor was incapable of handling the customer complaint in a satisfying way. 

In sum, the way the customer stories were narrated reveal that high degree customer 
dissatisfaction with the service is an overall experience which emerges little by little and 
finally results in customer dissatisfaction with the service provider. 

Next, I share with the reader the beginning of the customer story “Restaurant on an 
island”. In the beginning of the story the customer describes how he little by little 
became dissatisfied with the service. The customer told afterwards, only after I asked, 
that he as a matter of fact was pleased with the meals (three dishes). However, the core 
product of the restaurant did not recover the customer dissatisfaction with the service. 

The customer felt that much too many things went wrong during that evening in the 
restaurant. At the very first moment when the customers arrived there were no menus 
for all of them. 

Just too many things went wrong there…We went there and, you know, first there were not 
menus for all of us??! There were so many customers that there were no printed menus for 
everyone. Then, they were messing around there. Finally, some of us got the printed menus and 
the rest of us got the copied ones. It was such a mess. It was funny. You saw that they were 
messing around. Well, that was not any critical matter, we did finally get some papers [menus] 
in hand. -Jussi, Restaurant customer 

The service encounter went on and the storytelling customer noticed that the waiters did 
not speak English. That was embarrassing since there were English-speaking customers 
in the group. One of the American customers asked for cocktail sauce and she got 
cocktail sticks.

Apparently, the girl [the waitress] did not understand what they asked, but she acted as if she 
had understood. One girl asked for cocktail sauce. People do not necessarily know what that 
[cocktail sauce] is but in the States everybody knows it. They were there that “yes, yes” and 
then she got cocktail sticks. Apparently they thought that she asked for cocktail sticks. 
Apparently the waiters did not speak English but they were there as if they had understood 
although they did not. Why don’t they then ask until they understand??? –Jussi, Restaurant 
customer 

The service encounter went on and the customers had ordered and got their drinks, but it 
took almost about an hour to get the entrees.61 The customer followed the time carefully 
since he knew that they had taken the ferry to the restaurant at 7 p.m. and they were at 
the restaurant five minutes past 7 p.m. The customer remembered that it was half past 
eight when they got the starters. Meanwhile the customers waited for the starters the 
waiters made a mistake: they were about to serve the customers the starters that were 
ordered from the table next to the storyteller’s table.

It happened so in the meanwhile [when we were waiting for our starters] that they brought a 
couple of plates to our table and asked: to whom was this and that portion??! We said that for 

61 The time is a relativistic concept in assessing the quality of a service experience. For customers who 
have a fixed time for dining the duration of the meal experience is a critical factor. In the stories, the 
customer informants commonly described time as an objective concept that is measurable in minutes. The 
waiter informants, on the contrary, perceive the duration of the meal experience as a relativistic concept 
which is perceived differently by different customers, and is often exaggerated by customers. 
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no one. Then, they said that “oh sorry, this is a wrong table”. Then, they took the plates away 
and put them on the table that was next to us.   It was like that, it became a farce. I was pissed 
off mostly since we had to wait for such a long time. –Jussi, Restaurant customer 

During the storytelling the customer mentioned that he had been in that restaurant 
before.  He was not satisfied with that encounter either. It was Mothers’ Day and there 
were waiters who did not speak Finnish. The storyteller thought that apparently they 
were Estonian or Russian. Moreover, the storytelling customer was ashamed since the 
waiters did not know to serve his mother first, although they were celebrating her as 
well as being the oldest lady sitting at the table. 

High degree customer dissatisfying service encounters are co-consumed 

The customer seldom goes to a dining restaurant alone, but in a company of fellow 
customers. The storytelling customers sought for justification for their views in high 
degree dissatisfying service encounters by telling that the other customers agreed with 
the storyteller about the bad service experience. Moreover, the customers told in some 
cases that the waiter agreed with the customer on the perceived bad core product or 
servicescape (e.g. stories “Spaghetti Bolognese”, “Dirtiness of the servicecape”, “Newly 
opened restaurant”, “Restaurant with a view”). The following excerpt is from a 
customer story “Restaurant with a view”. The customer narrated a story about her 
dissatisfaction with extremely slow service, and then in the middle of the story she 
describes how she had heard the complaints of the customers who were sitting at the 
next table. 

I heard it; they were just next to us. They had arrived before us. I think they were sitting there 
when we arrived and they had not got the food yet. ---When a waiter arrived after a long time of 
waiting the men started to complain in a loud voice so that I heard it. One of the men said to the 
waiter: “Is the food coming today or is it coming at all!!?” –Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

In the story “Spaghetti Bolognese” the customer perceived that the meal of Spaghetti 
Bolognese was almost purely tomato sauce with little meat, and complained about it to 
the waitress. The customer got a new meal but the customer perceived that it was about 
the same as the previous one. She told about her perception of the meal to the waitress 
who agreed with the customer. 

You know, she told me that she did not see any meat in my meal either, then, she started to 
blame the cook spontaneously!!? –Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

Moreover, some customer stories about negative incidents were more about a fellow 
customer’s bad experience than that of the storyteller. However, in many customer 
stories the storyteller told the story with the voice of the group of customers. For 
instance, in the story “Girls’ steaks” the storyteller told more about a fellow customer’s 
dissatisfying service encounter who first complained about the steak being raw, then the 
same steak was refried, and tasted bad. Finally, the fellow customer did not eat the 
steak. The storytelling customer co-consumed the experience of the fellow customer, 
and described in that way her dissatisfaction with the service provider. 

In sum, the customer perceives himself as a consumer who observes service encounters 
like an audience member in a theater. For the customer service quality is how the 
customer as a consumer defines it. In addition, high degree customer dissatisfaction 
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with the service is an outcome of several customer dissatisfying service attributes 
resulting in customer dissatisfaction with the service provider. High degree customer 
dissatisfaction is co-consumed with fellow customers, or with front stage employees. 
Customer complaining to front stage employees does not capture the customer high 
degree dissatisfying service experience. Thus, filtering occurs in an information flow. 
The complaint filtering occurs for the first time at the line of interaction, between the 
customer and the front stage employee. Therefore, it is called Filtering I in the study. 62

5.2.1.2. What does a customer perceive above the line of visibility? 

When a restaurant customer interprets a customer dissatisfying service encounter she 
also interprets who or what to blame it on. The customer’s attributions of blame are 
discussed here since they appeared to be crucial in customer’s action upon customer 
dissatisfying service encounter. The customer prefers to address the complaint to a 
corporate actor who has control over complaint-based improvements and who the 
customer blames for his dissatisfaction. Complaining about customer service to the 
waitress makes an exception of customer complaint addressing. Customers do blame 
waiters on perceived bad customer service, but they do not tend to tell the waiter about 
it. A customer complaint about customer service to a waiter may cause inconvenient 
ramifications during the ongoing service encounter. 

In the stories, the customers narrated what they had observed in the dining area, above 
the line of visibility. When the customers were dissatisfied with slow service they were 
able to observe the number of waiters related to the number of customers to be served 
by the waiter on duty. Thus, the customer perceives the staffing of the restaurant. The 
following excerpts are from the customer story “Restaurant with a view”. In the story 
the customer was dissatisfied with the slow service, then she narrated how she had 
observed the staffing of the restaurant. 

I thought that it [few waiters on duty] is because of the weekend. During the weekend the 
staffing is less than usually. It is expensive for the employer to have more staff on duty on 
weekends. Or then, what was the reason why the service did not work there…? –Tuuli, 
Restaurant customer 

The customer had observed that the same waiter who had served them was serving 
customers outside on the terrace; totally other side of the large restaurant.  

I was really wondering: the same waiters were serving customers in different parts of the 
restaurant!!? I thought that we had been forgotten or that our order had been missed somehow. 
We had been waiting for our pizzas for such a long time already, so I had time to observe. The 
waiter was not hurrying up with our order, she was there out on the terrace. –Tuuli, Restaurant 
customer 

The conceptual framework describes that the customer perceives not only tactical issues 
like customer service of service employees but also operational and strategic issues in 
service encounters. The customer perceives the menu of the restaurant, the fellow 
customers, servicescape and thus he perceives an idea of the service concept and target 

62 Later on in the chapter the findings of complaint filtering that occur at every hierarchical layer are 
presented. The findings of complaint filtering in the service system are called Filtering 1, II, III and IV. 
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group of the restaurant. In the story “Spaghetti Bolognese” the customer finally made a 
conclusion that she does not like the menu of the restaurant so there is nothing more she 
can do than to switch or at least to avoid the service provider (the menu of the restaurant 
is not targeted to her kind of customer). Naturally, the customer perceives the tactical 
issues like customer service. Thus, the restaurant customer’s interpretations of customer 
dissatisfying service encounters are more or less the customer’s assumptions about the 
actors and their action above and below the line of visibility.  

A common customer complaint in restaurants is the length of the waiting time. The 
following excerpt emerged in the conversations with a restaurant customer Jussi. He 
narrated his story “Restaurant on an island” and he was excited to continue the 
conversation at a general level, telling his opinion63 about staffing in restaurants in 
general. The excerpt describes that customers are aware that they are the source of 
revenues for the restaurants. Thus, on the front stage they perceive the revenue side of 
the business, but not the constraints that are faced below the line of visibility; such as 
the difficulties to find professional service employees or high labor expenses, or 
unpredicted and unexpected peaks in demand. 

For instance, if it is a beautiful summer evening and there is one person working in the kitchen 
and three waiters serving the customers, and the restaurant tables are reserved in advanced!!? It 
feels so silly, restaurants are businesses! Do they not understand that by twice staffing  [the 
employees] their sales could be four times more?!!---When you have eaten you leave and the 
next customers arrive, the customers circulate faster. The owners64 do not understand that by 
staffing more employees on duty the sales would increase remarkably. Staffing more employees 
on duty is not just an expense; when there are more employees then they have more time to sell 
to customers. Nowadays you have to wave your hands at waiters heavily and nobody comes. 
They do not notice or they do not want to notice or they do not have time to notice. They 
[restaurants] miss sales; customers would order more: drinks, desserts and something if there 
was a chance for it and if there was time to serve customers. For instance, the summer 
restaurant that we visited …it took five, six hours our time. During that time, they could have 
served dinners for three times--- or at least two times that many customers at the table that we 
occupied for such a long time.  –Jussi, Restaurant customer  

The following citation emerged in the conversation with a restaurant customer Henna.  
Henna had strong opinions about restaurant service that were based on her previous 
experiences. The following excerpt describes that the customer can perceive the staffing 
of a restaurant as a strategic issue that follows the financial goals. The service 
provider’s financial goals, however, are not a customer concern. 

There is a really good case restaurant: the restaurant […] in the city […]. There they have 
decreased the number of staff on Sundays!!? On Sundays there may be only one [waiter on 
duty] although there are most customers then, on Sundays. The waiters have certainly told it 
further, and besides it should be seen from the sales [report]. But, you know, things look 
different when you calculate the figures. It does not matter what is happening there [in the 
restaurant]. There are the budgets in accounting and it is the figures that dictate the staffing of 
the restaurant. –Henna, Restaurant customer  

63 The study states that the general opinions are based on past experiences. 
64 The customers used many names for superior actors who act below the line of visibility for instance the 
owner, the manager, “the boss”, the director.  For an author who studies narratives attempting to 
understand another social world, the process of learning the language in which that world is lived out is 
fundamentally insightful (adapted from Aull Davies 1999, 76). 
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Moreover, the customer observes the front stage employees’ action at the customer 
interface like observing the play in the theatre. The following excerpt is from the story 
“Chocolate candies” which was about customer’s dissatisfaction with the customer 
service.

Yes, yes she noticed me!!? I mean I could see that she was looking at our direction but all the 
time she was pretending that either she was writing down on her notebook or pouring water to 
some glasses. You know, obviously she saw me. – Outi, Restaurant customer 

Moreover, the customer can perceive the staffing policy of using part time employees. 
In the story “Chocolate candies” the customer’s dissatisfaction with the customer 
service emerged in a restaurant the customer was familiar with. The customer thought 
however, that she had not earlier met the waitress whose customer service she was 
dissatisfied with in the restaurant. Thus, she thought that the waitress was replacing 
someone.  

I was thinking…. it was the restaurant where I go quite often. It was the first time that I saw that 
waitress there, you know, [when I was there] with these friends. So, I do not know… perhaps 
she was just replacing someone, I do not know. Usually, when I go to a restaurant I learn to 
know all the faces of waitresses and waiters. ---I had not seen her there before. ---But I do not 
know, perhaps she is still working there….- Outi, Restaurant customer 

The excerpts from the stories reveal that as a matter of fact the customer perceives 
tactical, operational and strategic matters above the line of visibility. 

Customers’ accounts of dissatisfaction with the service also reveal customer 
dissatisfaction with the service provider. The study defines that the service provider is 
the human actors in service provision. Thus, the customer can attribute his 
dissatisfaction with the service to any corporate human actor at the different hierarchical 
layers. The attribution of blame is due to the customer’s interpretation of the human 
actors behind the customer dissatisfaction. 

In sum, the customer is able to perceive strategic, operational and tactical issues above 
the line of visibility. Thus, the customer attributes blame on dissatisfaction with the 
service to actors at the different hierarchical layers, not only on service employees.

5.2.1.3. Customer’s dilemma: why to complain, to whom to complain and how to 
complain?

Complaining is a complex issue for the customer. The existing studies on customer 
complaints claim that the majority of customers do not complain because of the time 
and effort complaining takes, and moreover customers do not believe that complaining 
will do them any good ( e.g. Voorhees et al. 2006). Thus, a minority of the customers 
who complain needs a driver for complaining. After having a driver for complaining the 
customer needs to decide to whom to complain and how to complain. Moreover, 
customer complaining describes more the customer attitude towards complaining than a 
customer dissatisfaction with the service (e.g. Blogett and Granbois 1992). Thus, some 
customers are more eager to complain although all customers perceive the same service. 
The following citation is from the story “Restaurant on an island” where a group of 
customers were having a dinner together but only one of the customers was 
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complaining. The majority of customers do not voice but they prefer that customer 
dissatisfaction is recovered automatically by the service provider. 

She [the fellow customer] is a kind of person who has courage to directly say that now it takes 
such a long time that we need to get at least a bottle of wine [for free]. She is not like many 
other customers…well, she is not that rude either…but she demands. You know…they should 
give at least something little. You know that there are many things in restaurants that do not 
cost anything for them; soup, you should get at least a soup in the mean time or coffee at the 
end. Little, tiny matters…-Jussi, Restaurant customer  

Why complain? 

The customer faces a question after his dissatisfaction with the service: why complain? 
The literature on complaint management and customer orientation describe the customer 
complaint as a tool of improvement or as a piece of market information (Berry and 
Parasuraman 1997; Witz and Tomlin 2000). The customer does not want the same 
dissatisfying service encounter to be repeated in future, but the driver for complaining is 
not always to contribute to complaint-based improvements. Is the customer 
dissatisfaction with the service something that the service provider is unaware of, and 
moreover, willing to act upon? 

Usually, I do not say….I just do not go there a second time….---For instance, restaurants […] 
can not follow the standards of cleanliness, I have noticed and followed that when I have been 
travelling inside the country. The discussion around you there gives you an idea that customers 
have complained about it enough already!!! It is totally useless for me to complain about it one 
time more. They are not capable of acting upon the matter. ---Customers just do not go there 
any more if it is not clean enough there!? – Henna, Restaurant customer 

The way the critical incidents and like incidents are narrated reveal that the driver of a 
customer complaint is not always constructive: to give the service provider a tool of 
improvement. The customer does not always complain to help the service provider to 
improve the service so that the same customer dissatisfying service encounter would not 
occur in future service encounters. On the contrary, the customer can complain to get 
compensation for his lost value for money, or then, just to get even with the service 
provider who fell short of the customer’s expectation (retaliation). The way the 
complaint is given depicts the driver of the customer complaint. Based on the findings 
that emerged from the customers’ accounts on negative incidents the complaining 
customers can be classified into revenging, paying and helping customers.

The following excerpt had arrived via Internet webpages. It describes customer 
dissatisfaction with the service provider, and customer perceived control over the 
service provider. The customer is free to switch the service provider and able to spread 
negative word of mouth. The following customer complaint was sent by Internet a day 
after the dissatisfying service encounter. The customer complaint acts here more as a 
customer’s coping strategy for recovering from the dissatisfaction and to get even with 
the service provider (“revenging customers”).

Yesterday, my wife and I had expected to relax for a moment after a birthday and a concert. 
Restaurant […] appeared to be a good choice.  

The choice of the restaurant was not, however, the best possible one. Sauce fell on the table 
when the meals were served, the drinks had to be asked twice and we got them finally after we 
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had already eaten the meals. When the table was cleaned the knives and forks fell from the 
waiter’s hands. OHO. 

At the moment, I feel that  I shall not repeat my visit in the restaurant, and I shall not 
recommend the restaurant to anyone. 

 N.N. 

The customer can, moreover, complain to get compensation for the lost value for money 
(“paying customers”). The driver of the customer complaint is not to help the service 
provider to improve the service but just to get back the lost value of money. The 
following excerpt is an ending of a critical incident. The critical incident was about a 
group of customer that had agreed on a restaurant visit to a newly opened restaurant. 
The encounter fell short of expectations due to the slow service and the customers were 
hungry since they had to wait for the food for such a long time.  

I remember when it was the time of the bill. The whole evening we had been complaining about 
the customer service and about the food [with each other] and then, we got the bill and none of 
us said anything. I thought then that come on, we are in the bad mood and so dissatisfied. We 
just need to say and do something. I told that we have been badly served the whole evening.  
Since they did not give us any compensation I thought that I ask for it. Then, I thought it was 
the owner---he did not understand my argument at all!!!---You know we had to demand  
compensation??!  We did demand and we got a bottle of wine or dessert or something but you 
know, we really had to demand it. I felt like plää!  That was one of my worst experiences. I 
mean that when a customer complains, the encounter can in that phase still be saved but you 
know we had to demand the compensation!?! He [“the owner”] did not understand our 
complaints, he did not understand why we were complaining and he did not understand that he 
could give us compensation. – Iina, Restaurant customer 

The driver of complaining can, however, be the customer’s will to help the service 
provider to improve the service so that the same dissatisfying service encounter will not 
occur in future service encounters (“helping customers”). Such a driver occurred  in the 
story of “Dirtiness of the servicescape”.  The customer was familiar with the restaurant 
and had had positive experiences of the restaurant before. The customer would have 
been willing to repeat her service encounters with the same service provider if the 
complainant had had an impression that the service provider makes an effort to avoid 
the problem with dirtiness in future (complaint-based improvement).  

[The customer had been visiting the restaurant beside a motorway several times before, and 
then once there was so dirty there that she complained about it to the waitress]. That is 
[complaint-based improvements] what you hope anyway. There are not that many [restaurant] 
entrepreneurs along the motorway. So, I’d like to support such an entrepreneurship there. But 
then, its quality is like that. –Tiina, Restaurant customer  

Moreover, the customer can complain to save the ongoing service encounter from the 
dissatisfaction and get a timely recovery such as a new meal in the case of 
dissatisfaction with the food. Thus, it gives the service provider an opportunity to 
remedy the perceived bad meal. That was a driver for complaining in the story of 
“Spaghetti Bolognese”. 

Many times I have been annoyed in restaurants that they come and ask afterwards [when the 
meal is already eaten] my opinion of the meal. It is all right that I tell afterwards I liked it or I 
did not like it. Sometimes I could have told them that it could have been more this or that [in the 
meal]. But then, what does it use to tell it afterwards??? A Finnish customer votes with her 
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legs!!! Therefore, I thought that this time I should tell it [my dissatisfaction with the meal] 
before [I had eaten the meal]. I told her then: “This meal is not what I perceive to be Spaghetti 
Bolognese, and I’d like to have a portion of Spaghetti Bolognese with meat in it!65 And, the 
waitress was friendly and told me that it would be arranged. She took the meal away, and I 
waited there for a new one. ---[It had then taken a long time until the customer got a replaced 
meal. In the mean time the fellow customer had already finished her meal. Then, the customer 
perceived that the replaced meal was exactly the same than the previous one. Afterwards the 
customer complained further to the “owner”] ---I wondered: does the owner know what that 
cook is doing there [in his restaurant]. I was thinking that I would do a favor if I told the owner 
about this [bad] experience. He might be interested in knowing what kind of service one 
perceives in his restaurant. I do not know; perhaps the owner is not even there [physically 
present]. ---I thought that now I should call and tell about it [the bad service experience]. –
Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

The following customer complaint was sent by the Internet, and it was about the slow 
service that finally caused a lot of trouble for the group of customers [two adults and 
three children]. The waiters had told the customers that the slow service was due to the 
fact that the restaurant was fully occupied. 

---I travel a lot because of my work, and I do dine a lot in restaurants. I host big groups of 
customers [of the company in restaurants]. I can tell you that nowadays there are seldom service 
encounters like this one! The colleague of mine who was with us agreed with me [on the bad 
quality of service]. We paid, however, the full price for the meals. We were, anyway, 
apologized to and welcomed again. I hope that during the summer time you will staff more 
employees. There will be a number of people visiting the […]fair, and other tourists in the city.
Staffing more employees would save you from negative feedbacks! Have a nice day!66

 -N.N. 

The literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action highlights the 
meaning of customer voicing in the case of customer dissatisfaction. Few authors have, 
however, questioned the drivers for customer complaining. The study of Huefner and 
Hunt (1994) claimed that retaliation is one driver for customer complaining. Moreover, 
the study of Prim and Pras (1999) discusses “friendly” or “valid” complaints and claims 
that only friendly complaints are of interest for the service provider. Classifying the 
complaining customers based on the acknowledge of different drivers for complaining, 
and studying thereafter how the service provider handles the complaints is new, at least 
to my knowledge. 

To whom to complain? 

To find a human actor to whom to address the complaint is not easy for the customer. 
Tax and Brown (1998, 84) claim that customers often lodge complaints with the nearest 
employee. In the empirical context of the study, the nearest employee is the waiter. 

65 The reader is reminded that stories should not be read as facts. The customer’s perception was that 
there was no meat in the Spaghetti Bolognese. The customer had, however, once before in the same 
restaurant got the same kind of portion of Spaghetti Bolognese. Thus, it is not apparent that a human error 
had occurred, but the Finnish customer’s and the Italian cook’s perception of Italian Spaghetti Bolognese 
did not match. 
66 The feedback represents a typical customer complaint sent by the Internet. First, the customer tells that 
she is a frequent user of restaurant services, or works with customer service. Then, the dissatisfaction with 
the service was agreed with the fellow customer(s). Next, in fact it was the customer who was really 
expecting compensation of the price as a recovery. 
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Moreover, the waiter is usually the only visible human actor in restaurant service 
provision.

Addressing a complaint to the waiter is, however, a complex issue for the customer. For 
many customers, the front stage employee is still the service (Solomon et al. 1985). 
Perceived bad service is interpreted as a perceived bad customer service of waiters. 
Hence, it is complicated to complain about customer service to waiters. There is a risk 
of ramifications (Tax and Brown 1998, 77). The service encounter might become even 
more inconvenient to go on with the same waiter. It is difficult for the customer to know 
to whom to complain about the perceived bad customer service. The following citation 
is from the story “Chocolate candies”. It is a story about a customer’s dissatisfaction 
with the waitress. First, the customer had perceived that the waitress was ignoring the 
customer, and then the waitress had been rude during the service encounter. Finally, the 
customer had perceived discrimination by the waitress: she had not given the customer 
the chocolate candy that is usually given to customers in the restaurant. The excerpt 
from the story describes the customer’s dilemma of complaining about perceived bad 
customer service. 

What can you say to the waitress??! You can not say: ”Hey smile at me!”. You saw what 
happened when we said that give us the candies.67 ---Well, we were talking at the moment that 
we should speak to someone over there but on the other hand we were…we went out to meet 
each other and then to shopping. So, we did not feel like starting the whole, the entire mission 
of complaining to someone about this waitress. We just kept it within our group and we were 
upset and communicated between us what happened. But, obviously she, the waitress, was very 
conscious about the fact that she was not doing her job right. I do not know the restaurant, to 
whom we could have gone, I mean someone at the top of the waitress [in the organizational 
hierarchy] and really, as I said it was not worth at that time. – Outi, Restaurant customer 

Moreover, the customer does not consider it justified addressing the complaint to the 
waiter since the waiter is not responsible (guilty) for anything but the customer service. 
Customers find it unjustified addressing the complaints to an innocent human actor. 
However, the customer is unaware of the other human actors in service provision since 
they act below the line of visibility. The following excerpts from a customer story 
“Dirtiness of the servicescape” describe a customer’s dilemma to whom to complain.  

I was wondering then whether or not to tell about it [to the waiter]. I understood that they have a 
busy season there. Naturally I understood that it is not the waiters who are responsible for that 
(dirtiness).   

67 The fellow customer of the storyteller had gone and asked the waitress to give them the chocolate 
candies. The customers were used to get the chocolate candied as a free gift after dining, and the 
customers had liked the candies. The waitress had not, however, given the customers any candies but the 
customer had to ask for them: “So after a few seconds the waitress came and she threw like this [showing 
with the hand] the candies on the table. She did not say anything! You know, she just threw [the candies] 
on the table!!! The candies just rolled over the entire table. I was like: I do not want even to eat this!!! 
What was her behaviour??! We did not beg for the candies; it was our right!! And then, she had thrown 
them to like some beggars, or something. “ 
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As a matter of fact, I thought that I could complain even to the “owner”68. I was also dissatisfied 
with another thing there…the pizzas we ordered were made of frozen pizza bottoms, you tasted 
it straight away. They were the worst pizzas I have ever eaten, really. So, the overall experience 
was a stupid one. I was thinking that just to help them to develop that place I could call to “the 
manager” but it was a holiday season then. I do not bother to find out that kind of things on 
holiday: who owns that place and to whom I should phone.  –Tiina, Restaurant customer 

As a matter of fact, the customers have addressed the complaints about the dissatisfying 
service encounter to the waiter in their past experiences simply for a reason that there is 
no other corporate actor present in service encounters. The customer commonly 
complains to get a timely recovery for his dissatisfaction. The following citation 
describes why a customer did address the complaint to a waitress. He did, however, 
expect to hear an explanation for the customer perceived inconvenience with the 
payment system of the restaurant.  

I really did not expect her [the waitress] to be the one who is responsible for the payment 
system. I do have a sense of reality! But, as a customer I am lazy. There was no one else 
available. –Joonas, Restaurant customer  

How to complain? 

The literature on customer complaints states that one of the reason for customers’ non-
complaining action is the lack of an accessible complaint medium (e.g. Voorhees et al. 
2006). Thus, the service provider should provide an accessible complaint medium for 
the customer. The use of the Internet and Internet feedback, as a matter of fact, provides 
an accessible complaint medium for a customer (Tax and Brown 1998). Internet 
feedback, however, is impersonal. The customer does not know who reads the 
complaints. Moreover, the customer prefers timely responses, and thus face-to-face or 
voice-to-voice complaining allows the possibility for quick recoveries.  

The following excerpts from the customer stories describe the customer’s dilemma to 
whom to complain. The customer faces difficulties in finding the corporate actor who 
can act upon the customer complaint as expected by the complaining customer. 

Well, it was a bit troublesome. I think I searched for a telephone number at the homepage in the 
Internet. I tried to call there but nobody answered!? I thought that they do not answer the 
telephone on Sundays. Well then, I sent e-mail there. I think there was an e-mail address [at the 
homepage].69-Jussi, Restaurant customer 

Once, as a matter of fact I have complained! ---I think we looked at the homepage in Internet. 
There we found the name of the person who acts there as a supervisor. Then, we sent him a 
letter.---! 70Henna, Restaurant customer  

You know it is the owner who decides the staffing, I think. The slow service is due to the small 
number of staff on duty. --- I do understand them [waiters] if there is too little staff on duty.

68 The actors who act below the line of visibility are invisible for customers. Thus, the customer is not 
able to know the management and the ownership of the restaurant. The customer commonly uses the term 
“owner” or “manager” to depict the perceived highest hierarchical layer in an organization. 
69 The customer thought that he and his fellow customer had got food poisoning from the meals in the 
restaurant, and he wanted to inform the restaurant supervisor about it. 
70 The customer had perceived discriminating customer service by the waiter. 
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But, to whom do you complain then!!? There is nothing you can do then but to send  
written feedback. – Jussi, Restaurant customer 

I think I looked at the telephone catalogue or then I called to directory inquiries. I asked for “the 
owner” of the restaurant or for the restaurant supervisor. That phase I can not recall exactly…I 
think I called to directory inquiries…it might be connected directly or then I had to call to that 
restaurant…Well, anyway I felt that there was a right person to discuss with about the bad 
experience. He was probably “the owner”. –Tuuli, Restaurant customer  

5.2.2. Customer complaining 

In the study, the customers’ past experiences of waiters’ and superior actors’ complaint 
handling have had an impact on the customers’ understanding of their role as a trigger 
of service firms’ action upon negative incidents. The customers, as a matter of fact, had 
complained about their dissatisfaction; to waiters and superior actors.

In an encounter-based industry customers are not usually in long-term relationships thus 
they do not get to know the human actors in service provision in person. Therefore, 
customers tend to stereotype the human actors in service provision. The stereotyping is 
based on customers’ past experiences on waiters’ and “bosses’ ” complaint handling, as 
well as on the status people tend to have of actors who occupy different position in an 
organizational hierarchy (low status jobs like a waiter / high status jobs like “a boss”).  
Goffman (1959, 1) claims: 

If acquainted with the individual, an observer can glue from his conduct and appearance with 
allow them to apply their previous experience with individuals roughly similar to the one before 
them or, more important, to apply untested stereotyped to him. They can also assume from the 
past experience that only individuals of a particular kind are likely to be found in a given social 
setting. 

The customers’ perception of the other crucial actors’ roles and their complaint handling 
is crucial, since service firms’ action upon dissatisfying service encounters calls for co-
operation between the crucial actors. The customer adopts his role to the roles of the 
other crucial actors in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services.

As a dissatisfied restaurant customer, the customer can complain to waiters in service 
encounters, or then find a way to complain to superior actors. In the following 
subchapters the customer’s past experiences and general views on complaining to 
waiters and superior actors are discussed. 

5.2.2.1. Customer complaining to front stage employees  

The easiest way for a restaurant customer is to tell about his dissatisfaction with the 
service to the waiter with whom she is interacting face-to-face. The literature even 
describes the role of the actors who are acting at the boundary spanning, at the customer 
interface, as “information processors” whose task is to sense and act upon or report the 
customer feedback further in the organization (e.g. Aldrich and Herker 1977).
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In the critical incidents, the customers had complained about their dissatisfaction with 
the service to the waiter since it is the easiest way to complain. For example in the 
stories “”Dirtiness of servicecape”, “Girls’ steaks” and “Payment system” the waiters’ 
responses to customer complaints fell short of customer expectations (double deviation) 
so, the incidents had had an impact on the customers’ perception of the waiters’ 
complaint handling. The customers’ general opinions about waiters’ complaint handling 
reveal that customers do not believe that a customer complaint is reported any further by 
a waiter. Thus, there will not be any complaint-based improvements in the future 
service encounters with the same service provider. Customers have perceived that 
complaining to a waiter does not contribute to any complaint-based improvements. In 
the critical incidents, like incidents and general views on service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents customers stereotype waiters low in the hierarchy, part-time 
employees who are not professional in their jobs, not committed to the restaurant or to 
the employer, not concerned about customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. The 
following excerpt describes the customer’s stereotype of a human actor who occupies a 
position of a waiter: 

Well, I perceive that there are a lot of young ones as waiters, specifically in causal restaurants. I 
feel that they are not that interested in working there. – Well, I doubt their expertise [on 
restaurant service]. They do not have any qualifications for a waiter. It is about the same as if I 
worked there as a waiter. They have not been in any School of Catering and they have not been 
told what it is to work as a waiter, and what the etiquette is in a restaurant. You know, the 
young ones are quite unprofessional. It is so in Finland that the job [of a waiter] is not 
appreciated enough.  It is such a job for students during the years of studies, they are not 
interested in working there, and they do not have any expertise either. I mean that if I asked 
them something about the wines they do not, specifically the young ones, have any ideas.-Jussi, 
Restaurant customer 

Interestingly, the customer’s stereotype of a waiter was shared with a restaurant 
manager who took a role of a customer when conversation with her moved on waiters’ 
complaint handling: 

I think personally often what kind of waiter there is on the other side of the encounter. Oh! Now 
I started to talk as a customer!!?....If there is a 20-year-old girl – you meet them quite a lot! in 
the city centre nowadays. They are wearing tight tricot tops and trendy clothes. You feel: What 
a waste of time [to complain them]!!! They know nothing about the wines; they are not able to 
recommend any foreign beers, they know NOTHING!!! It is nothing but a waste of time to 
complain them about the service. If you complain them! they will just say:” Oh, sorry” and 
walk on by. Then, it is another thing if there is some older, professional bachelor who is proud 
of his profession.  You meet them less and less nowadays….-Petra, Restaurant manager in the 
role of a customer 

The service provider is aware of the waiters’ crucial role in acquiring customer 
feedback in service encounters, thus customers are used to be asked the feedback by 
waiters in some restaurants. The customers’ accounts on such blueprinted waiters’ acts 
in service encounters have not convinced customers that the customer feedback is noted 
and reported further in the organization to be acted upon. The customer perceives the 
complaint acquisition in service encounters more as impression management on the 
part of the service provider, and the waiters just follow the service blueprinting, and 
repeat the scripted lines (Shostack 1984; Flie  and Kleinaltenkamp 2004). Service 
blueprinting does not give a customer any ideas how the customer feedback is later on 
handled among the corporate actors. 
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Well, you are always asked politely: “Did you like it?” I can answer: “Well, it was okey…” For 
me such an answer means that I am not going back there any more. But then, the waiter never 
asks any further questions!!? They just take the plate away. I never know whether or not they 
understood my perception of the meal, and then whether or not they discuss about the customer 
feedback in the restaurant. Does the waiter store the customer feedback? Are the waiters 
professional enough to sense the customer bad perceived service from the customer’s tone of 
voice and do they understand that they should do something? ---Most of them just smile and 
walk away. They do not act upon customer feedback anyhow. But, I do not ever go back to that 
restaurant any more.---I am not even sure that the waiter understands what the customer is 
complaining!!? There are a lot of part time waiters who do not have any education for the job. 
They are not committed to that job; they are just having part time jobs to get some extra money. 
–Henna, Restaurant customer 

The customers’ views on waiters as information processors were in alignment in the 
story “Dirtiness of servicescape“. The customer was dissatisfied with the service since 
the meal experiences occurred in a dirty service environment. The customer was aware 
that it is not the waiters who are in charge of cleaning the restaurant, but the customer 
had hoped that the waiter would report the customer complaint about the dirtiness 
further in the organization. 

But then, after we had eaten I told the waiter: “You know I usually do not say anything 
[complain] but those stairs are that dirty that you should do something for them.”---I was 
thinking that perhaps she [the waitress] will anyway tell further that the customers have 
complained, you know I would not like to give negative feedback. -Tiina, Restaurant customer 

The waiter’s response to customer complaint did not convince the customer that the 
customer dissatisfier will be acted upon so that the same dissatisfying service encounter 
will not occur in future service encounters with the same service provider. 

(The waiter had responded to the customer complaint)“You know, we have been looking 
exactly the same!!! The cleaning company has just been changed and thereafter, the cleaning 
has become worse and worse. IS IT NOT TERRIBLE!!?” You know, she just sensed the critics 
and that it was??? You know, I think that the stairs looked really terrible in a restaurant were 
customers are eating. (Researcher: How would you have wanted the waiter to response you, 
then?) Well that was not necessary a wrong answer. She, at least, sensed it; but for me it was 
important that the feedback would have been reported further in the organization. The best 
answer had been that they are going to handle the problem with dirtiness. Now, I got the idea 
that it was not her problem; it was a problem of that cleaning company. I was so astonished that 
I just stood there and laughed with her. ---I felt that she is not interested in customer 
satisfaction; that the customers would come back there and be satisfied with the service there. I 
got a picture that she is just paid for the work she does there and she does not care about 
customer satisfaction. 71-Tiina, Restaurant customer 

The customer further told that the customer can not really know what occurs below the 
line of visibility, and how much the customer complaints are discussed and reported 
further.

Well, I hope that at least the cleaning company will get the feedback after all. But, the matter 
then remains between them (the service provider and an outsourced cleaning service company). 
–Tiina, Restaurant customer  

71 The story was one of the incidents narrated by customers in the exploratory study. The waiter 
informants studied the incidents and they interpreted such a response to a customer that it sounded like “ 
It was two months ago since I saw my superior last time” or then that it sounded like the waiter had 
already reported the matter about ten times and got frustrated since nothing had happened. 
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The customers’ accounts reveal that the customer perceives that the waiters’ work is not 
more than serving customers so, they do not report customer complaints further in the 
organizational hierarchy. They do not take any overall responsibility for customer 
satisfaction.

I have a feeling that waiters’ work is hard. They do see and perceive a lot and they have 
ongoing contacts with customers. They are tired and in a hurry and they do not see or act upon 
everything that could be acted upon by them. I doubt –[ the waiters do not act upon or report 
customer complaints any further] – Tiina, Restaurant customer 

The customers’ accounts further reveal that the customers do not trust that information 
flows from the customer interface through the waiter further in an organization to upper 
layers to be acted upon. On the contrary, the customer’s perception is that rules are 
given from the upper hierarchical layers to the customer interface, and that is something 
that the customer and the front stage employee need to accept. The following excerpt is 
from the story “Payment system” where the customer was dissatisfied with the payment 
system of the restaurant and wanted to know why the system is not replanned so that it 
would work better from the customer point of view. The front line employee told that 
she had got the orders, which she had to obey, and the customer had to be satisfied with 
the rules there:

My opinion – front stage employees, at least in this case [the story about the payment system of 
the restaurant] are humble, obey the authorities, follow the orders and transmit the orders to 
customers as well, they take them as God’s words. That is why I think it [ the model of 
information processing] did not work in this case. But, as I told I can not know what happened 
there [below the line of visibility] afterwards.--- My guess is that she did not report my 
complaint any further.---Yes, they are loyal to the authorites!  They do not think any further. 
She has got the orders and her only task is to obey the orders, not to question them. ---I wished 
she had given me some understandable explanation why the two payment systems do not fit 
together.72 –Joonas, Restaurant customer 

Moreover, commonly the customer complaints in restaurants are about the meals, and 
the customer feels that the waiter has no control over the cook. Thus, the customer has 
the perception that there will be no complaint-based improvements if the customer 
complains about the meal to the waitress.  

I told then to the waitress that I got raw chicken and that I am afraid that I will get salmonella 
from this. We then looked together at it and she agreed that yes the chicken was raw and she 
told the cook. The cook then got offended about it and got nervous. She [the waitress] told that 
he [the cook] does not understand anything and how she [the waitress] could compensate. ---
But you know you are always afraid that the waitress is on the cook’s side when you complain 
about the food. –Risto, Restaurant customer 

In the story “Girls’ steaks” the customers had perceived raw and overdone steaks that 
were different from the customers’ wishes told beforehand to the waitress. The 
storytelling customer attributed blame on the cook. In the story, as narrated by a 
customer, the waitress was totally incapable of handling the customer complaint about 
the steak since she had no control over the cook. Finally, the communication with the 
waitress broke.  

