Failures in a collectivist culture: the effects of severity, controllability and recurrence on negative emotions and intent to complain

Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study explores the relationship between customer evaluations of service failures (severity and controllability) and the attitudinal outcomes of negative emotions and intent to complain. From a survey of 589 passengers in a Brazilian airport, we demonstrate that negative emotions mediate the failure severity – intent to complain as well as controllability - intent to complain relationship. Thus, customers who perceive their failures as severe and/or preventable by the airline develop more negative emotions which subsequently leads to an increased intent to complain. Furthermore, we test the moderating role of failure recurrence on the formation of negative emotions. Our findings support the majority of our hypotheses. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings for research and practice.
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Introduction
With one major sporting event in the record books (i.e, 2014 FIFA World Cup) and another quickly approaching (i.e, 2016 Olympic Games), one issue is constantly discussed in the Brazilian media and is attracting world-wide attention: the lack of structure of Brazilian airports and the impact that this has on all those choosing to fly in Brazil. The problems associated with poor airport infrastructures such as delays, cancellations, and baggage loss or damage are numerous. These service problems have engendered battles between passengers and airlines, creating a climate of dissatisfaction, negative emotions, and mistrust which increasingly results in formal customer complaints and litigations (Hanna and Penteado 2014). 
In some cases, failures are considered extremely severe by customers. In the airline industry, a flight cancellation may be perceived as more severe than service issues related to the airline’s website or damaged luggage. Although there is a need for more empirical research on failure severity (Matos et al. 2007), the service literature has suggested that severe failures decrease customer satisfaction (Hess Jr 2008; McCollough 2009). In other cases, customers perceive that the organization could have prevented service failures from occurring. Controllability has been linked to negative customer attitudes such as anger and dissatisfaction (Bitner 1990; Folkes et al. 1987; Hess Jr 2008). Whereas failure severity and controllability have been shown to relate to negative consumer attitudes, we suggest that they, through the formation of negative emotions, lead to the behavioral intent to complain. In addition to extending limited research on failure severity, the inclusion of negative emotions in our model answers a call by Hess Jr (2008) to increase research on the antecedents and outcomes of emotional responses to service failures. 
While the primary purpose of this study is to extend the consumer marketing literature by examining the aforementioned relationships