72 The customer works with data systems by profession. 
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She would not have needed to offend, we did not complain about her but about the steaks. She 
should have thought how she can handle the complaint! Well yes, she can transfer it (the 
complaint) into the kitchen. She could have handled the complaint. ---Usually, the meal is taken 
away and told that it will be fixed! Sometimes more friendly, sometimes less friendly but 
anyway, the meal is replaced by another meal. [And the matter is fixed quickly] with a thought 
that the mistake occurred in the kitchen. Now, it was thought that we were wrong!!? She let us 
understand that our wishes were impossible to fulfil: three different degrees of doneness for 
steak!!?---We felt first that she had a really bad day. Or then, she was not used to the fact that 
young women complain about meals. We somehow irritated her. ---It was the same waitress 
who asked us the doneness. It was strange!!?---I do not know the relation between the waitress 
and the cook.  I do not know whether it is her matter to tell the management that once again 
there was a group of customers that did not get the kind of meals they ordered.---Somehow we 
felt that she was not at all trained to the encounters like this: what to do if the customer 
complains. That is a really simple situation to handle!!!  She felt as if we just wanted to 
complain and somehow make the encounter difficult, that we just wanted to be difficult. …But, 
I think it [complaint handling] is a matter of personality [of a waitress] or then, it is the matter 
of employee training. –Kirsti, Restaurant customer 

In the story “Restaurant with a view” the customer was able to perceive above the line 
of visibility that there were few waiters on duty. The customer did not blame on the 
waitress, but she complained to the waitress to get an explanation for staffing few 
waiters on duty. The waitress, however, expressed that she had no control over service 
operations, the staffing: 

We [the storyteller and her husband] asked the waitress about the staffing. We asked: “Is the 
staffing always here like now on weekends; is this [slow service] because there is 
[exceptionally] few staff on duty?” She told us that the staffing was as usual there, and there 
were no summer time trainees there any longer either. There was no less staff on duty than 
normally. I though that there were summer trainees there on duty and they were unprofessional 
[slow to serve customers].---I got a feeling…she did not tell me exactly, but I got a feeling [that 
she was not pleased with the staffing either]. It was hard to prove but I felt it [her dissatisfaction 
with the staffing there] from her tone of voice; from her look. She was there just telling me that 
there is nothing unusual with the staffing there then: no summer trainees, and it [staffing] was 
as always on weekends. She was there apologizing, but nothing more…[she could do]. I got a 
feeling that she was not either pleased with the staffing there.  It was the body language. She 
apologized when she brought the pizza. She told that she was sorry that it took such a long time. 
She told that she was sorry to the customers sitting at the next table to us as well. What more 
could she do??! She was not that interested [in the complaint]. It was like one [complaining] 
customer out of thousand customers. –Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

5.2.2.2. Customer complaining to superior actors 

The literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action claims that few 
customers complain to superior actors (e.g. Tax and Brown 1998). Complaining to 
superior actors who are not usually present in service encounters calls for time and 
effort to complain, thus the customer needs a driver for complaining. The previous 
chapter (5.2.2.1) revealed that the customer does not really perceive a waiter as an 
information processor and does not rely that the waiter will report customer complaints 
any further in an organization. The customers pointed out that they cannot know what 
occurred afterwards below the line of visibility. However, the customers had little trust 
that complaining to the waiter will contribute to any complaint-based improvements.  
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As stated earlier in the chapter the customer is aware that as a paying customer, he is a 
source of revenues, and the superior actors are responsible for the profitability of the 
service firm. Thus, the paying customer holds the stereotype of superior actors as 
customer-oriented actors who appreciate the financial value of customers, unlike front 
stage employees.  

I do not believe that complaining to the waiter is about the same as complaining to the superior. 
The “boss” understands that a CUSTOMER can not be treated in a lousy manner. And then, 
when you have informed the boss you can be sure that he reports the complaint further. –Henna, 
Restaurant customer 

The common complaints in dining restaurants are about the meals. In the case the 
customer prefers a timely replacement, he has to complain to the waiter. Thus, a 
customer complaint that is addressed to superior actors is commonly due to the matter 
that the complaint handling with a waiter has been unsuccessful, and a double deviation 
had occurred. Moreover, customer dissatisfaction with the service has accumulated and 
the customer is willing to complain to the superior of the waiter, who is responsible for 
the service employees’ action and complaint handling. As the previous studies have 
shown the customer is seldom satisfied with the service recovery (Rush et al. 1992). 
When a customer complains, customer dissatisfaction with the service has preceded. 
The minority of the customers who complain addresses their complaints to the nearest 
employee, to waiters. When the customer is dissatisfied with the complaint handling by 
the waiter, a double deviation occurs. Dissatisfying complaint handling by the waiter 
may lead to the customer addressing his complaint further in the organization, to 
superior actors. Dissatisfying complaint handling by a superior actor after the double 
deviation leads to a triple deviation. A triple deviation is a new concept in service 
recovery and complaint management literature. The concept of triple deviation is new 
since customer complaining and complaint handling has not been studied as an 
organizational process in previous studies.

A new concept of a double recovery emerged as well from the customer stories. A 
double recovery emerges when the customer is first recovered in a service encounter, 
thereafter the customer keeps on complaining to the superior actor and is recovered a 
second time for the same incident.  

In the story “Spaghetti Bolognese” the customer had first tried to handle the dissatisfier 
(the meal) with the waitress. The waitress recovered the customer complaint about the 
meal by substituting the meal with a new one. The customer was not pleased with the 
new one either since she perceived that it was about the same as the previous one. The 
waitress had then attributed the blame on the cook, over which she had no control. 
Afterwards, the customer went on complaining to the superior actor, and she was 
recovered a second time with a promise to get the meal for free next time she comes to 
the restaurant. A double recovery emerged. The customer was dissatisfied with the 
waitress’s as well as with the superior actor’s complaint handling. Therefore, a triple 
deviation emerged.

He [the owner] was a businessman, but he was not far away from that cook that he did not 
concentrate on the happenings. He just told that he would talk about it [the incident] there. He 
was sorry and he told me: “The next time you arrive, you tell us who you are and you will get a 
double portion of Spaghetti Bolognese!”. You may guess: Have I gone there…??? Should I tell 
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them: “I am the one who complained about the Spaghetti Bolognese because it was that poor. 
Have a try to succeed in it now third time??!” That would be humiliating. I would have 
expected a gift coupon or some discount.  ---I told him shortly what had happened. I did not 
chatter about the happenings. But, he did not ask any questions either…perhaps the only 
question he asked was about what time I was there. But, he did not ask my name and address so 
that he could send me something. He did not ask if I have been there before …He just told: ”Oh 
no! Let’s see that next time you will get better food. Thank you for telling me. Bye, bye.” –
Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

The customer, however, perceived that “the owner” sensed the complaint but he was not 
that interested in finding out what had happened and what had caused the customer 
dissatisfaction with the service. Moreover, the customer complained about the quality of 
the meal and “the owner” promised to recover the incident with a “double portion of the 
same meal” for free. The customer was not pleased with the outcome of the complaint 
but felt that “the owner” was acting as expected as “the owner”. The customer perceived 
that “the owner” used impression management in complaint handling with the 
customer.  

In the story of the “Girls’ steaks” the customer found out the name of “the supervisor” 
and called him to tell about the negative incident that had happened in the restaurant. 
The two complaining customers had been recovered by the waitress with new meals, but 
the other one of them was dissatisfied with the new meal and complained a second time 
to the waitress. The waitress did not, however, recover the meal a third time. The 
superior actor recovered the two customers with free meals, and a double recovery 
emerged. The customer was still dissatisfied with the superior actor’s complaint 
handling and a triple deviation emerged. The customer was pleased that she and her 
fellow customer were recovered with free meals, but the supervisor did not convince the 
customer that the same dissatisfying service encounter would not occur in the future 
service encounters with the same service provider. Thus, the double recovery (total 
compensation of two meals) did not succeed in retaining the customers. 

I called the restaurant supervisor the following day. ---With the boss, the conversation did 
succeed! First, he was really angry. Naturally, [he was angry] since there was someone there [in 
the phone] who left the restaurant without paying the bill. But then, we discussed and he asked 
me questions, and afterwards it [the discussion] went on peacefully, after all. ---I told “the 
supervisor” that apparently there has been discussion about us. We are the ones who left the 
restaurant without paying the bills. I told him that we left the restaurant without paying the bills 
but not on purpose!!! I told him that we had no possibility to pay the bills since no waiter 
arrived although we waved and we did everything we could do!!? Then, I told him the whole 
story. Then, we went there to pay the bills. But we, the two customers, whose restaurant 
encounter failed totally, we did not pay anything. He told me that he does understand that there 
is no need for us to pay. After the incident none of us went back to that restaurant!!! –Kirsti, 
Restaurant customer 

In the conceptual framework complaint management strategy is defined as a service 
provider’s strategy for encouraging customer complaining, gather customer complaints 
as a piece of customer information, and to act upon customer complaints to retain the 
customer and to stop negative word of mouth. It emerged from the data, however, that 
customers perceive the complaint management as impression management. 
Impression management is based on the idea that people’s comprehension of the 
phenomenon (complaining and complaint handling) can be directed by others and their 
attempts to frame one’s perception (Fisk and Grove 1996). The service provider is likely 
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to use a similar set of tactics in an attempt to defend its reputation as a provider of 
quality service (Conlon and Murray 1996, 1042). The customer is, however, interested 
in knowing about the service provider’s future action to prevent the same negative 
incident from being repeated in future service encounters. Superior actors who have 
control over service operations had not been able to convince the customer that the 
customer complaint will lead to any complaint-based improvements. Thus, the customer 
perceived complaint management strategy is a corporate script how to handle customer 
complaints with the customer to mollify the customer and to stop negative word of 
mouth.

5.2.3. The customer’s understanding about his role in service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services 

This chapter concerns the customer’s understanding about his role as a part of service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. The customer’s past 
experiences of complaining and complaint handling with the service provider have 
impacted the customer’s present action upon his dissatisfaction with the service. 

The literature on customer complaining and non-complaining action and complaint 
management paints the picture that a customer should always complain about his 
dissatisfaction with the service (Stephens and Gwinner 1998, 172):

A customer who does not complain to the service provider when dissatisfied is of special 
concern for management for several reasons. First, the service provider loses the opportunity to 
remedy the problem and retain a customer. Second, the service provider’s reputation can be 
damaged from negative word of mouth actions taken by dissatisfied customers resulting in the 
loss of potential and current customers. Finally, the service provider is deprived of valuable 
feedback about the quality of its service. 

Service firms have to remedy negative incidents since a service firm cannot go on by 
co-producing dissatisfying service, or co-producing satisfying service unproductively. 
What then can the customer do to ensure that the same dissatisfying service encounters 
will not occur in the future? The endings of the stories and the customers’ perceptions 
of their role as a part of service firms’ action upon negative incidents answer the 
question. The customer can complain about his dissatisfaction with the service thus, 
giving the service provider an opportunity to remedy the dissatisfier(s). The customer 
can trust that the complaint will be acted upon so that the customer will not encounter 
the same dissatisfier in future service encounters with the same service provider. Or, the 
customer can switch or at least avoid the service provider in the case she believes that 
the same dissatisfying service encounter is likely to be repeated with the same service 
provider. Moreover, the customer can spread negative word of mouth to ensure that no 
other customers will experience dissatisfying service with the service provider. 

The customer informants’ accounts of customer complaining and the service providers’ 
complaint handling paint the picture that customers have mistrust in complaint-based 
improvements. Customers have experienced little evidence that the customer complaints 
are welcomed and more importantly acted upon so that the same dissatisfying service 
encounter would not reoccur in future service encounters with the same service 
provider. The customer complaints are, however, handled with recoveries, but they are 
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not perceived to contribute to any complaint-based improvement in future service 
encounters.

Customers do not count on complaint-based improvements, thus they prefer to avoid 
the service provider or withdraw from the service system after once or twice perceived 
high degree dissatisfaction 

The endings of the stories “Newly opened restaurant”, “Restaurantv with a view”, 
“Chocolate candies”, “Dirtiness of the servicescape”, “Spaghetti Bolognese” and “Girls’ 
steaks” describe the customer’s conclusion of his role as a part of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services. In the endings of the stories the 
customers describe their mistrust in complaint-based improvements, and thus they 
concluded that there is no other way to ensure that the same dissatisfaction with the 
service will not occur in future service encounters than withdraw from the service 
system. Thus, the target group will be selected from the satisfied customers. 

The story “Newly opened restaurant” stresses the meaning of a single dissatisfying 
service encounter in a customer’s switching behavior (Solomon et al. 1985). A customer 
does not want the dissatisfying service encounters to reoccur in future service 
encounters. Thus, if a dissatisfying service encounter is expected to reoccur in future 
service encounters with the same service provider, the customer is likely to switch the 
service provider after a single dissatisfying service encounter.

It was already some years ago, and I do not even know whether or not the restaurant still 
exists!? I have not gone back there after the incident.---These are funny cases, you know. The
first encounter and then, you construct the image [of the restaurant]. If you do not like it 
there, you will not give them a second chance! I feel that it is not right. But, if I leave the 
restaurant in the bad mood why I shall go back there??! –Iina, Restaurant customer 

The story “Restaurant with a view” highlighted the fact that a part of the restaurant 
customers have only a one-time interaction with a restaurant service provider, like 
tourists (Gutek et al. 2002). The customer had felt that they would not in any case use 
the same service provider since it was situated in another city. Thus, the same 
dissatisfying service encounter with the same service provider would not in any case be 
repeated in future service encounters. Therefore, there was no reason to complain to get 
better service next time with the same service provider.    

I did not think…why did I not think..[sending any complaint via Internet]? I thought that 
everything went wrong. The time schedule failed, then the food was bad. Somehow I thought 
that we shall not go there again in any case. So, why should I send feedback!!? I do not 
believe that I can impact on staffing there, I do not believe that! Perhaps a customer can 
complain about a meal, you can give feedback about the food: is it good or is it bad. That is 
something a waiter handles. But, if I complain about staffing to the waiter or even to “the 
owner” they will think there that one customer out of thousand. That is the staffing policy 
rather than the service; although that is the service as well. The encounter was so much negative 
[minus] that I thought it does not matter….-Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

The stories “Chocolate candies” and “Restaurant with a view” reveal that customer 
dissatisfaction with the service provider is attributed to the unit where the customer 
dissatisfaction occurred not with the restaurant brand. When the customers had positive 
experiences in restaurants that operate under the same brand, the customers attributed 
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the dissatisfying service encounter to a single unit where it occurred, not to the 
restaurant brand. 

So, we were discussing that from now on we are not going to that restaurant any more. Since 
the incident, I went back to this restaurant [chain] but to another [unit] not that one. –Outi, 
Restaurant customer  

I still do have a positive image of the restaurant brand, I thought it was just the unit [where the 
customer dissatisfying service encounter occurred]. It [the negative incident] did not impact on 
my perception of the restaurant brand. As a matter of fact, I just was there in the restaurant 
[unit] in another city […]. one month ago. It [the service encounter there] was fine. –Tuuli, 
Restaurant customer  

In the story “Dirtiness of the servicescape” the customer did complain about the 
dissatisfier to the front stage employee as expected from a customer as a co-producer. 
The customer did not, however, provide any information that the front stage employee 
did not already know. The servicescape is also the waiter’s working environment thus, 
the waiter perceives the dirtiness on the front stage as well as the customers. The way 
the customer’s complaint was responded to did not convince the customer that the once 
experienced dissatisfying service encounter would not be repeated in future service 
encounters. On the contrary, the response to the customer complaint convinced the 
customer that the customer complaint would not be acted upon thus, the same 
dissatisfying service encounter would be repeated with the same service provider. Thus, 
the customer concluded that the only thing the customer can do to ensure that the same 
dissatisfying service encounter will not occur in future service encounters is not to have 
any service encounters with the same service provider in the future. 

I was then at that moment thinking that I am not coming back there to eat there. ---You know,  
it was so dirty there. You can not draw any other conclusion except stay away, can you? –
Tuuli, Restaurant customer  

The story of “Girls’ steaks” was the most dramatic one of the customer stories, and 
moreover it had dramatic consequences. In the story, the customer described a typical 
customer action upon negative incidents. The customer gives the service provider a first 
and then perhaps a second chance. However, after a couple of dissatisfying service 
encounters with the same service provider, the customer leaves the service provider 
dissatisfied without any voicing. In the story the customer narrated that she had learned 
not to complain, since a risk of ramification exists. After the incident none of the 
customers went back to the restaurant. Moreover, the incident impacted the customer 
such that she adopted the role of a silent customer, since she had experienced that there 
is a risk of ramification when complaining in face-to-face service encounters.  

Our night was spoilt after that incident. When our night was spoilt I somehow decided that I do 
not bother to complain about the food anymore. You know the risk – I prefer to eat bad food 
rather than take the risk of complaining about the food. Then, there will be such a negative 
encounter and the night is spoilt. You know, I am there [in a restaurant] to have fun with my 
friends.----You know, I reflect: is the food that bad that I however can eat it instead of 
complaining about it. The next phase follows:  if I just get bad food in a restaurant a couple 
of times then I just do not go there any more. I do not bother to help the restaurant to 
improve the service because the feedback is wrongly interpreted. ---I do it otherwise; I 
reward the good service (by tipping) and the bad service - that I do not mind. –Kirsti, 
Restaurant customer 
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Customers do not perceive them as target group customers 

In the customer story “Spaghetti Bolognese” the customer perceived bad quality of the 
meal and complained about it to the waitress at the beginning of the service encounter, 
as expected from the customer. The complaint, however, did not contribute to any 
improvements in the meal and afterwards the customer complained further to the 
superior actor as expected from the customer. The superior actor’s response to the 
customer complaint did not convince the customer that there will be any complaint-
based improvements in the meals there. Thus, the customer concluded that the menu of 
the restaurant is not targeted to her kind of customer. 

I could go there as well, there is nothing to prevent that – if I thought that there would be 
something to eat. But I do not think that there will be. There are, of course, by looking one 
could find some pizza or something if one eats that stuff. But I know so well their menu that 
there is nothing that “yes! that I would like to eat”. I really think that it is useless to go there. 
You know there are also other restaurants.  –Tuuli, Restaurant customer 

Customer perceives control over the service provider but little control over the 
provided service 

Next I will illustrate customer perceived control over the service provider and 
complaint-based improvements with the help of two drawings drawn by two customers. 
Figure 22 illustrates a customer’s perceived control over a service provider after 
perceived dissatisfaction with the service. Figure 23 is a customer’s drawing from the 
story “Girls’steaks” and it illustrates customer perceived control over complaint-based 
improvements. These two drawings depict quite clearly that a customer perceived role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents is twofold. On the one hand, the 
customer perceives control over a service provider as a paying customer, who is free to 
choose and switch the service provider. On the other hand, the customer perceives little 
control over complaint-based improvements. The way the customers narrated the stories 
also describe the twofold control over the service provider perceived by customers. The 
plot of the stories first depicts the emerging customer dissatisfaction with the service, 
then the customer’s dissatisfaction with the complaint handling and the customer 
perceived little control over complaint-based improvements. The customer describes 
himself first as a loser, who has little control in the service system, but then, at the end 
of the story the customer shows his control over the service provider by stating that she 
never went back to the restaurant any more. Thus, the customer perceives to have 
control over the service provider.

Figure 21 presents a two-dimensional fight between the customer and “the boss”. The 
customer is aware that he is a part of a profit-oriented commercial operation (Lockwood 
and Jones 2000, 173). The customer is aware that he is a source of revenues and his 
satisfaction is crucial for the corporate revenues. “The boss” is responsible for the profit 
of the restaurant. Thus, customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction is crucial for “the boss”, 
and the waiter is more like an “actor” between the “two masters”. 
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Figure 21 Customer perceived control over a service provider when dissatisfying service 
encounters occur 73

A quickly drawn picture: THE CUSTOMER- a paying customer! has the power [since he brings 
the money]. The boss is responsible for the business, and customer satisfaction. Well, you 
know, the waiter is responsible as well but the boss has more power to organize the things 
there.---Was this [the drawing] an organization structure….perhaps I drew this much too 
fast….Me as a customer I am the king, and then the managing director has control over the 
waiter there. But you know, the picture is misleading since I am not in touch with the 
director…I presume that there is a hierarchy in restaurants and the decisions are made at the 
management layer. ---I push around the waiter (1.) and if she does not act or she acts badly I 
push around the director (2.) so that he would push around the waiter (3.)….-Joonas, Restaurant 
customer 

Figure 22 illustrates the customer’s perception that complaining customers are 
perceived like troublemakers in service encounters and that complaining customers are 
not welcomed by waiters. In the story “Girls’ steaks” customers complained about the 
steaks and the storytelling customer perceived that the waitress did not sense the 
complaint and was incapable of handling it. Finally, the customer called the supervisor. 

Figure 22 Customer perceived control over complaint-based improvements74

73 A= Customer  TJ= Managing Director, Tarj.= Waiter  
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The big ball is the waitress because she had the most crucial role. The cook – his mouth is like 
that (straight line) - we did not meet him so that why he is neutral but not at least a positive one. 
The restaurant supervisor- a dash line – he had quite a big role in the final settlement and a quite 
positive one. But then, a little ball because he did not recover our experience of that restaurant 
and we never went back to that restaurant again. And the customers – little balls. We felt that 
we were the worst of them all – .Well, the restaurant supervisor took us as customers but the 
waiter took us as some troublemakers. I wonder the line between the customers and the cook? It 
is a dash line…well we do not know what the relation between the waiter and the cook was … a 
dash line? We do not know what kind of discussion there were between them. We saw the cook 
from the little hole in the wall and we were about to even go to the kitchen to discuss: Is it 
really is that difficult!!? I have done it once. But, I was thrown out from there that angry. Since 
that incident I have not dared to go to the kitchen any more. –Kirsti, Restaurant customer 

In the story “Girls’ steaks” the customers showed their control over the waitress by 
leaving the restaurant without paying their bills. In the story the customer told that they 
left the restaurant without paying their bills since they were totally ignored by the 
waitress after complaining, although they had tried to get her attention. 

We made the conclusion then that we will just leave the restaurant!!! So we left and we did not 
pay the bills!---We left, six people and nobody ran after us. That shows that she just did not care 
and (we left) even from the very farest corner of the restaurant. –Kirsti, Restaurant customer 

The impact of service recoveries on customers’ action upon negative incidents 

The customers’ stories and accounts do not support the finding of the service recovery 
paradox (Mc Collough and Bharadwaj 1992). On the contrary, the study supports the 
finding of Maxham and Netemeyr (2002, 67): the service provider can not become an 
expert on service recoveries. The service provider needs “to get it right” the first time or 
then, convince the complaining customer that the matter will be acted upon and the 
same dissatisfying service encounter will not occur in future service encounters. The 
service recovery paradox describes a one-time service encounter that had resulted in 
customer dissatisfaction and was recovered by the service provider. However, the 
studies on service recovery paradox have not investigated the second-time service 
encounter with the same service provider, and the severity of the perceived 
dissatisfaction with the service (Seawright et al. 2008; Lion 2007). If the same high 
degree customer dissatisfying service encounter occurs a second time with the same 
service provider, the service recoveries will unlikely retain the customers or stop 
negative word of mouth.  

In the story “Girls’ steak” the customer’s mistrust in complaint-based improvements, 
and the customer’s willingness to avoid negative incidents is stressed. The customer 
was satisfied with the way the restaurant supervisor handled and recovered the customer 
complaint. However, the complaint handling did not focus on complaint-based 
improvement, but on recovering the single negative incident. Thus, the double recovery 
(full compensation of two meals) did not succeed in retaining the customers. 

Then, the reason why none of us ever went back to that restaurant was based on my discussion 
with the restaurant supervisor. The single incident was handled. But he [the supervisor] did not 
admit that the incident was due to the way they act there. The incident was just like swept under 
the carpet. If he only had told me that now there is a need for training of complaint handling 
there. But there was no discussion about that. He did not tell how they would go on since the 

74 Ravintolapäällikkö = Restaurant Supervisor, Tarjoilija= Waiter, Kokki= Cook, Asiakas = Customer 
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incident.--- If the cook just refries the same steak (the raw one),  there is something wrong with 
the way they act there in the kitchen. Then, the same waitress is probably still working there. 
This incident was handled ok but then, nothing convinced us that the same incident could not 
happen again. –Kirsti, Restaurant customer 

The chapter provides new insights into service recovery studies by claiming that even 
the most generous compensations do not succeed in retaining the customer or stopping 
negative word of mouth if the customer is dissatisfied with the service provider and 
convinced that the same dissatisfying service encounter will reoccur with the same 
service provider. In the customer story “Restaurant on an island” the customer was 
compensated during the service encounter, then after complaining to the owner the 
group of customer was recovered with gift coupons for free dinners (double recovery).
Despite the generous recoveries the customer told that he will not go back to that 
restaurant unless he hears that they really have improved the service there. Moreover, 
the customer has spread negative word of mouth about the restaurant. 

Experiences in restaurants are the kind of things that are often discussed with the guys. 
Everyone has experiences-- quite disgusting experiences in restaurants and it is an easy topic. It 
is for sure that the names of the restaurants where the bad experiences have occurred emerge in 
the stories, and you may tell the stories to tens of people. I believe that I have been telling the 
story about that restaurant and other stories as well75. Well, not with a purpose as if I was 
interested in how it is going on there. But I have been telling the stories when there is a 
discussion about restaurants. It is not me who has started that discussion, but certainly I have 
told that story [about the Restaurant on an Island] to tens of people. –Jussi, Restaurant customer  

In the story of “Restaurant on an island” the customer concluded that some customers 
have more control over the service provider than others due to the possibility of 
negative word of mouth. Thus, different customers are recovered differently, and all the 
complainants do not have the same status for a service provider. 

Well, as a matter of fact there is a little curiosity…the mother of my girlfriend is a journalist, 
she has been even an editor in one journal. So, she somehow knew the owner of the restaurant 
and sent him a message that it is going badly for them [in the restaurant].---But this was only 
because she knew the owner and she was a journalist/an editor. I could not even imagine that if 
someone else or a person like anyone of us complained [to the owner] something like that [a 
generous recovery] 76would happen! –Jussi, Restaurant customer  

I conclude the chapter about the customer’s action upon negative incidents with 
excerpts of conversations with customers who concluded their construction about the 
role and action of the customer in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in the 
following way. 

I have sometimes complained but usually I do not. I vote with my legs and I never ever again go 
there since I have been disappointed. It is that disappointment. The price/ quality ration does not 
work. You feel that they save from everything, above all from the customer’s meal experience. 
Many times I feel that I can by myself cook a better meal---I feel that I am cheated, I am so 

75The study is epistemologically based on the idea that knowledge of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents is generated in narratives. Moreover, all the actors at the different hierarchical layers are active 
interpreters and storytellers of negative incidents. The customer perceived here that only customers tell 
stories about restaurant experiences.  
76 One of the customers called to the owner of the restaurant and the customers got gift coupons for free 
dinners in another restaurant owned by the same owner. The customers had, however, already been 
recovered in the service encounter with a free bottle of wine due to the perceived slow service.  
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angry that I swallow the pain and the cheat without saying anything. I know that perhaps I 
should complain but I do not since I strongly believe that my complaint is not acted upon 
anyhow anyway. –Risto, Restaurant customer 

The chapter stated that the customer as a matter of fact is able to perceive and thus 
explain, at least partly, the reasons for perceived bad service in restaurants above the 
line of visibility. However, the customer does not have to understand or know the 
reasons for perceived bad service. The customer wants to have satisfaction and value for 
his money from commercial interactions with the service provider, and he is free to 
switch the service provider easily in the case of dissatisfaction. 

The customer does not need to know the reason for the slow service!!? The customer makes his 
conclusions. If the customer needs to wait too long time, she stops going to the restaurant! ---In 
Finland, they think that there always will be customers; it is like the tourists resorts abroad. – 
Henna, Restaurant customer 

Table 7 sums up the main findings and conclusions of the chapter. 

Table 7 Conclusions of the chapter 

The customer acts as a trigger of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents in high touch services. The degree of customer dissatisfaction 
with the service varies. Low degree customer dissatisfaction is an 
outcome of a single dissatisfier or a human error, and it can usually be 
recovered. High degree customer dissatisfaction is an outcome of 
several customer dissatisfiers in a service encounter and results in 
customer dissatisfaction with the service provider. For the customer 
service quality is how the customer as a paying consumer defines it, and 
service quality is co-consumed with the fellow customers, and/or with 
the waiter. 

Customers are able to perceive strategic, operational and tactical issues 
above the line of visibility. When customers are dissatisfied with the 
service they attribute blame on an actor at the different hierarchical 
layers.

The customer needs a driver for complaining. The minority of customers 
who complain do it to revenge to recover from the dissatisfaction with 
the service, to get compensation for the lost value for their money, or to 
help the service provider to improve the service in the future. The 
complaining customers are classified in the chapter as revenging, paying 
and helping customers based on the driver for complaining. 

Customers do not perceive waiters as boundary spanners or information 
processors. On the contrary, customers perceive waiters as low in the 
hierarchy, who are not concerned with customer satisfaction and 
customer retention. Customers perceive that waiters have no control over 
customer complaints and they do not report customer complaints any 
further in the organization.
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Customer complaining in service encounters does not capture high 
degree customer dissatisfaction with the service. High degree customer 
dissatisfaction is an outcome of several service attributes which are not 
told in an oral complaint. The customer usually complains only about the 
main dissatisfier. Thus, filtering occurs in the complaint information 
flow across the line of interaction (Filtering I)77.

Customers have past experiences of complaining to front stage 
employees and superior actors.  Complaining customers have turned into 
non-complaining customers due to dissatisfaction with the service 
recoveries, and specifically due to non-perceived complaint-based 
improvements. 

The chapter presents the new concepts of double recovery and triple 
deviation. Double recovery emerges when the customer is recovered in a 
timely manner by the waiter in the service encounter, but keeps on 
complaining to upper hierarchical layers, and is recovered a second time 
for the same incident. A triple deviation occurs when the customer is 
dissatisfied with the complaint handling by the waiter (double deviation) 
and keeps on complaining to superior actors and the customer is 
dissatisfied with the complaint handling by the superior actor as well. 

 Even the double recovery does not always succeed in retaining the 
customer or stopping negative word of mouth in the case of high degree 
customer dissatisfaction. 

Customers perceive the complaint management strategy as impression 
management played by the service provider. Customers perceive that 
the service provider does not acquire customer feedback in service 
encounters to disseminate and utilize complaints to complaint-based 
improvements, but to give the customer the impression of a customer-
oriented service provider, who is concerned about customer feedback and 
customer satisfaction. 

Customers do not want the dissatisfying service encounters to reoccur. 
Thus, due to mistrust in complaint-based improvements, the customer 
tends to withdraw from the open service system after experiencing 
dissatisfaction once or twice with the service provider. It is easy for the 
customer to switch the service provider in an encounter-based industry. 
Thus, the customers who have been dissatisfied with the service provider 
withdraw from the open service system, and the target group customers 
will be selected from the ones who are satisfied with the service provided 
by the service provider. 

Next, the reader is about to move on in an open service system below the line of 
visibility and study customer complaints and complaining customers from the front 

77 Later on in the chapter the reader will be acquainted with the other pitfalls in complaint information 
flow that are called Filtering I, II, III and IV in the study. 
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stage employee perspective. The front stage employee interacts face-to-face with a 
number of different customers at the front stage. Additionally, she interacts across the 
line of visibility with the back stage employees in the service delivery.   

5.3. The front stage employee’s action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services

This chapter is about the front stage employee’s action upon negative incidents as a part 
of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. Dissatisfying 
service encounters, customer complaints and complaining customers are negative 
incidents in the eyes of a waiter (Bitner et al. 1994). As a performer of the service 
strategy, the waiter expects to perform the service in a way that provides customer 
satisfaction. Customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining customers 
deviate from the waiter’s expected interaction with the customer, and thus they are 
negative incidents for the waiter. 

The minority of customers who complain most often address their complaints to the 
front stage employees (Tax and Brown 1998, 84; Wirtz and Tomlin 2000, 210). They 
are the only corporate actors that are visible to the customer, thus they are available for 
complaint addressing. Moreover, addressing the customer complaint to the waiter is the 
only way to get a timely recovery. Thus, the front stage employee has a crucial role in 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. 

Sometimes they [complaints] are daily, sometimes once a week, once a month. It depends on 
the situation [occupancy of the restaurant, the day of the week, the season]. It is up to a working 
day. –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

 Some minor matters are told ---like I was surprised that there was that much salt in the meal, 
but it is a matter of taste. Things are made differently in different places [restaurants]. But such 
negative incidents that you feel blue, such insults or then something that you need to 
argue…they are few; once a month or once a fortnight. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

The front stage employees are waiters in the empirical context of the study. Restaurant 
customers may have service encounters every now and then in restaurants, and even one 
single encounter in one restaurant. Waiters face, on the other hand several different 
service encounters with different customers. Thus, waiters perceive different service 
encounters with different customers (interactive service quality). Moreover, unlike 
restaurant customers, waiters are constrained to perform the service and complaint 
management strategies as trained by their superior. 

The waiter’s social construction of service firms’ action upon negative incidents 
concerns the waiter’s interpretations of the past experiences on customer complaints, 
complaining customers and complaint handling with customers, back stage employees 
(cooks) and with the supervisor. The waiter’s present understanding about his role and 
action in service firms’ action upon negative incidents is an outcome of his learned 
lessons from the past. The following sentence describes the waiter’s social construction 
of his role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents: 

What did go wrong in the service encounter and why the encounter resulted in a customer 
complaint (who or what to blame), and moreover is the customer complaint justified or 
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unjustified. Then, what can the front stage employee do to ensure that the same customer 
dissatisfying service encounter, customer complaint or complaining customer will not occur in 
future service encounters? 

The conceptual framework describes the front stage employee as a performer of the 
service and complaint management strategies as directed by the supervisor. Thus, the 
study takes the perspective, through which the front stage employee filters the negative 
incidents as a starting point to understand the front stage employee’s construction of 
negative incidents. Figure 23 depicts how the lived past experiences have impacted the 
front stage employee’s understanding about his present role in service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services.

Past

Present

The front stage employee's interpretation of
customer complaints and complaining customers

The front stage employee's understanding about his role in service
firms' action upon negative incidents in present situations

Complaint handling with customers, back stage employees
and with the supervisor

Figure 23 Front stage employee’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

Table 8 depicts the structure of chapter 5.3.   First, the front stage employee’s 
interpretations of customer dissatisfaction, customer complaints and complaining 
customers are discussed (chapter 5.3.1). Thereafter, the front stage employee’s 
complaint handling is discussed (chapter 5.3.2). Finally, the front stage employee’s 
understanding of her role in service firms’ action upon negative incidents is discussed 
(chapter 5.3.3).
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Table 8 Subchapters and their contents of chapter 5.3  

Subchapters Content of the subchapter 

5.3.1 The front stage employee’s 
interpretations of customer 
complaints and complaining 
customers 

5.3.2.1 The front stage employee’s interpretations of customer 
dissatisfaction and customer complaints 

5.3.2.2 The front stage employee’s interpretations of complaining 
customers 

5.3.2 The front stage employee’s  
complaint handling  

5.3.2.1 The front stage employee’s complaint handling with 
customers 

5.3.2.2  The front stage employee’s complaint handling with back 
stage employees 

5.3.2.3  The front stage employee’s complaint handling with the 
supervisor 

5.3.3 The front stage employee’s 
understanding of his role in 
service firms’ action upon 
negative in high touch services 

5.3.1. The front stage employee’s interpretations of customer complaints and 
complaining customers 

The front stage employee’s action upon negative incidents is subsequently guided by his 
interpretations of customer complaints and complaining customers. Thus, the waiter’s 
interpretations of negative incidents are discussed first in the chapter. Waiters can be 
thought to co-consume the co-produced service so that they perceive the service in 
service encounters. Waiters perceive the co-produced service from a different 
perspective. Waiters evaluate the interactive service quality (Svensson 2003; 2004; 
2006a; 2006b) between the customer and the service provider, so their interpretations of 
the quality of the co-produced service may differ from customers’ evaluations. Waiters 
are aware of the service strategy, thus they are capable of classifying the served 
customers into the ones who perform their expected role in quality and productivity 
(easy-to-serve customers) and into the ones who do not perform their expected role in 
quality and productivity (hard-to-serve customers). Thus, the waiter’s interpretation of 
the customer complaint and the complaining customer are intertwined. When the waiter 
interprets the customer complaint, she simultaneously interprets the complaining 
customer.   

The chapter is divided into two subchapters. The first (chapter 5.3.1.1) is about the 
waiter’s interpretations of the co-produced and co-consumed service. First, the waiter’s 
acknowledgement of emerging customer dissatisfaction is discussed. Thereafter, the 
waiter’s views on emerged customer complaints are discussed. The second subchapter 
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(chapter 5.3.1.2) discusses the waiter’s interpretations of complaining customers. First, 
in the chapter, the waiter’s classification of customers into easy-to-serve and hard-to-
serve customers is discussed. Thereafter, the waiter’s views on complaining customers 
are discussed.

5.3.1.1.  The front stage employee’s interpretations of customer dissatisfaction and 
customer complaints 

The study proposes that a service firm’s action upon negative incidents starts with the 
customer’s dissatisfaction with the service. The customer then acts upon his 
dissatisfaction with the service by complaining, spreading negative word of mouth 
and/or then switching or avoiding the service provider. The study agrees with the 
literature that the majority of customers do not complain. Thus, it is interesting in terms 
of the study to reflect on whether or not customer dissatisfaction is perceived in service 
encounters without any customer complaints. Moreover, do the front stage employees 
act upon perceived customer dissatisfaction without any customer complaints (service 
recovery)? (Grönroos 2007, 126).  

All the complaints do not have the same status for a service provider (Prims and Pras 
1999, 338) and waiters perceive a part of the customer complaints as unjustified 
complaints. The perceived unjustified customer complaint means that there was no 
mistake or neglect on the part of the service provider. The waiter’s interpretation of the 
customer complaint is crucial since the waiter’s action upon negative incidents is 
subsequently guided by his interpretation of the customer complaint and the 
complaining customer. 

Are waiters aware of customer dissatisfaction without any customer complaints? 

Waiters are thought to co-consume the service with customers in service encounters. 
Thus, it is interesting to reflect whether waiters, in general, are aware of the customer 
dissatisfaction that may emerge in service encounters. The waiters’ accounts of service 
encounters reveal that waiters may be aware of customer dissatisfaction. In the case that 
waiter has time to observe customers, she may be able to perceive the emerging 
customer dissatisfaction from the customers’ faces and gestures. Yet, the waiter cannot 
know for sure whether the customers’ expressions of dissatisfaction are due to their 
dissatisfaction with the service or due to other things. In the story “Cigarette smoking” 
the waitress perceived the emerging customer dissatisfaction by observing the 
customers’ faces, and preferred to recover the service before any complaint would 
emerge.

I remember then, I told to the colleague of mine that now something is wrong with them, 
something is bothering them all the time. I did see it from their faces. I went there to ask about 
the food.---You see it;[from customers’ faces] they are looking angry all the time. They are 
quarreling with each other or then, there is something wrong with the food. –Satu, Waitress 6 
years of experience 

Tarja, a waitress pointed out that waiters work usually in a hurry, thus there is no time 
to focus on observing customer dissatisfaction. Acknowledging customer dissatisfaction 
calls for time to have a chat with customers during or after the service encounters. 
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You see it [customer dissatisfaction] from some customers. I doubt…perhaps it is about the half 
of the customers I get to know what they really think about the service. There you are in such a 
hurry, you just do not have time….Nobody really tells you that this was lousy service. You 
should have time to chat with the customers, but there is no time for that. It is about the half of 
customers [you notice the dissatisfaction].-Tarja, Waitress  8 years of experience 

Sini, a waitress pointed out that the customer can play the role of a satisfied customer 
(impression management) and convince the waiter about his satisfaction with the 
service although he is actually dissatisfied with the service. Apparently, customers tend 
to avoid the negative ramifications that expressing their dissatisfaction during the 
service encounter might cause (Tax and Brown 1998, 77). 

You know, it is my task to go and ask in service encounters whether everything is ok with the 
customers, whether the food is tasty and so on. Most often they respond that everything is okey. 
Sometimes there are customers that have perceived everything as terrific! and they are having a 
nice time. I do not have any idea whether or not they, really, have everything okey?! –Sini, 
Waitress 10 years of experience 

Moreover, Sini concluded that there is no way to acknowledge customer dissatisfaction 
for certain.

Based on the work experience, does not matter 5 years or 25 years of experience, you do not 
know how many customers leave the restaurant dissatisfied. A Finnish customer still does not 
complain, but suffers silently.  –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

Waiters co-consume customer dissatisfaction retrospectively in customer complaints 

The waiters’ stories and accounts of customer complaints and complaint handling reveal 
that waiters co-consume the co-produced service retrospectively when the customer 
complaints emerge. Moreover, waiters co-consume the co-produced service from a 
different perspective than customers; therefore they do not always agree with the 
customer on perceived bad service (Gummesson 1991). The chapter about customer’s 
action upon negative incidents (chapter 5.2.1) states that customer dissatisfaction with 
the service that turned out to be critical and stored in memory is an outcome of several 
customer dissatisfying attributes that usually cumulate during the service encounter. The 
customers’ stories reveal that the customer tends to express only a single attribute, the 
main dissatisfier in his complaint. Thus, the customer complaint does not really reveal 
the dissatisfying service encounter as experienced by the customer, but a few service 
quality attributes. 

Perhaps the customer is complaining for nothing from a waiter’s point of view: she [the 
customer] is just grumbling there about something…But then, from the customer’s point of 
view the matter is extremely important. They [the viewpoints] do not collide. A waiter is not 
listening attentively enough, and the customer is not depicting clearly enough what is the matter 
with the service; what is wrong with him. –Jetta, Waitress 30 years of experience 

Next, I share with the reader the waiter’s experience of customer service and her 
interpretation of the customer complaint. In the story “Customer complaint came out of 
the blue” the customer had complained about the customer service to the supervisor, 
who happened to drop by the dining area at the end of the service encounter. The 
supervisor was easily recognized, since she was dressed differently from the waiters. 
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Well then, at the end of the evening, they [the customers] were a little bit drunk, of course, 
surprisingly, however. So, just when it was about the time for invoicing they started to tell that 
it had been slow service and that they had been ignored and whatsoever. It was something like 
that. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

The waitress had been present in the service encounter and thus, she was aware of what 
had been happening there. She did not agree with the customer about the poor customer 
service.

It was such a silly situation – they all look like satisfied customers – they got the meals in time, 
they were served the drinks and so on. There was nothing unusual that happened there in that 
table during that evening and they all looked quite normal. They were not looking that they 
were somehow suffering or anything.--- There was really nothing wrong with the service that 
we provided, at least in my opinion. It was stupid. But, there are always customers who just 
want to complain. I do not know. Perhaps that man was someone who makes the fur flying 
when he is drunk. He just got the idea that there was something wrong [with the service]. –
Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

Later on in the story, the waitress searched for further justification that there really was 
nothing wrong with the customer service. The waitresses had served other customers as 
well during the evening and specifically; the customers who were sitting at the next 
table to the complaining customer confirmed that there really was nothing wrong with 
the customer service. 

Now I remember better…The other [group], the group of ten customers heard it. They were 
following what was happening there. When the men [the complaining customers] had left the 
restaurant they told Sanna [the colleague] that we had served well during the evening, and we 
should not care about them [the complaining customers]. It was told in a nice way and the 
timing was right:  they told something [nice] about the service [just in the right time]. –Pirkko, 
Waitress 3 years of experience 

At the end of the story, the waitress told that she could recall the customers. She had 
been serving the same customers some time ago in another restaurant unit. The same 
customers had been acting in an unexpected way in previous service encounters as well. 
The customer complaint was interpreted as an unjustified complaint. The customer was 
the kind of customer who complains for nothing (“jaycustomer”). 

She [the supervisor] told that okey, that is the case. It is totally unnecessary to tell anything else. 
The case was handled then. You see, you could notice that the man was just after compensation, 
he just tried to get compensation of the bill. The feedback came just like out of the blue – 
nothing had happened but everything was wrong. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

Both justified and unjustified customer complaints exist 

From the waiters’ perspective customer complaints do not always originate from a 
mistake or neglect on the part of the service provider. Thus, the study classifies 
customer complaints into justified complaints and unjustified complaints. The previous 
studies of Bitner et al. (1994); Reynold and Harris (2005) have stated that all complaints 
are not perceived as justified by service employees. Thus, the finding is not new but 
supports the existing studies. The finding is, however, meaningful to the study. It is of 
interest of the study to investigate how complaints with different statuses are handled by 
the service provider. 
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The waiter is familiar with customer feedback at the customer interface and she is 
familiar with the way the restaurant works. Thus, the waiter easily classifies the 
customer complaints into two categories, and states that the majority of the customer 
complaints can be classified into unjustified complaints, meaning that there was no 
mistake or neglect on the part of the service provider. Next, I share with the reader the 
kind of complaints that are classified as justified complaints by waiters. 

Justified complaints 

In the study, the justified complaints refer to the kind of complaints that are due to a 
mistake or neglect on the part of the service provider. The justified complaints are 
usually human errors, thus they occur randomly and are unlikely to be repeated in future 
service encounters, at least not with the same customer. Moreover, human errors are 
recovered relatively easily on the part of the service provider. The kinds of customer 
complaints are part of the waiters’ daily work and are not really even stored in memory 
so that they could be recalled.

I do not now remember any…[justified customer complaints]. They must have been so soft 
ones that they are not recalled….soft ones in a sense that I have agreed. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 
years of experience 

Human errors 

Satu, a waitress told that the justified complaints are human errors which are bound to 
occur occasionally: the meal is not cooked as told in the menu, or wished by the 
customer. Human errors can be due to the cook or to the waitress, but anyway they are 
easily recovered. Naturally, they will be recovered.

A part of the employees in the kitchen are part time employees, they work one shift a month. 
They may forget something from the meals. There are things like a grilled slice of pineapple 
was missing. Or, there was supposed to be onion, but it was missing. Or then, a customer has 
asked to cook the meal without the onion, but the customer wish is forgotten. Then, you just 
smile there and you fetch a new meal. I do admit my mistakes! Usually, it is so that I have not 
had time to go to that table. The customers have just shouted the order or caught you [when you 
are walking at the corridor] you do not write them [the customer orders] down and then you 
forget the changes [a customer wishes]. Well, it is nothing. The kitchen will remedy and there is 
no need for a customer to wait for a long time. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

It was sickening that occurred once to one customer. First, there was a tiny, small fly in his 
wine! Thereafter, he had almost finished his meal and then, there was a fly under the tunafish!!! 
At that phase, I told him [the customer] that this cannot be real!!? He [the customer] had had 
such bad luck, really!! How is it possible that such incidents happen to the same customer??! I 
told him that we offer him dessert! Then, I did not even ask [the supervisor] since it was so 
embarrassing! –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

Capacity efficiency fails 

The waiter finds the customer’s complaint about slow service justified when the time to 
wait for the meal is above the average. Moreover, slow service is due to having too few 
employees on duty. In such a case, the customer does not blame the waitress on the slow 
service. On the contrary, the customer identifies himself with the waitress and gives her 
his sympathy for the work load.  
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You are alone in a restaurant with 50 customer seats and the restaurant is fully occupied. 
Moreover, there is also a bar desk where you need to serve the customers. Then, you just cannot 
serve the customers in a way you would like to! Many customers have given feedback: “Are 
you all alone here?! Why there is not more staff here!!?” Just for the past few years customers 
have paid more attention not only to the meal they are eating but also to other things. Perhaps it 
is due to the fact that they have to wait for the meal so they do have time to look around them 
[servicescape]. –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

Next, I share with the reader the kind of complaints that are classified as unjustified 
complaints by waiters. 

Unjustified complaints 

The unjustified complaints refer to the kinds of complaints which are not due to any 
mistake or neglect on the part of the service provider, according to waiters’ 
interpretations. The classification of complaints into unjustified complaints is due to the 
matter that the common complaints in restaurants, the bad quality of meals and slow 
service, are either matters of taste or then, relative. Perhaps, the customer does not 
understand the nature of the restaurant service and has therefore unrealistic expectations 
of the service (Ojasalo 1999, 69). Another possibility is that the customer has not acted 
as expected of a customer as a co-producer. Thus, the customer has self been a source of 
his dissatisfaction. 

Slow service is subjective and context dependent 

Customer complaints about slow service are often found to be unjustified from the 
waiter’s perspective. The waiter is aware of the average time to wait for the meal in a 
dining restaurant. Thus, in the case that the time to wait for the meal is about the 
average the service is not slow from the waiter’s perspective. Waiters’ accounts of 
customer complaints about slow service reveal that the waiting time is extremely 
relative for a number of reasons. For the customer, the waiting time is often a critical 
factor since they may have limited time to enjoy the meal or they are hungry. The 
waiter, however, is aware of the average time to prepare a meal in the restaurant they 
are working in, thus the minutes reveal “the objective truth” for the waiter. 

Eeva, a waitress has perceived that customer complaints of slow service are often 
exaggerated. It has felt like at least half an hour, but in reality, it has not been more than 
about a quarter of an hour. 

A customer thinks that he has been waiting at least about half an hour. I mean that when a 
customer perceives that he has been bound to wait, he has never been bound to wait less than 
half an hour, he thinks. Then, he tells you offended: “I have been waited at least about half an 
hour and nothing has happened here!?” The time has been 10 or 15 minutes!!? –Eeva, Waitress 
20 years of experience 

Pirkko’s, a waitress, perception of the duration of a service encounter is the meal 
experience including drinks and starters and so on. When the customer complains about 
the waiting time, he counts the time from the order to the arrival of the main course. 

They [customers] complain about waiting for the food. That is the most common one 
[complaint]. I do not know… is it only at our place? Or, is it universal? They think that they are 
in such a hurry and so hungry and so on. “How long does it take to get the food!!?”[they ask] 
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Sometimes customers tell you that they have waited for an hour for the food there. But, they 
have had the starters!!? I would like to ask them: “Well, how long time did you eat the 
starters?”  They should look the watch at the beginning: when did they get the starters and how 
long time did they eat them!!? Then, they can count how long time they had to wait.78 Usually 
there is not more [time to wait] than about half an hour at the most. And, that is already quite a 
long time to wait at our place. It is usually about 20 minutes you have to wait at our place. Well, 
it depends naturally on how many customers we have [to serve] at the very moment. It is 
possible that there is a group of customers of about 20 persons to whom you are serving the 
main courses just when the complaining customers are waiting for their food. –Pirkko, Waitress 
3 years of experience 

Perceived bad quality of the restaurant meals is subjective and relativistic 

Waiters perceive their colleagues who work in the restaurant kitchen as experts on the 
quality of meals, thus they rely on their expertise in meals rather than the customer’s 
view on the quality of meals. Waiters serve tens or even hundreds of meals a day, thus it 
is natural that customer complaints emerge about the meals.  

I would argue that 80 % of customer complaints [about the meals] are unjustified. You know it 
is about a matter of taste! Then, there is no reason to compensate anything for a customer. Then, 
I really do not compensate anything. I tell that I am sorry and so on-----There are the matters of 
taste, and those I do not even bother to tell to the kitchen. Someone tells me that there should be 
more peppers on the pepper steak, but most of the customers feel that it just like it should be. 
That kind of feedback I do not bother to tell any further.-Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

The meals you serve them are not always in alignment with the customer’s expectations
[images of the meals]. It may occur that a customer has an image of a huge meal portion and 
then, the image is different from the concrete portion of the meal. You know quality [of the 
meal] is always….I’d prefer that the quality is more than the customer expects…It is about [the 
gap between] a customer’s expectations and the reality…The waiter cannot influence [on the 
meals] but she can at least tell about them beforehand to customers. But even then it does not 
always work. –Suvi, Waitress 10 years of experience  

Customers do not understand the nature of dining restaurant service 

In many fields of face-to-face service encounters, the front stage employee serves one 
customer at a time, and customers queue for the service, like in banks for instance. In 
dining restaurants, the waiter is bound to serve a number of customers simultaneously. 
Timo, a waiter recalled such a typical situation with groups of customers: a group of 
customers is having a dinner in a booth, then they all want to pay at the same time. One 
waiter cannot invoice all the customers separately at the same time. All the customers 
are as much in a hurry. Suvi, a waitress described a typical situation where all the 
customers are expecting the waitress to be there and serve the customers at the same 
time. Thus, the waiter cannot stay in one table for such a long time.   

There is a group of about eight foreign customers, and they all want to have separate bills. The 
worst that can happen is that half of them pays with credit cards, the other half with cash money 
and then there is one who wants to pay half with cash money and the other half with a credit 
card. It is like that. Then, I do see that there have arrived new customers there, and those ones 

78 The account is in alignment with a customer’s story “Restaurant with the view”. The customer had 
followed the time, and told in the story that it took 40 minutes to get the main courses. The customer told 
me only after I had asked that they had been served the drinks and they had had the entrees while waiting 
for the main courses. 
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want to pay, and there I need to clean that table, and those ones there want to order dessert, and 
there is the food ready there to be served for the customers…so, HELP!!! A group of customers 
with a number of customers expect that they will all get a separate bill and then, they tell it just 
before they want to pay.  –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

In the story “Young couple and a bottle of white wine” the customers had not perceived 
the workload of waiters who were serving a great number of customers. The waitress 
has been working in restaurants since the 1980’s and she thought that she never had had 
such a busy Monday evening in her career. The waitress pointed out that she really 
worked in an extreme hurry the whole evening.79

A college of mine tells me that being in a hurry is a lack of professional skills, but then, that 
evening I was really IN A HURRY!!!  

There was a young couple who ordered a bottle of white wine and the waitress 
presented the bottle of wine and let the customers taste the wine, then she left the bottle 
there on the table for customers, and went on RUNNING! The following day there was 
an e-mail, a customer complaint on the notice board. It was a complaint about the 
waitress. The customers had complained that the waitress did not come to pour more 
wine from the bottle of wine into the glasses of the customers. 

 I looked at it [the complaint on the notice board] and I was thinking: “[…] THERE IS NO 
JUSTICE IN THIS WORLD!!! I had been running so that I was sweating for six hours and 
then, there was someone who had guts to cry that there was a waitress who did not come and 
pour them more wine from the bottle of white wine they had there [on the table]!!! ---They 
should have been happy that they got the bottle there on the table. It [the complaint] was …!!? 
The customers should have looked around them [in the restaurant hall] and have a sense of 
reality about the situation there; even if the customers were not frequent users of restaurant 
services. If a situation like this emerges then, any waiter will not go and pour any more wine 
into the glasses. The bottle was there on the customers’ table!!? In such a situation it is more 
important [for a waiter] that every customer gets on the tables what they have ordered. –Eeva, 
Waitress 20 years of experience 

The waitress considered the customer complaint to be an incredible and unjustified 
accusation.

Moreover, in many fields of services the goods are available in stores and ready for take 
away, such as the goods in retail stores. In dining restaurants, the core products, the 
meals, are not ready made goods. The meal is prepared after the customer has ordered it.  
Additionally, the restaurant kitchen has its limitations.  

Well, I do understand that a customer [in a restaurant] thinks nothing but his own mouth. But 
are they not capable of having a look around them? All the seats in the dining area are occupied. 
It does not matter even though there were 47 waiters serving the customers, the kitchen can 
only  prepare a certain amount of meals at a time. We [the waiters] know that, but we do not 
explain that to the customer. –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

79 The negative incident had really had impact on the waitress, and it was stored in memory still after 
many years. The waitress could even still remember the name of the white wine, and the table where the 
couple had been sitting. 
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Customer has not acted as expected of him as a co-producer of service

In the story “Nobody came to serve the customers” the waitress had studied a complaint 
about total ignorance. Nobody had come to serve the customers, so the customers had 
grown tired of waiting and they left the restaurant. The complaint was a minute by 
minute description of the encounter. The complaint arrived through e-mail, and it was 
put on the staff’s notice board. 

The customer had sat at the table, and they had sat there a while. Then, [the waitress recalls the 
complaint]…”5.07 p.m. my wife went to toilet” it was told so [in the complaint]. I was thinking 
that he cannot be serious…?! Had he been looking at the watch---It was so stupid [to write] “at 
5.07 p.m.” that was the way he wrote.  Then, “my wife came from toilet and still nothing had 
happened”. I wonder, what the customers looked like??? Had they been there peacefully, 
discussing with each other, and then looked at the watch time to time? If they had been such 
peaceful customers, none [of the waiters] would have paid any attention to them; were they 
newly arrived customers, or customers who had already finished their meals. –Pirkko, Waitress 
3 years of experience 

The waitress interpreted the complaint further: 

It occurs easily in such a way. Customers may just walk in and sat at the tables. The table may 
be uncleaned, and you just cannot recall ad hoc: have those customers been sitting there or have 
they just arrived? Then, you look at them and you do not go to that table unless they do not give 
you a sign [by waiving a hand]. Then, you know that they are the new ones. It is difficult to 
know whether the customers have just arrived or have they already finished their meals. –
Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of expereince 

The waitress, Pirkko, told that many times she had been serving customers at another 
table when she noticed that some newly arrived customers were leaving. The customers 
may leave without ordering since nothing on the menu appeals to them. The waiter 
cannot know. The customer should give the waiter a sign that he is waiting to be served.

At that phase [when a customer is willing to order a meal] the customer should waive his hand, 
although you know that it is irritating. It can be that you have noticed the customer but you go 
first to serve customers in another table. It is better that you do notice the customer. [It is not 
expected that] He [the customer] is sitting there reading a magazine and looking like everything 
is all right with him.  You do presume then that there is another waiter who has taken his [the 
customer’s] order. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

Some customers do not rely on the expertise of the waiter but, they think that they know 
better, thus they “teach” the waiter. In restaurant service, customers’ wishes are 
followed if possible even though they are against “the quality of fact”. Disagreement 
with the quality of fact may, however, result in customer dissatisfaction. In the story 
“Young girls’ Strawberry Daiquiri” the customer started to argue with the waitress 
about a drink called Strawberry Daiquiri. The waitress disagreed with the customer and 
told the customer how a Strawberry Daiquiri is mixed. The customer kept insisting, and 
wanted to have the drinks made as she explained. The customer ordered two such 
drinks. The other one was for a fellow customer of hers.  

I tried to explain her that it [Daiquiri] is not done in that way. But then I told her that I will 
follow her wishes if she wants. ---Then, it was done exactly in the way the customer wanted! 
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After a couple of minutes the friend of the customer had come and complained about the drink: 
”There is something wrong with this drink since it is so sweet!”. 

The waitress had answered that it was exactly what she had told to the customer who 
ordered the drinks!? The waitress saw that the customer who had ordered the drinks had 
come to complain about the same matter [sweetness] to another bartender. The waitress 
had already informed the other bartender about the customers. The waitress had then 
reminded the customers that it was her decision to have the drinks like that. It took 
about a quarter of an hour before the customer left the drinks without drinking them and 
ordered beers.

Such an example I have about customers around my age who argue [with me]. But, you know 
that you are right. Then, you cannot be offended. It rather makes me laugh. – Satu, Waitress 6 
years of experience 

5.3.1.2. The front stage employees’ interpretations of complaining customers 

Lovelock (1994) defined a “jaycustomer” as a customer who deliberately acts in a 
thoughtless or abusive manner, causing problems for the service provider or other 
customers. Thus, a customer complaint is not always due to customer dissatisfaction 
with the service, but rather the customer’s attitude towards complaining (Tronvoll 
2007a, 604). A jaycustomer is a kind of customer who complains for no reason.   

The customer’s attitude towards complaining better explains the customer’s 
complaining behavior than any demographic variables (Reynolds and Harris 2005, 231). 
It is as if each waiter has his own stereotype of the customer who is eager to complain.  

There is the risk that the customer who complains is easily stereotyped as “the 
complaining customer” or “hard-to-serve customer” who complains for nothing.  

Waiters face a number of different customers in service encounters daily. Moreover, 
waiters perceive service encounters with different customers differently. Svensson 
(2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b) claims that service quality is interactive service quality 
between the customer and the service provider. Thus, the customer and his action in 
service encounters can be exposed to the waiter’s evaluation of interactive service 
quality. Waiters’ accounts of customer complaints and complaining customers reveal 
that complaining customers are often also classified as “hard-to-serve” customers. Thus, 
the hard-to-serve customers are often typically the complaining customers to waiters. 
The fact that waiters often find complaining customers as hard-to-serve customers is 
meaningful in waiters’ complaint handling. Complaint management aims at customer 
retention with the help of service recoveries. Waiters are apparently not, however, 
interested in retaining customers that are hard to serve and keep on complaining. They 
slow down service processes and cause extra work for service employees. Interactive 
service quality describes that the outcome of the service encounter is dependent on the 
customer fit to the service offering (target customer) and on the customer’s co-operative 
acts in service encounters. Thus, waiters do have a stereotype of the customer that is 
“ideal” or “easy” to serve. The study highlights that waiters as other front stage 
employees are “truly customer-oriented” and appreciate serving customers well (Bitner 
et al. 1994; Chung and Schneider 2002). Nonetheless, they do face a number of 
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different customers in their every day work and they are able to recognize the type of 
customers that are hard-to-serve. The hard-to-serve customers are usually the customers 
who are more eager to complain than usual.  

I personally prefer the customers who stay at the hotel, who visit us about once a month and 
then, you learn to know them all. It is nice to chat with them, and then it [hotel] is like another 
home for them. There they chat how life is treating them and they CERTAINLY DO NOT 
complain for nothing!!! If they give negative feedback then, it is something that you can listen 
and take it seriously. I prefer apparently such customers. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

The waiters’ accounts of customer complaints reveal that waiters really do not have 
anything against complaints in the event that they are due to a mistake (a human error) 
or neglect on the part of the service provider, thus they are relatively easy to handle and 
recover. Moreover, the waiters’ accounts reveal that waiters do not really have anything 
against customer complaints in the event that they are communicated with respect to the 
service provider (customer functional quality; Kelley et al. 1990).

Complaints usually come from the same customers 

Waiters’ accounts of customer complaints and complaining customer reveal that 
customer complaining is rather a matter of customers’ attitude towards complaining 
than customers’ experienced dissatisfaction with the service. Thus, there are customers 
who complain without any justification for their complaint. Moreover, customers who 
always complain do repeat their service encounters with the same service provider.

And you do remember the customers [who have complained]. Next time they arrive the 
complaint will emerge [again]. The complaints usually arrive from the same customers, every 
time!!! –Satu, Waitress  6 years of experience 

The story “Chicken pasta” was about a customer who visited the restaurant every now 
and then, and every time she ordered the same meal, and every time she complained 
about it. The waitress did not have the courage to ask why the customer always ordered 
the same meal and was always dissatisfied with it. The appearance of the relentlessly 
complaining customer was a pleasant one.   

One lady around 40 years of age, she is a pretty lady and she appears to be friendly, she is 
always having a meal in the company of others and it appears that they are having a nice time 
together. She seems to be quite normal.---Each time she orders the same meal, the chicken 
pasta, and each time she complains about it!!!—I cannot classify that customer. She seems to be 
a nice person, but the waiters are…[pissed off with her]! –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

The waiters’ accounts reveal that customer dissatisfaction and customer complaining are 
not necessarily interlinked. The same customers complain each time they are having 
service encounters. However, they keep on repeating their service encounters with the 
same service provider. The chapter presents a new concept of the chronic
complainant.80 A chronic complainant is the kind of customer who has adopted a 
manner to always complain in service encounters without any perceived dissatisfaction. 
Or then, the chronic complainants are the kind of customers who are always dissatisfied. 
The previously used concepts of a problem customer (Bitner et al. 1994) and 

80 The concept of a chronic complainant emerged originally from the data, and was used by one of the 
supervisor informants. 
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jaycustomer (Lovelock 1994) describe the kind of customer who deliberately acts in a 
thoughtless or abusive manner, causing problems for the service provider or other 
customers.  The previously used concepts are not, however, directly related to customer 
complaining behavior. Chronic complainants slow down service processes and cause 
extra work for service employees, and they do not understand customer role in quality 
and productivity. 

Stereotype of a complaining customer 

Based on waiters’ accounts, there are not necessarily any demographic variables that 
would distinguish the complaining customer from non-complaining customers. It is 
rather the way the customer complaint is communicated that helps waiters classifying 
the customer into the group of hard-to-serve or complaining customers.  

…sometimes you feel it…a customer sits at the table and says: “But, I do have…[a special 
diet]” or then “Don’t you have…” you never know what will arrive next. The customer may go 
on [Do you not have] a menu for children? But, I can not classify customers [into complaining 
customers] based on their appearance. Well, you may guess when a customer enters the 
restaurant and you greet her but there is no reply [on the part of the customer] she just sits at the 
table and starts to study the menu, and looks like he is expecting to be served in a second! –
Suvi, Waitress 10 years of experience 

There are, however, some kinds of stereotypes about complaining customers. One 
stereotype of a complaining customer that emerged from the waiters’ accounts is the 
customer who tells already at the beginning of the complaint that he is an expert on 
restaurant service (Harris and Reynolds 2003). 

An expert on restaurant service!!! I see red when somebody tells me so. Usually it [the 
complaint] starts with the words when somebody is complaining:” I know, it does not go in this 
way. I am an expert on restaurant service!” And you know immediately that he is not!!? A real 
professional in the restaurant business does not go into a restaurant and start to complain 
immediately when something goes wrong. I mean complaining about minor matters. –Pirkko, 
Waitress 3 years of experience 

The fact, that customer complaining tends to describe the customer’s attitude towards 
complaining than real dissatisfaction is revealed in the story “Risotto”. The complaining 
customer told the waitress that he was an expert on restaurant service, and he did not 
complain only about his meal but also about the meal of his female fellow customer. 
The fellow customer was not willing to complain about her meal. 

[He told me] the risotto did not taste anything, and moreover it was porridge, it was not risotto. 
---And then, the other meal was feta salad and it was totally different from what they had 
expected. That was the meal of his female fellow customer. The lady was not at all willing to 
complain, she thought that it [the feta salad] was all fine! I saw that she tried to say something 
to that man [when the man was about to complain about her food]. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of 
experience 

Complaining customers are willing to show their control over service employees 

Customer complaining action may be also due to customer perceived control over 
service employees, who are traditionally perceived low in the hierarchy. The profession, 
age and gender of the customer give some clues to waiters about the stereotype of 
complaining customers with no respect for the service provider. 
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The kind of customer like […]. He acts as if he was Finland’s greatest gastronome!!! and he is 
extremely…, a very difficult customer. He is NASTY!! and all the time he tries to make the 
person who is serving him to look stupid. He is like that. That kind of customer [is a problem 
customer]. Based on my long experience I would say that as a group of customers the 
journalists are many times difficult…They act like owners of Europe. And, some of them can 
even threaten you!? “If I do not get this for free or with discount I shall write about you [the 
restaurant] in the journal!?? Some of them have even said that directly! ---After decades in the 
field I am quite well able to tell straight at the door that ok, that customer is a customer of that 
category! ---Teachers are not always easy [customers]. Specifically the older generation [of 
teachers] is used to order, and so on…things like that may emerge…---But, you know ,by 
treating them [problem customers] in a right way you can handle them. –Heikki, Waiter around 
40 years of experience 

The hard-to-serve customer is a middle aged man who looks at you in a way that you are too 
young, you can not know anything about anything. Moreover, usually you already know that 
they will give you [negative] feedback about whatever you do there. Gin tonic, which is 
something you blend daily there. Then, there is always something wrong with it [from their 
perspective] or then [there is something wrong with] just any other thing. They just have to tell 
you that you are so young that you can not know these things. That is something that gnaws 
away at your motive for that work [serve the customer]. You just can not or are fed up with 
smiling there any longer since he makes you feel immediately [in a service encounter] a 
subordinate in his eyes. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

Waiters’ accounts reveal, moreover, that complaining customers do not always know 
the art of complaining. A customer complaint is characterized as a tool of 
improvement in the literature (Bebko 2001) thus waiters prefer that customers would 
provide complaints in a constructive way. In the story “Gluten free pizza” a human error 
occurred and the customer got Pizza Bolognese instead of Pizza with chicken. The pizza 
was, however, gluten-free as ordered by the customer. It was only the topping that was 
mixed due to bad handwriting or careless reading. The pizza was replaced, but the 
customer was furious.   

Such a terrible show she had, and demanded discount. She could have discussed [with me] like 
to a human being, there is no need to …[yell]. She thought me stupid, she told me: ”Do you not 
know what a celiac is!!?” You know, every restaurant employee has studied the special diets, so 
that we do certainly know [about celiac]. I’d prefer that she had given the feedback in a proper 
way. Well, I did not start to yell there and make such a show there, I spoke as usual. I naturally 
apologized and so on but, she was…I thought how a person [a customer] can act in a way [she 
did]. Why could she not speak in a proper way..??! – Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience
   

In the story of the “Hostess of the group of customers” the customer (the hostess) had 
stood up sharply, looked down upon the waiter and told him: 

I am the hostess of these customers and I want to give you a reclamation that we run short of 
potatoes, and that is something that is not allowed to occur!!! Do something quickly!!!  

The waiter then fetched a new bowl of potatoes and then he saw that there was the bowl 
of potatoes there still almost full. They were not run out of potatoes; the customer just 
had to complain. 

These kinds of customers are quite hard. ---I asked then afterwards them all whether they had 
got enough potatoes and sauce and all of them were: “Yes, yes there was enough of everything 
and the customer service was fine.” I thought they tried to soften the behavior of the hostess. 
Somehow her behavior reminded me the old fairly tale…The poor fisherman’s old woman 
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became a Queen for one day, and then what a haughty lady she became then. I can not describe 
the appearance of that woman, but she was the hostess and she was there like I AM THE 
QUEEN! –Heikki, Waiter 40 years of experience 

BUT…even after all these years I am pissed off when a customer is unfair: he judges the 
service and complains without any real reason!!? –Heikki, Waiter around 40 years of 
experience 

5.3.2.  The front stage employee’s complaint handling 

An actor’s action upon negative incidents (customer complaint, complaining customer 
for a waiter) is subsequently guided by his interpretations of negative incidents 
(customer complaints and complaining customers). The study acknowledges, however, 
that the waiters are corporate actors thus they are, at least partly, constrained to perform 
the corporate complaint management strategy with recoveries despite their 
interpretation of the justification of the complaint. Moreover, in restaurants the contents 
of the customer complaints focus on core product (the meal) and slow service which is 
commonly due to the staffing (too few employees on duty) for which waiters are not 
responsible in person. The waiters have no hierarchical control over the cooks who 
prepare the meals or over the supervisors who make the staffing. Thus, the waiters’ 
complaint handling for complaint-based improvements calls for co-operation with the 
cooks and supervisors. The following subchapters describe first the waiters’ complaint 
handling with customers (chapter 5.3.2.1). Then, the waiters’ complaint handling with 
the cooks (chapter 5.3.2.2) and the waiters’ complaint handling with the supervisors 
(chapter 5.3.2.3) are discussed.

5.3.2.1.  The front stage employee’s complaint handling with customers 

Many restaurants do follow the complaint management strategy where a complaint 
acquisition in service encounters is a part of it. Waiters are commonly trained to go and 
ask for customer feedback about the meal soon after the customer has started to eat the 
meal. The waiters perceive, however, that the customers do not tend to complain about 
the food although they are asked the feedback for timely recovery in the case of 
customer dissatisfaction with the food. The waiter expects the customer to perform his 
role as a feedback [negative] provider. 

Almost always the customers tell you, about nine out of ten customers, that the food was good 
when you ask them. But then, one out of ten tells you that there was a little bit of this and that. 
You know it is funny! We do go and ask the customer feedback every time a few minutes after 
the meals are served to customers. Then, nobody tells anything. But then, when everything is 
eaten they tell you that there was this and that!? I think it is funny. Why does the customer eat 
the meal if there is something wrong with it? Thereafter, he tells you that??! I would presume 
that it [the feedback] is told when it is asked at the beginning of the meal experience. –Tarja, 
Waitress 8 years of experience 

The complaint management strategy is based on the idea that customer complaints are 
acquired and recovered timely in service encounters to retain the customer and stop 
negative word of mouth. Commonly the waiters are empowered to recover the customer 
complaints within limitations. The recovery appears to be, however, much dependent on 
the waiter’s interpretation of the customer complaint, and the complaining customer. 



157

Well then, we give them coffee for free or something. We do not start to argue:” Well, you 
should not have eaten it then….?” And then, often when you ask them [customers] about their 
willingness to have a cup of coffee they do not mind: “ I do not need anything….” So, at first 
we try to mollify the customer with a cup of coffee or then with a dessert, you know, [we aim at 
] recovering in that way. But, I feel that the customer is really willing to have a monetary 
compensation. But, you just can not grant them any compensation if the meal is eaten!!? You 
need to handle the complaint by offering them a cup of coffee or dessert and a customer has to 
be satisfied with that. Usually they tell you:” I do not need anything….” It goes in that way. –
Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

We do have a rule:  a customer, who complains after eating his meal, will not be compensated.  
I do tell that [to a customer] with a smile: “Unfortunately there will be no compensations since 
you did eat your meal, but I can get you a cup of coffee”. It works in that way. It depends on the 
waiter as well. Every waiter makes a decision how to recover the dissatisfied customer. There 
are no exact rules for it. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

Waiter with service recoveries

Service recovery literature highlights recovering customer complaints with service 
recoveries like compensations (a discount, a refund check, a gift coupon, a free 
upgrade), corrective responses (a replacement, a substitution, a correction), empathetic 
responses (an apology, an explanation) (Hoffman and Chung 1999; Davidow 2003). 
Waiters are often alone in service encounters with customers. Thus, it is up to them to 
decide the service recovery to mollify the customer and follow the goals of complaint 
management: to retain the customer and stop negative word of mouth. From the waiter’s 
point of view, a great part of customer complaints are unjustified, which means that a 
customer complaint has not resulted in any neglect or mistake on the part of the service 
provider. Thus, waiters who are present in service encounters with customers, thus, co-
consuming the service, find it unjustified to compensate the unjustified complaint for a 
customer.  

Restaurants are specific companies compared to other companies. In restaurants, customers get 
easily a new beefsteak [to recover another one], and even a dessert! for free in some cases. Just 
compare how it works elsewhere!? If you buy a blouse and you realize at home that there is a 
hole in it, you will naturally get a new one. But, they do not recover you with any extra 
recoveries?!  So, I think that in restaurants customers are handled perhaps even too softly and 
they are much too easily compensated such a nonsense grumble. –Jetta, Waitress 30 years of 
experience 

Moreover, from the waiters’ perspective a generous recovery system can cause harm for 
the service provider and encourage customers to complain without any real reason 
(dissatisfaction with the service and perceived lack of value for money). 

You know, in the restaurant […] I got a feeling….when something went wrong, or when 
something really did not go wrong customers were complaining!? There is a generous 
recovery policy there. Sometimes I got a feeling that the customers knew about it! The 
customers knew that they will be recovered generously there. That was why the customers 
complained on purpose [for nothing but just to get recovered]. –Eeva, Waitress 20 years of 
experience 

However, waiters do face the dilemma of serving “two masters” at the same time: the 
employer and the customer (Chung and Schneider 2002). The waiters’ accounts of their 
complaint handling with the recoveries support the study of Weatherly and Tansik 
(1992). At first, the waiters follow the guidelines given to them by their superiors, and 
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then they follow the complaining customers’ wishes to facilitate the service encounter 
with the complaining customers and with the fellow customers.  

Well….it depends on the situation. To the very last minute we try not to compensate 
anything…It depends on the face and the being of the customer and all other things….- Pirkko, 
Waitress 3 years of experience 

The waiter may, moreover, have a feeling that she has no control over the complaining 
customer, thus she is constrained to recover the customer the complaint that she 
interprets as an unjustified complaint. The stories “Entrecôte Beefsteak 1” and 
“Entrecôte Beefsteak 2” are stories about complaining customers who were not familiar 
with fine dining and they did not know the nature of the Entrecôte beefsteak81. They 
complained about the beefsteak although it was correct (quality of fact). The waitress 
however, knew that the customers might not know about the Entercôte beefsteak, and 
thus she used to telling the customer about the Entrecôte beefsteak when a customer was 
about to order one. From the waitress’s perspective, the complaint was unjustified since 
the Entrecôte beefsteak was exactly as it should be, and moreover, the waitress had 
clarified the nature of an Entrecôte beefsteak when the customer was about to order 
one82.

The waitress, however, recovered the customer generously (a cup of coffee, a dessert 
and a discount of the meal) since she interpreted that there is no other way to handle the 
customer complaint and the complaining customer. She was bound to get rid of the 
customer and go on with her work with other customers. 

I thought then that if I could get rid of this customer and get her shut up I could well that time 
do as the customer told me to do! I did, however, discuss with a colleague of mine, since she 
had as well served the group of customers.83 We thought then, that it was easier for us not to 
throw gas into the fire and tell her: you are not going to get anything any longer. I thought that 
lets go now a step further and compensate her just to get the customer satisfied!? She was 
satisfied then at the end. She was satisfied apparently because she got plenty of 
compensations?! She was compensated almost more than her meal paid for her, 
approximately??! –Sini, Waitress 10 years of experience 

As Tax and Brown (1998, 85) stated, the customer who complains frequently or is never 
satisfied with the recovery efforts may be the “wrong customer”.  The waiter is in the 
position at the customer interface to identify the “wrong customers” and instead of 
compensating the customer, she can use an explanation as a service recovery, and 
explain to the customer that apparently she is the “wrong customer” for the restaurant. 
In the story “Chicken Pasta” the waitress finally concluded that the customer was the 
“wrong customer” since she complained about the meal every time. She was never 
satisfied with the food. There is no way to satisfy the customer who requires more 
resources to serve than profit generated.

81 Entrecôte Beefsteak is a bone-in-rib steak 
82 The story “Entrecôte Beefsteak” included two different cases. In the other one the fellow customers of 
the complaining customer had “saved” the waitress. They had told the complaining customer: “Did you 
not k now what kind of beefsteak Enrecôte Beefsteak is? The Beefsteak is just as an Entrecôte Beefsteak 
should be. And by the way, the waitress did tell you when you were about to order one.” 
83 The restaurant supervisor was not present in the restaurant at the time of the incident. 
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Once I made a conclusion and I told her! It would be better for her to find another restaurant 
where to dine and not to come back to our restaurant again since she was never satisfied with 
the food there. She was screaming then there. And it was then, she wanted to discuss with the 
chef de cuisine. Then, we compensated the whole meal for her!!?84 –Satu, Waitress 6 years of 
experience 

5.3.2.2. The front stage employee’s complaint handling with back stage employees 

Commonly customer complaints in restaurants are focused on the core product, the 
meal. Thus, to recover the complaint with a replacement calls for co-operation with the 
cooks. The waiter can do nothing but to act as an intermediate between the customer 
and the cook. Specifically, in the case of customer complaint about the meal the actions 
at the front stage and the back stage need to be integrated. 

For us it was learned at the very early stage: if you want to succeed in the career [of a waiter] 
you must build good rapports with the kitchen staff. The young ones do not realize it, you have 
to explain them. Always with a new employer – go to the kitchen and present yourself.  Create 
such a trust that you do dare to go there even with a customer complaint! And then, having a 
good rappot with the kitchen means that you also forward the customer thanks to the kitchen.  
Usually it [the thank you] does not go any further than the waiters. –Heikki, Waiter 40 years of 
experience 

From the waiter’s perspective the customer complaint about the meal is not always 
justified. From the restaurant employee’s perspective there is nothing wrong with the 
meal, although the customer complains about it. Transferring such an unjustified 
customer complaint about the meal is hard for the waiter. Both the waiters and the cooks 
act at the employee layer and none of them has any hierarchical control over the other.

[Researcher: If there emerge complaints about the food how will the co-operation work with the 
cooks in the kitchen?] BADLY, I mean really badly! ---Well, if the customer complains about 
the food I shall take the meal back to the kitchen and tell that it is the customer who thinks that 
there is something wrong with this meal, so please cook a new one! Well then, there will be 
arguments that there is nothing wrong with the meal. Then, I tell them that it is not me who 
thinks so!!! but it is THE CUSTOMER who tells that there is something wrong with the meal. 
My view on the meal does not matter, and your view on the meal does not matter either!!! So 
please, cook a new meal!!! It is really aggravating to tell further the customer negative feedback 
to the kitchen. They sense it there as if I was nasty to them there!? They tell me: “Who you are 
to tell us here that there is something wrong with the food!!? There is nothing wrong with the 
food!!!” Well…I tell them that perhaps there is really nothing wrong with the food but the 
customer tells me [that there is something wrong with the food] , and there is nothing more I 
can do…[than to transmit the complaint into the kitchen] – Eeva, Waitress 20 years of 
experience 

Since the customer complaint about the meal is a common one in restaurants the waiters 
need to learn to handle the dilemma of being an intermediate between the complaining 
customer and the cook who does not always agree with the customer complaint about 
the meal. However, due to the difficulties in co-operation and the lack of shared 
understanding about the justification of the customer complaint about the meal 
complaint filtering occurs in transmitting the customer complaints to the back stage 

84 The customer, however, did come back to the restaurant again: But, then she came back again. And, I 
was on duty then when she arrived. She told me: “Hi, I came again!”. I told her with a smile: “So you did, 
be welcomed!”. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 
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across the line of visibility. The complaint filtering occurs the second time at the line of 
visibility, between the front stage and back stage employees. Therefore, it is called 
Filtering II in the study. 

I am the only one at our place who gets on well with every employee in the kitchen; so well that 
I dare to do it [transmit the customer complaint about the food into the kitchen]! Another waiter 
quite often gives me the meal [about which a customer has complained] and tells me to take that 
into the kitchen since they do not dare to do that.-- I know how to handle the complaint in a way 
that I do not hurt the cook. I tell that it is a customer’s view; so can you handle it? And you 
know, it is handled in a way that you let the cook understand that it is a customer’s 
mistake, and let the customer understand that a mistake occurred in the kitchen. You 
have to play the game! and it is not difficult to me. In the case there is a huge mistake! you 
know that the mistake has occurred in the kitchen then, it is oppressive to go there and tell them. 
Then, there is nothing to say but: ”What on earth have you done!?”[Researcher: Does it happen 
often?] No, really not! –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

It is sometimes troublesome to be a waiter in such an encounter where a customer complains 
about the meal. She [the customer] would not like to tell it to me; but of course she tells it to 
me! She tells me that this is really awful!! Then, you go into the kitchen and repeat the 
customer’s words: “This is really awful!” Thereafter, the highly appreciated cook goes nuts and 
shouts at me!! Therefore, it is better just to tell there that this was a little bit too salty or raw or 
too well done. You do not want to listen to that shouting from the kitchen. Sometimes it 
should…and it has sometimes happened…you tell a customer: “It is better you to go to the 
kitchen and tell the cook [your complaint about the food]”. –Helena, Waitress 6 years of 
experience 

5.3.2.3. The front stage employees’ complaint handling with the supervisor 

The waiters’ accounts of complaint handling reveal that waiters prefer the complaint 
handling at the customer interface where the customer is present. Waiters do, however, 
understand the supervisor’s complaint handling as a further step in case the customer is 
not pleased with the waiter’s complaint handling or if the content of the complaint is 
beyond the waiter’s control, like staffing. 

The management has, naturally, the final responsibility if customer complaints emerge, and the 
complaint is not successfully handled there [in the restaurant hall]. So, it is them who have to 
handle the matter: is the customer compensated, or will the staff be scolded for the matter. The 
supervisor should always discuss the encounter first [with the waiters] and listen to the both 
sides of the story. The customer calls to the boss and tells him this and that. ---But, the game is 
already lost when a customer calls to the “boss”, I feel. It is difficult to retain the customer at 
that phase [when he is complaining to the supervisor] although the customer was recovered 
somehow. That is how I feel….- Jetta, Waitress 30 years of experience 

Conflicts will emerge. But, you have to and the only right way is to handle them in ad hoc and 
not to transmit them any further so that the customer has to give written feedback or call to the 
supervisor and so on. Then, the negative issues are just repeated…[and stored in memory]. –
Mauno, Waiter 30 years of experience 

The literature on boundary spanners (Aldrich and Herker, 1977; Bettencourt and Brown 
2003) describe a front stage employee as an information processor whose role in a 
service organization is to sense and act upon or to transmit the customer complaint 
further in the organization. The waiter can timely recover a customer complaint in 
service encounters, but to contribute to complaint-based improvements she has to 
transmit the complaint further in the organization. Complaints are, however, claimed to 
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be unpleasant or threatening issues, because they symbolize customer problems and in 
turn, potential negative consequences for employees (Homburg and Fürst 2007, 8). The 
waiters’ accounts support that at least in some cases transmitting customer complaints 
further in the organization can lead to nothing but negative consequences for 
employees. Thus, waiters have learned from their past experiences not to transmit the 
customer complaints any further in the organization, at least in some cases.  

The waiter may take the customer complaint in person and she is afraid that the management 
will accuse her about the complaint; that it was her fault. I have a couple past experiences when 
it happened so!? I told further that now the food was bad or this or that was missing and then! it 
was my fault!!? Waiters do not dare to transmit the complaints any further. Perhaps they discuss 
with each other. But, the other waiters can nothing but listen!? -Mika, Supervisor in the role of 
the waiter, 14 years of experience85

Waiters assess the complaints into unjustified and unjustified, and they are not 
interested in transmitting the unjustified customer complaints any further in the 
organizational hierarchy. Moreover, waiters become frustrated in transmitting the 
customer complaints any further, since they are not informed about any action upon the 
transmitted customer complaints. Thus, complaint filtering86 occurs between the front 
stage employees and supervisors across the line of operationalizatio. Complaint filtering 
occurs the third time at the line of operationalization. Therefore, it is called Filtering III
in the study. 

The waiters’ accounts reveal that waiters remain commonly unaware how the 
complaints are handled by the supervisor and specifically whether or not the customer 
complaints contribute to any complaint-based improvements. Thus, waiters become 
frustrated with reporting customer complaints any further moreover, they will be 
conflicted in future service encounters with the same complaining customers. 

The waiter seldom supervises whether there will be any action upon customer complaints. 
Then, the customer relationship with the customer will be tensed. You seldom ask: has there 
been any response to the customer [complaint], or how it has been handled and so on?.My 
superior often informs us about the customer complaints but then, informing the waiters about 
complaint-based improvements!!? In many places [restaurants] there is no one else than the 
management who knows [how customer complaints have contributed to complaint based 
improvements]!!?-Timo, Waiter 20 years of experience 

The previous studies on customer complaints (Tax and Brown 1998; Voorhees et al. 
2006) highlight that there should be an accessible complaint medium for customers to 
facilitate the complaint acquisition on the part of the service provider. The actors’ 
accounts of complaints describe that Internet feedback has proven to be an accessible 
complaint medium for customers. Thus, a number of customer complaints that are 
addressed to the upper hierarchical layers arrive through the Internet. Waiters do not 
have access to Internet feedback, since they do not have corporate e-mail addresses. 
Thus, the Internet feedback flows selectively from the supervisor to waiters. The 

85 The citation emerged in a conversation with a young supervisor who had occupied the superior position 
only a short period of time. Thus, he changed a role in a conversation and recalled past experiences from 
the time he occupied a waiter position. 
86 Filtering of complaint information flow occurs a third time at the operational layer, between the service 
employees and the supervisor. Later on in the study this filtering is called Filtering III. 
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information flows little and selectively about customer complaints between the two 
crucial actors: a waiter and a supervisor.

They let us know the negative ones [customer complaints] only in a case it is about us, 
personally [customer service of a waiter]. When they complain about one waiter then they let us 
know. –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of experience 

In the story “Rude waitress with brown hair” there was a customer complaint about the 
waitress who had responded to the customers rudely. There was a description of the 
service encounter, and description of the appearance of the waitress who had responded 
rudely. Then, the supervisor had tried to find out who the waitress in question was:

Then, it was asked: “Have you told customers that?” ---I have never told customers badly, in 
such a way it was told in it [complaint]. [The customers had complained about slow service to 
the waitress]. It [the waitress’s response to customer complaint] was something like “There are 
also other [customers] here” or “You are not in such a hurry, are you?”, no, it was “Are you in a 
hurry?!!” and then “Well, good!”. And then, she had turned her back, and served another table. 
--- Naturally, it was told her that she should soften her responses to customers. A waitress must 
not get provoked although customers…[are provoking them] –Pirkko, Waitress 3 years of 
experience 

Complaint management strategy highlights the customer retention and stopping 
negative word of mouth. Thus, complaining customers are commonly recovered so that 
the customer will not switch the service provider or spread negative word of mouth. 
Waiters do not always agree with such a complaint management policy. From the 
waiter’s point of view a customer complaint is not always justified, and the waiter has 
already once handled the customer complaint in the best possible way she could, from 
her perspective. Waiters’ accounts confirmed the existence of double recovery that 
already emerged from the customers’ accounts. The customer who keeps on 
complaining to the upper hierarchical layer may be recovered a second time for the 
same complaint.  Recovering the complaining customer a second time for the same 
incident and not respecting the waiter’s complaint handling sends the customer the 
message that the customer was right and the waiter’s complaint handling was not 
correct. Moreover, recovering the customer in any case encourages customers to 
complaining, even in the cases where any mistake on the part of the service provider did 
not occur. 

Moreover, not supporting the waiter in the role of an information processor, the waiter 
will be conflicted and face role ambiguity. She thought she was handling the customer 
complaint correctly, but she will face ambiguity handing the same customer complaints 
the next time. In the story “Group of middle aged customers” a group of family relatives 
where dining in a restaurant, and then at the end of the evening they were no longer 
served drinks since they became drunk, clearly intoxicated. Moreover, they had been 
behaving rudely without any respect to the waitress. Afterwards, the customers had sent 
Internet feedback and complained about the rude behavior of the waitress [who had 
refused to no longer serve them drinks] and told that they will never ever come to that 
restaurant again. The complaint was discussed with the waitress, but the waitress 
remained unclear as to how the complaint was handled by the supervisor and how the 
customers were recovered. 
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I think there was no discussion that I was wrong. They never tell us that we have acted wrongly. 
They try to defend the employees, at least in principle. But, you just have to think the customer 
retention, and thus, I think that the supervisor had apologized. I do not know. He has not told 
me what he answered. He is mostly such an objective listener who wants to know what has 
happened [in the customer dissatisfying service encounter] and then, he will develop an answer 
to the customer complaint.--- You know, I am not the one who makes the decision [how to 
answer to the customer complaint]. It goes through the supervisor. Then, you need to get the 
supervisor convinced that I was right in this matter! At least, I am offended and hurt although I 
know that you have to do it [apologize] for the sake of customer retention. But you know, 
compensating the complaining customers is like agreeing with the customer that I was wrong!!? 
Afterwards, every time the same customer comes back and you knew that you were right you 
feel that the customer thinks that she was right!!? You are ashamed, or rather oppressed and you 
do not want to serve such customers who have complained. I believe that there is no one who 
wants [to serve customers who have complained]. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

In the story “Cigarette smoking” the customers had exceptionally wanted to have lunch 
at the bar although it is designed to have drinks only. Thus, there were small tables 
there, at the bar. The waitress was flexible and laid the table at the bar for the customers. 
In the summer time the windows were opened from the floor to the ceiling so that 
customers could enjoy the sunny summer weather. The customer had then complained 
to the waitress that there was someone smoking there. The waitress came to handle the 
complaint, but she had seen that there was someone smoking on the street. The waitress 
could not stop anyone from smoking on the street since that area did not belong to the 
restaurant. She told the customer that there is no way to prevent anyone from smoking 
on the street. Later on, the customers sent Internet feedback and complained about their 
dissatisfaction with the service. The supervisor had agreed to recover the customers 
with a free gift. The waitress found the supervisor’s recovery unjustified and even an 
insult to the waitress, who had already handled the complaint with the customers.  

They had chosen the table by themselves AND THEN THEY WERE RECOVERED [by the 
supervisor]!!? I was offended! The customer thought that I was not capable of handling the 
complaint so of course I was offended. That thing was not dependent on me …I could not help 
it…and you know they were recovered!!?. They were promised to get a bottle of sparkling wine 
next time they arrive. Apparently the lady was recognized; apparently she was some very 
important person (V.I.P.) in some way. I had not met her before in our place. –Satu, Waitress 6 
years of experience 

In restaurants, waiters are not responsible for corporate profitability, thus they get 
frustrated when complaints about slow service are not acted upon by staffing more 
employees. The story “Restaurant was crowded” was about an incident when the 
restaurant was suddenly all occupied on a Friday evening due to the sports event in the 
city. There were a few waiters on duty then, and they did not have the time to serve the 
customers. Some customers left the restaurant since they got tired of waiting to be 
served by waiters. The waiters discussed with the supervisor that there is a need to 
recruit more staff for Saturday. Moreover, the supervisor was there on duty on the 
Friday before, so she knew about the number of the customers and the number of staff 
on duty. Tarja, a waitress was unaware of the supervisor’s attempts to recruit more staff 
for Saturday.  

I do not really know whether or not she had tried to get more staff for Saturday. She would 
probably have got staff through the recruitment office for that evening but I do not know 
whether or not she had tried. Anyway, there was not more staff on Saturday. --- Tarja, Waitress 
8 years of experience 
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Waiters perceive that customers have more control over complaint-based 
improvements than waiters 

Service employees have no control over their superiors, who are in charge of the 
operational matters of the restaurant. However, the service employees are aware that 
customers have control over the service provider in the sense that they are free to 
choose which service provider to use and switch the service provider in any case of 
dissatisfaction. Thus, waiters perceive that customers can influence more than waiters 
through complaining to superiors.  

I wonder why on earth they do not wake up there in the restaurant […].: “Come on! More staff 
on duty!!” The customer complaints are so extremely often about the slow service. --- The 
weekend when there was that volley boll match [in the city] a few [customers] told me that 
apparently there is too few staff here on duty. I told them that they could give the feedback by 
e-mail. I thought that if the CUSTOMERS told them that there is too few staff there on duty 
then they would believe it! I mean that even the customers start to tell them that. –Tarja, 
Waitress 8 years of experience 

The management does not take seriously what you tell them [about service quality]. They think 
that it is just the old ladies [waiters] who are grumbling there. Not even though it had been A 
CUSTOMER who complained about it. It just does not seem to be understood [by the 
management].You just have to keep on trying and get some sort of response. So, the next time 
you meet the [complaining] customer [in service encounters] you can inform her about the 
progress of the complaint [based improvements].-Jetta, Waitress 30 years of experience 

5.3.3. The front stage employee’s understanding about his role in service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

The chapter discusses the impact of the waiter’s past experiences of customer 
complaining and complaint handling with back stage employees and supervisors on his 
understanding of his role as a part of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services.

The front stage employee acts at the front stage, so she is usually the only corporate 
actor who is visible to the customer in service encounters. Therefore, the role of the 
front stage employee is crucial in customer feedback acquisition and complaint 
handling. The front stage employee is, however, conflicted at the customer interface 
since she is constrained to perform the service role as scripted and directed by the 
superior actors and then serve the paying customer according to customer needs and 
expectations. The front stage employee does not have formal authority over the 
customer and she is a subordinate to her superior. 

Interactive service quality highlights the meaning of co-operation between the customer 
and the service provider. The front stage employee encounters a number of different 
customers in her daily work, thus she experiences interactive service quality with 
different customers differently. There are easy-to-serve and hard-to-serve customers. 
The hard-to-serve customers are usually the complaining customers who follow a 
certain stereotype of the complaining customer. Waiters are claimed to be truly 
customer-oriented and they prefer to serve customers well (Bitner et al. 1994; Chung 
and Schneider 2002) therefore, they appreciate complaint-based improvements so that 
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the same dissatisfying service encounter and the same customer complaint would not 
occur in future service encounters

Waiters have little control over complaint-based improvements 

Waiters are performers of the service and complaint management strategies, and they 
have little control over them, they simply perform them. Thus, at the front stage where 
the waiters face complaining customers, they have to carry out the service and 
complaint management strategies as trained by the supervisor or then learned through 
experience.

If a customer wishes to have potatoes in cream,  I just tell him politely that I will tell the 
customer wishes further to the kitchen, and to the supervisor. Lets see then, perhaps there will 
be some [potatoes in cream] next time when the menu is renewed. You know, you just HAVE 
TO tell sweet little lies to customers there. You have to make the customer believe that you 
agree with him!. It is just easier for you! You just can not explain the customer the real reason 
[for not having potatoes in cream on the menu]: the service concept of the restaurant is that 
there will never be potatoes in cream here!!?. That would be a catastrophe then, for a customer. 
–Jetta, Waitress 30 years of experience 

Bitner et al. (1994) claim that front stage employees lack the basic knowledge of the 
system and its constraints, and the authority to do any complaint-based improvements. 
Bitner et al (1994) claim, moreover, that front stage employees are truly customer-
oriented thus, they easily identify themselves with the customer needs. 

I find it disgusting that there is no way to concentrate [on serving customers], there is a rush 
there [in the restaurant hall]. [I would prefer] to serve the customers from the beginning to the 
end decently. You have to be there elsewhere [serve other customers at the other side of the 
restaurant] and rush there. Then, [you see that some customers are about to leave] you are there: 
“Oh, you have already paid. Well, thank you for the visit!”. That is something that I do not 
like!! –Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

Unlike supervisors, waiters are not responsible for the financial goals, and thus they do 
not face the constraint of productivity and corporate profit. Tarja, a waitress told that if 
she could decide, she would have more staff on duty and renovate the restaurant 
kitchen. She was frustrated with the budget, which controls the staffing: 

[Told with an sarcastic voice] You know there is no budgeted money for staffing more 
employees! You have to follow the budget! In addition, there are the plans…or whatever 
expectations [of the financial profit] and all the time the business is running below them. So, 
then all the time they are just trimming [the expenses] and [the business runs] with as few 
employees as possible.--- You just have to be satisfied with your role there. You are just a 
servant there and you can not influence. You know, we did discuss the evening when there was 
that volley boll match [in the city] that we should have more staff for the Saturday. It was no 
use!!? –Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

There are one or two [cooks] working in the kitchen and that is not enough when the house is 
full of customers. Then, the kitchen is extremely small and a bit old-fashioned there. It should 
be renovated so that more meals could be delivered fast. Now they are delivered slowly. But 
you know, there is the trimmed budget!?-Tarja, Waitress 8 years of experience 

The waiters’ accounts reveal that there are some minor improvements that the customer 
complaints have contributed, and the waiters feel that they have been able to contribute 
to such improvements. However, even the minor customer complaint-based 
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improvements require that there should be a common understanding about the matter or 
there should be enough complaints to contribute to complaint-based improvements. 

In the story “Fish with mayonnaise sauce” a customer complained about a fish meal that 
was tasty, but the customer told that it was difficult to eat since the sauce was put on the 
fish. The waitress sensed the customer feedback and handled the customer complaint 
with the cooks who agreed and improved the outlook of the meal so that it became 
easier to eat for the customer.  

There was such an incident that there was a new menu, and then there was fish - a breaded fish 
with mayonnaise sauce. The boys [the cooks] had put it [the sauce] on the fish. Then, one 
customer told me that otherwise this [the fish meal] was tasty but could not the sauce be served 
separately. [He told that] it was extremely inconvenient to eat since the sauce was put on the 
fish. I told him that I should give the customer regards to the kitchen. ---Yes, I went directly to 
the kitchen, and then we all looked at the portion and we all agreed that it is better to move the 
sauce into another part of the meal. Thereafter, the sauce was served separately!!! –Jetta, 
Waitress 30 years of experience  

Satu, a waitress recalled a complaint-based improvement that was also about the core 
product in the restaurant, the food. The waitress thought that the complaint-based 
improvement was due to the fact that so many customers had complained about the 
same matter in the restaurant unit. 

Well, about the chicken sandwich… In principle one unit can not make changes, but the whole 
chain needs to change the system. But, at least in our unit there were a lot of customer 
complaints about the chicken sandwich that was there on the former menu. There used to be 
Caesar sauce and almost 50 % of the customers preferred to leave that sauce out [of the 
sandwich].  It was almost impossible to prepare without that sauce since the chicken and sauce 
were mixed. There was a taste of anchovies [in that sauce] and customers did not like it. Even 
the customer who ordered one and then returned it told that it tasted like anchovies and was 
wondering why it tasted like fish. Then, I had to tell them that Caesar sauce is an anchovy-
based sauce. Then, it was removed and it was replaced with ordinary mayonnaise sauce. I think 
that it was due to the matter that in the city of […] it was complained all the time and every 
time we did such a problem about it! –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

Customer complaints do not matter as long as there are sales as budgeted, or even 
more

In the story “Sales record” the waitress narrated an unpredicted situation when the 
restaurant was fully occupied and there were not more than two waiters on shift and 
there were 200 seats in the restaurant. The waitress had worked 10 hours and had just 
two short breaks. The kitchen there is not more than a few square meters and thus, there 
is no possibility to prepare and deliver the meals that fast. A number of complaints 
emerged there due to the slow service and non-availability of seats in the restaurant. 
Moreover, there were complaints that some meals were cold. Afterwards, there were 
complaints addressed to the superior actors: customers had waited to get a table for 20 
minutes, then they had to wait 30 minutes for the meals, and it took 20 minutes to get 
the bill, so altogether it took about one hour and 40 minutes to have a meal there. 
However, the restaurant was full of customers and in any case a sales record was made. 
Thus, the superior actors were pleased and the complaints were overlooked.

There were not that extreme number of complaints, but you know the superiors were there like 
“who cares…” they do know that….You know, we made the sales record of the restaurant unit 
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there that day. So, the negative feedback was overlooked…-Sini, Waitress 10 years of 
experience 

Hanna, a waitress pointed out that the sales are achieved at the customer interface, 
where the manager is distant. Thus, in case the sales are not as budgeted an interest at 
the upper hierarchical layer emerges for finding out the reasons for missed sales and 
customer voicing at the customer interface.  

The customers think that waiters are like dogs, they are there just carrying that food. They can 
not decide on anything there, well it is so….Moreover, customers think that they [waiters] will 
not anyway report the customer complaint any further. That is wrong [way of thinking]!!! It is 
so that most often the board of directors is not a bit aware what is happening there at the 
customer interface. Someone just has to report it further [to them]. The board of directors does 
start listening, at least in the phase when the cash flow is not running as it should and the 
number of customers keeps on diminishing. –Helena, Waitress 6 years of experience 

Waiters tend to avoid the recalled complaining customers 

The waiters’ accounts reveal that mostly the complaints are provided by the same 
customers. Thus, the customer complaining is more an attitude towards complaining 
than due to the customer’s dissatisfaction with the service. The complaining customers 
come back and each time they complain, which does not make sense. Thus, the waiters 
find always complaining customers as hard-to-serve customers who are “un co-
operative customers”. They are rude and unco-operative and unreasonably demanding. 
From the employee perspective, the customer is unwilling to be satisfied, no matter 
what is done for him. (Bitner et al.1994). Thus, the waiters tend to avoid the 
complaining customers to ensure that such a negative incident they have faced in the 
past will not occur in future service encounters. 

There are certain customers who I recall for sure! Moreover, there are some customers that I am 
bound to serve since no one else is not willing to go and show their face to them. It is well 
known that these customers complain every time, and since they complain every time it is me 
who is bound to handle them. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of experience 

In the story “Cigarette smoking” the waiter faced role stress caused by a double 
recovery of her superior. The customer was retained, but the waitress preferred to avoid 
the customer due to the role stress the customer and her superior had caused her.  

I understood that they were there [in the restaurant] last weekend. Luckily, I was not on duty 
then. I do not like to serve the kind of customers the second time. You know the kind of 
customers who have been dissatisfied once before you served them. –Satu, Waitress 6 years of 
experience 

In the story “Crying waitress” 87 there was a customer who was clearly intoxicated and 
wanted to have a full menu with three courses and wines although it was about the 
closing time of the restaurant and the kitchen was already closed. The customer refused 
to believe it and started to snap rudely at the waitress. The customer’s behavior in the 
service encounter was so rude that the customer made the waitress burst into tears [at 
the back stage]. The customer had showed no respect to the waitress (interactive service 

87 The story emerged in a conversation with a supervisor, who recalled a story from her past career as a 
waitress.
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quality), and to ensure that the negative incident will not occur in future service 
encounters, the waitress discussed with the VD to agree that she would not serve the 
same customer in future service encounters. 

Since that incident, I have denied to serve the customer in question! I informed even the VD 
that I do not ever again serve that customer! I am not going near his table, really. I do not mind 
if there will be N.N. [Chief executive officer of a large company]. It does not matter. But, this 
person is the one that I shall not serve, and I have made that really clear to VD. He [the VD] did 
expect the whole following day [of the incident] so that if he [the customer] had had the guts to 
call him [the VD and complain] he would have asked him to apologize me. –Maija, Waitress 9 
years of experience 

Waiters are not perceived as information processors by customers 

Customers act above the line of visibility, so they are not able to know the 
organizational structure below the line of visibility. The waiters’ perceptions of “the 
organizational hierarchy” are in alignment with customers’ accounts. It is as if there is a 
two dimensional fight, or two masters: the customer (source of revenue) and “the 
owner” (corporate profit). Customers do not perceive waiters as feedback processors in 
an internal organization, but they think that “the owner” is the one who is responsible 
for the whole.

There exist the eternal questions! They will always exist, and they will never be changed. It 
does not matter how hard someone strives to develop fine models. Human beings will act as 
human beings. I do not believe that there will be any solution. ---If your mobile phone breaks 
down, you will not call Jorma Ollila [former chief executive officer of Nokia] to tell him that it 
broke! People do not have a sense of reality: which matters are discussed with the manager, and 
which matters are handled with service employees. –Jetta, Waitress 30 years of experience 

Then, there exist restaurants that are owned by celebrities like N.N or A. A.  There, customers 
are acting as if they were kidding!!? They tell me to inform N.N. or A.A. that this or that has 
happened?! Hey, come on!!? They [the celebrities] have nothing to do with the action in the 
restaurant! There exists the restaurant supervisor! They [customers] do not understand that there 
exist waiters, supervisors and owners. All the matters are not handled by owners! Or then, all 
the matters are not handled by waiters. Different matters are handled at the different 
hierarchical layers, but the information should be transmitted and disseminated. –Helena, 
Waitress  6 years of experience 

Figure 24 is a waiter’s drawing about complaint handling in restaurants. The waiter 
stresses the interaction between the customer and the waiter, but then the information 
from the customer does not flow from the customer interface to the upper hierarchical 
layers. On the contrary, the messages are sent from the upper hierarchical layers to the 
customer interface to be followed. 
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Figure 24 Waiter’s view on complaint handling in restaurants 

He [the waiter] interacts with the customer there. But then, these [the customer and the 
management] do not meet at all. If the manager is there, he is there in a box. There is such a 
wall; these two [the customer and the waiter] are interacting [in service encounters]. But then, 
the management is there somewhere isolated; they are really seldom interacting there [with 
employees and customers]. These two [customers and waiters] do have a lot of interaction, but 
then it ends up here [the wall]. There [in the box] they think that they know a lot but they do not 
necessarily know what is happening there [at the customer interface].These two [a waiter and a 
manager] do not meet at all! Nowadays restaurant supervisors are many times working as 
waiters [part of the time]. But then those ones, who do not work at the customer interface at all 
are somewhere even at the different floor!?---I have always worked in the night shift in fine 
dining restaurants. The manager leaves at 3.30 p.m then, you come to work around 4 p.m. There 
is the gap! The waiter sees nothing but the back lights of the manager’s car. Then, there are the 
meetings….Often there comes just rules from there, and usually they [the rules] arrive through 
intermediaries.  –Mauno, Waiter around 30 years of experience 

Table 9 sums up the main findings and conclusions of the chapter. 

Table 9 Conclusions of the chapter 

Customers do not tend to complain about their dissatisfaction in service 
encounters due to the risk of negative ramifications for the service encounter. 
The customer plays the role of a satisfied customer for the sake of service 
encounters. Thus, customers do not tend to provide complaints when they are 
solicited by waiters in service encounters.  Customers contribute to the matter 
that complaint management turns out to be rather impression management in 
service encounters.  

The minority of the customers who complain address the complaints to the 
nearest employee, to the waiter in the empirical context of the study. Waiters 
serve a huge number of different customers a day, and thus they perceive service 
encounters differently with different customers. All the complaints do not have 
the same status for the service provider and the waiter is able to classify the 
customer complaints into justified or unjustified complaints.  Waiters classify 
the majority of the customer complaints into unjustified complaints. Unjustified 
complaints mean the kind of complaints that are not due to any mistake or 
neglect on the part of the service provider. Complaints are classified into 
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unjustified complaints by waiters since there is a quality of fact among the 
service provider. For the customer, the service quality is subjective, the customer 
does not understand the nature of the dining restaurant service or his role in 
quality and productivity. 

The majority of the complaints come from the same customers or from the same 
type of customers. Moreover, the complaining customers repeat their service 
encounters with the same service provider. Thus, the complaints are not always 
due to customer dissatisfaction with the service, but the customers’ attitude 
towards complaining. The complaining customers are commonly recalled by 
waiters. The chapter presented a concept of a chronic complainant to describe 
the kind of customer who has adopted a manner to always complain in service 
encounters without any perceived dissatisfaction with the service, or then he is 
always a dissatisfied customer who does not understand the customer role in 
quality and productivity. Chronic complainants slow down service processes and 
cause extra work for service employees. 

Complaint handling is hard on waiters since they do not have any control over 
the back stage employees or superior actors. Waiters have no control over cooks 
who are responsible for the core product in dining restaurants, the meals. 
Waiters do not have control over supervisors who are responsible for service 
operations like staffing. Back stage employees’ and supervisors’ unco-operative 
action with customer complaints contributes to waiters’ role stress. 

Due to the possible unco-operative action of back stage employees, waiters are 
not willing to transmit the customer complaints about meals to the kitchen. 
Furthermore, they do not repeat the customer complaint but, they tell it in 
another way to soften the negative feedback. Thus, complaint filtering occurs 
between the front stage and the back stage, across the line of visibility (Filtering 
II).

Due to non-perceived complaint-based improvement waiters are frustrated in 
transmitting the customer complaints any further to upper hierarchical layers. 
Thus, complaint filtering occurs between the front stage employees and 
supervisors, across the line of operationalization (Filtering III).

The waiters’ accounts confirmed the existence of double recovery. Double 
recovery and specifically deviating from the waiter’s view on justification of a 
customer complaint and the waiter’s way to recover the customer, contributes to 
the waiter’s role stress. 

Waiters are willing to carry out the complaint management strategy and mollify 
the customer with recoveries to facilitate the service encounter with a 
complaining customer.  

Waiters tend to avoid complaining customers since customer complaints and 
complaining customers are negative incidents for waiters. Moreover, they slow 
down the service processes, cause extra work to service employees and decrease 
the employee productivity. 
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Waiters are frustrated with reporting customer complaints further in the 
organization since they are not reported backwards on complaint-based 
improvements. 

Next, the reader is about to move across the border line between the perspectives 
through which service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services is 
perceived. Below the line of operationalization the service and complaint management 
strategies are implemented and the service productivity is highlighted in order to gain 
corporate profit. Customers are considered as a source of revenues and complaint 
management aims to retain the customers (source of revenues) and stop negative word 
of mouth.  

5.4. The supervisor’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

This chapter is about the restaurant supervisor’s action upon negative incidents as a part 
of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. Customer 
complaints and complaining customers are negative incidents in the eyes of the 
restaurant supervisor. As an executer of the service strategy, the restaurant supervisor 
expects to execute the service strategy in a way that it provides customer satisfaction 
and corporate profit. Customer complaints and complaining customers deviate from the 
supervisor’s expected commercial interaction between the customer and the service 
provider, thus they are negative incidents in the eyes of the restaurant supervisor.

The minority of the customers who complain address the complaint to the nearest 
employee, to the waiter in the empirical context of the study. Thus, the number of the 
customer complaints that is addressed to the restaurant supervisor is small. The 
restaurant supervisor acts, at least part of the time, below the line of visibility at the 
back office, and thus he is an invisible human actor for customers. Customers who are 
willing to address the complaint to the supervisor need an accessible complaint medium 
for complaining such as a comment card, access to Internet homepages, a telephone, or 
a letter. Alternatively, they need to ask waiters to fetch the superior to the service 
encounter.

It is a really small number [the number of customer feedbacks]. Last time, when I typed the 
feedback from comments cards [on the tables] into a file they were about 200 cards, or was it 
exactly 200? They [the comment cards] were from a time period of two months. Then, when I 
think about the number of customers we have served during that time??? Oral feedback [ in 
service encounters] is not even so much. – Iiris, Restaurant Supervisor 15 years of experience  

It is very difficult to say some average [number of customer feedback that is sent through 
Internet].  I would say that one [feedback] in a week. If there are four [e-mails] a month, one out 
of them is positive and three out of them are negative ones. It can take months that there is 
none. Here, January and December are high seasons and that is remarkable: when there are a lot 
of customers then there will also be a lot of feedback. It [the number of customers and the 
number of feedback] goes hand in hand. –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

The supervisor faces the customer in service encounters less frequently than waiters. 
Thus, he does not co-consume the service with the customer in service encounters, but 
more often he assesses the perceived service retrospectively by studying the customer 
complaints. The supervisor is, moreover, a superior to the waiter, so he is the one who 
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recruits the waiters and trains them to perform the service and complaint management 
strategies at the customer interface.  

The supervisor’s construction of restaurants’ action upon negative incidents in high 
touch services concerns the supervisor’s interpretations of past experiences of customer 
complaints and complaining customers as well as the supervisor’s past experiences of 
complaint handling with customers and waiters. The supervisor’s present understanding 
about his role and action in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents is an outcome of 
his lessons learned from the past. The following sentence describes the supervisor’s 
social construction of his role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents in high 
touch services: 

What did go wrong in the dissatisfying service encounter, and why (who or what to blame), is 
the customer complaint justified or unjustified. Then, what can the supervisor do to ensure that 
the same customer complaint or complaining customer will not occur in future service 
encounters.

Figure 25 depicts the supervisor’s social construction of restaurants’ action upon 
negative incidents. In his past experiences, the supervisor has interpreted customer 
complaints and complaining customers from his perspective. He has handled the 
complaints with customers and waiters. Finally, the supervisor’s present understanding 
about his role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents is an outcome of his past 
experiences. 

Past

Present

The supervisor's interpretation of customer
complaints and complaining customers

The supervisor's complaint handling with customers
and front stage employees

The supervisor's understanding about his role in service firms'
action upon negative incidents in present situations

Figure 25 Supervisor’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

Table 10 illustrates the content of chapter 5.4. The chapter is divided into three 
subchapters which describe the supervisor’s interpretation of customer complaints and 
complaining customers (chapter 5.4.1), complaint handling with customers and waiters 
(chapter 5.4.2), then the supervisor’s present understanding about his role in service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services (chapter 5.4.3). 
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Table 10 Subchapters and their contents of chapter 5.4.  

Subchapters Content of the subchapter 

5.4.1 The supervisor’s interpretations of customer 
complaints and complaining customers  

5.4.1.1 The supervisor’s interpretation of customer 
complaints 

5.4.1.2 The supervisor’s interpretations of 
complaining customers 

5.4.2 The supervisor’s complaint handling 5.4.2.1 The supervisor’s complaint handling with 
the customer 

5.4.2.2 The supervisor’s complaint handling with 
the waiter 

5.4.3 The supervisor’s understanding about his role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services 

5.4.1. The supervisor’s interpretations of customer complaints and complaining 
customers 

The supervisor’s complaint handling is subsequently guided by his interpretation of 
customer complaints and complaining customers, at least to some extent. Thus, the 
supervisor’s interpretations of customer complaints and complaining customers are 
discussed first in the chapter. The supervisor assesses the co-produced and perceived 
service retrospectively by studying the customer complaints. The supervisor interprets
the perceived service from a different perspective (Gummesson 1991). The supervisor 
maintains the service firm perspective, thus his evaluation of the service is an evaluation 
of how well the service firm succeeded with regard to quality, productivity and financial 
goals (Gummesson 1998). The chapter is divided into two subchapters. The first one of 
them (chapter 5.4.1.1) describes the supervisor’s interpretation of customer complaints 
of the co-produced service. The second subchapter (chapter 5.4.1.2) describes the 
supervisor’s interpretation of complaining customers. 

5.4.1.1. The supervisor’s interpretations of customer complaints 

The supervisor is an executer of the service strategy, or in terms of the theater metaphor, 
a director of the script. Thus, the supervisor’s knowledge of the service system is more 
than that of the waiter or the customer. He is constrained to follow the chosen service 
strategy and operationalize it productively into a service performance at the front stage 
with service employees and customers. Thus, when customer complaints emerge, the 
supervisor is bound to listen to the both side of the stories and then reflect upon why the 
complaint emerged and how to act upon it. 



174

I prefer to do some back ground settlement to find out what really had happened. If there is 
really something that has gone wrong, the staff has something on its conscious. Then, there will 
be a number of excuses and explanations for the service failures. But then, it may be that there 
really was nothing that had gone wrong, and that’s it! But, this is our perspective on complaints. 
The customer might have experienced it [the service encounter] in a completely different way, 
and certainly she has experienced it in a different way since she had recalled it [complained]. 
Well, the customer will be responded somehow. There are no right responses [to customer 
complaints]….-Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

Supervisors classify the customer complaints into justified and unjustified complaints 

Few complaints are addressed to the supervisor, and they are sensed as equally 
important, even though supervisors do perceive part of the customer complaints 
unjustified, which means that there is no service failure on the part of the service 
provider. The supervisors perceive that customer complaints are emotional rather than 
factual.

They [customer complaints] are not always justified. If a customer has a bad day then it will be 
the waiter who will be the first one in the line of fire, if the meal is not what a customer had 
expected. Thereafter, the cooks and the kitchen will get their part. I would say that about half of 
the complaints are unjustified…but they are much….well, they depend on the mood of 
customers. –Maija, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience  

Justified complaints  

The supervisors’ accounts of customer complaints and complaint handling reveal that 
supervisors assess the perceived service retrospectively by studying the customer 
complaints. The supervisor is aware of the service strategy, and she is constrained to 
execute it productively to yield corporate profit. Thus, she perceives the service from a 
different perspective than customers and waiters. The supervisor has a more holistic 
perspective on service encounters and she is the superior of the waiter, so she is 
constrained to perceive the dissatisfying service encounter from the subordinates’ 
perspective as well. 

In the story “Midsummer evening” there were two complaints that had emerged during 
the same evening. Both of them were due to the fact that there was only one waitress 
and one cook on duty, which was not enough to serve the number of customers that 
arrived that evening. The following excerpts from the story reveal how the supervisor 
had assessed the customer complaint retrospectively by studying first the customer 
complaints that were written in the Internet. Thereafter, she had discussed with the 
waitress to find out the other side of the story. As an outcome, the supervisor interpreted 
the customer complaint from her perspective: her action upon the customer complaint 
was subsequently guided by her interpretation. The story of “Midsummer evening” is 
focused on the other complaint since it was a detailed description of the happenings of 
the evening. It was a complaint, in which the customer was a family with two little 
children. 

I made a miscalculation of staffing---The staffing was based on sales during the past few years. 
But then, it surprised me. There was only one [waiter] there on duty thus, it had taken an hour 
and fifteen minutes until they got the meals; until the waiter had time to serve them. They [the 
family] had planned that there will be time for their children to go swimming and have sauna, 
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but then everything went awry. Then, they had even been invoiced wrongly or 
something…everything went wrong. 

We discussed it [with the waiter], the mistake was the short time of business hours88 – all the 
customers had arrived at the same time. The waitress who had been on duty then told me that 
she could not have worked harder. I do understand her.--- I know [by experience] that when you 
are on duty all alone,  then you panic and do mistakes. You feel:  “Help! I do not have time to 
do anything!” (Researcher: There was one waiter and one cook in the kitchen, could they have 
been more effective?) NO, NO I mean NO!!! There were customers who went to sauna and they 
had ordered [meals and drinks] there. They could not have been able to work any harder. ---
During the season the hotel may have 300 customers. But, you never know will they dine here 
at our restaurant. We do have right to call [to employees to get suddenly more staff on duty] but 
then, it was a Mid Summer and it was hard [to reach the employees]. –Sanna, Restaurant 
Supervisor 10 years of experience 

The customer complaint was justified from the supervisor’s perspective. It emerged due 
to the difficulty of predicting the demand. When demand exceeds what can be managed 
with existing resources external efficiency (perceived service quality) decreases. When 
demand is low the service provider’s resources will be underutilized, therefore the 
internal efficiency decreases (Grönroos and Ojasalo 2004, 415). The supervisor had 
expected low demand, and the low demand was expected to be managed with little 
human resources.  

In the story “ 12 Meals were recovered” the supervisor agreed with the customer about 
the bad service, since the quality of the meals were not as expected in a fine dining 
restaurant, and the restaurant did not succeed in serving the dinners at the same time for 
the party. 

I do recall an incident three years ago. There was […] festival in the city. The house was full of 
customers. I do not blame anyone but….we started to serve the meals, and the cook had 
promised that the meals will be ready at the same time, but! they were not ready!? A big party, 
and all of them got their dinners at different times. Moreover, it had happened that some of the 
dinners had stayed on the pan, and then he [the cook] had tried to cover the mistakes in a hurry. 
The customer [the host] was in a way badly served, and when the waiter arrived the second time 
the host had already taken some drinks. Therefore, he [the host] was angry with the waiter. The 
waiter was nothing but an innocent pawn in the game. ---But, it was a mistake that the kitchen 
made. I mean; the dinners were delivered at different times [for the party] and then, they were 
overdone! That is something that should not happen! Therefore, the restaurant, had to sense and 
admit its mistake! [and recover the customer generously, and face the financial loss of the 
service encounter]. –Maija, Restaurant supervisor 9 years of experience 

Unjustified complaints 

In the story “Cold food” a customer had called the owner of the restaurant and 
complained that her meal had been cold. The supervisor knew the way a fine dining 
restaurant works and it was hard for him to believe such a complaint. Thus, the 
supervisor discussed the service encounter with the waiter. The supervisor found out 
that the customer complaint was not due to any service failure on the part of the service 
provider, but it was due to the customer’s unexpected action in the service encounter.

It [the complaint] was that the meal had been cold??? We can tell 100 % sure that the customer 
never gets cold meals here. It is not possible!!! It is not possible [in the restaurant] to make 

88 The restaurant had been open for three hours only. 
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meals for cold plates, and it [the meal] can not be cold!!! –--He [the waiter] recalled the 
incident. We do always present the meals and tell about them to customers.---Three times he 
had tried to go there [to present the meals] but, there was such an intensive discussion there 
going on [that the waiter had no opportunity to interrupt the discussion to present the meals]. 
No wonder that the meals were chilled by the time they started to eat them.  –Erkki, Supervisor 
12 years of experience 

Customers’ service quality expectations are not in alignment with the service 
concept of the restaurant 

The supervisor is aware of the service concept the restaurant follows, thus the different 
service concepts are designed for different service quality expectations (Haywood-
Farmer 1988). The different restaurant units may follow different service concepts 
although they belong to the same owner and are located in the same facility. Thus, 
customer perception of the service concept or brand may be conflicted. The customer 
service quality expectations may be high contact, high labor intensity and high degree of 
customization although the service concept follows low contact, low labor intensity and 
standardized service and thus has low prices for customers (Haywood-Farmer 1988).  

The common complaints are…”there was no-one to take my coat off!?” They talk about our 
restaurant [….] which is a bistro. Taking a customer’s coat off is not a part of the service 
concept there, but there the customer is guided to leave his coat to the coat rack there. We may 
do that [take a customer’ coat off] there if it falls naturally. But, it is not a part of the service 
concept there, taking a customer’s coat off. We just guide there the customer to sit in the tables 
and tell them that there you can leave your coats. Then, there emerge complaints that why there 
was no one to take my coat off. Since the Bistro belongs to the restaurant […] it is often 
expected that they get the same kind of service there than here, upstairs [fine dining restaurant] 
although it is totally different kind of restaurant, and its price level is also different. It is a 
different restaurant. Customer expectations fall short of perceptions. There they have not got 
what they had expected.---The price level there is one third of the price level we have here at 
upstairs [fine dining].—Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

Moreover, many fine dining restaurants serve lunch for the average price of a lunch in 
the city. For the sake of the low price, the restaurants are constrained to use cook-and-
chill products in the lunch buffet, at least partly. Customers, however, do expect the 
same quality of meals they are used to having as dinners in the same restaurant. The 
different pricing policy of lunch and dinner does not always satisfy the customers’ 
lower perceived quality for lunch. 

We do have the buffet there, and there about 170 customers have lunch daily, and it [the 
complaint] was about the quality of food there. There, we do use cook-and-chill products there, 
we have to [use cook and chill products there] just for the sake of the price we sell the lunch. In 
that way, it is different from the à la carte restaurant here. It was something that there had been 
too many cook and chill products that week there. ---What can you do there then…But, it was 
something that there were coincidences that cumulated; they had not succeeded in getting some 
ingredients and then they replaced it by putting there something else, or something. –Maija, 
Restaurant Supervisor 9 years of experience 

Customer complaints are emotional

In the story “Wine selection” a supervisor had perceived an unjustified complaint that 
was about the selection of […] wines. The supervisor was sure that the selection was 
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extensive and a good one. The supervisor interpreted that the complaint was due to 
nothing but the customer’s emotional burst of rage. 

YES, I remember an incident…There was a big Finnish company, and there they had guests 
from abroad, and then one of the guests dressed down our wine list!!? I was already about to 
leave the job and then, I dressed up as a supervisor, and went into the encounter. It was then 
handled afterwards. With the host, one could discuss, but the guest was nuts. Perhaps his 
business had gone badly or something was wrong with him but he was yelling there. He was 
blind with anger!? I do remember that he dressed down our list of […] wines!? He showed me 
[the list of …wines] : upwards from that point all the wines were s…t and downwards all of 
them were too young to be drinkable. I then told the host that hopefully the guest of yours did 
not want to drink […]wine in any other restaurant in Finland. I can guarantee that we do have 
the most extensive selection of […] wines in Finland. It was unjustified [to complain about the 
selection of […]wines. There was nothing wrong with the selection!!! –Erkki, Restaurant 
Supervisor  12 years of experience  

Moreover, the supervisors interpret that there can be customer complaints about minor 
matters that could not have caused any dissatisfaction with the service.  

For example, the customer had left the restaurant and then, there had been fingerprints on the 
glass door downstairs. Then, his night was spoilt because of that. You know, there are 
complaints like that??! –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

The literature on complaint management claims that the service provider should provide 
the customer with an accessible complaint medium. Nowadays, the Internet has proved 
to be an accessible complaint medium. The supervisors who study the complaints sent 
via the Internet do not, however, agree on the idea that complaining should be easy for 
the customer, since it encourages customers to complain without any real dissatisfaction 
with the service.  

I am a little bit critical towards Internet feedback. It is a little bit too easy [way to complain]. 
We do take every feedback really seriously! It [Internet] is such an easy way to sent 
complaints…Usually, when you study the customer complaint [sent by Internet] it sounds really 
terrible: those customers had really had everything wrong there. You feel that you just have to 
contact them immediately!  Then, when you call them there is someone there : “Did you really 
call me since I sent you that feedback??! Well, oh yes. There was a little matter that the table 
was tilting.  ---Everything was, after all, all right with us.”  I do not know: is it [the customer’s 
response in the phone] because everything had been really fine with them, or is it because the 
restaurant supervisor called, and then he did not dare to complain voice-to-voice??!  If a 
customer does not really mean what he writes in the complaint, he should not send any 
complaints then. That is my opinion!!! –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

5.4.1.2. The supervisor’s interpretations of complaining customers 

The supervisor gets the written or voice-to-voice complaints, therefore he naturally can 
not know the demographic variables of the complaining customer, unless the customer 
tells them in writing. The supervisors’ accounts reveal, however, that customers who 
work with the customer service are more eager to complain. Moreover, the complaining 
customers usually tell it in the complaints. 
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In the customer complaints, they usually write: “I do work with the customer service” . Those 
ones are more eager [to complain]. That I have realized. –Sanna, Restaurant Supervisor 10 
years of experience 

Additionally, the way the complaint is written describes the complaining customer. 
Thus, the customer complaints are filtered with common sense. 

Then, there are the complaints that are about one kilometer long…!!? I mean it is written text 
about one page (A4) without any paragraphs. Very detailed descriptions about what has 
happened and how things have been acted upon. ---. The complaint like that tells a lot about the 
person who had been the customer!!? ---It [the complaint] is a report on the happenings of that 
[restaurant] evening. It is immediately a message to me: apparently the customer was in a 
totally wrong place [restaurant] for him. –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

Supervisors’ accounts of customer complaints that emerge at the customer interface, on 
the contrary, reveal that supervisors can stereotype, at least to some extent, the kind of a 
customer who is willing to complain to the restaurant supervisor in service encounters. 

[Told with amusement] YES, you can classify them [complaining customers]! If there is 
[negative] feedback he [the complaining customer] is a man around 35 -45 years of age, middle 
manager, such a “little boss”. I could say roughly that he has just been promoted above an 
ordinary employee, but he is not that high [at the organizational hierarchy].---The type of a 
customer is the most common one [to complain]. He [as a host of the fellow customers] wants 
to show the fellow customers [his guests] his capability to order red wine that is sweet or white 
wine that has room temperature. He is the one who has a need for recognition. Here, the 
majority of customer come from companies, and none other customers do not have such a need 
for recognition than this category. I know that you should not categorize customers and think 
that he is this or that kind of a customer. But, you do recognize it when there will be a table of 
customers and a newcomer with a jacket and tie and then, he starts to test the expertise of the 
waiter. Then, you will get his business card and are asked to invoice the company. There you 
are then, that this is a middle manager! I should have guessed!!! –Maija, Restaurant Supervisor 
9 years of experience 

In the story “Typical complaining customer” the supervisor Maija recalled a customer 
complaint that was provided by a customer that was the stereotype of a complaining 
customer. 

…and then, he kept on returning the wine several times although there was nothing wrong with 
the wine!!! It was the fifth bottle and then I told him that there was nothing wrong with the 
wine. It just needed to get some air for a while, it was quite all right. At that time, I was nothing 
but an operative duty supervisor, then the supervisor arrived and then he believed him! The 
whole evening was like that….first he wanted to have ice water and then, he changed it to the 
water that had room temperature since it was better. It was like that….but, I felt that he just hid 
some short of weakness by acting in such a way. I did say a couple of swear words at the back 
stage…He was satisfied but no thanking; he felt that he was a demanding customer. –Maija, 
Restaurant Supervisor 9 years of experience 

Complaining customers have unrealistic expectations 

Like the waiters the supervisors pointed out that the complaint about the meal is nothing 
but a matter of taste, at least partly. Restaurants serve a number of foreign customers, 
but they use raw materials that are available in Finland. The story of “Loyal customer 
complains” describes a customer who had lived a long time in Central Europe, and was 
used to other circumstances. The complaining customer was a loyal customer of the 
restaurant and she was annoyed since fish meals had not always been available. Iiris, a 
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supervisor clarified that in Finland, specifically inland, fresh fish is not always 
available, and the service concept of the restaurant only allows the use of fresh fish. The 
supervisor knew the background of the customer and she knew that she had lived a long 
time in Central Europe, so she was used to having other kinds of restaurant meals there.  

But she was used to – she had lived a long time in Central Europe  - different kind of things. 
But, she had her reasons. –Iiris, Restaurant Supervisor 15 years of experience 

The story “Summer trainee” was about a service encounter where the customers 
complained about the meals and the waiter’s incapability to handle the customer’s 
dissatisfaction with the meals. The customer complained that the meals had been cold 
and the fish had been tasteless. The supervisor interpreted the complaint as meaning that 
apparently foreign customers simply do not find Finnish fish tasty. 

We had [customers] from the Paper Mills. One host had three guests, two of them were 
foreigners. Then, I got negative feedback about it [the service encounter] to my e-mail: the 
meals were cold and the fish was tasteless, like that.--- There had been two French customers, 
who apparently did not appreciate [Finnish] Pike Perch…-Sanna, Restaurant Supervisor 10 
years of experience  

Furthermore, the story “Monaco customer” describes a kind of customer who has 
unrealistic expectations of restaurant service. 

There are customers who are never satisfied. They are few. One of them is a customer who 
visits us every summer. Now, he will be revisiting us again when the spring arrives. He tells us 
always that in Monaco things are different but he visits us regularly. He keeps on asking: “Do 
you not have this, or do you not have that???”. We do have a limited menu and it is renewed 
three times a year. However, each time a customer asks [for instance] for a rucola salad that 
does not exist on the menu it [rucola salad] is served him if only ingredients exist [in the 
kitchen]. But, this customer knows every time ask something that does not exist [in the 
kitchen]:”Do you not have this or that??? I do have eaten a better [food] in Monaco!” …It could 
be hoorayed each time he comes back: “Hey, there he comes again although it is better in 
Monaco!”---There are customers who are never satisfied. Does not matter who much you smile 
there and change that ice water to room temperature mineral water, and every time they come 
again. They are the chronic complainants89!!!-Maija, Restaurant Supervisor 9 years of 
experience 

Complaining customers show control over the service provider 

The supervisors’ accounts confirmed the finding that customer perceived control over 
the service is twofold. Customers perceive little control over the provided service, but 
they perceive control over the service provider, specifically over the service employees 
who are perceived low in a hierarchy by customers. Thus, it has occasionally happened 
that the customer has perceived to have control to fire service employees in the case of 
dissatisfaction with the service. These cases are, however, most often related with the 
abuse of alcohol. 

During these past ten years, it has happened a lot. We have been fired by customers: 
“Tomorrow there is no longer a job for you !!”. [Told with amusement] But usually, these cases 
are related with the abuse of alcohol. I do recall an incident…then, I got fired by the 
customer…I was not a long ago. There was a customer, who stayed at the hotel…He was quite 

89 The supervisor’s story confirmed the new concept of a chronic comaplainant that emerged also from 
the waiters’ stories. 
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young one, who had stayed in the hotel for a long time. He used a lot of alcohol in the hotel 
room, and in the restaurant as well. Once they came out of the room to dine in the restaurant, 
and we refused to serve them any drinks. He had drunken enough! Then, he started to shout 
[complain] in a loud voice! Then, I told him that he was not allowed to dine in the restaurant! 
He was acting in a way that he had better to leave the restaurant. It was embarrassing to tell that 
to a customer who stayed in the hotel, but there were other customers there. Well, they left the 
restaurant but, before they left they fired me!!? –Iiris, Restaurant supervisor 15 years of 
experience 

5.4.2. The supervisor’s complaint handling 

Unlike waiters, supervisors are responsible for profitability, thus for sales, too. Satisfied 
customers are thought to be the source of sales. The supervisor is constrained to follow 
the service strategy as well as the corporate complaint management strategy, which 
aims at customer retention and stopping negative word of mouth. Thus, the supervisor’s 
complaint handling and use of recoveries like apologies or gift coupons is not always 
guided by his interpretation of the justification of the complaint. Instead, the 
supervisor’s complaint handling is guided by the complaint management strategy of the 
company. Thus, the justification of the customer complaint is less important. Moreover, 
the supervisor less frequently acts at the customer interface. Therefore, he does not have 
to encounter the complaining customers that are commonly described as hard-to-serve 
customers by the waiters who encounter them in their daily work. Complaint handling is 
part of the supervisor’s duties, so he is bound to handle the complaints as expected by 
the superior actor of a customer-oriented service firm. 

I have been pissed off because of feedback, justified or unjustified. It is, however, only work. 
Their [customers’] day is spoilt. I am not going to spoil my day because of the complaints. 
BUT, however if I fail to contact the customer who has complained I shall not see nightmares. 
It does, however, bother me as long as I have handled it. My conscious is clean after I have 
handled it [the complaint]. When I had just started to work here as a supervisor, it was hard for 
me to phone the customer who had complained. –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 year of 
experience  

The supervisor has hierarchical control over the service employees (waiters and cooks) 
as well as being responsible for the operational matters like recruitment, staffing and 
purchases. However, the supervisor has no formal authority over the customer, who 
pays for the service and is a source of revenues. Therefore, the supervisor’s complaint 
handling is biased to the customer side, despite any contradictory interpretations of 
customer complaints or complaining customers. The following subchapters describe 
first the supervisor’s complaint handling with the customer (chapter 5.4.2.1), followed 
by the supervisor’s complaint handling with waiters (chapter 5.4.2.2). 

5.4.2.1. The supervisor’s complaint handling with the customer 

The restaurant supervisor commonly acts part of the time at the customer interface in 
customer service, and part of the time at the back office. Thus, it is possible that 
sometimes the customer complaints are addressed directly to the supervisor in face-to-
face service encounters. Moreover, the supervisors’ accounts reveal that as well as 
waiters, supervisors prefer to handle customer complaints at the customer interface.  
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It would be best to handle the complaint in ad hoc encounters there. I do not tell so just because 
it makes my work easier, but the incident could be recovered already there. –Sanna, Restaurant 
Supervisor 10 years of experience 

The customers’ accounts reveal that the customer prefers to address the complaint to an 
actor who has control over the customer dissatisfier. Thus, supervisors have accepted 
customer preferences, and in the case the supervisor is present at the front stage, they go 
and handle the complaint with the customer.  

Waiters tell me that there is a problem there. But, if I am not present [at the dining area] waiters 
do handle it by themselves. If I am there, I do go and ask:” Can I help you somehow?” Often, it 
helps that a third person comes and solves the problem. It may be that it [problem] is about the 
mismatch of the chemistry between the two [a customer and a waiter]. –Iiris, Restaurant 
Supervisor 15 years of experience 

The customers’ accounts reveal that customers do stereotype waiters as low in the 
organizational hierarchy: they are people who are not committed to their employer, thus 
customers doubt that waiters will transmit customer complaints any further. The 
supervisor tends to be present in complaint handling to give the customer the impression 
that his complaint is sensed and will be acted upon.

We do follow a practice that every time the front stage supervisor is fetched when customer 
complaints emerge. Then, the customer will experience that the information will reach the 
upper hierarchical layers. (Researcher: The front stage supervisor is fetched there when 
customer complaint emerges…Do you not trust that waiters are capable of handling the 
customer complaints?) Then, the customer will experience that the information reaches the kind 
of actor who will certainly transmit is further. The waiters are told [many complaints] as well. 
There are not always front stage supervisors present. It was about a year ago when a customer 
was intoxicated and he did not accept it. Then, he snapped at the waitress and he snapped out 
complaints about the whole restaurant. Thereafter, we though that it is better that there will be 
someone who has a label on his uniform showing that he is the supervisor, who clearly 
communicates through his status that the waiter acted correctly and from now on the things go 
on in this way…---Our waiters do sense when there is a need to fetch the superior on the stage. 
–Maija, Restaurant Supervisor  9 years of experience 

The supervisor is not however, always present in service encounters, although he has 
the responsibility of operationalizing of the service strategy. Moreover, the supervisor is 
constrained to follow the complaint management strategy of the company. The 
complaint management strategy highlights the complaint acquisition and recoveries to 
retain the customer and stop negative word of mouth. Complaint acquisition highlights 
the easiness of providing complaints and the use of accessible complaint medium for 
customers. The increasing use of the Internet has proved to be an accessible complaint 
medium for customer complaints. Thus, a part of the customer complaints reaches the 
supervisor through the Internet. Complaint management strategy dictates that the 
customer who sends Internet feedback is responded to in a way that aims at retaining the 
complaining customer and stopping negative word of mouth.  

I am really careful when I am writing an answer [to a customer complaint]. First, I write 
something as a first draft then, I edit it. It is not the first version that will be sent [to the 
customer]. Usually, we aim to phone the customer. It is better [to handle the customer 
complaint] by phoning [the customer]. It is so easy to write [e-mail]. Then, you do not realize 
the tone [of your writings]. –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 
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The way the supervisors narrated the stories about customer complaints and handling 
them reveal that the supervisor’s aim in complaint handling really is to retain the 
customer. The supervisor’s stories were more like hero stories and they narrated how 
they had handled the customer complaint successfully and were pleased that the 
complaining customer was not lost, but she kept on using the same restaurant service 
provider. In the story “Midsummer evening” the supervisor concluded that the story 
ended happily and the dissatisfied customers did not have any hard feelings towards the 
restaurant after the complaint handling. In the story there was only one waitress on duty 
and she could not serve the unexpected number of customers, and due to the slow 
service the two children of the family missed the sauna and swimming pool.

I then answered and apologized. I explained that it was a mistake in staffing that I made. Then, I 
promised to recover the incident by offering them the bubbling bath and the sauna next time 
they come. The children could have the bubbling bath and the sauna then. They felt flattered. 
That is the way I handled it [the complaint]. I somehow appealed to the children. They 
answered, they felt flattered and thanked me and told me that they do understand. –Sanna, 
Restaurant Supervisor 10 years of experience 

The justification of the service recovery or the classification of the complaining 
customer into a hard-to-serve customer is apparently less important to the supervisor 
since she really does not have to encounter face-to-face the hard-to-serve customers. In 
the story “Human error in order taking” the waitress made a service failure by ordering 
a different meal from the kitchen than the customer wished. The mistake was 
recognized and the customer was apologized to, after which the meal was replaced and 
the customer was compensated by being awarded a discount for the meal, and offered a 
dessert. Nonetheless, the customer had thereafter sent an e-mail to the restaurant 
supervisor and to the restaurant owner complaining about her dissatisfaction with the 
service. The owner then sent the customer a gift coupon to recover the incident. The 
customer’s dissatisfaction had already been handled by recovering the customer 
generously, but the customer was recovered a second time for the same incident. A 
double recovery emerged. The supervisor did not find the double recovery unjustified 
since the complaining customer was retained. Moreover, the supervisor did not mind 
that the complaining customer was known as a hard-to-serve customer who is never 
satisfied with the service. The main thing for the supervisor in the story was that the 
customer was retained.

She was apologized to and…[sent a gift coupon]. Well, we knew the person in question, and we 
knew how hard-to-serve and what a difficult customer she is. Well, we felt then: “This cannot 
be true!? [she got a gift coupon from the owner!]. But, we did handle the complaint as well as 
every other! She was apologized and compensated.---Well it was…I do wonder the justification 
of the complaint. But, however, there is no restaurant that can afford to lose any customer. It 
[negative word of mouth] goes so fast further. You just have to [compensate the customer].  
None customer must not leave the restaurant with anger since then, he will become a lost 
customer and thereafter there will be a couple more lost customers since he is likely to tell 
[about his  dissatisfaction with the restaurant] further. ---Researcher: Has the customer been in 
the restaurant since the incident? Yes, many times. Yesterday was the last time I met her here. 
Researcher: Do you think it is because she got a double recovery? YES! And, she was allowed 
to tell about her dissatisfaction and she was apologized. –Maija, Restaurant Supervisor 9 years 
of experience 

The fact that the customer is the one who pays for the service and customers are a 
source of sales biases the complaint handling most commonly in favor of the customer. 
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Customers may be recovered even if the supervisor’s interpretation of the complaint is 
that the complaint is totally unjustified or that the customer is even wrong. In the story 
“15 Caipiroska drinks” the supervisor had been working at the bar one evening and she 
was the one who as a matter of fact had served a female customer who had drunk 15 
Caipiroska drinks that evening. The customer had called the supervisor the following 
day and complained that she had been charged for 15 Caipiroska drinks although she 
could not have drunk more than five. The customer was compensated, although the 
supervisor was convinced (knew) that the customer had drunk 15 Caipiroska drinks.  

I was working at the bar then, I had served that couple and I did count: how on earth that lady 
walked out of the door with two feet although she had drunk 15 Caipiroska drinks. You know, I 
can not tell her: “Hey, come on! It was me who mixed all the drinks for you, and I did count 
that this [the number of Caipiroska drinks the lady drank] can not be true…But, you 
know…you can not [tell her that she did drink 15 Caipiroska drinks]. Well, it ended up so that 
we did compensate her just because she really snapped out and she refused to believe that she 
had drunk 15 [Caipiroska drinks]. We felt that it is smarter on our part just to compensate her 
than to insist heavily [that she had drunk all those 15 Caipiroska drinks]. One could have told 
her…I mean a tougher guy, could have told her…someone who had not thought about the 
consequences…[of the complaint handling]: “Hey come on! YOU DID DRINK ALL THOSE 
15 [Caipiroska drinks]!!!- Kati, Restaurant Supervisor 10 years of experience90

Complaint management does not automatically aim at complaint-based improvements 
since the customer complaints are more often found as unjustified by the service 
provider. However, complaint management aims at giving the customer the impression 
that his complaint is welcomed and taken seriously, thus the complaint is recovered in 
one way or another. Complaint handling with the customer requires role playing from 
the supervisor who handles the customer complaints. Erkki, a restaurant supervisor 
recalled an incident in which he had called a customer who had complained and a 
colleague of his (a long-time friend of his, a restaurant supervisor in another restaurant) 
had been next to him. He thought that the customer was pleased with the supervisor’s 
complaint handling, but his colleague had heard from his tone of voice that he did not 
think the customer complaint justified.  

I had just finished the phone call with the customer and I thought that the customer was pleased 
with my response, and then he [a restaurant supervisor of another restaurant] told me: ”You did 
not believe the customer!!! I heard it from your voice!!! You did not believe what the customer 
told you!” (Researcher: Was it true? You did not believe the customer) YES!  It was an 
unjustified complaint! It was just grumbling…nothing that is relevant for someone’s 
satisfaction with the service. It was something like fingerprints on the glass door!?-Erkki, 
Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

The supervisors’ accounts reveal that, as a matter of fact, the supervisor does not always 
agree with the complaint management strategy, but he would rather use explanation and 
customer training as a way to handle the customer complaint and to ensure that the same 
customer complaint or complaining customer will not occur in future service 
encounters.

Sometimes I would have responded much more harshly [to a customer complaint]!!! if it had 
been my money involved in the business. I mean if I owned the restaurant! ---(Researcher: In 

90 The story emerged in the conversation with a restaurant manager Kati. She started to recall the 
incidents that had occurred to her while she occupied a position of a restaurant supervisor.  



184

what way more harshly?) I would have told them the way the things are if it had been an 
unjustified complaint! –Erkki, Restaurant Supevisor 12 years of experience 

In some extreme cases where there really is a quality of fact of the core product in the 
eyes of a chef de cuisine the supervisor can think that it is his right not to apologize, 
since there really is no need to apologize for a service failure that is actually not a 
service failure. The restaurant service provider can expect that in fine dining restaurants 
customers are familiar with fine dining meals. One such complaint that emerges 
occasionally in fine dining restaurants is a complaint about entrecôtesteaks91, which 
some customers find incorrect. The customer complaint can then be recovered with an 
explanation and customer training. 

By the way, we do have one complaint about the meals that the chef de cuisine prefers not to 
respond. It is entrecôtesteak. It is me who then contacts the customer who had ordered 
entrecôtesteak which has fat in the middle. Then, the customer wonders how that was 
possible??? Then, there will be a short lesson about the cuts of beef with the customer. We do 
not apologize it. We may tell the customer that we are sorry that she made such a choice, but 
that was a customer’s choice. I bet the customer knows thereafter what kind of steak entrecôte 
is.  –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience  

5.4.2.2. The supervisor’s complaint handling with front stage employees 

The supervisors’ accounts reveal that customer complaints that are addressed to the 
supervisor are discussed with the waiters to find out what had happened in the service 
encounters that resulted in customer complaints. Supervisors are less frequently present 
in service encounters, thus they have to discuss with the waiters to find out what 
happened in the service encounter, and why the customer addressed the complaint to the 
supervisor. Was it because the complaint handling with the waiter did not succeed? The 
supervisor is willing to hear the waiter’s account on the complaint: 

They [the complaints] are handled in great detail and the happenings in service encounters are 
discussed with the waiters. We find the waiter [who was serving the customer] and tell her: 
Please, tell us what has happened there, that is not the way to act here? I feel that absolutely [the 
complaints are handled with the waiters]. But, I do know that many customers do feel:” It does 
not matter what I say, they are not going to do anything there anyway.” But, we do try! –Iiris, 
Restaurant Supervisors 15 years of experience 

In the story “Loyal customer complains”, one loyal customer of the restaurant contacted 
the hotel manager to complain about her dissatisfaction with the service in the restaurant 
located in the hotel. The customer was then asked to list the dissatisfiers she had 
perceived, so that they could be discussed with the restaurant staff. The customer 
dissatisfaction was due to a number of matters like the lack of fish on the menu, there 
had been ignorance in some service encounters, and once she got the main course before 
the starter.

We discussed it [the customer complaint] very detailed. We got the dates when the incidents 
had occurred. We discussed it then with the waiters. We discussed then, whether or not she had 
expressed her dissatisfaction with the service in the service encounter. In this case, she had not 
[expressed her dissatisfaction with the service in the service encounters]. The only thing she had 
voiced was about the lack of fish meals. She had been responded, but she had not understood 

91 Entrecôte is a bone-in-rib steak 
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[the reason for the lack of fish meals]. It is difficult to purchase fresh fish inland during the 
winter time; on the coast it is different.---The waiters recalled the incidents, and some incidents 
had been discussed among them already beforehand. Even the waiters, who had not been on 
duty then, could recall that it was something that had been discussed there already previously. I 
had heard about some single incidents before [the complaint] like the starters were missing 
[once], they were forgotten. –Iiris, Restaurant Supervisor 15 years of experience 

In the story “Summer trainee” the customer sent Internet feedback to the supervisor and 
complained about after sales customer service. The customers did not eat the meals of 
Finnish fish, Pike Perch. The complaint was about the waitress who did not ask the 
customer feedback although she saw that the customers had not eaten their meals. The 
supervisor was aware that the waitress in question was a summer trainee, who had little 
experience in customer service in restaurants.  

She was working at the restaurant for the first time. Naturally, she had practiced in the school 
[of catering]. She had graduated from the study program of hospitality management, but she had 
little practice in restaurants. ---I then discussed with the trainee. You  can never redo what you 
have done but, just how she should have acted. I did not blame her, of course I did not [blame 
her]. It was me who had not guided her for the kind of encounters [a customer is dissatisfied] 
that may emerge.  She should have paid attention to the encounter. When the meals are served 
she should have gone there and make sure that the customers are satisfied. That did not happen 
in this case. Moreover, it [the customer satisfaction] was not made sure after the table was 
cleaned either. –Sanna, Restaurant Supervisor 10 years of experience 

The supervisors’ accounts of the complaint handling reveal that waiters are aware that 
some customers tend to address complaints directly to the supervisor, thus they prefer to 
be aware about them and discuss them in advance. 

Waiters, they do tell me! Sometimes when there has been a busy evening they come and ask me 
the following morning: “Has there been any customer complaints, we had a really busy 
evening?” Usually I ask then: “Was there any reasons [for customer complaints]? Did any 
customer complain there [in service encounters]?” We do usually talk about these [customer 
complaints] openly, really. –Iiris, Restaurant Supervisor 15 years of experience 

A common customer complaint in restaurants is slow service, which can be due to 
staffing too few employees on duty. It is understandable that such a customer complaint 
is well known by the waiters who have been on duty and have experienced that they 
have not had time to serve the customers in an expected way due to too few employees 
related to the number of customers. The waiters experience the same inconvenience as 
customers and perceive the customer dissatisfaction as well as their dissatisfaction with 
the slow service. 

 They tell me about [difficult] customers and staffing. There had been too few staff on duty. 
Yes, it is about customers and staffing. (Researcher: What do they tell about customers?) They 
tell that there had been a little bit difficult customers, the kind of customers who test the 
expertise of waiters and this or that. Chronically mean customers had been there. –--Usually it 
[waiters’ feedback about staffing] emerges when it [staffing] could not be predicted…usually 
we look at the table reservations but we try to manage with the minimum amount of service 
employees all the winter time. Otherwise the labor expenses would increase overwhelmingly. 
Usually it [an evening when staffing fails] is a kind of evening that there have not been any 
reservations in the book. It means that you are alone there after 6 p.m. and then a number of 
customers arrive suddenly. They tell me that there could have been another [waiter] there. But, 
they do realize that they are alone on duty when a busy evening is not expected. –Maija, 
Restaurant Supervisor 9 years of experience 
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The girls [waitresses] leave me letters; they prefer not to call me in the evenings: this is what 
occurred here, and so and so we acted upon it. They have my full confidence. Otherwise I 
would not dare to be absent from here [the restaurant]. –Maija, Restaurant Supervisor  9 years 
of experience 

The actors at the tactical and operational layers are sandwiched between the customer 
and the manager. They interact with each other and try to bridge the gap between the 
customer needs or complaints and manager’s intent. (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995). 

5.4.3. The supervisor’s understanding about his role in service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services 

This chapter is about the supervisor’s understanding of his role as a part of restaurants’ 
action upon negative incidents. The literature on complaint management and 
complaining and non-complaining customers claims that service providers are willing to 
hear and even acquire customer complaints as a piece of customer information (e.g. 
Stephens and Gwinner 1998, 172).

Service firms do not exist for customer dissatisfaction, for customer complaining or for 
complaint handling. They exist for making a profit by co-producing satisfying service 
effectively with the customer.  

When you ask [the customer feedback] then you get all kinds of answers…It is so easy to tick 
the boxes in a questionnaire in the Internet…It is like you would beg dissatisfied customers to 
you!!?Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

Customer complaints that emerge about the same matter are sensed but, at the 
operational layer the supervisor is constrained to study and handle all kinds of 
complaints.  

I am not that exact but the owner […] she checks all of them [complaints]. There have been 
sorts of complaints that are exactly the same but then, there are complaints that are like “come 
on…?!” –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of experience 

The service strategy is targeted to the customer, who knows his role in quality and 
productivity, and the service provider considers the customer as a target group that is 
expected to be satisfied with the service, and by following the service strategy the 
service provider succeeds in staying on the market. Customer complaints are not 
expected or hoped to emerge. If customer complaints emerge, they will be read and 
handled.

It is troublesome to discuss the customer complaints…----It is easily interpreted that we are 
arrogant. We are not [arrogant] in any case! ---I mean if some wrong person heard [my 
discussion about complaints] she would feel that they are arrogant in their way to handle 
customer complaints. But you know, we do serve 3000 customers a month here and then, you 
learn to know [the unjustified complaints]. –Erkki, Restaurant Supervisor 12 years of 
experience 

The professionals of restaurant business have knowledge of how to run a business 
profitability: which meals are commercialized so that they make a profit and customers 
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will buy them. Preparing the meals that the customer wants is not always efficient 
business.

Customers have an image of fine dinging restaurants where they get everything there. 
Customers can not get everything here. They get what we are good at! what we have practiced 
and what we have planned to sell. Moreover, there is the system of implementing the idea, the 
purchases and so on. --- A customer may want sole fish. It is then fetched from the Market Hall. 
I can tell you that the pike perch with garnish that we have on the menu, that we have trained 
[to cook and deliver] and that is properly prepared is certainly better than sole fish that is fried 
in a minute. ---It [not designed business] is not efficient business either. -Erkki, Restaurant 
Supervisor 12 years of experience 

Financial goals control complaint-based improvements 

The supervisor is an executor of the service and complaint management strategy, thus 
his control over action upon some customer complaints is limited. The supervisor can 
act upon customer complaints at the operational layer within the budget. Staffing, for 
instance based on predicted sales is something that can be acted upon by the supervisor.  
In the story, “Midsummer evening” the staffing failed since the number of customers in 
the Midsummer evening deviated from previous sales histories in Midsummer evenings. 
As a result the supervisor acted upon the customer complaints by rethinking the staffing 
for the next Midsummer evening.  

You can not redo what you have done but I have already been thinking how I am going to 
handle the next Midsummer evening. There will be longer time for opening hours. That was the 
mistake: the restaurant was open for three hours and they all [customers] arrived there then. I 
have been thinking, you always need to learn as well. –Sanna, Restaurant Supervisor 10 years 
of experience 

However, acting upon customer complaints that calls for financing that is not budgeted 
requires co-operation with the upper hierarchical layer managers.  

Well, it works and it does not work [complaint-based improvements]. It works with the 
complaints that are solved only with creative solutions. But then, it does not work with the 
complaints that need financing to be solved!!! – --The matters that are solved with creativity 
[are solved], and there will be a solution [a complaint-based improvement] which is then 
informed to the staff and then, we start to act in the way [the solution depicts]. But then, there 
are the big things that are beyond my control [over the budget]. They are written down and then 
they are furthered to the upper hierarchical layer. Then, it is just hoped that some day they will 
be acted upon. As I told you the little matters that do not need financing are quite well handled 
[improvements are made]. The big ones, that need financing…about more than 1000 € are hard 
to get acted upon. –Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience 

There are many things that are a source of continuous complaining of our customers. They are 
the ones [complaints] that we just can not do anything at all! Our front doors; they are opened 
[automatically] towards the customer! We get about 10 to 20 complaints about them [front 
doors] a day: ”Has not anyone bumped into these yet!!?”. The latest attempt to solve the 
problem furthered that far that we got an offer of 9500 € from a facility management company. 
It [the offer] was about 9000 € too much!!! That is why there is nothing we can do for the 
matter [front doors].-Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience 

Lacking the capability to impact complaint-based improvements at the strategic layer 
and to adapt the system to accommodate a customer need frustrates the supervisor. 
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Therfore, it is expected that complaint information flow is filtered between the 
operational and strategic layers; between the supervisor and the manager (Filtering IV).

I have personally been in the company for six years, and I have regularly transmitted the 
complaint about the front door further in the organizational hierarchy without getting any 
responses!!? It is sometimes getting frustrating!!! –Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience 

Supervisors execute the complaint management strategy 

The supervisors’ accounts of customer complaints and complaint handling reveal that 
the complaint management strategy is rather impression management92 which aims to 
mollify the complaining customer and provide him with an impression that the customer 
complaints are welcomed and acted upon. The supervisors’ accounts, however, provide 
little empirical evidence that the customer complaints will lead to any major complaint-
based improvements. Moreover, the customer complaints are about inconveniences that 
are already well known within the service provider. Thus, the lack of authority to 
contribute to complaint-based improvement at the strategic layer and inability to 
provide a logical explanation to the customer leads to role playing as a coping strategy, 
or rather to the use of impression management. 

That is a problem for a front stage employee: How to response convincingly to the customer 
when she complains about the front doors??? “Thank you for the feedback, I shall tell it 
further!” That is professionalism!!! Customer service is acting [on the front stage]. You play the 
role the customer wants you to play there. A typical situation there is that you listen to a 
customer complaint you just have listened five minutes ago and then, you try to be as surprised 
as last time!!? –Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience   

Based on my 20-years-experience I can tell you that whatever mistakes there will emerge, by 
telling the complaining customer: “Sorry, it was my mistake, I was the one who made the 
mistake, it is my fault!” Then, 50 % [of the anger of the complaining customer] disappears 
immediately! The majority of the mistakes are recovered by confessing to being guilty for the 
mistake, although you would not have anything to do with the matter [the customer complains 
about]!!? –Kari, Supervisor 10 years of experience 

Table 11 sums up the main findings and conclusions of the chapter. 

Table 11 Conclusions of the chapter 

The supervisor evaluates the service from the service firm perspective, which is 
an evaluation of how well the service firm succeeds with regard to quality, 
productivity and financial outcome. 

The supervisor acts at the operational layer, and part of the time at the back 
office. Thus, customers need complaint media to address the complaint to the 
supervisor. Supervisors receive the complaints through media or occasionally in 
service encounters when they are working at the dining area. Supervisors receive 
few complaints through any complaint media. 

Supervisors like waiters act at the customer interface or at least near the 
customer interface. Therefore, they know the customers and are capable of 

92 The finding confirmed the findings of chapters 5.2 and 5.3. 
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classifying the complaints into justified or unjustified complaints. Like waiters, 
supervisors classify a large part of the complaints into unjustified complaints. 
Unjustified complaints emerge when customers’ service quality expectations are 
not in alignment with the service concept of the restaurant, or customer 
complaints are not factual but emotional.  

The supervisor uses the service recovery strategy to retain the customer and to 
stop negative word of mouth. Customer complaints are handled equally, with a 
routine and recovered by the supervisor. Therefore, a double recovery exists in 
service firms’ complaint management strategy. 

The supervisor is capable of contributing to complaint-based improvements at 
the operational layer, but not at the strategic layer. The supervisor is frustrated in 
transmitting the customer complaints further in an organizational hierarchy since 
he perceives little complaint-based improvements at the strategic layer. 
Therefore complaint filtering occurs between the operational and strategic layers 
(Filtering IV)93.

The supervisor has learned a service recovery performance and uses impression 
management to give the customer an impression that the complaint is welcomed, 
sensed and will be acted upon. 

Next, the reader is about to move on in an open service system from the operational 
layer to the strategic layer. At the strategic layer there acts the manager who is a creator 
of the service and complaint management strategies. The manager is physically distant 
from the customer interface where the service encounters with customers occur.  

5.5. The manager’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services

This chapter is about the restaurant manager’s action upon negative incidents as a part 
of service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. The customer 
complaints and complaining customers are negative incidents in the eyes of the 
restaurant manager. As a creator of the service strategy, the restaurant manager expects 
to have the service strategy which provides customer satisfaction with corporate profit. 
Moreover, as a creator of the complaint management strategy the restaurant manager 
expects to have the complaint management strategy which succeeds in handling 
customer complaints at the customer interface. Customer complaints and complaining 
customers deviate from the manager’s expected commercial interaction between the 
customer and the service provider, thus they are negative incidents in the eyes of the 
restaurant manager.

The minority of customers who complain address their complaints to the nearest 
employee, to the waiter in the empirical context of the study (Tax and Brown 1998, 84; 
Wirtz and Tomlin 2000, 210). The restaurant manager is usually physically distant from 
the customer interface and he is located in another facility or even in another city. It 
takes time and effort for the customer to find out who the manager is and how to contact 

93 The finding of Filtering IV is confirmed in chapter 5.5. 
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him. Thus, customer complaints that are addressed to the manager are very few in 
number.  

They [complaints addressed directly to a manager] are few, not even ten [complaints] a year. 
When I worked as a restaurant supervisor they were more. Restaurant supervisors are contacted 
directly. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

They [customer complaints that are addressed directly to a manager] are few; not even once a 
month. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience  

However, the manager is able to follow the customer complaints although they are not 
addressed directly to the manager with the help of the complaint management strategy. 
The manager can get reported customer complaints from the daily diaries, comments 
cards or from the Internet feedback. Internet feedback is, however, relatively few in 
number, at least so far.   

Let me think…we do have x restaurant units and for the past four months there are restaurants 
that have got one or two feedback. Then, there are restaurant units that have got about ten 
pieces of feedback. They are relatively few. In total I would estimate that they are about a 
hundred [Internet feedback from the last four months]. The average is about one a day. It is still 
so that the feedback is handled there [in service encounters, in restaurant units]. A customer 
tells the employees, and we have really emphasized the meaning of handling and recovering the 
complaints there in ad hoc situations.  I feel that we have succeeded in it. There is little Internet 
feedback since the complaints are handled there in time!! –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years 
of experience 

We do get them [pieces of feedback]. I have to knock on wood…Well, it is all right that we get 
them [pieces of feedback] but, the feedback is unfortunately only negative. Well, there are 
positive ones as well. This year there have been few, at the beginning of the year. Let’s say that 
there are about five per one restaurant unit. Some [restaurant units] may get 10 ones, some may 
get three, but if I multiply [the number of restaurant units] with five [pieces of feedback] it is 
about the average. –Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience  

The manager is physically distant from the customer interface, thus he does not face 
customers in service encounters. The manager is unaware of what happenes in service 
encounters, which result in customer dissatisfaction and a customer complaint.  The 
manager’s complaint handling calls for co-operation with the supervisor. 

The manager’s social construction of restaurants’ action upon negative incidents 
concers the manager’s interpretations of the past experiences of customer complaints 
and complaining customers as well as the manager’s past experiences of complaint 
handling with customers and supervisors. The manager’s present understanding of his 
role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents is an outcome of his lessons learned 
from the past. The following sentence describes the manager’s social construction of his 
role in restaurants’ action upon negative incidents: 

What did go wrong in the customer dissatisfying service encounter, and why (who or what to 
blame). Is the customer complaint justified or unjustified? Then, what can the manager do to 
ensure that the same customer complaint or complaining customer will not occur in future 
service encounters. 

Figure 26 depicts the manager’s social construction of restaurants’ action upon negative 
incidents. In his past experiences, the manager has interpreted customer complaints and 



191

complaining customers from his perspective. He has handled the complaints with 
customers and supervisors. Finally, the manager’s present understanding about his role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents is an outcome of his past experiences. 

Past

Present

The manager's interpretation of customer
complaints and complaining customers

 The manager's understanding about his role in service firms' action
upon negative incidents in present situations

The manager's complaint handling with customers and supervisors

Figure 26 Manager’s action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

Table 12 illustrates the content of chapter 5.5. The chapter is divided further into three 
subchapters that describe the manager’s interpretation of customer complaints and 
complaining customers (chapter 5.5.1), complaint handling with customers and 
supervisors (chapter 5.5.2), and then the manager’s present understanding about his role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents (chapter 5.5.3). 

Table 12 Subchapters and their contents of chapter 5.5 

Subchapters Content of subchapters 

5.5.1 The manager’s interpretations of customer 
complaints and complaining customers 

5.5.1.1 The manager’s interpretations of customer 
complaints 

5.5.1.2 The manager’s interpretations of 
complaining customers 

5.5.2 The manager’s complaint handling 5.5.2.1 The manager’s complaint handling with 
customers 

5.5.2.2 The manager’s complaint handling with 
supervisors 

5.5.3 The manager’s understanding about his role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in 
high touch services 
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5.5.1. The manager’s interpretations of customer complaints and complaining 
customers  

The manager’s complaint handling is subsequently guided by his interpretation of 
customer complaints and complaining customers, at least partly. Thus, the manager’s 
interpretations of customer complaints and complaining customers are discussed first in 
the chapter.  

The manager assesses the co-produced service retrospectively by studying the customer 
complaint, then finding out what had happened in the service encounter by contacting 
the restaurant supervisor. The manager views the customer complaints from the service 
and complaint management strategy perspective.  

The chapter is divided into two subchapters. The first one of them (chapter 5.5.1.1) is 
about the manager’s interpretation of customer complaints. The second subchapter 
(chapter 5.5.2.1) covers the manager’s interpretation of customers who address 
complaints to the manager. 

5.5.1.1. The manager’s interpretations of customer complaints  

The manager is the one who is responsible for the service strategy, and can be called a 
scriptwriter in terms of the theater metaphor. Thus, the manager has the most holistic 
perspective of service encounters. The service strategy dictates the service provider’s 
view of how to co-produce customer satisfying service effectively to earn a profit. 
Customer dissatisfying service encounters or customer complaints are not expected if 
the service strategy is well executed and performed at the customer interface. It is, 
however, well recognized that customer dissatisfaction and customer complaints are 
bound to occur due to the human nature of service encounters. Thus, the service 
provider is prepared for customer dissatisfying service encounters with the complaint 
management strategy for retaining the customers and stopping negative word of mouth. 
Therefore, the manager is also a scriptwriter of the complaint management strategy. 
Complaint management literature describes complaint acquisition and handling with 
recoveries. In restaurants, complaints as a piece of customer information are commonly 
acquired by blueprinting the service encounters so that waiters ask for customer 
feedback on the spot. In the case of negative feedback, the customer complaint is 
handled in the service encounter. Thus, there should not be any need for the customer to 
contact the manager. The manager’s accounts of customer complaints reveal that the 
customer complaints are commonly addressed to the manager only in the case the 
complaint had not been handled in a customer satisfying way by the waiter or the 
supervisor (a double deviation has occurred). Or then, the customer complaint is about 
the service concept the restaurant follows.  

The customer has not been satisfied with complaint handling at the customer 
interface 

Customers who have addressed their complaints to the manager are usually customers 
who have faced a double deviation, and thus the implementation and performance of 
complaint management strategy has failed.  
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[In the case customers address the complaint to a manager] the customers have perceived that 
the service encounter had really gone all wrong. Then, the communication with the employees 
had gone awry94. The complaint handling by the employees had been really unsuccessful 
(double deviation).  -Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

The customer does not always know to whom to complain (the dilemma is described in 
chapter 5.2.1.3) so, she chooses to address her complaint to the person perceived to be 
the highest one in the organization hierarchy.

Some of our customers are the kind of customers that they do not tell anyhing there in the 
restaurant. Then, it may take a couple of weeks when they somehow get an inspiration 
somewhere to complain. Some of them send it immediately but there are those who write a 
couple of full A4 size pages in the night time??!  But, it is more common that they have tried to 
handle the matter with the staff there.  –Suvi, Restaurant manager 10 years of experience 

The story “Supervisor’s failed complaint handling” is about a customer’s complaint 
about the meal (core product). The complaint was first addressed to the restaurant 
supervisor via Internet. The customer was not pleased with the response she got from 
the supervisor. Thus, the customer had called the manager to complain about the 
supervisor’s poor complaint handling. The driver of customer complaining was no 
longer the dissatisfaction with the core product, but the supervisor’s complaint handling 
(implementation of the complaint management strategy).  

The last one [complaint that was addressed to the manager] I do remember. It was a customer 
who had complained to one of our restaurant units. The restaurant supervisor had responded to 
her. It was about the meal she [the customer] had eaten. In that meal, all the ingredients [herb 
butter was spoiled] were not as it is supposed to, she had thought.— She had complained, and 
unfortunately I had to agree [with her that] the response [of the restaurant supervisor] was not a 
good one. In her response the restaurant supervisor let the customer somehow understand that it 
[the customer argument about the spoiled herb butter] was not possible since the butter is 
always kept cold in the restaurant unit. Somehow the restaurant supervisor let the customer 
understand that it was the customer who was wrong with the matter. ---The restaurant 
supervisor had responded since we have a rule [that the customer complaints are responded by 
restaurant supervisors]. But, she had not paid attention to the way of responding [to a customer]. 
Then, the customer got an idea that she [restaurant supervisor] did not agree with the customer, 
and that things like that could not occur in that restaurant, and so on….---The restaurant 
supervisor replied then [to the manager]. She confessed that she had been about to leave on 
holiday, and she had been in a hurry. She had thought then that she would just handle it [the 
complaint] and then, forget it. And now! it [complaint handling] wasted the working time of so 
many others…!!? -Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

The customer prefers to complain to an actor in the hierarchy who has control over the 
customer dissatisfier, and who thus can contribute to complaint-based improvements. 
(The matter is described already in chapter 5.2.1.3) Customers do not rely on the fact 
that front stage employees will report the matter further in the hierarchy.  Thus, 
customer complaints about the service offering are addressed to the manager.  

The customer is dissatisfied with the service offering 

In services, customer segmentation is based on the customer service quality 
expectations (Halbesleben and Bukley 2003; Webster 1989; Haywood-Farmer 1988). 
Thus, the customers are expected to be the target customers who are satisfied with the 

94 Such a service encounter is defined as a high degree customer dissatisfaction in chapter 5.2 
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service offering. If the customer is not satisfied with the service offering, he may not be 
the kind of customer the service is targeted to.  

The other case is that the customer is annoyed by the rule [service concept] we follow. Then, 
[such a complaint] is not always successfully handled there in our restaurants, and then, they 
tell the customer to call me. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

Customers have different service quality expectations. Haywood-Farmer’s (1988) three 
dimensional model of service quality expectations defines customization versus 
standardization as one of the dimensions. The customer may expect customized service 
although the service provider follows a standardized service offering. 

The salad table is one of these matters that provoke complaints: why there is not this or that 
salad. Or then, why do customers have to pay for ice water? They are the matters that originate 
from the service concept the restaurant units follow! It is thought that it is better that it is me to 
answer them. –Suvi, Restaurant manager 10 years of experience  

Now, when the menu changed complaints emerged as to why this or that meal was removed 
from the menu. But, it is customers who wish that the menu is renewed. Something has to be 
removed in order to add new meals on the menu. Otherwise the menu would be even more 
extensive! –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

Restaurant supervisors respond to customer complaints. But then, there are complaints about 
general issues [the service concept] like why the lactose-free meals are not marked on the menu. 
Those are the ones that I can not transmit [to be responded] to any other actor. They are for me 
to be responded to. Or then, there is a complaint for instance about the restaurant supervisor. 
She [the restaurant supervisor] can not respond to a complaint about him! Complaints like that 
are left for me to be responded to. –Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

Customers want to inform the manager about neglect on the part of the management 

The manager informants’ accounts reveal that customers are able to perceive and 
analyze operational and even strategic issues above the line of visibility95. Moreover, 
customers prefer to provide the feedback to the superior actor who can act upon the 
customer dissatisfier. 96

Customers are such smart customers nowadays that they are able to analyze! [Showing some 
examples from Internet feedback.] They write like “It was a holiday coming, and you had not 
recruited more staff although you knew that a holiday was coming” or then “I wonder whether 
there were trainees on duty then”. Customers do analyze nowadays quite well! They already 
know while they contact the reason [for the perceived bad service]. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 
5 years of experience 

But then, there are the cases in which they have not told anything to the waiter there. They are 
the cases that customer has clearly realized that the staffing has failed. There have been too few 
employees related to the number of customers. Then, the customer usually gives the feedback: 
”It was not the waiter’s fault!! He did as much as he could but, he had no time to do any more 
he did”. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

A common customer complaint in restaurants is about customer perceived slow service. 
The customer can identify himself with the waiter and blame the superior actors for not 

95 The same finding was presented also in chapter 5.2.1.2 
96 The kind of customers who want to inform the superior actors about the neglects in service provision 
are defined as helping customers in chapter 5.2 
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staffing enough employees on duty. However, the customer is not always able to know 
the other side of the incidents and what had caused the slow service, and why there were 
not enough employees in relation to the number of customers. 

The complaining customer just wants to inform the service provider that there were too few 
employees working there. The customer can not know the background! A group of 
customers had arrived there without any reservation [for instance], and it was impossible then, 
to do the staffing related to sales. The arrivals of big groups of customers are impossible to 
predict!97 –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

The productivity of restaurant service requires that the number of service employees is 
related to predicted sales. The customer’s expected role in productivity is to reserve 
tables in advance, specifically, in a case of entering the restaurant in a group (Mills et al. 
1983, 303).

(Why does the customer need to wait for the food such a long time then?) Well, it depends on 
the day and the place.  We do predict the sales based on the history of sales. But then, there are 
the days that surprise us [by the number of customers]. One day a week, for instance, we have 
thought that it is enough to have one working in the kitchen and one serving customer at the 
dining area. But then, suddenly a group of customers had rushed there for some unknown 
reason. Then, you need to serve that group of customers and moreover all the other customers. 
It does take its time then [to wait for the meals] unless you do not succeed in calling someone to 
help. They [the complaints] usually emerge from the encounters like that. Weekends are easy to 
staff since then the sales can be predicted.  But complaints emerge….since we do not have that 
crystal ball; we do not know when customers are few and when they are many! –Vappu, 
Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

Customers complain to get compensation for the lost value for their money 

The managers’ accounts are in alignment with the customers’ accounts that the 
customer needs a driver for complaining, and far too often customers’ complaining does 
not aim at complaint-based improvements, but to get compensation for the lost value of 
money.

The complaints are justified, but unfortunately there are also unjustified complaints! It is 
naturally a nasty thing to say so but there are complaints that aim at nothing more than getting 
compensation!? The incidents are exaggerated and a week after the service encounter they 
contact!!? They have been chatting with someone and someone else urges:” Why do you not 
try…” [to get compensated…?] –Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

The manager perceives that some customer complaints reveal that the customer may use 
perceived control over the service provider by showing his intentions to switch the 
service provider. 

You can study the complaint in a way that you realize that they are [after the compensation]. 
“We were so disappointed and we do not know whether we are ever again coming back there. 
We wonder whether we dare to take the risk [to come there again].” It is like that they 
write…Then, we convince them that it was not the way we act there, please just come again. –
Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

We have sometimes perceived that there had been a customer who was compensated somehow 
[e.g. a gift coupon], and then, after a couple of months the same customer will complain again 

97 The citation reveals the service provider’s difficulty to manage the capacity efficiency. 
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about another matter!? It seems like they are just trying…[to get compensated]98.-Tanja, 
Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

The manager assesses customer complaints retrospectively, viewing the execution and 
performance of the service strategy  

Next, I share with the reader the beginnings of a story “Dark sauce” which describes the 
manager’s interpretation of a customer complaint. In the story the manager first listened 
to the customer’s story about the customer dissatisfying service encounter, then she 
contacted the restaurant supervisor to find out what had gone wrong in the interaction 
between the customer and the service provider, and why the interaction resulted in 
customer dissatisfaction.  

In the story “Dark sauce” the customer called the manager to tell her about his 
dissatisfaction with the service in the restaurant. The way the manager narrated the story 
describes that the manager had really got into the service encounter. First, she had 
listened to the customer’s account on the phone. Thereafter, she discussed with the 
supervisor about the events in the restaurant. Then, the manager drew her conclusions of 
the events in the service encounter and the reasons why the service encounter resulted in 
customer dissatisfaction with the service.  

It was such a situation that the customer could not stand dark sauces, and thus he had ordered a 
grilled steak with herb butter. It was told [on the menu] that there was herb butter, beans with 
bacon and fried potatoes. Well, first it had taken really a long time [to get the meal], it had taken 
almost about an hour. The waitress had been such a trainee, and thus she had not been able to 
handle the encounter. Finally, when he [the customer] got the meal there was a drop of dark 
sauce [on the beefsteak], as a decoration. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

The customer complained the waitress about the dark sauce since the dark sauce was not 
on the menu. The waitress tried to handle the complaint with the kitchen, and she was 
told that according to the recipe there was supposed to be dark sauce on the steak.

Then, the poor waitress had brought the same meal back to the customer by telling him: “Yes, 
there is supposed to be dark sauce in this meal!” 

After having listened to the customer, the manager called to the restaurant supervisor to 
find out what had happened, and why such a negative incident had occurred. Finally, 
she found out the reason for the negative incident.

I called then the restaurant supervisor, and we discussed the incident. She had just before she 
left for the city of […] for a meeting [the previous evening] visited the hotel and seen the room 
reservations there. The occupation rate of the hotel had suddenly increased and the hotel would 
be fully occupied. It meant that there was a need to increase staffing since it was predicted that 
there would be a busy evening. She had recruited the trainee and then, she had forgotten to 
inform the kitchen staff about her.  

After assessing the customer dissatisfying service encounter the manager interpreted 
what went wrong: the actions of the dining area and the restaurant kitchen were not 
integrated, and then the customer did not perform his co-productive role in the service 
encounter, since he did not inform his displeasure about the dark sauce in the service 

98 The customers who complain only to get compensation are defined as paying customers in chapter 5.2 
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encounter. If he had informed the waitress about it, the matter could have been checked 
for him beforehand.  

5.5.1.2. The manager’s interpretations of complaining customers 

Few customers are willing to put forth effort to address complaints to the manager. 
Thus, the manager can stereotype the kind of customers who are more eager to go on 
complaining to the highest hierarchical layer of the company. The managers’ accounts 
of complaining customers confirm the finding that customers perceive control over the 
service provider. There exists a twofold hierarchy, “two masters” or “two tops of the 
hierarchy”: the customer and the manager. The few customers who complain to the 
manager are stereotyped as customers who travel a lot and dine often in restaurants, 
they are in managerial positions or work in the field of restaurant services. They are the 
kind of customers who think that they know the quality of service. 

In the story “Supervisor’s failed complaint handling” the customer who addressed her 
complaint to the manager was working in the restaurant business as well. 

Well, the customer happened to work in the restaurant business!!? She had called me. She had 
left a request to be called by me, her contact information, and [a message] that it was about that 
restaurant and so on. --- Then, she complained that a customer [complaint] can not be 
responded to in such a way!!! She had felt that she was nothing but an idiot and so on!---Then, 
she told me that she had been responding to  customer [complaints] –and that a customer ! can 
not be responded to in such a way!!!—She was quite blind with anger and not until then she 
told me that by the way…she had been working here and there [as a restaurant supervisor] and 
so on. She had been a restaurant supervisor for one of our competitors!? ---If I remember 
correctly she told me that she is not willing to have any compensation. She just wanted that 
someone high enough in the hierarchy would know what had happened. –Suvi, Restaurant 
Manager 10 years of experience  

Complaining customers do not want to adapt their role in quality and productivity 

The customers who address their complaints to the manager are perceived as the kind of 
customers who are used to creating service strategies and not to performing them as 
expected of target customers. Thus, they find it hard to adapt themselves as service 
performers at the front stage. They are the kind of customers who travel a lot and dine 
often in fine dining restaurants. Thus, they are capable of comparing the service 
perceived in different restaurants and they are used to high quality service.

Middle aged men! That is, however, quite a tough classification?! I would, however, say that 
those ones [customers] who have called me have mainly been middle aged men. ---Apparently, 
these customers are in a [high] position [in an organization] and they can not…[tolerate] ..It is 
not a question that they could not afford to pay…it is about that there they can not 
choose….They perceive that somehow there is someone who gives THEM the rules. That does 
not fit their position. It is something like that. But, I do highlight that they are few!!! But, they 
exist. Apparently now there will be even more [customer complaints] after the summer. 
Summer time is such a time when people travel a lot. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of 
experience 

In the story “Dark sauce” the customer who addressed the complaint to the manager 
although the complaint was handled at the customer interface was the kind of customer 
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who is used to requesting for service, and thus is more eager to complain than customers 
on average.  

Well, they had handled it [the customer complaint] there then, but he called me to tell that this 
[kind of service] does not work! He was exactly the kind of customer [who is eager to complain 
to managers]. Quickly generalized – a customer who calls me is usually a man! [A man who 
has] such a long career behind him, who is selling something by himself as well, and who 
knows to request the service! They are eager [to complain] not exactly to N.N [Chief Executive 
Officer of the company] but easily even to the superior of mine!? –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 
years of experience 

Some complaining customers can not be taken seriously 

Due to the Internet, the service provider is capable of following the customer complaints 
and complaining customers. The customer who keeps on complaining and refuses to be 
satisfied is classified as a chronic complainant in the study (chapter 5.3) and his 
complaints are no longer taken seriously.  

It has even happened so…we had a new menu and then, there were comment cards on the 
tables, and we asked about the new menu, about the customer service and about all other things. 
The customer had given the feedback that everything was fine. But then, we got negative 
feedback from the same customer through the Internet. (Researcher: Were you able to identify 
it?) Yes, the contact information was asked in the comment card. The restaurant supervisor had 
recalled that it was the same customer…some ones are remembered, and some names are 
remembered. As a matter of fact, the same customer had given four – five times feedback about 
the same place [restaurant unit]. Then, it started already…[to be hard to be taken seriously]. 
Mostly, she had found something negative all the time. You know, maybe such a filter through 
which negative feedback is studied emerges…-Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of 
experience 

Andreassen (2001, 39) claims that complaining and recovering are integral parts of the 
process. However, Internet feedback allows the customer to send a complaint without 
any name. Thus, there is no way to recover the customer. The driver of the customer 
complaint remains unclear for the service provider in the case the complaint is sent with 
no name and no contact information.99

You do perceive that a part of the complaints are written blind with anger. There are 
exclamation marks after exclamation marks!!! It is so easy to send [complaints] to the Internet. 
Specifically, when you are allowed to send them with no name!? You can write there 
whatever!? But you know, when you do study a lot of feedback you do realize it immediately. 
Specifically, when a customer sends complaints with no name it makes you wonder: what really 
is the problem and the background [of the complaint]? The reader [of the complaint] has to 
filter the complaint sent with no name that sounds terrible: Did everything really happen so [as 
told in the complaint]??? A customer does perceive that the matter is not even worth signing the 
message??! Thus, there is no way to handle it [the complaint with the customer]. Or, we can 
handle it [with each other] but without any contact information we can not respond to the 
customer. –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

99 A customer who complains without any driver to help the service provider to improve the service, or to 
get compensation for the perceived lost value for money is defined as a revenging customer in the study 
(chapter  5.2) 
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5.5.2. The manager’s complaint handling 

In the study, managers are described as creators of the service strategy as well as 
creators of the complaint management strategy. The manager is aware that the service 
strategy aims to satisfy the target customer needs productively to yield corporate profit. 
A customer complaint is a piece of customer information. The customer dissatisfaction 
with the service occurs, however, in service encounters in which the manager is distant. 
Thus, the manager is unaware of what happened in the service encounter that resulted in 
customer dissatisfaction and finally in the customer complaint to the manager. Unlike 
front stage employees or supervisors, the manager has not encountered the complaining 
customer and is usually not familiar with the customers who visit the restaurant. Thus, 
the manager’s complaint handling concerns listening to or reading customer complaints 
of unknown customers.  

 (Researcher: What do you think when customers contact you directly to complain about the 
service in the restaurant?) It is ok, but it is naturally troublesome since I need to find out the 
incident. In such a case I usually find out all the details with the customer and then, I tell the 
customer that I shall contact the restaurant supervisor. The restaurant supervisor will handle the 
incident with his staff and then, he is the one who will contact the customer. I feel that it does 
not make any sense that it is me who first calls the restaurant supervisor and then, I ask him to 
find out the incident and then, I ask him to call me so that I can then contact the customer…??? 
–Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience  

Well, usually I handle the customer complaint in the way that I discuss with the customer what 
happened, and then I write down [the customer story]. I write down customer contact 
information, and tell him that he will be contacted by us during the same day or then, during the 
following week at the latest. It depends on the day of the week, and on the time of the day. But, 
the customer will be contacted. Then, I handle the customer complaint with the restaurant 
supervisor. Thereafter, it is either me or the restaurant supervisor who will contact the customer. 
We find out with the restaurant [unit] what had happened there, and thereafter, we handle the 
complaint with the customer. –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience  

5.5.2.1. The manager’s complaint handling with the customer 

The managers’ accounts reveal that unlike front stage employees and supervisors, 
managers use an explanation and customer training as a service recovery, or rather, to 
remedy the service system. Managers tend to explain to the customer why the service 
firm acts in a certain way, and find positive arguments for the chosen way to act.  

Well, I try then to explain to the customer why we have ended up at such a solution, and felt 
sorry that it is not the way the customer expects. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of 
experience 

In the story “Dark sauce” the restaurant manager finally handled the customer complaint 
with the customer by explaining why the dark sauce was not mentioned on the menu, 
and then training the customer to perform his role in quality and productivity in 
service encounters by informing beforehand such specific distaste for dark sauces. 

I then explained to him that there is (that dark sauce) but it is so little that it is not said on the 
menu. It is not usual that the customer does not like dark sauces. That is why it had not been 
told on the menu.  This information satisfied him. We talked for a long time and discussed 
through many things. Then, I sent him a gift coupon, so that he could go and have another steak. 
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Hopefully it [the double service recovery] would recover his bad feelings [towards the 
restaurant]. ---He was apparently mostly pissed off because of the dark sauce!? He had such a 
particular dislike for dark sauces! But, we discussed constructively. I told him then, that it is 
worth asking [the waiter beforehand if a customer has such a special dislike for dark sauces, 
for instance]. They [things like dark sauce] are commonly used just as a decoration or then just 
to provide some extra taste [to the meals]. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

In the story “Customer complains after one month” the customer waited for one month 
to get a chance to call the manger since the manager had been on summer holiday. The 
customer felt that she had not been served fast enough and she had to queue [to be 
guided to a table] since the restaurant was fully occupied. There was a sign there which 
told customers: “Please, wait for a moment and you will be guided to a table”. The 
customers are guided to tables when they are cleaned and set up after the previous 
customers. The customer was queuing in the middle of the queue and wished that she 
would have been able to sit even though the tables were not yet cleaned.

I presume that she had searched contact information of the restaurant […] from Internet, and 
then you can ask [my name]. I recall the incident since I had been on the holiday for one month, 
and it was my first working day [after the holiday] at 9.00 a.m. she called me. One month she 
had stored the negative incident. She told me:”I know that you have just returned from your 
holiday….” It was a pity that she had stored that incident since we do aim to handle the 
complaints at the customer interface, so that they could be recovered there. I was writing down 
all the time [when she told me what had happened to her]. Then, she told me: ”AND YOU! you 
do not seem to be interested either since you are just leafing through your files there!” 
Apparently she heard the voice which emerges while doing something. I told her that I am just 
writing down so that I could discuss the incident with the supervisor. She had just stored the 
incident a little too long time. --- I told her first that I was sorry that something like that had 
happened to her. I could not even go on the sentence when she told me: “That will not be 
enough!!!”---I asked her then: Had she provided feedback there in the restaurant unit. She had 
not [provided feedback there]. I then listened to the incident and explained to her how we act:
we do not guide customers to sit at unclean tables. That won’t do. Then, we can not control the 
service encounters. We could not know which customers [sitting at the tables] are the ones who 
have finished their meals, and which customers are newcomers [who are waiting to be served]. 
The conversation ended up well, she did understand then. We discussed the things.  A customer 
can not, and does not even have to understand if she has not been acting in the field of 
[restaurant] industry [as a service provider]. I presume they have been there since the incident. 
But, she did tell me that they are not going there in a rush hour. The food had been good, and 
there was nothing [else wrong with the service]. –Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of 
experience 

The manager’s complaint handling naturally aims at mollifying the customer and to 
retain the customer and to stop negative word of mouth. Thus, customer complaints are 
handled with respect towards the complaining customer. The following citations reveal 
that a service recovery paradox may emerge in the case of low degree customer 
dissatisfaction.

The customer complains emerge really often in such a situation when the customer is really 
irritated, then he sends the feedback like BANG! That had happened [to the customer in a 
service encounter]. But then, when it [the complaint] had been handled it turned out that the 
customer became satisfied simple because his complaint was sensed seriously. The complaint 
had been handled rapidly and the customer had been apologized. –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 
14 years of experience  

Well one feedback was a complaint about the food and a little about customer service. She felt 
that price/quality ration in our food is not as it should be.  She felt that she had paid that much 
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and she had not got value for her money. Thereafter, she had been dissatisfied with everything. 
She was answered to rapidly, and she was told that her feedback is discussed in the team which 
develops the food products. The next time when the menu is renewed, the price/quality ration 
will be thought over. Then, she responded that she had not felt that dissatisfied, after all. Then, 
she had praised that usually everything in our places had been fine, and the waitress was really 
nice. Then, her feedback suddenly changed into positive one due to the rapid response. –Vappu, 
Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience  

5.5.2.2. The manager’s complaint handling with the supervisor 

Since the manager is distant from the customer interface, he is not aware of what really 
happens in service encounters and why the customer complaints emerge as well as why 
customers address their complaints to the manager. Commonly, the complaints are 
about the operational or tactical matters, thus the restaurant supervisor is the one who 
knows what probably happened and why the complaint emerged. Thus, the manager’s 
complaint handling with the supervisor is generally finding out what happened and then 
delegating the complaint handling to the supervisor.

Naturally, customers can call me directly. BUT, it is difficult for me to comment on it [the 
feedback]. I do not have any idea about the everyday action in the restaurant. That is why we do 
have the restaurant supervisors in each unit. They [the restaurant supervisors] are the ones who 
are responsible for the everyday action there. I perceive that he [the restaurant supervisor] is the 
right person to contact [the customer]- - -I can not comment on an encounter that happened for 
instance on the 28 of April in Joensuu. I have no facts about why the customer dissatisfying 
service encounter occurred there then.-Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

The manager is the one who is finally charged for the financial goals, thus she is aware 
of the constraints for employee productivity. The sales and the expenses must be in 
balance to gain corporate profit. Internal efficiency is not expected to impact external 
efficiency although the capacity efficiency is sometimes hard to manage.    

It was the restaurant supervisor who told me that [a negative incident]. She had been there [in 
the restaurant] on duty on Sunday.100 Then, she told me again…once it was….You know 
Sundays are always busy days in restaurants since Sundays are expensive days for an employer 
to have staff on duty there. The complaint was: “There should have once again been more staff 
on duty! Two tables of customers left since there was no time to go and serve them!!!”. Then 
you feel there that: ”Hey, come on…..!!?”. –Petra, Restaurant Manager 3 years of experience 

Restaurant supervisors are expected to be the ones who handle the customer feedback 
with customers and with front stage employees, but then collected customer complaints 
are a part of the customer information system. However, the collected customer 
complaints are reported to the manager selectively and analytically in official meetings. 
Thus, complaint filtering occurs between operational and strategic layers, between the 
supervisor and the manager. The complaint filering occurs for the fourth time and thus it 
is called Filtering IV in the study. 

We have those diaries. Service employees write down during their work shifts their 
observations and customer feedback.   We do handle them in the meetings with the restaurant 
supervisors. For instance, now, each supervisor gathered the feedback from daily diaries from 
January to February, and then we looked at them together. ---From how many units there is 

100 Restaurant supervisors work occasionally as waiters in the restaurant hall.  



202

feedback on this or that.  Then, we reflected: is there that kind of feedback from many units that 
call for or could lead to changes?–Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

5.5.3. The manager’s understanding about his role in service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services 

The chapter is about the manager’s understanding about his role as a part of service 
firms’ action upon negative incidents. The manager is a creator of the service and 
complaint management strategies. The service management strategy aims to co-produce 
customer satisfying service productively with the target customer to yield a profit. It is, 
however, widely acknowledged that service problems or service breakdowns occur due 
to the human nature of service encounters. Thus, the service manager is a creator of the 
complaint management strategy, which aims towards proactive action of customer 
complaints and then to handle and recover the complaints at the customer interface. The 
customer, however perceives control over the service provider, since she is free to 
decide which service provider to use and to switch the service provider easily in any 
case of dissatisfaction. Thus, some of customers tend to show their control over the 
service provider by addressing complaints to the manager.  

It is troublesome to manage a service business. In a way, you need to be there in everyday 
practice so that customers can feel it. But then, at the same time you need to attend five 
meetings at the same time! conduct the budget! draw up visions for the next coming years! and 
all other corporate management things!!! Those things are unapparent in the eyes of the 
customer [who perceives the customer service at the customer interface]. –Tuomas, Restaurant 
Manager 3 years of experience 

Next, I explain the manager’s understanding of his role in service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents with two managers’ drawings of service firms action upon negative 
incidents. In figure 27, Kati a restaurant manager explained that service encounters are 
interactions with the restaurant customer and with the waiter. The restaurant supervisor 
is in the restaurant to organize operational matters such as human resources. Thus, he is 
the one who is in charge of customer complaints that are not handled with waiters. The 
manager is distant from everyday service encounters with the customers. She sits there 
physically distant in her office. In the case that she is contacted by the customer, she 
handles the complaint with the supervisor.   
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Figure 27 Restaurant manager’s view of complaint handling in restaurants 

A customer provides a complaint, and the restaurant supervisor sits in his office. He is not there 
to listen [to the customer] with the waiter or in front of the customer. ---He has a computer and 
a notice board there [in his office]. Then, he writes down the customer complaints on the notice 
board, [he types the complaints] and saves them in a data file. Then, in the next meeting he 
handles the complaints there. ---The manager is after all quite far away from every day practice 
in restaurants. That is why I draw him inside such a box. He is there far away, and there he has 
a computer. He expects to get messages [to the computer] about the everyday matters there in 
restaurants. But, he does not have that much time to communicate and that is why his computer 
is empty.---Only in the case the waiter handles the complaint badly, the customer sends a 
complaint by e-mail, through Internet there. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of experience 

Tanja, a restaurant manager highlighted the importance of handling customer 
complaints at the customer interface, specifically between the customer and the service 
employee. In the case that the service employee is not capable of handling the customer 
complaint, the restaurant supervisor handles the complaint. There is, however, the 
possibility to send Internet feedback but, that is not appreciated by the service provider. 
The restaurant supervisors are the ones who handle the Internet feedback. Thus, the 
manager has a minor role in complaint handling. But, she can follow the complaint 
handling through the Internet feedback system. Figure 28 depicts Tanja’s a restaurant 
manager’s perception of complaint handling in a restaurant. 



204

Figure 28 Restaurant manager’s perception of complaint addressing and handling in restaurants101

This is a draft---a customer can complain directly to the employee, and then the employee 
handles the complaint with the customer. That will do! But then, if the employee is not capable 
of handling the customer complaint with the customer, she will transmit it further to the 
supervisor. Then, the restaurant supervisor will handle the complaint with the customer. ---
Then, there is a customer who is not willing to give the feedback in the restaurant, she writes it 
in the Internet.  Then, the feedback is directed to the restaurant supervisor, and it is in our 
system so that the field manager and me can study it. ---Then, the restaurant supervisor who has 
got the Internet feedback is the one who then handles the complaint with the customer. This link 
here [pointing out the interaction between the customer and the employee] is important. I mean 
when the complaint about the restaurant unit emerges. –Tarja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of 
experience 

The complaint management strategy as impression management 

Complaint management aims at mollifying the customer to retain the customer and to 
stop negative word of mouth. Thus, customer complaints are handled with respect to 
complaining customers despite the possibility that the complaint is unjustified. The 
manager puts forth effort to handle complaints in a way that mollifies the customer and 
at least stops negative word of mouth. Complaint management strategy acts as 
impression management and does not reveal any complaint-based improvements in the 
service strategy. In the story “Supervisor’s failed complaint handling“ the customer’s 
complaint about the supervisor’s complaint handling contributed to improvements in 
implementing the complaint management strategy.  

I sent the message further [---in the organization] and then to the restaurant supervisor. There 
were projects about the matter [complaint management]. I let them know that in this way you 
could not have responded to a customer [complaint]. The customer called me in anger. There 

101 KJ=Field Manager, TJ=Vice President, RP=Restaurant Supervisor, TT=Service Employee, 
A=Customer, Netti= Internet 



205

was no need to handle the customer complaint any more, I had handled it already. But, I 
informed them [about the incident].  Now, they have a highly advanced system of modeling 
responses to customer [complaints]. ---They have modeled a system where there is someone 
who controls the responses that are sent to customers. ---Then, they have developed a model of 
response to customer complaints. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

The manager interprets the customer complaints in quantitative terms   

Based on the managers’ accounts of complaint handling, I would conclude that at the 
managerial layer customers are considered as and handled as a target group. A single 
case of customer dissatisfaction or a single customer complaint does not apparently 
contribute to any action at the strategic layer. When enough complaints emerge about 
the same matter, then the complaints become a managerial concern. 

We do follow them [complaints]. We draw tables and follow the quantity of complaints. 
Moreover, we do categorize the content of the complaint into the customer service, food or 
something else. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager  10 years of experience  

There are differences in the number of complaints that emerge in different restaurant 
units. Thus, it is easily interpreted by the manager that the service strategy works, but 
the complaints are due to the failed implementation of the service strategy or failed 
service performance at the customer interface.  

When I reflect upon the service concept…there is one unit that has got nothing but one single 
Internet feedback during the past six months. I perceive that the service concept is fine, it is 
more about fine turning the concept in different units…-Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of 
experience 

The continuous, direct feedback that arrives through the Internet is crucial to develop the 
service in the restaurant. I feel that is even more important [than the questionnaire based quality 
measurements] for them! The number of Internet feedback correlates with the sales and profit of 
the restaurant unit! Moreover, it [Internet feedback] indicates also the service climate and things 
like that there.---A lot of Internet feedback, the negative ones reveal that they are facing 
problems there in the restaurant, for one reason or another. We do follow it! and you can be sure 
that we do act upon it!!! I have sent a lot of mails: ”HEY THERE, COME ON NOW!!? There 
are such restaurants that usually get few complaints but then suddenly they get such bunches of 
complaints. Then, I really have to ask them…I will send an e- mail to the restaurant supervisor 
and ask him: “What is wrong there and why such complaints?” I have been bound to send even 
extremely strict messages and tell them that they just can not go on like that and they really 
need to act upon the complaints there. –Suvi, Restaurant Manager 10 years of experience 

From the city of […] two [complaints about slow service] came and they were on the same day. 
I then called immediately to [….] and asked if they have organized staffing for the summer 
time!!? This is the way how these [complaints] are immediately acted upon. –Kati, Restaurant 
Manager  5 years of experience 

Complaint-based improvements 

The customer complaints are perceived as a small part of the overall available market or 
customer information that is used in developing the service strategy in the long run. 
Single customer complaints do not contribute to any major complaint-based 
improvements but, there exist anyway, some minor complaint-based improvements in 
the case the complaints concern the same matter and there are enough of them. 
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(Researcher: Has there been such customer complaints that have led to complaint-based 
improvements?) Well, yes let’s say that yes…Something related to the menu, to the food 
products. There is one fresh example. We are about to update the menu in June, and there is 
salmon soup on the menu. It has not been served with bread, and customers…many customers 
have requested rye bread with it. So, we will have salmon soup with rye bread in the updated 
menu. It is because the customers perceive that it [salmon soup] needs it [rye bread].  There are 
complaints about food products [that lead to complaint-based improvements]. We have one 
chicken sandwich and then one pizza that include jalopeno. There is too much of it in those 
meals, they are so hot, so we have decreased the amount. Customers perceive that they 
[jalopeno] are too hot. ---Vappu, Restaurant Manager 2 years of experience 

The service strategy is under continuous minor changes. Supervisors have knowledge to 
develop the service along with managers.  

Well, we do develop the service together with the field manager and with the restaurant 
supervisors. In such a way, we do gather the feedback: what feedback customers have provided, 
their wishes we have got through Internet and then, there in service encounters. Customers do 
ask: “Do you have this or that?”. Then, we do follow the trends. For instance, the trend of light 
meals is more and more highlighted in Finland, and being overweight is discussed more and 
more. The demand for salads for lunch is highlighted more than previously. Therefore, we aim 
at some little changes. –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

Employee training 

Most customer complaints are due to failed implementation or performance of the 
service strategy. What can the manager do to ensure that the same negative incidents 
will not reoccur in future service encounters? The manager has a holistic picture of 
service firms action, thus he can train service employees to implement the service 
strategy so that there will not be any negative incidents. In the story “Dark sauce”, the 
manager finally concluded that the negative incident was due to the lack of internal 
communication between the dining area (front stage) and the restaurant kitchen (back 
stage). Thereafter, she used the incident in training the service employees. 

What was very instructive to my work was that the chefs de cuisine and restaurant supervisors 
need to discuss more with each other. There are not our matters against your matters. Of course, 
I felt like: “Ahaa, I got you!”. In training the service employees of the restaurant chain I have 
used this incident as an example: this is something that should not happen! There is a need to 
communicate, to discuss, the information must go further. –Kati, Restaurant Manager 5 years of 
experience 

In the story “Employee productivity” a restaurant supervisor had been acting at the 
customer interface in the role of a waiter and realized that there was too few staff on 
duty on a weekend. Employee productivity is expected to be high to reach the financial 
goals of the restaurant, thus employees are trained to balance between the external and 
internal efficiency by the manager. 

---I answered her then:” Although you had 50 plates in hand you can always nod your head and 
tell the customer that you will be there [in a minute]. Then, the ice is already broken.  But, you 
know, a typical waiter just walks ahead carrying the plates. They walk like in a tunnel, they just 
walk ahead and they do not see the customers. It is so! It has been researched! ---There is no 
need for any special welcomes, it is enough just to pay attention to the customers. I just told 
them then: “Learn to use your eyes, turn your head!!!” Although there might be something else 
going on [at the same time] it does not mean that they can not look around them! It feels such a 
typical incident for a customer. Many times they [waiters] walk like this [looking with her eyes 
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strictly straight forwards]. Many times customers have to wave with their hands a lot but you 
know, a waiter is just a waiter, who is just working there!!! –Petra, Restaurant Manager 3 years 
of experience 

Customer training 

As a creator of the complaint management strategy, the manager expects that customer 
complaints are handled at the customer interface for the sake of timely recovery and 
customer satisfaction. Some negative incidents can be relatively easily recovered if the 
customer addresses the complaint to front stage employees. Thus, the customer can be 
trained to act as expected in complaint management strategy for future service 
encounters

Well then, we tell the customer nicely how the equipment works. The staff on duty there will go 
and fix them immediately when they realize that something is not working. Naturally, we do 
apologize that the staff had not realized [that there was something wrong with equipment]. We 
can not blame the customer: “You fool, why did you not go and tell them there!?”. ---But then, 
we do tell them: “From now on, in the case of similar incidents would you please inform the 
staff, unless they have not realized the situation by themselves”. We can not teach the customer, 
but we can provide them with technical information about the way the equipment works there. –
Tarja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

Moreover, the customer has a planned role in quality and productivity, thus the 
customer has to abide by it. Grönroos and Ojasalo (2004, 422)102 claim that the 
customer can learn his role in quality and productivity, but some customers need 
customer training. 

Customers must be chosen, educated and informed in such a way that, through their 
participation in the service process, they contribute positively to customer induced quality and 
productivity as well as to interaction-induced quality and productivity. 

Customer training has gained little attention in the literature, at least to my knowledge. 
The manager’s accounts reveal, however, that customer training is used to avoid 
negative incidents in future service encounters.

Then, a challenging service encounter: there will arrive a bus, full of customers, without any 
reservation!!! We do tell them there: “Next time, would you please call some time before so we 
do book a table for you and we know to have enough employees on duty. Then, you do not need 
to wait.”. --- So, next time the service encounter will occur smoothly and you can go on your 
trip quickly.” They all [customers] do sense it [training]. They do remember to make a 
reservation or then, put it in Internet [in future]. We try always to train customers when 
unexpected groups of customers pop up. –Tanja, Restaurant Manager 14 years of experience 

To summarize the chapter, I would conclude that a manager’s understanding of his role 
in service firms’ action upon negative incidents is to train the other actors in order to 
operationalize and carry out the service and complaint management strategy. The 
service and complaint management strategies should be executed and performed in a 
way that the service strategy provides customer satisfaction and value for money, as 
well as corporate productivity and profit. Moreover, customer complaints should be 
handled at the customer interface so that the customer does not address them to the 
manager. Complaints contribute few changes to the service strategy. Implementation 

102 See also Bowers, Martin and Luker (1990) and Bowens (1986).  
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and performance of the service strategy are the objects of complaint-based 
improvements.  

Table 13 sums up the main findings and conclusions of the chapter. 

Table 13 Conclusions of the chapter 

The manager is the creator of the service and complaint management strategies, 
and he is physically distant from the customer interface where customer 
dissatisfaction emerges. Thus, the complaint management strategy dictates that 
customer complaints are handled by the service employees at the customer 
interface.

Customer complaints are seldom addressed to the manager. The customer 
addresses his complaint to the manager when the complaint handling at the 
customer interface has failed (double deviation), or the complaint is about the 
service offering. 

The managers’ accounts of customer complaining confirm the drivers for 
customer complaining that are presented in chapter 5.2. Complaining customers 
can be classified into revenging customers, paying customers, helping customers 
and chronic complainants. 

Supervisors are the ones who handle the complaints, which are reported to the 
manager occasionally, selectively and analytically. Thus, complaint filtering 
occurs (Filtering IV).

Customer complaints do not really contribute to any complaint-based 
improvements in the service strategy. Some minor improvements may emerge.  

The manager is the creator of the service and complaint management strategies. 
If all the actors implement and perform the strategies as expected no complaints 
should emerge or be addressed to the manager. Thus, the manager is not only the 
creator of the service and complaint management strategies, but a trainer who 
trains the customer and the service employees to implement and perform the 
service strategy to avoid negative incidents in future service encounters or to 
handle them at the customer interface. 

At this point, the interpretations of customer dissatisfying service, customer complaints 
and complaining customers have been presented from multiple perspectives by those 
actors who occupy crucial roles in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high 
touch services. First, the reader was led into an open service system to perceive 
customer dissatisfying service and customer complaining above the line of visibility 
from the customer perspective. Thereafter, the reader moved on to an open service 
system below the line of visibility to perceive the customer dissatisfying service 
encounters, customer complaints, complaining customers and complaint handling from 
the front stage employee’s perspective. Thereafter, the reader moved across the 
borderline of an open service system, below the line of operationalization where service 
productivity is a concern, and the reader perceived customer complaints, complaining 
customers and complaint handling from the supervisor’s perspective. Finally, the reader 
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moved on to an open service system below the strategic layer to perceive the customer 
complaints, complaining customers and complaint handling from the manager’s 
perspective.

In the following chapter, the multiple perspectives are put together and the research 
phenomenon is reflected upon from the service firm’s perspective to finally answer the 
research question:

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

5.6. Summing up the crucial actors’ accounts into a theory about service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents in high touch services 

The purpose of the study was to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. I have reviewed the literature on service 
management, written the conceptual framework, conducted the empirical study by 
listening and analyzing a total of 75 crucial actors’ stories and accounts on customer 
dissatisfaction, customer complaining, complaining customers and complaint handling. 
The following sums up the findings of the study into a theoretical understanding of 
service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services, and thus answers 
the research question. 

The theory provides an alternative approach to the behavioral perspective on customer 
orientation, which is characterized by an information processing view on organizations 
(e.g. Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Aldrich and Herker 1977; Ramsey and Soli 1997; 
Shetzer 1993; Sieh et al. 1992; Gilly et al. 1991). An information processing model 
overlooks service firms as complex entities of human actors with different knowledge of 
the system and with different objectives for service encounters. Moreover, an 
information processing model neglects the matter that service firms are bound to co-
produce the service effectively to yield corporate profit. Thus, evaluating the service 
from the service firm perspective is evaluating how well the service firm succeeded 
with regard to quality, productivity, and financial outcomes (Gummesson 1998). The 
existing studies on customer complaint handling have information processing approach, 
and thus they are one-sided (e.g. Gilly et al. 1991; Homberg and Fürst 2007).  

Apparently the information processing view on complaining and complaint handling 
might work if all the crucial actors had the same knowledge of the service system, the 
same objectives and a shared understanding about what went wrong and why and what 
the crucial actors can do to ensure that the same customer dissatisfying service 
encounter will not happen in future. However, the crucial actors do not have the same 
knowledge of the service system, nor the same objectives, nor a shared understanding 
about the negative incidents. Thus, there exist pitfalls in information processing. 
Moreover, the pitfalls may exist at every hierarchical layer of an open service system. 
The open service systems do, however, act upon negative incidents. The service firm as 
an open service system has to remedy negative incidents. A service firm does not stay 
on the market by co-producing customer dissatisfying service or co-producing customer 
satisfying service unproductively.
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The study differs from the existing views on customer complaints and complaint 
management. Thus, the study makes its mark in research in the area of service recovery 
and complaint management as well as customer orientation. It is acknowledged in the 
literature that many firms do not use the information inherent in complaints to initiate 
systematic improvements (e.g. Brown 1997, 25) even though the complaints are claimed 
to be highly relevant sources of customer information (e.g Kasouf et al. 1995). In 
addition, it is acknowledged in the literature that there seem to be significant 
organizational barriers that make it difficult for companies to implement effective 
complaint management (Homburg and Fürst 2007, 1). The previous studies have 
explained the non-usage of customer complaints with the help of theories that originate 
from social psychology. The authors (Homburg and Fürst 2007; Swanson and Kelley 
2001) have explained the organizations non-action upon customer complaints with the 
help of defensive organizational behavior (e.g Argyris 1990), or with the help of 
attribution theory (Heider 1958). The studies, however, overlook the customer as a co-
producer, who has a role in quality and productivity. In addition, the studies overlook 
that service managers are concerned about service productivity as well as customer 
satisfaction. Customer satisfying service may be unproductive service from the service 
manager’s point of view, and customer dissatisfying service may be productive service 
from the service manager’s point of view (Bateson 1985). Thus, the studies overlook the 
fact that the service is interpreted from multiple perspectives that guide the subsequent 
action upon negative incidents. 

Reflecting on how the information processing model works in practice,103 the crucial 
actors blamed each other; the customer does not provide complaints, the waiter does not 
sense or transmit the complaint, superior actors do not act upon the complaint, and so 
on. After conducting the study, I would not blame any actor. There exist different roles 
in an open service system and these roles are bound to exist.

Acknowledging that the customer has a different knowledge of the service system and 
different objectives for service encounters than service employees and service 
managers, provides new insights to reflect on service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents in high touch services. Moreover, customer complaints are not always justified 
in the eyes of the service provider. In other words, there exist different roles and 
different perspectives through which negative incidents are filtered and interpreted in 
service firms.  

The study proposes that a service firm as an entity does not act, but it is the actors at the 
different hierarchical layers who are the ones that act. Thus, answering the research 
question means answering the question of how the actors at the different hierarchical 
layers, called the crucial actors in the study, act upon negative incidents in high touch 
services. The basic assumption of the study is that service is co-produced with the 
customer in commercial interaction processes that aim at customer satisfaction by co-
producing the service effectively with the customer and thus, making a profit. 
Moreover, service quality is interactive service quality that is the outcome of 
commercial interactions, in which the customer and the service provider assess their 
expectations and perceptions of the commercial interaction processes.  

103 At the outset of the study I conducted an explorative study in which the information processing model 
was shown to be evaluated by the actors at the different hierarchical layers. 
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In the theory building, I would like to go back to the old Hindu parable that I introduced 
in the introduction chapter (Hatch 1997, 7): 

Six blind men of Hindustan, so the parable goes, met with an elephant one day. And, after the 
meeting, each described what he had encountered. The first said that an elephant was like a leaf. 
The second adamantly disagreed, claiming that it was certainly like a wall. The third described 
the elephant as a mighty tree, the fourth the spear, the fifth a rope, and the last one thought it 
was really a snake. Each of them had gotten hold of a different part of the elephant and so had 
come away with remarkably different understanding of this creature.  

The restaurant customer, the waiter, the restaurant supervisor and the restaurant 
manager view only a part of a research phenomenon like the blind man viewed only a 
part of the elephant in the Hindu parable. Together the crucial actors see the whole.  I 
listened to all crucial actors’ stories and I interpreted the parts of the whole to develop a 
theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. Each 
crucial actor contributed to the theory by telling me a part of the whole. The study went 
a step further than the Hindu parable. The crucial actors had not perceived only a part of 
the service firm, but they had been interacting with each other in complaint handling. 
Thus, they had perceived not only a part, but they had an idea of how the whole service 
firm acts upon negative incidents in high touch services.  The crucial actors’ accounts 
do not tell only the customer’s perceptions of the customer complaining and service 
provider’s complaint handling but also how waiters, supervisors and managers perceive 
the customer and his complaints, and how they have acted upon them.  

The theory was built step by step and chapters two and three provided the foundation of 
the theory by combining four streams of literature: service system, customer 
complaining and non-complaining action, service recovery and complaint management 
and interactive service quality. The conceptual framework was concluded into four 
propositions:

First, the study proposes that the service firm’s action is based on the service strategy. 
The service strategy is based on the service provider’s idea of how to satisfy target 
customer needs by co-producing customer satisfying service with the customer 
effectively to yield corporate profit.  An open service system works as an integrated and 
seamless system if all the actors at the different hierarchical layers, including the 
customer, implement or perform the service strategy as expected. 

Second, the study proposes that the service provider is aware that customer dissatisfying 
service encounters and customer complaints are bound to occur due to the human nature 
of service encounters. Therefore, the service provider has a complaint management 
strategy that gives guidelines on how to acquire customer feedback and how to handle 
customer complaints with service recoveries to retain the customer and to stop negative 
word of mouth.  

Third, the study proposes that the customer acts as a trigger of service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services. The customer is the most unpredictable 
actor in the service system since the service provider has no formal authority over the 
customer. Thus, the customer may remain silent after his dissatisfaction with the service 
and withdraw from the open service system. Conversely, the customer may complain 
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about his dissatisfaction with the service provider, and activate a sequence of 
interactions between the customer and the service provider. 

Fourth, the study proposes that all the actors at different hierarchical layers are active 
interpreters of negative incidents and they all have different knowledge of the service 
system and different objectives for service encounters. Thus, they all interpret negative 
incidents from different perspectives: what did happen in the service encounter and why 
did the service encounter result in customer dissatisfaction, and eventually in a customer 
complaint? Furthermore, the crucial actor’s action upon a negative incident in high 
touch services is subsequently guided by his interpretations: what can one crucial actor 
do to ensure that the same negative incident will not occur in future service encounters. 

The analysis of the empirical data and the findings provided the last step of the theory 
building. The theory that leads us towards an understanding about service firms’ action 
upon negative incidents in high touch services is summarized in figure 29. 

The empirical findings presented the concepts of high degree and low degree customer 
dissatisfaction (chapter 5.2), the classification of complaining customers into four 
groups (chapter 5.2 and chapter 5.3), the concepts of double recovery (chapter 5.2, 5.3, 
5.4 and 5.5) and triple deviation (chapter 5.2) and the concepts of Filtering I-IV (chapter 
5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5). Additionally, the empirical findings suggest that customer 
complaints are classified into justified and unjustified complaints by the service 
provider (chapter 5.3 and 5.4) and complaint management is at least partly used as 
impression management to mollify the customer and stop negative word of mouth 
(chapter 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5).

In the following text the concepts are set in the context of an open service system and 
figure 29 is explained. 

Customer complaint, customer complaining, complaint handling and complaint 
management are far more complex issues than the previous studies state. The customer 
is a trigger of the service firm’s action upon negative incidents, and the most dynamic 
part of the open service system. The majority of customers does not complain, instead 
they prefer to withdraw from the open service system after having once or twice 
experienced high degree customer dissatisfaction with the same service provider. 
High degree customer dissatisfaction is an overall experience that results in customer 
dissatisfaction with the service provider, which is difficult to recover. Low degree 
customer dissatisfaction is commonly due to a single dissatisfier or a human error, 
which can be recovered to retain the customer. 

The customer expects to get satisfaction and value for his money in commercial 
interactions with the service provider. When a customer perceives high degree 
dissatisfaction and no value for his money, he withdraws from the system thus the target 
group will be selected from satisfied customers. 

The drivers for customer complaining vary. In the study, the complaining customers are 
classified into four groups. The classification of complaining customers is based on the 
different drivers for complaining. The minority of customers who complain are 
classified in the study into revenging customers, paying customers, helping 
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customers and chronic complainants.  Revenging customers want to revenge the 
perceived dissatisfaction and lost value for their money and get even with the service 
provider. Paying customers are concerned with the lost value of their money and want 
to have monetary compensation. Helping customers are willing to help the service 
provider to improve the service so that the same negative incident would not reoccur in 
future service encounters. There is a tendency that the complaining customers turn to 
non-complaining customers due to non-perceived complaint-based improvements. It is 
easy for the customer to switch service providers in an encounter-based industry where 
equally attractive service providers are available. Chronic complainants are the kind of 
customers who complain in every service encounter, but nonetheless continue to repeat 
the service encounters with the same service provider. They slow down the service 
processes and create extra work for service employees, thereby lowering service 
productivity. They have not adopted their role in quality and productivity. 
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The majority of customers who complain address their complaints to the nearest 
employee, to the waiter in the empirical context of the study. However, the customer 
dissatisfaction is filtered in customer complaining to front stage employees (Filtering 
I). There is no possibility for the customer to tell the whole story about the service 
experience, which resulted in dissatisfaction with the service. Only the main dissatisfier 
is informed when complaining face-to-face. Additionally, a customer may use 
impression management when complaints are acquired in service encounters. The 
customer may play the role of a satisfied customer who is not willing to express his 
dissatisfaction due to its expected negative ramifications for the service encounter. 

Few customers address complaints to superior actors through complaint media. The 
customers who address complaints to superior actors do not perceive front stage 
employees as information processors, or then they are dissatisfied with the front stage 
employees’ complaint handling, hence a double deviation has occurred. Addressing the 
complaint further in the organizational hierarchy may lead to a double recovery and to 
a triple deviation. A double recovery occurs when the customer keeps on complaining 
to upper hierarchical layers although his complaint is handled and recovered by service 
employees, then the customer is recovered for the second time for the same incident. A 
triple deviation occurs when the complaint handling falls short of customer expectations 
for the second time. Even a double recovery does not always succeed in retaining the 
customer or in stopping negative word of mouth in the case of high degree customer 
dissatisfaction.

The front stage employee is a performer of the service and complaint management 
strategies and he faces a number of different customers at the customer interface. A 
minority of customers complains and the majority of the complaints are classified into 
unjustified complaints by waiters. Thus, all complaints do not have the same status for 
the service provider (Prims and Pras 1999). The complaints are classified as unjustified
by the waiter since the service quality is relative, the customer does not understand the 
nature of dining restaurant service or, the customer has not adopted his role in quality 
and productivity. 

Front stage employees are claimed to be truly customer-oriented and willing to serve the 
customer in a customer-oriented way (Bitner et al. 1994; Chung and Schneider 2002). 
The waiter is, however, conflicted since she has no control over most of the complaints. 
Boundary spanning roles at the customer interface are conflicted since they serve two 
masters: the customer and their superior actor (Chung and Schneider 2002). The waiter 
is conflicted not only between the customer and his superior actor, but also between the 
customer and back stage employees. The back stage employee’s non-co-operative 
action in complaint handling causes role stress for the waiter. The waiter is willing to 
perform the complaint management strategy with service recoveries to facilitate the 
service encounter with the complaining customer. However, all customer complaints are 
not reported to the back stage employees since they are classified as unjustified. 
Alternatively, back stage employees are not co-operative in acting upon customer 
complaints (no sensing), thus front stage employees are not willing to transmit customer 
complaints about the core product to the back stage. Therefore, complaint filtering 
occurs between the front stage and the back stage (Filtering II). Unjustified complaints 
are not reported further to the upper hierarchical layers by waiters. Additionally, front 
stage employees are frustrated in reporting justified customer complaints further since 
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they perceive no, or are not informed about complaint-based improvements  (Filtering 
III).

Front stage employees perceive themselves as information processors who face a 
number of different customers at the customer interface and who co-consume the 
service with the customer. Thus, front stage employees perceive themselves as the ones 
who are capable of assessing the interactive service quality and deciding on how to 
recover the complaining customer, for example, with an explanation, an apology, a 
substitution, or a gift coupon. The front stage employee faces role stress when the 
customer complains to the upper hierarchical layers, after which the superior actor’s 
complaint handling with the customer does not respect the front stage employee or his 
complaint handling with the customer. Complaining customers are recalled by the front 
stage employees, and specifically chronic complainants are recalled. Front stage 
employees tend to avoid the chronic complainants since they create extra work for 
service employees and are hard-to-serve customers. 

Supervisors are executers of the service and complaint management strategies. Few 
complaints are addressed to supervisors. In the case the customer complaint reaches the 
supervisor, he is willing to find out the reason why execution or performance of the 
service strategy resulted in the customer complaint. The supervisor is however 
concerned with customer satisfaction as a source of revenue. Thus, he handles the 
complaints in the favor of the customer, even though he might assess the customer 
complaint as unjustified and is aware that the complaint has already been handled by 
service employees. Supervisors are concerned with profitability and it is claimed that 
for long-term profitability, it may be wise to compensate the customer although he is 
wrong or has caused the failure himself (Grönroos 2007, 128). Such an action upon 
customer complaints encourages customers to complain to upper hierarchical layers, 
which does not support the front stage employee’s role clarity as an information 
processor at the customer interface. The supervisor is any event the executer of the 
complaint management strategy and complaints are not expected to be addressed any 
further in the organizational hierarchy. A double recovery is used to stop the customer 
from complaining any further in the organization and to stop negative word of mouth. 
Customer complaints are used as any other gathered customer information to further 
develop the service. It is expected that supervisors handle the customer complaints thus, 
they are reported selectively and analytically to the manager. In sum, complaint filtering 
occurs between operational and strategic layers (Filtering IV). 

The manager is the creator of the service and complaint management strategies. The 
service strategy aims at yielding corporate profit by co-producing the service effectively 
with the target group customer. Thus, customer dissatisfaction with the service is due to 
failed implementation or performance of the service strategy. The complaint 
management strategy aims at complaint handling at the customer interface for a timely 
recovery. Thus, a complaint that is addressed directly to the manager is often an 
outcome of failed complaint handling. The manager has adopted the role of a trainer in 
complaint handling. He trains to implement and perform the service and complaint 
management strategies so that subsequent customer complaints do not emerge. 
Alternatively, in the case they emerge, they are handled and recovered at the customer 
interface. Customer complaints are used quantitatively as any other customer or market 
information to further develop the service. To further develop the service from the 



217

service firm perspective means, in the context of the present study to develop the 
service with regard to quality, productivity and financial outcomes.   

The complaint management strategy is implemented at least partly as impression 
management in service firms. Impression management was first introduced by 
Goffman (1959). Impression management theory states that any individual or 
organization must establish and maintain impressions that are congruent with the 
perceptions they want to convey to their publics. The majority of customers does not 
want to be stereotyped as complaining customers, as a result, they maintain an 
impression or play the role of a satisfied customer in service encounters. They are not 
willing to provide complaints for waiters. Service employees play the role of customer-
oriented employees and act upon customer complaints as scripted in the complaint 
management strategy despite the perceived unjustification of the customer complaint. 
The complaint handling is scripted in the complaint management strategy, which aims 
at establishing and maintaining impressions that are congruent with the customer 
orientation the service provider wants to convey to its customers. 

The purpose of the study was to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. The study aims to contribute to service 
management studies by providing new insights and empirical knowledge of 
implementation of customer orientation in service firms. Customer orientation is 
claimed to be the focus of organizations (Slater and Narver 1995). The importance of 
customer orientation and its implementation has not been made explicit, however. In 
chapter 1.2, I pointed out the conflict of service management literature: service quality 
is defined as customer perceived service quality, and at the same time the customer is 
defined as a co-producer who has an impact on service quality and who can be a source 
of his dissatisfaction with the service. The studies on complaint management highlight 
the meaning of utilization of customer complaints as any usage of customer 
information. The studies overlook the fact that service firms’ action is based on the 
service strategy, which is based on customer information on target customers. Gebauer 
(2005, 20) claims that a successful service strategy cannot be developed or develop 
without a comprehensive understanding of the market in terms of customer needs, 
market potential and future service trends. Nonetheless, service firms are, as are all 
organizations, rather static to act upon any changes rapidly. 

Gummesson (2008a, 15) claims that customer orientation has been applied half-
heartedly and that it is supplier- or provider-centric rather than customer centric. 
Focusing only on the customer or customer satisfaction is not possible in practice. 
Service firms have to balance the interest of customers and the service provider to co-
produce customer satisfying service productively, and to reach financial goals. Thus, 
customer orientation or customer centricity is a one-sided goal to describe the purpose 
of a service firm. Service productivity cannot be disregarded in the discussion on the 
purpose of the service firm. Gummesson (2008a) highlights the two-party centricity, in 
the discussion on the drivers of service firms’ action. Gummesson (2008a,16) claims 
that we should move away from one-party centricity to two-party centricity which 
simultaneously zooms in on both service providers and customers. In this study, the 
service provider was presented by three actors, who represented the different 
hierarchical layers in the service system. Therefore, the study states that real world 
complexity is more than simply zooming simultaneously in on two parties; service 
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providers and customers. In the case of the present study, there exists something that 
could be characterized as four-party centricity, and zooming in on all the four parties 
simultaneously presents the complexity of the real world.  
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6 CONCLUSIONS

The final chapter of the thesis starts with a concluding discussion and reflections on the 
study. Thereafter, the contribution of the study to the field of service management is 
discussed. An evaluation of the study follows and suggestions for future research are 
presented.

6.1. Concluding discussion and reflections on the study 

The study filled a research gap in service management literature by investigating 
customer dissatisfaction and customer complaints as a part of a service system that 
follows service logic. The study combined four streams of literature that have 
previously been studied in separate studies: service system, customer complaining and 
non-complaining action, service recovery and complaint management and interactive 
service quality. The study juxtaposed the often opposed manager and customer 
perspectives, and moreover, listened to the forgotten silent voices of service employees 
and supervisors in the same study. 

The study deviates from the main stream of service management studies by proposing 
that not only the customer, but all the other actors at the different hierarchical layers, 
assess the co-produced service. Additionally, the actors assess the service from different 
perspectives since they have different knowledge of the service system and different 
objectives for service encounters. The perspective of the study is that of the service firm 
which was defined as an integration of the customer and the service provider who need 
to balance between the conflicting aims of customer satisfaction and service 
productivity. Thus, evaluating the service from the service firm perspective is 
evaluating how well the service firm succeeded with regard to quality, productivity and 
financial outcomes (Gummesson 1998). 

The purpose of the study was to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents in high touch services. The study aimed at contributing to service 
management studies by providing new insights and empirical knowledge of 
implementing customer orientation in service firms. The research question of the study 
was the following: 

How do service firms act upon negative incidents in high touch services? 

The theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services 
has been developed by answering the research question. Hence, the purpose of the study 
has been fulfilled. The research question is answered shortly in the following 
paragraphs.

The study demonstrated that provision, acquisition, transmission, dissemination and 
utilization of customer complaints as a piece of customer information within a service 
firm is so complex that it cannot be understood with simplistic, linear models like 
information processing frameworks (e.g. Aldrich and Herker 1977; Tushman and 
Scanlan 1981). The premise in the theory building was that the service firm as an entity 
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does not act but the actors at the different hierarchical layers, called the crucial actors in 
the study, are the ones who act. The actors at the different hierarchical layers are called 
the crucial actors since they all deal with customer information: a source of information 
or information provision (a customer), or acquisition, transmission, dissemination, and 
utilization of customer information (front stage employees, supervisors, managers) (e.g. 
Jaworski and Kohli 1993; Gilly et al. 1991). Additionally, a customer complaint is a 
piece of customer information (Berry and Parasuraman 1997). 

The premise of the study originated from the epistemological and methodological 
choices of the study. According to social constructionism, the organizational reality 
does not exist somewhere independently of the people who live it; organizational reality 
is socially constructed in social interactions, and it is produced through narratives 
(Hopkinson and Hogarth-Scott 2001, 38). Therefore, the research question was studied 
from the point of view of those who experience the research phenomenon in service 
organizations. Thus, the crucial actors in information processing acted as informants of 
the study. 

The findings of the study describe postmodern service firms as highly conceptualized 
open service systems where customer orientation is fulfilled by using market 
information as a resource of service development. A customer complaint is a tiny piece 
of market information. Service problems, service breakdowns or negative incidents, 
except human errors, are not expected to occur. The service provider is prepared for 
human errors at the customer interface with the complaint management strategy, but 
there is little room left for complaint-based improvements. Service develops within the 
knowledge and data that exist within the service provider about the service that sells, 
and can be provided productively.

At the beginning of the research process, I was tempted by the idea to investigate the 
research phenomenon as a social psychological phenomenon. I was interested in 
studying the crucial actors as social actors and the interaction between them as social 
interaction (e.g. Charon 2004, 139). The social psychological perspective on crucial 
actors’ action would assume the dynamics between the actors’ action upon negative 
incidents. After analyzing the data with the help of the prior theory, I understood that 
the interaction between the crucial actors is not social interaction, but it is commercial 
interaction. Moreover, the crucial actors are not social actors in the traditional sense, but 
they are corporate actors whose action is guided by the service and complaint 
management strategies. The customer is the most unpredictable and uncontrollable actor 
in an open service system. Thus, the customer is the most dynamic part of the service 
system who is allowed to act upon negative incidents by withdrawing from the service 
system. She is free to choose which service provider to use and switch the service 
provider in any case of dissatisfaction, specifically in an encounter-based industry. 

Based on the present study, I would conclude that the knowledge of the service that 
exists within the service provider has largely been overlooked. The focus on quality 
service has been widely based on customer perceptions. Customer perceived service is 
subjective, and it can be based on a one-time interaction. Human actors in service 
provision have, however, years of experience in service provision and customers. The 
service provider interacts with a great number of different customers, thus it knows the 
customer. Furthermore, the service provider knows how to co-produce the service 
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efficiently. The cornerstone of service management is thus not customer perceived 
service quality or customer satisfaction as such, but the service that sells, and the service 
that can be co-produced with the customer effectively.  

The customer centricity of service firms proved to be a four party centricity, since all 
the crucial actors in service provision are active interpreters of customer complaints and 
complaining customers. Additionally, all crucial actors interpret the service encounters 
from different perspectives that originate from their position in the service system and 
from the service strategy. The crucial actors have different drivers for their action. 
Customers and front stage employees are concerned about the customer satisfaction 
while the productivity is the major concern of the superior actors.

6.2. Contribution to the field of service management studies 

The study is justified if it fills a research gap in some field of studies and succeeds 
methodologically in providing new empirical knowledge for the field of study. The 
justification of the study was presented in subchapter 1.2 by describing a research gap in 
service management studies.  

In the introduction, in subchapter 1.3 I have formulated the statement of purpose and the 
tentative contribution of the study to the field of service management. At present, it is 
time to reflect on how the study contributes to service management studies. It is my 
conclusion that the study not only makes a theoretical contribution, but also a 
methodological contribution to the field of service management studies. I discuss the 
theoretical and methodological contributions in two separate subchapters. 

6.2.1.  Theoretical contribution 

The study contributed to service management studies, specifically to the studies about 
service recovery and complaint management, but also to the studies about the customer 
orientation of service firms. Thus, the theoretical contribution of the study is a 
discussion about the new insights the study provided to those fields of study.

It is more the rule than the exception that in service management literature service 
quality is defined as how the customer perceives it as a consumer. Service management 
authors widely agree that the customer is a co-producer, but few authors have 
challenged the definition of service quality as customer perceived service quality. 
Moreover, customer orientation has been a cornerstone in marketing and service 
management for decades, but the literature has remained relatively silent on the 
implementation of this orientation (Kennedy et al. 2003). An information processing 
model paints a one-sided and normative picture of the implementation of customer 
orientation. In addition, service recovery and complaint management literature paints a 
normative picture that a service failure is always a service failure that should be 
recovered and automatically leads to complaint-based improvements. 

The main theoretical contribution of the study lies in the development of a theory 
about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch services. The theory 
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has been developed from my theoretical thinking, literature analysis and empirical 
analysis. Zaltman, LeMasters and Heffring (1982, 71) define a theory in a following 
way:

Theories are defined as explanations – as opposed to descriptions – of events in terms of a set of 
at least partially interrelated propositions. The propositions consist of a stated relationship 
between two or more concepts. Thus, a theory may also be viewed as a system for ordering 
concepts in a way that produces understanding and insights. 

Previous studies on complaint management have been based on a linear information 
processing model. In addition, information processing frameworks have focused solely 
on the role of the front stage employee as an information processor from customers to 
the service provider (e.g. Aldrich and Herker 1977; Bettencourt and Brown 2003; 
Tushman and Scanlan 1981). The importance of other corporate actors’ roles and their 
relations in information processing have largely been overlooked and neglected. The 
study provided empirical evidence that the provision, acquisition, dissemination, 
transmission and utilization of customer information is a human-centered and much 
more complex phenomenon than the linear information processing framework suggests.  

Contribution to service recovery and complaint management studies 

Our understanding of customer complaining and complaint management is claimed to 
be limited (e.g. Voorhees et al. 2006, 514; Singh and Wilkes 1996, 350). Most of the 
service recovery and complaint management studies include the premise that a service 
failure is always a service failure on the part of the service provider. Therefore, the 
customer should always be recovered to retain the customer and to stop negative word 
of mouth. Service recovery and complaint management studies overlook that service 
firms’ action is based on the service strategy, which gives the guidelines of how to co-
produce the service with the target customer effectively to make a profit. In addition, 
customer complaining and complaint handling have not been studied as an 
organizational process. After complaining to the service employee, the customer can 
continue complaining to the upper hierarchical layers. Moreover, the service employee 
may or may not transmit the customer complaint further in the organization. The study 
provided new insights into service recovery and complaint management studies by 
studying customer complaining and complaint management as an organizational process 
from the point of view of those who experience customer complaining and complaint 
management in service organizations. The study contributed to service recovery and 
complaint management studies in several ways. In the following paragraphs the 
contributions of the study are listed. 

Classification of the complaining customers 

The previous studies on customer complaining and non-complaining action include the 
premise that the customer should always complain in any case of dissatisfaction with 
the service. The studies describe that customer complaining is appreciated by the 
service provider. When the customer complains the service provider gets an opportunity 
to remedy the problem and retain the customer. Additionally, the service provider gets 
valuable feedback about the quality of its service in the case of customer complaining. 
In the studies the complaining customers have, however, been investigated as one group 
and the different drivers for complaining are overlooked. (Stephens and Gwinner 1998; 
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Voorhees et al. 2006.) The study classified the complaining customers into four groups: 
revenging customers, paying customers, helping customers and chronic 
complainants. The study stated that a customer complaint is not always a co-operative 
act on the part of the customer. The drivers for customer complaining vary. The 
classification of complaining customers adds our understanding of the service 
provider’s attitude to complaining and complaining customers. It would be logical to 
claim that only the complaints from the helping customers are constructive and 
welcomed by the service provider. Additionally, the chronic complainants slow down 
service processes and cause extra work for service employees. 

Justified and unjustified customer complaints 

Service quality is traditionally defined as how the customer as a consumer defines it 
(Grönroos 1984; Lehtinen and Lehtinen 1991; Lengnick-Hall 1996). The study supports 
the studies of Toffler (1980), Küpers (1998) and Wikström (1996) which claim that the 
service co-producers can also be called prosumers or co-consumers since the service 
producer at least symbolically consumes the service. Additionally, the producer’s role in 
consumption is highlighted in receiving complaints (Wikström 1996). The study stated 
that the service is perceived subjectively also by the service employees, whose 
evaluation of the service may be different from the customer perceived service. 
Therefore, customer dissatisfaction with the service and subsequent customer 
complaints are classified into unjustified and justified complaints by the service 
provider. Acknowledging that all customer complaints are not perceived to be justified 
by service employees is not new (e.g Bitner et al. 1994; Reynold and Harris 2005). 
However, studying action upon customer complaints which are perceived as either 
justified or unjustified by the service provider was a novel approach. Therefore, the 
study provided new insights into studies on complaint-based improvements. The 
unjustified complaints are unlikely to contribute to any complaint-based improvements. 

Complaint management as impression management 

Service is often described with the theater metaphor (Grove et al. 1998; Harris et al. 
2003; Stuart and Tax 2004; Williams and Andersson 2005). The service strategy is 
described as a script of the play. The manager is the writer of the script that is executed 
and performed by the supervisor and the service employees. The theater metaphor is 
not, at least not to my knowledge, used in service recovery and complaint management 
studies. The theatrical roles are, however, easily identified in the creation, 
implementation and performance of the complaint management strategy. The study 
states that the service firms’ complaint management strategy is at least partly used as 
impression management; the use of a similar theatrical set of tactics in an attempt to 
defend the service provider’s reputation as a provider of quality service in the eyes of 
the customer. The service provider’s complaint handling is sometimes nothing but a 
service recovery performance in which all complaints are handled and recovered 
equally although they are not always perceived to be justified by the service provider. 
Previous studies on complaint management are based on an information processing 
model and they define complaint management as an attempt to acquire, handle and use 
complaints as a piece of customer information (Homburg and Fürst 2007; Tax and 
Brown 1998; Berry and Parasuraman 1997).
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Double recovery and triple deviation 

There are a number of studies on service recovery (Davidow 2003; Dewitt and Brady 
2003; Brown 1997). The studies on service recovery are, however, limited to 
investigating service recovery as a one-time interaction between the customer and the 
service provider.  Additionally, the studies on service recovery highlight the importance 
of customer satisfying recovery in order to avoid a double deviation. The study stated 
that the customer may continue to complain to the upper hierarchical layers and 
investigated customer complaining and complaint handling as an organizational process. 
The study presented the concept of double recovery.  The customer may be recovered a 
second time for the same incident without paying attention to the justification of the 
complaint and its first time handling at the customer interface. The study presented the 
concept of triple deviation.  In the case the customer’s perception of the service 
recovery falls short of his expectations a second time, a triple deviation occurs. The 
concepts of double recovery and triple deviation are new in service recovery literature 
and add our understanding of service firms’ action upon negative incidents.  

High degree and low degree customer dissatisfaction 

The study presented the concepts of high degree and low degree customer 
dissatisfaction. High degree customer dissatisfaction is an outcome of several customer 
dissatisfying attributes, and results in customer dissatisfaction with the service 
provider. Low degree customer dissatisfaction is an outcome of minor single customer 
dissatisfying service attribute, which results in customer dissatisfaction with the 
provided service. Low degree customer dissatisfaction can be recovered by the service 
provider. In the case of high degree customer satisfaction even a double recovery does 
not always succeed in retaining the customer and in stopping negative word of mouth. 

The study distinguished between the concepts of high degree and low degree customer 
dissatisfaction and contributed to the service recovery studies by supporting the studies 
of Seawright et al. (2008) and Michel and Meuter (2007) which question the existence
of the service recovery paradox. The service recovery paradox describes a phenomenon 
in which customer satisfaction and thoughts towards the service provider are higher 
after a service recovery than it was before any dissatisfying incident (McCollough and 
Bharadwaj 1992). Seawright et al. (2008) and Michel and Meuter (2007) claim that the 
studies on service recovery paradox are based on a one-time interaction and they do not 
consider the degree of the service failure. Thus, the existence of the service recovery 
paradox needs to be further studied. The study supported the findings that the service 
recovery paradox depends on the severity of the service failure. Moreover, the study 
supported the findings that the service recovery does not always succeed in retaining the 
customer and stopping negative word of mouth. 

Contribution to studies on customer orientation 

The purpose of the study was to develop a theory about service firms’ action upon 
negative incidents to reflect upon the customer orientation of service firms in high touch 
services. The customer complaint was chosen as a piece of customer information to 
reflect on and investigate the customer orientation of service firms. The customer 
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complaint is information from the customer, who has consumed and co-produced the 
service. Thus, the customer complaint is information about the service that is 
experienced by the customer. 

Gummesson (2008b) claims that although most companies confess to the marketing 
concept claiming they are customer-centric with customer needs and customer 
satisfaction as their prime goal, few seem to act that way. 

Customer orientation is commonly characterized by an information processing model 
that describes information flow from the customer through the customer interface to the 
service provider. The study contributed to studies on customer orientation by providing 
an alternative approach to customer orientation and information processing. The study 
stated that service firms’ action upon negative incidents is co-operation between the 
actors at the different hierarchical layers, including the customer. The actors at the 
different hierarchical layers are the crucial actors in information processing, and there 
are pitfalls in information processing. The study stated that the filtering of customer 
information occurs at every hierarchical layer and the filtering of information starts 
from the customer. All the crucial actors filter complaints. The study presented the 
concepts of Filtering I, II, III and IV which occur at different hierarchical layers. 
Acknowledging that filtering occurs at different hierarchical layers and the concepts of 
Filtering I-IV are new in customer orientation and information processing studies. 

Reynolds and Harris (2006, 96) claim that marketing literature is abound with studies 
that claim that achieving a customer focus is the most critical component in attaining 
business profitability and growth. The implementation of a customer orientation has, 
however, been referred to as an overlooked fundamental principle of marketing (Brady 
and Cronin 2001, 242). Based on the literature review of the study, I would conclude 
that the service management literature has focused almost solely on the customer 
perspective of service and studied customer satisfaction and customer perceived service 
quality. Satisfied customers are a source of revenues, but business profitability is an 
outcome of balancing revenues with service productivity. The argument that customer 
perceived service quality is the driver of corporate profit (Grönroos 2007, 226) is just 
one side of the coin. On the other side of the same coin, service productivity is 
overlooked in service management studies. There are far too few studies on service 
productivity compared with the number of studies on customer satisfaction. Moreover, 
satisfied customers are not always profitable customers (e.g. Storbacka 1997).

The concepts of market orientation and customer orientation often overlap, and they are 
even used synonymously in the literature (e.g. Reynolds and Harris 2006, 96; Brady and 
Cronin 2001, 241). Market orientation is, however, a broader concept that includes not 
only customers, but also competitors and how markets function (Gummesson 2008). 

After conducting the study, I would conclude that service firms are market-oriented or 
rather market information-oriented than customer-oriented. Information from the 
customer is subjective and often qualitative. The service provider thinks in quantitative 
terms and uses multiple information sources in decision making. Therefore, it is my 
conclusion that information from the customer, specifically information from a service 
experience hardly contributes to service development at the strategic layer. The 
customer complaint is a minor piece of information from the customer, and it is even a 
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more minor piece of customer information104, and it is a tiny piece of market 
information. The service strategy is based on a vision of present and future markets, and 
market information about present and future markets. 

The study contributes to customer orientation studies by making explicit the complexity 
of being customer-oriented and by making explicit the implementation of customer 
orientation in the case of customer dissatisfaction with the service. What does customer 
orientation really mean and how is it implemented and understood in service firms? In 
the case of customer dissatisfaction and a subsequent complaint the customer 
orientation is implemented at least occasionally by playing the game that the customer 
is always right even though there is no perceived service failure on the part of the 
service provider. Nonetheless, the “game playing” does not lead to any organizational 
learning or changes in the provided service.

The finding of the study is supported by the previous studies that claim that in some 
cases, the implementation of customer orientation may occur merely on a superficial 
level wherein employees are “smiling but not meaning”. Moreover, within customer-
oriented service firms, front stage employees are expected to foster customer 
satisfaction through customer-focused single-mindedness, while simultaneously 
maximizing profits for the organization. (Reynolds and Harris 2006, 96). 

6.2.2. Methodological contribution 

The study contributed to the methodologies that are used in service management studies 
by having a socially constructed view of reality, by studying the organizational reality 
through storytelling, and by studying the service firm from multiple perspectives.  

A multiple perspective on service firms 

Service management studies have overlooked the service firm or rather the service logic 
perspective on the studies. Most service management studies are conducted from the 
customer or the strategic management perspectives. In addition, the two perspectives are 
commonly opposed to each other. I conclude that viewing service firms from a single, 
either-or perspective overlooks the idea of service logic where all human actors at the 
different hierarchical layers, specifically the customer, have a role to play to achieve the 
service system integration. The study provided a methodological contribution to service 
management studies by juxtaposing the perspectives through which service firms’ 
action is reflected on. Moreover, the often forgotten voices of service employees and 
middle managers were not overlooked since they are the ones who bridge the gap 
between the customer needs and the manager’s intent. 

A multiple perspective was a novel approach to investigate service firms’ action making 
it possible to investigate service firms’ action holistically. One actor perceives a part of 
the whole but nonetheless, taken together the actors perceive the whole. A multiple 
perspective contributed to validate the new theoretical concepts. The multiple realities 
became one socially constructed reality. For instance, the concepts of double recovery 

104 Customer information is information from and about customers. 
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and triple deviation emerged in stories told by actors at the different hierarchical layers. 
Additionally, the concept of a chronic complainant did not emerge in the customers’ 
stories but in the stories told by the corporate actors who were used to handle customer 
complaints and complaining customers. It is my conclusion that the theoretical 
contribution and the new theoretical concepts are at least partly due to adopting multiple 
perspectives in the study. 

 I was aware of the studies of the multi-role perspective by Bateson (1985), Gummesson 
(1991) and Norling and Olsen (1996). The studies, however, lack empirical data and 
thus the study went a step further by gathering empirical data and stating that the 
different role perspectives emerge when negative incidents occur and service co-
production deviates from the expected one (see the attribution theory by Heider 1958). 

Socially constructed view of service firms 

Social constructionism is still rare in service management studies. It is argued that with 
new types of research questions, new knowledge would be gained (Söderqvist 2002, 
215). Starting with a very different research design contributes to a wider understanding 
of a particular phenomenon. Service management literature has been dominated by a 
normative approach, thus the study helps to find a new tone in the discussion about the 
customer orientation of service firms, specifically in high touch services. 

There have been thus far an overwhelming number of studies on service quality, service 
quality measurement and customer information systems. However, there have been 
surprisingly few studies, and consequently knowledge on customer information usage 
(Morgan et al. 2005). I would conclude that the lack of studies on customer information 
usage is due to the paucity of research methods and epistemological approaches used in 
service management studies. It has been overlooked that service firms are human-
centered complex entities where human actors and their past experiences of interactive 
service processes play a crucial role. Service management authors have overlooked 
human actors at the different hierarchical layers as co-researchers who are capable of 
providing authors with data about their past experiences of interactive service processes. 
Thus, a socially constructed reality about service firms, and their customer-oriented 
action has been missing.  Additionally, the study abandoned the traditional subject-
interpreting-object split and adopted intersubjective approach to gain access to the 
socially constructed reality. I as an author became a part of an interpretive community 
and the stories were co-created in narrative conversations. 

Webster and Mertova (2007, 114) claim that the use of human stories of experience is 
relatively recent when compared with other quantitative and qualitative research 
methods. Webster and Mertova (2007, 114) claim further that it has been two decades 
since the “narrative turn”, and despite the fact that the awareness of narrative among 
researchers has grown and spread into a wide range of discipline, it is still an emerging 
method. The narrative approach has not, at least to my knowledge, been used in service 
management studies. Thus, the study has a methodological contribution, and it provided 
new insights to study service firms through the lived experiences of the human actors 
involved in service processes.
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An interpretive study was demanding. It is difficult to try to produce knowledge 
according to the research tradition other than the dominant one. In the beginning, one 
does not even realize that there are other ways of doing research (Symon, Cassell and 
Dickson 2000). A lot of courage, conviction and knowledge are needed to be able to 
justify the change to another paradigm, to follow different ideas what a science is, what 
aims it has, how theory is formed, and what views and norms exist concerning scientific 
thinking.

6.3. Evaluation of the study 

Johnson et al. (2006, 145) argue that evaluation is a significant issue for everyone 
involved in the academic labor processes: we all evaluate each other’s research; we also 
evaluate our own research which is, in turn, evaluated by others. In this chapter, I 
evaluate my own study. Thereafter, it is left to be evaluated by others. 

Gummesson (2003, 491) argues that all research strives to achieve close access to 
reality and high validity. However, the perception of reality varies in different research 
approaches. The ontological, epistemological and methodological choices of the study 
were presented in the introduction of the chapter. The evaluation of the study is in line 
with the choice of the research paradigm. The study is based on relativism and it was 
conducted according to the assumptions of social constructionism. At the beginning of 
the research process it was understood that there exists a social reality that is socially 
constructed in the interplay between the crucial actors. In order to capture the socially 
constructed reality, the narrative research method was chosen, since the social 
constructionist approach focuses attention upon the production of organizational reality 
through narrative (Hopkinson and Hogath-Scott 2001, 38). The theory about the 
research phenomenon was developed from the point of view of those who live it and it 
was based on their interpreted experiences. I as an author interpreted the informants’ 
interpreted experiences with the help of my pre-understanding of the research 
phenomenon. 

Evaluation of a narrative study is about the author’s access to the socially constructed 
reality of the informants and the validity of the developed theory as a product of an 
intersubjective research and co-construction of the organizational reality. In the 
following, I evaluate the degree of validity of the study by first discussing the 
congruence of the study. Thereafter I discuss the access to the socially constructed 
reality about service firms’ action. Then, I evaluate the study with the help of the 
evaluation criteria of narrative research presented by Lieblich et al. (1998). At the end, I 
illustrate the congruence between the findings and the practice. 

Congruence of the study 

In qualitative studies, the author should be creative and follow the scientific rigidity at 
the same time. Johnston et al. (2006, 146) claim that it is ludicrous to evaluate 
affirmative postmodernist research in terms of objectivity or correspondence, as 
expressed through different forms of validity, reliability and generalizability. However, 
the criteria of congruence of the study can be applied in studies with different research 
approaches. Marshall (1990) in Whittenmore et al. (2001, 532) claims that   
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Congruence should be evident between the research question, the method and the findings; 
between the data collection and analysis; between the current study and previous studies; and 
between the findings and the practice. Study findings should also demonstrate logical 
congruency as well as congruency with the philosophical or methodological perspective 
articulated by the investigator.  

The congruence between the research question, the method and the findings was 
reached by allowing the actors at the different hierarchical layers provide me with their 
stories throughout the research process.  The emerging theory was then systematically 
built step by step. The research question was not finally formulated until the findings 
and the final theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents in high touch 
services was about to emerge. Thus, the research question was convincingly answered, 
and the study was coherently built around the research question.  

The congruence between the data collection and analysis was attained by following the 
guidelines of gathering the narrative data in face-to-face conversations and then 
analyzing it with the help of narrative analysis, which is one component of narrative 
inquiry.

The congruence between the current study and previous studies was achieved by 
systematically combining the literature on service management with the data, and 
concluding the preliminary findings into four propositions at the end of the conceptual 
framework.  

The congruence between the findings and the practice was achieved by gathering stories 
after the findings and the emergence of the theory. Thus, the emerging findings could be 
discussed and be reflected upon in the last conversations with the informants who face 
the practice. 

The findings demonstrate logical congruence with the epistemological and 
methodological choices of the study. In the social constructionist paradigm reality does 
not exist somewhere independently of the people who interact in it (Shakar et al. 2001, 
438). Each actor at the different hierarchical layers has to make sense of the 
organization in which they act. Storytelling was chosen as a research method since the 
actors make sense of reality by telling stories (Weick 1995, 61). A story is an actor’s 
construction and an interpreted experience of service firms’ action upon negative 
incidents.

Access to the socially constructed reality of service firms’ action 

The study must be credible to the actors we study. Thus, gaining access to the socially 
constructed reality of service firms was crucial to the study. The traditional subject 
interpreting object split was replaced by intersubjectivity between the informants and 
the author of the study. Collecting narrative data in conversations allowed me as an 
author to ask further questions during the storytelling to reconfirm that I had interpreted 
the informants’ interpretations in a meaningful way. Thus, the analysis of the data 
already began in the conversations with the informants. Therefore, I would argue that 
the degree of validity was increased by co-constructing the story.  As a researcher, I 
became a member of the interpretive community and the informants became co-
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researchers (Shankar et al. 2001, 442). The stories were co-created hence, they were 
intersubjective as well (Hummel 1991, 33).   

I entered the research process with a pre-understanding of the research phenomenon 
which I had gained through years of work experience. Gummesson (2000, 58) claims 
that lack of a pre-understanding will force the researcher to spend considerable time 
gathering basic information (e.g. about an industry and decision making processes). For 
this reason, it is vital for the researcher to have personal experience of the research 
phenomenon and the context of the empirical study. If I had entered the research 
process without any pre-understanding, I would probably have gained and arrived at the 
same pre-understanding, but it would have happened during the research process, and it 
would have been overly time-consuming. In any case, in an interpretive paradigm the 
author is the interpreter and the most important instrument of the study (Jankowski et al. 
2000, 474; Gummesson 2001, 28). Moreover, an author interprets the data based on his 
pre-understanding which is an outcome of his experience, the others’ experiences and 
readings. My pre-understanding was made explicit to the readers in the introduction 
chapter where I described the long-term process from pre-understanding to expanded 
pre-understanding (subchapter 1.4).

For me, as an author gathering stories and interpreting them was a learning process. I 
learned and became more knowledgeable about the research phenomenon through 
listening and interpreting more and more stories throughout the research process. As 
Gummesson (2001) states “we gain a spiraling effect and build a helix of continued 
development of knowledge”. My pre-understanding moved to expanded pre-
understanding and finally it moved to an understanding with improved knowledge, 
insights, and experience that stem from conducting the study. 

Gummesson (2001, 40) claims that theory generation and theory testing are like 
Siamese twins and not separate, consecutive stages. Thus, induction and deduction can 
occur in the same study. In the final conversations of the long-term data gathering 
process, I had almost reached an understanding of the research phenomenon, so I was 
able to share my understanding with the informants, and test whether or not I had 
reached an understanding about the socially constructed reality of the research 
phenomenon. 

Evaluation criteria for narrative studies

Webster and Mertova (2007, 114) and Riessmann (2008, 200) state that narrative 
research is still an emerging research method. Thus, there does not exist any commonly 
agreed criteria to evaluate the validity of narrative studies. The authors (Riessmann 
2008; Polkinghorne 2007; Webster and Mertova 2007) claim, however, that narrative 
research should not be judged by the same criteria as those that are applied to more 
traditional and broadly accepted qualitative and quantitative research methods. 
Riessmann (2008, 194) compares the analytic generalizability (external validity) of a 
narrative study with the generalizability of a case study. She claims, moreover, that 
many studies with a relatively high theoretical contribution in the social sciences have 
been case studies (Riessmann 2008, 194). Webster and Mertova (2007, 89-102) state 
that there is a need to rethink the concepts of reliability and validity in narrative studies, 
and they suggest their evaluation criteria for narrative studies. I evaluate the present 
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study with the criteria developed by Lieblich et al. (1998) since it is in line with the 
previous discussion about the trustworthiness of the study.105

Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998, 173) have suggested width, coherence, 
insightfulness and parsimony as suitable criteria for evaluating narrative studies.

Width of the study refers to the sufficient pieces of empirical evidence to support the 
findings. The study was based on narrative data and the informants’ constructions of 
negative incidents. Constructions are attempts to make sense of or to interpret 
experience. The recruitment of the informants to provide empirical evidence for the 
purpose of the study was purposeful, and the data gathering lasted until the data did not 
provide any new knowledge. The informants had years of experience concerning 
customer complaining and complaint handling in different dining restaurants, and their 
experiences were intersubjective and socially constructed. In addition, some informants 
had experienced action upon negative incidents in the role of a customer and in the role 
of a service provider. I gathered empirical evidence from actors at the different 
hierarchical layers to avoid a one-sided view on the research phenomenon, and to 
capture the organizational reality, or the reality that is socially constructed by the crucial 
actors. The informants of the study had together about 400 years of experience in dining 
restaurants’ action upon negative incidents. Polkinghorne (2007, 474) claims that 
sometimes people grant validity to a statement simply because of the authority of the 
person who makes it. With such width of informants’ experience, I claim that the 
empirical evidence in the study is wide enough to develop a valid theory. 

Coherence of the study refers to the author’s capability to develop a theory as a result of 
the analysis of the empirical study. Coherence of the study is evaluated by studying how 
the parts of the research phenomenon fit together, and how the theory is reflected with 
regard to previous studies and theories. 

The theory was built step by step and it started by critical analysis of the literature, and 
by combining four streams of literature that have previously been studied in separate 
studies. The literature analysis resulted in four propositions that were further studied 
with the empirical, narrative data. The final analysis of the data was based on the 
literature analysis and my pre-understanding and later on my expanded pre-
understanding of the research phenomenon. In the research report, the reader is able to 
follow the theory building process, and how I have reached the findings. The final 
theory is supported by the previous studies about multiple perspectives within a service 
firm (Gummesson 1991; Norling and Olsen 1996), by the studies of interactive service 
quality (Svensson 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b), by the studies on unjustified customer 
complaints (Reynolds and Harris 2005) and by the studies of customer complaining and 
non-complaining action (Voorhees et al. 2006; Stephens and Gwinner 1998). In 
addition, the findings of “a double recovery” and “a triple deviation” are supported by 
the latest studies of service recovery which question the existence of the service 

105 In previous discussion about the trustworthiness of the study (chapter 4.6) I have highlighted the 
inappropriateness of the concept of reliability in the evaluation of narrative data. The concept of 
reliability is, however, used by Webster and Mertova (2007) as one of the evaluation criteria of a 
narrative study. Webster and Mertova (2007, 93) define the reliability of narrative data as the 
trustworthiness of the notes or transcripts.  
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recovery paradox (Michel and Meuter 2007; Seawright et al. 2008). Furthermore, the 
findings of the study are supported by the claim of Gummesson (2008a) that we should 
move away from one party centricity – either to supplier centric or customer centric – to 
two-party centricity which simultaneously zooms in on both suppliers and customers.  

Insightfulness addresses the originality and innovativeness of the study in presenting 
the findings. The research idea to study service firms’ action upon negative incidents 
from a multiple perspective was unique. To juxtapose the often opposed customer and 
manager perspectives in addition to listening to the often forgotten silent voices of 
employees and supervisors in studying information processing, is something that has 
not been studied before, at least not to my knowledge. The use of the actors’ narratives 
of past experiences to capture the socially constructed reality is, moreover, unique in 
service management studies. The findings were presented by following the expected 
linear information processing model, which depicts the information flow from 
customers to the service provider through customer interface or boundary spanning. 
Each perspective was presented in a separate subchapter, starting from the customer 
perspective and ending with the manager perspective. Finally, the findings were 
summarized to present the service firm’s action upon negative incidents as a socially 
constructed reality. 

Parsimony refers to summarizing the results of the data analysis into a small number of 
concepts. The service system framework of early service management authors was used 
as a platform to visualize the theory about service firms’ action upon negative incidents 
in high touch services. The framework was a simplified version of the models. The 
purpose to use a simplistic framework as a platform of the study was to keep the number 
of concepts limited and to focus on information processing between the actors at the 
different hierarchical layers. The same figure was repeated several times as a platform 
on which the theory was based. The presentation of the findings followed the structure 
of the story with a beginning, a middle and an end. At the beginning of the story, the 
informants told their interpretations of the negative incident. In the middle of the story, 
the informants told their interpretations of how they handled the negative incidents. In 
the end of the story, the informants commonly concluded the story by interpreting their 
role in service firms’ action upon negative incidents in relation to the other crucial 
actors. Finally, the findings were summarized into a figure that presents service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents in high touch services. 

Applicability to a multitude of daily situations 

Lastly, I would like to evaluate the study by reflecting on the usability of the theory in 
situations and discussions that emerge in everyday life. The purpose of the study was to 
develop a theory of service firms’ action upon negative incidents. Evaluating a theory 
means reflecting on its applicability to practice, and how well a theory can actually 
explain the practice. It is argued by Lewin (1951) that there is nothing as practical as a 
good theory. Thus, a theory is an idea that can be tested by using practice. In other 
words, a theory is reflection on practice. Therefore, the theory should be applicable to 
and explain a multitude of daily situations. 

In the summer of 2007, a number of public opinions about restaurant service were 
published in a daily newspaper in response to one customer’s opinion of perceived bad 
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customer service in restaurants.106 The writing was heavily critical towards waiters, and 
the customer service they provide in Finnish restaurants. The writer claimed that waiters 
do not scan the tables, and thus they ignore the customers, they do not act on customer 
complaints, and they do not speed up to serve customers better. The writer claimed that 
we, the customers, should demand more from waiters. The written opinion received 
responses from waiters who perceived the service from a different perspective and were 
willing to share their views with the readers. Three responses from waiters were 
published. 107  In their responses, the waiters highlighted their long work experience as 
well as their knowledge of restaurant service and restaurant customers. The waiters 
pointed out how badly some customers act in restaurants, without any respect to waiters. 
Moreover, the waiters claimed that good customer service is interaction between the 
customer and the waiter: therefore, the customer has a role to play in the service. 
Additionally, the waiters pointed out that the customer was not aware of the nature of 
the restaurant service. That is, waiters are not allowed to run when serving customers 
because of work safety. Besides, running and showing the haste to customers is not 
good customer service in restaurants. The waiters explained that they do not serve 
customers in the way described by the customer, and they regretted that the customer 
stereotypes waiters in such a way. One of the responses was co-written by three waiters 
and it concluded that the customer who is constantly dissatisfied (like the writer of the 
customer public opinion) with the service and perceives it as arrogant, ignoring the 
customer, and rude should reflect on his attitude and polish up his interaction skills. The 
customer who wrote the critique was stereotyped as a hard-to-serve customer by the 
waiters. I followed the discussion in the newspaper with interest.

The writings were consistent with the findings of the study. Not only customers, but 
also the service provider evaluates the co-produced service. The service is perceived 
from different perspectives. Such a discussion supported the concept of interactive 
service quality which is more likely to explain the action or non-action upon customer 
complaints towards complaint-based improvements. To my dismay, no superior actor 
participated in the discussion. One researcher, however, responded to the customer 
opinion with a more holistic view. The researcher pointed out the lack of qualified 
waiters, and the difficulty of hiring temporary employees in the waiter profession since 
the profession is not appreciated in Finland. The researcher also pointed out that Finnish 
customers can be lousy customers who do not understand that service employees are 
human beings with feelings, too. The researcher claimed, moreover, that the quality of 
customer service has increased in Finland and the customer, had really bad luck if he 
faced such unprofessional waiters in such a short period of time. It can happen, 
however, since there is lack of qualified waiters.

People kept on telling me stories about their experiences in restaurants: service 
recoveries, customer complaints and complaining customers. I had to stop gathering 
stories for the purpose of my dissertation at some point. Nonetheless, people did not 
stop in providing me with more stories, and in addition, I studied stories in newspapers, 
in the Internet and so on. The stories are consistent with the findings of the study. The 
stories are narrated from different perspectives, which together describe the different 
knowledge and objectives of the crucial actors. After conducting the study, I feel 

106 The writing was published in Helsingin Sanomat 25.5.07 
107 The writings were published in Helsingin Sanomat 30.5.07, 2.6.07 and 14.6.07 
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comfortable in making sense of the stories and I now better understand service firms’ 
action upon negative incidents in high touch services. 

Finally, I would like to stress that the theory can, moreover, be evaluated by the 
academic community in the substantive area. Mishler (1990) concluded that validation 
is a process through which a community of researchers evaluates the trustworthiness of 
the study in relation to their own work. Validity is tested through the ongoing discourse 
among researchers. The ultimate proof of validity is the extent to which other 
researchers not only accept the findings of the study, but actually also use them. A 
theory can be evaluated by reflecting on how it can be generalized to another field of 
industry. In addition, Lee (1999, 159) claims that the judgment of analytic 
generalization is the responsibility of both the researcher and the reader of the research 
report. In the end, the study is left to be evaluated by the readers. 

6.4. Limitations of the study and suggestions for future research 

Every study has its limitations, which are usually due to the limitations of the chosen 
research method, the context of the empirical study and the extent of the gathered data.

Some choices of the limitations of the study were made consciously in order to keep the 
study manageable. The context of the study was limited to high touch services since 
there are differences between high tech and high touch services. At the outset of the 
study, it felt obvious that studying different types of services in the study would bias the 
findings, and thus the validity of the study. Furthermore, in the field of high touch 
services the study was limited to the restaurant service. The generalization of the 
findings is thus limited to the restaurant service, specifically to the dining restaurant 
service. The characteristics of dining restaurant service were discussed in the 
introduction. 

Due to the qualitative, and more specifically narrative, orientation of the research 
problem, the main limitations of the study concern the generalization of the findings 
from the gathered data to the theory. The sampling was purposeful and the focus was on 
the informants’ experiences rather than on the number of informants.  Compared with 
the majority of narrative studies, the number of informants and stories is even extensive. 
A total of 32 informants and 75 stories and the author’s familiarity and knowledge of 
the research setting are sufficient for a narrative study. The probability that more 
informants and more stories would have changed the conclusions of the study is small, 
as saturation in data gathering was obtained. 

Due to the limitations of the study the findings of the study or the developed theory can 
not be statistically generalized to all high touch services. This objective, however, was 
not the purpose of the study. The purpose of the study was to develop a theory which 
can be tested quantitatively at a later point. The applicability of the theory to other high 
touch services is to be tested quantitatively. Thus, the first suggestion for future studies 
is to test the applicability of the developed theory in other fields of high touch services. 
Other fields of high touch services are the kind of services where personal selling, and 
face-to-face service encounters still play a major role in customer service, such as 
retailing stores and hotels.
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Besides the idea to test the developed theory, the study provides suggestions for future 
research in the field of service recovery and complaint management. The ideas that the 
study generated for future research are listed in the following paragraphs.

Conceptual study about the concept of customer complaint

It was determined during the research process that the definition of the concept of a 
complaint is limited in the literature.  I did not find any definition that would have 
provided me with a deep understanding of what is really meant by the concept of a 
complaint. There exist such narrow definitions as: “a customer complaint is negative 
feedback” or “a customer complaint is a tool of improvement”. Moreover, in a number 
of customer complaining and non-complaining action studies the concept of a customer 
complaint is not defined at all. I decided to use the concept of customer complaint in the 
study since the concept of complaint is used in the literature on complaint management 
and customer complaining and non-complaining action. The study revealed that the 
concept of complaint is perceived differently among human actors, and it is commonly 
avoided due to its negative tone. The informants of the study preferred not to use the 
concept of complaint. The informants preferred to discuss “somewhat negative 
feedback” or “constructive feedback”.  

A suggestion for future research is to review the literature on customer complaints to 
better determine how the concept of complaint is defined in the literature, and to suggest 
alternative concepts to be used instead of the concept of complaint. 

Conceptual study about the concept of service failure 

Another outcome of the research process was that the definition of a service failure as a 
concept is limited in the literature. The studies on complaint management contain the 
premise that a service failure is always a service failure, thus it is narrowly defined: 
“When a customer’s expectations fall short of his perceptions a service failures has 
occurred”. More commonly, a service failure is not defined at all in a number of 
complaint management studies. The study by Reynolds and Harris (2005), however, 
stated that a customer who does not perform his role in quality and productivity, or is 
not a target customer can be a service failure in the eyes of the service provider, or in 
the eyes of the service system that is based on the role clarity and goal clarity of the 
system. A service failure can also mean a service breakdown or a service problem in an 
integrated service system (Kingman-Brundage et al. 1995). 

The suggestion for future research is to review the literature on service failure from the 
point of view of both parties in an integrated service system, and to write a conceptual 
article about the concept of service failure, suggesting alternative concepts to be used 
instead of the concept of service failure. 

The Internet as a complaint medium 

The literature on complaint management highlights that a service provider should 
provide the customer with accessible complaint media. The Internet is thought to be a 
future complaint medium due to its accessibility to all customers (Tax and Brown 
1998).
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The findings indicate that the importance of Internet feedback has been increasing, as 
evidenced during the long-term research process of this study. Customer feedback in the 
Internet was interesting in the eyes of service managers, since Internet feedback gives 
managers a chance to know what is really happening at the customer interface. The 
manager is physically distant from the customer, and without any Internet feedback, he 
would be quite unaware of what is really happening in service encounters. In addition, 
Internet feedback is commonly written in a story form, and by the time of the last 
conversation, the service managers had already studied a number of customer 
complaints sent via the Internet. The service managers handled the complaints first by 
studying the complaint, then by finding out what had happened in the customer 
dissatisfying service encounter by discussing it with the service employees. The service 
managers thought that it is far too easy for a customer to send complaints via the 
Internet, and that they are always written after the encounter. As a result, there is no 
possibility for a timely recovery. Moreover, Internet feedback allows the customer to 
send a complaint anonymously. Therefore, there is no way to recover the customer. 

The suggestion for future research is to study service managers’ perceptions of the 
Internet as a complaint medium, and its future applications in complaint management.  

Customers’ adopted or non- adopted role in quality and productivity 

It is widely acknowledged in service management literature that the customer has a role 
to play in quality and productivity (Gummesson 1998). Notwithstanding, the findings of 
the study showed that in many cases the customer still does not perceive his role in 
quality and productivity. The customer perceives himself rather as a service recipient, 
who observes the service encounter. The customer’s perception of his role in restaurants 
could be depicted with the theater metaphor: the customer is like an audience member 
who pays for a ticket to see a play (Williams and Andersson 2005). The customer’s 
perception of his role in service encounters is not always in alignment with service 
logic.

The suggestion for future research is to study customers’ adopted or non-adopted role in 
quality and productivity. The study could lead to practical implications about training 
the customer to perform his role in quality and productivity for the mutual benefit of 
both parties. 

Profitability or unprofitability of complaining customers 

The literature on service recoveries claims that the complaining customer should always 
be recovered or even compensated even though the customer complaint is unjustified in 
the eyes of the service provider (Grönroos 2007, 128). The literature on service 
recoveries justifies the argument by highlighting the importance of customer retention. 
The study provided, however, empirical evidence that complaining customers tend to be 
the same ones. Complaining customers may demand extra resources to serve them and 
therefore they may lower productivity. In addition, the study introduced the concept of 
double recovery. Complaining customers keep on complaining to the upper hierarchical 
layers despite the fact that the complaint is handled and recovered at the customer 
interface. A double recovery emerges when the customer is recovered a second time for 
the same complaint.  
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The suggestion for future research is to investigate the profitability or unprofitability of 
complaining customers and to provide empirical evidence for the importance of service 
recovery in corporate profitability.

Contribution of customer complaints to complaint-based improvements  

The information processing framework is based on market orientation or customer 
orientation. The service provider is thought to get customer information by interacting 
with customers at the customer interface and thereafter, the customer information is 
disseminated, transmitted and utilized. The information processing model does not, 
however, provide any ideas on how a customer complaint as a form of customer 
information is used as a tool of improvement. There are not, at least not to my 
knowledge, studies on complaint-based improvements that empirically support how 
customer complaints contribute to the redesigning of service processes. 

The suggestion for future research is to investigate complaints as a tool of improvement 
at the tactical, operational and strategic layers. 
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APPENDIX 1 TOPIC GUIDE FOR AN EXPLORATIVE STUDY 

The topic guide for the customer informants is the following: 

1. The customers are asked to tell an incident in order to find out how customers provide feedback in 
service encounters and how they are responded to.  

Recall an incident in a restaurant which you have informed some corporate actor in an 
organisation. 

i. Who did you inform (why him)? 
ii. What was his reaction (answer) to the feedback? 

iii. What would you have wanted him to respond? 
iv. Why did he respond in the way he did? What do you think? 
v. What were the consequences of the incident? How did you feel about the way 

the feedback was handled? 
Would you please draw a picture how you see the actors: a customer, a front stage 
employee and superior actors and their relations in restaurants. Please explain your 
picture. 
Would you please look at the framework of the front stage employee’s role in feedback 
handling?  What do you think about the framework? Is customer feedback handled 
according to this framework based on your experience? Where are the pitfalls, why? 

Boundary Spanning Front Stage Employee

Customer Complaint

1. Sensing

2. Evaluating

3. Classifying

4. Responding
a) handling the complaint that is under
the front stage employee's authority
b) informing that the complaint will be
transmitted to the superior

Superior

5. Trasmitting

6. Supervising

Figure 30 Front stage employee’s role in complaint handling  

Is there still something you would like to add? 
What did you think about the interview? 

The incidents narrated by the customers were summarized into a one-page report for each person.  The 
incidents were named as follows:  

1. The Girls’ Steaks 
2. The Payment System 
3.  The Dirtiness 
4.   The Restaurant Chains 

The Incidents: 

1. The Girls’ Steaks 
We were having a night together with the girls and we decided to have a real good dinner. Most 
of us ordered beefsteaks. At first, we had to wait for quite a long time, and then, when we 
finally got the beefsteaks, they were cooked at totally different degrees of cooking from the 
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ones we had ordered. A friend of mine who had ordered a well-done steak got a rare one. It was 
just like it had been in the pan a second. Me, who likes raw ones, got a totally well-done steak.  
Then we asked the waiter to come back and we complained about the beefsteaks. Then, the 
show began! 

The waiter said first that the cook can not know how to get the degree of cooking right. Well, 
then the waiter took the beefsteaks away tossing her head. A friend of mine explained that she 
has no problem she just can not eat raw meat. She likes beefsteak, but she can not eat raw meat 
that is bleeding. The waiter said that she should know that there is always blood in the 
beefsteak. Next, we had to wait again quite a long time… By the time we got the beefsteaks the 
others had already eaten their meals. - The same beefsteak had been fried a second time and the 
peppers had been burnt on the surface of the steak!!? Thereafter, there was a little discussion 
with the waiter… Next, we asked for the person who is responsible for the restaurant. She told 
us that she was the waitress who is responsible for the restaurant that evening. Next, she left us 
sitting there all alone!? That was the end of the communication. She did not come to pick up the 
plates nor anything. She was walking there but she did not look towards our table at all. We 
were waiting for about half an hour and we were trying to wave her so that she had seen us. 
Then, we left the restaurant without paying our bills. Six people left from the back of the 
restaurant and nobody ran after us. It showed that the waiters just did not care. 

The following day, I called the restaurant supervisor. I explained the incident: it was not our 
intention to leave the restaurant without paying the bill. My friend and I did not have to pay 
[our bills]. He told us that he understands quite well that we do not have to pay. The others went 
there to pay their bills. The restaurant supervisor would never have known about this incident if 
we had not left the restaurant without paying [the bills]. After the incident, none of us ever 
visited that restaurant again. The reason why we never visited that restaurant again was that the 
restaurant supervisor handled this incident - he like swept it under the carpet. He did not admit 
that this incident occurred because there is something wrong with the way they work there. 
Nothing convinced us that the same incident could not reoccur in the future. 

Our night was ruined after the incident. I decided not to bother complaining about the food 
anymore. I prefer to eat bad food rather than take the risk: I complain and then there emerges 
such a negative situation and the night is spoiled. If I eat a couple of times bad food in the 
restaurant thereafter, I just will not go there any more. I do not bother to help the restaurant to 
improve the service because the feedback is wrongly understood. 

2. The Dirtiness 
There is one recent incident I remember! During the summer holiday we were eating in a 
restaurant A. It is a restaurant to have a break and to have a lunch. There is also a service 
station, a hamburger bar and a dining restaurant. We were eating in the restaurant.  I was 
looking at  – I do have a lot nice experiences as well - but it was really dirty there [then]. I 
really do not pay attention to [the servicescape] in that kind of places where people come and 
go and people do not necessarily go there to eat wearing suits. The lunch is served there on two 
floors and we were sitting at the lower level. We were walking the stairs downwards and the 
stairs were really dirty!!? There was sand and mud – dry mud and pieces of food. Those things 
would have been easy to sweep away. I was thinking whether I should say something about it or 
not. Of course they had a busy season there. I was thinking also that the waiters are, of course 
not responsible for it [the dirtiness]. There was a waitering service there. Then, I had to pick up 
something from the upstairs; spices or water or serviettes… and the stairs were there so much in 
sight. You know, we were eating quite close to the stairs. All the time I was eating [I saw the 
stairs]. Then, I started to look around me how it looked there elsewhere. I think that at a 
restaurant where people are eating the stairs were looking really terrible. Then, I started to look 
the other tables and under the tables and as a matter of fact there was quite dirty everywhere. 
When we had eaten I told the waiter: “Excuse me, usually I do not say anything but I really 
think that the stairs look so dirty that you really should do something for them.”  Then, the 
waiter laughed and said: “You know, we have been looking exactly the same! The cleaning 
service has been changed, and since the cleaning has really been getting worse and worse. Is it 
not terrible??!” 
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I became critical also towards the owner although I never even met him. What kind of 
restaurant owner had chosen this kind of cleaning service? It is like he would not care about the 
customer either. But, he did not necessarily know it. It was the holiday season. If the cleaning 
service had changed during the summer naturally they would have followed it some time. I was 
also thinking to call to the “Manager”. But, it was holiday then. I do not bother to find out 
things like that on holiday: who is the owner and to whom I should call. 

At that moment I was really thinking that I am not going there to eat there any more. We have 
eaten there anyway quite many times with our kids. It is a familiar place for us. It was so dirty 
there!! You can not draw another conclusion than stay away, can you? 

3. The Payment System 
I gave feedback about the payment system in a lunch restaurant. I usually have little cash 
money – I have no time to fetch cash money, it can take even five days. In the lunch restaurant 
they credit the bank card for the price of the lunch only. Therefore I do not get any cash money 
while paying with the bank card in the restaurant. We do have a possibility to buy a plastic card 
and use it as currency. It is not possible to use the plastic card in the part of the restaurant that is 
for the personnel. If you want to use the plastic card it means that you will have to go to the part 
for the students. There you need to wait for a long time. I have complained about this to the 
cashier. I complained further when I met the manager of the restaurant. I told to the cashier that 
this system does not work and I asked why she could not credit more money, she credits just the 
price of the lunch. The lady just told me that they are not allowed to do that. Then I started to 
wonder whether there was a law against it. There would not be any losses because there were 
only loyal customers in that lunch restaurant. Although it was illegal it was the way it worked in 
the country. She just kept answering that no way, nothing else. Some upper [hierarchical] layer 
has told her so. Full stop! That is what she needs to accept and I [have to accept it] as well. 

By coincidence, I met the manager of the restaurant. We happened to meet and I know him – he 
used to be my fellow student in the university. He could explain to me why the plastic card can 
not be used in the part for personnel. They could not combine the two different data systems - 
the good parts of them. I think I would not have told the manager if I had not happened to meet 
him by coincidence. Later, there [in the restaurant] was a customer questionnaire where you tick 
the boxes and tell all kind of feedback. I did not remember the matter then [when I was filling 
the questionnaire] any more. 

The situation in this lunch restaurant is still the same. I still go there. If there was an 
alternative… I do not suppose that I would go somewhere else to eat worse and more expensive 
food just to get cash money there [in another restaurant]. 

4. The Restaurant Chains 
You are always asked politely whether or not the food was tasty. Well, you can not answer in 
any other way than: “Well, yes.” The waiter never asks anything else. If I answer: Well, yes”, it 
means that I shall never again go back to that restaurant. I really do not know whether or not the 
waiter understands my feedback. I wonder: Do the waiters ever discuss the customers’ 
comments or do the waiters store the customer feedback? Are the waiters professional enough 
to sense from the customer’s tone of voice that the service encounter was not fine and the waiter 
should recover it somehow. The waiters do not ask anything but, I think that an attentive waiter 
senses the customer feedback from the customer’s non-verbal messages and asks about the 
matter [dissatisfaction]. 

You may need to wait for 20 minutes before any [waiter] reacts. I have learned! I leave the 
restaurant after 15 minutes [of waiting]. That is my demonstration! – That is the feedback to the 
personnel in the restaurant: You do not pay attention to the customer, you do not bring the menu 
or drinks or anything else. I switch restaurants. The customer will draw her conclusions if she 
needs to wait for a long time. That is another thing if the waiter is attentive enough to sense that 
there were customers who left the restaurant. She should transmit this information and this is 
the problem – I am not sure: Does this low [hierarchical] layer of the organisation (waiters) care 
enough how to run the business. Will they really transmit the information? I feel that Finnish 
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waiters are the kind of waiters that there is no reason to start negotiating with them about 
anything. I feel that it is useless to say about anything [to waiters]. I do not think that the 
feedback is transmitted nor that the customer can influence [the service]. That is the problem: 
There is no way to give the feedback!!! I doubt: If I give feedback to the waiter [about bad 
customer service] it is embarrassing to her personally. She certainly does not transmit it any 
further. She does not go to the manager to tell him that today, I got bad customer feedback 
about my action. I do not talk about the dirtiness to the waiter because I do not know who is 
doing that in the restaurant. That is the black out to the customer. 

The topic guide for the front stage employees is the following: 

2. The front stage employees are first asked to study the negative incidents told by the customers. 
Thereafter they are asked why the front stage employees were acting in the way they did in the 
cases.

What do you think about the customers’ ways of giving the feedback? How would you 
have acted as the waiter in these incidents? 
How do you usually sense the feedback from the customer? Do you think customers 
usually tell about their dissatisfaction or do you sense it somehow (how)? What do you 
do or think after sensing the customer dissatisfaction/complaint? 
The customer complaints did not reach the superior actors in these incidents, why not? 
What would make you to transmit customer feedback from the customer to your 
superior? 
Would you please draw a picture how you see the three actors: a customer, a front stage 
employee and superior actors, and their relations in a hospitality industry organisation? 
Please, explain your picture. 
Would you please look at the framework of the front stage employee’s role in sensing, 
evaluating, classifying, transmitting and supervising the customer feedback?  What do 
you think about the framework? Is customer feedback handled according to this 
framework based on your experience? Where are the gaps, why? 
Is there still something you would like to add? 
What did you think about the interview? 

The topic guide to the superior informants is the following: 

3. The “superior” informants are first asked to study the negative incidents told by the customers. 
Thereafter they are asked: Why the front stage employees were acting in the way they did in the 
incidents? How would you have wanted them to act?  How would you have managed the 
incidents? 

Would you have wanted to hear the feedback from the customer? How would you have 
wanted the waiter to act in these incidents? 
The customer feedback did not reach the superior through the waiter, why not? 
How would you manage the restaurant (organisation) to get the waiters to transmit the 
feedback? 
Would you please draw a picture how you see the three actors: a customer, a customer 
contact employee and superior actors and their relations in a hospitality industry 
organisation. Please explain your picture. 
Would you please look at the model of the front stage empolyee’s role in sensing, 
evaluating, classifying, transmitting and supervising the information about service 
experience in an organization?  What do you think about the framework? Is customer 
feedback handled according to this framework based on your experience? Where are the 
gaps, why? 
Is there still something you would like to add? 
What did you think about the interview? 
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APPENDIX 2 TOPIC GUIDE TO ELICIT STORYTELLING  

Topic guide for customers 

1. Tell me about yourself as a restaurant customer, please. 
a. How often do you go to restaurants? 
b. What kind of restaurants do you prefer? 
c. When do you dine in restaurants? 
d. What is your task as a restaurant customer? 

2. What do you think about Finnish restaurants?  
3. Can you recall an incident about bad service? Can you tell me the incident, 

please?
a. When did the incident happen? 
b. What was the reason for the incident? 
c. Did you tell about the perceived bad service to anyone: to the waiter, to 

the supervisor etc? 
d. Did you later on provide feedback by calling, writing, or through 

Internet? 
e. Did you tell about the incident to other customers? 
f. Why did you tell? Why did you not tell? 
g. Did the incident impact your future action in restaurants? 

4. Can you recall more of such incidents? 
5. How often do you give feedback to restaurants about your dissatisfaction with 

the service? 
6. Can you draw a picture about complaint handling in a restaurant? 
7. Is there still something you would like to add? 
8. What did you think about the interview? 

Topic guide for front stage employees, supervisors and managers? 

1. Tell me about your work, please. 
a. Describe a typical working week, please. 
b. How much do you work at the customer interface (restaurant 

supervisors)? 
c. How often do your meet (interact) with each other (waiters, supervisors, 

a manager)? 
d. How much do you know about customers’ perceptions of the service? 
e. What kind of customer feedback system do you have? 
f. What is your most important task (as a waiter, as a supervisor, as a 

manager)? 
g. Please, describe a typical customer of the restaurant. 

2. Can you recall an incident about a customer complaint? Can you tell me the 
incident? 

a. What was the incident? 
b. How did you get the complaint? 
c. What was the reason for the complaint? 
d. How did you handle the complaint? 
e. What did happen after the complaint handling (was the customer 

satisfied, were there any complaint-based improvements)? 
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3. Can you recall more of such incidents? 
4. Can you draw a picture about complaint handling in the restaurant? 
5. Is there still something you would like to add? 
6. What did you think about the interview? 
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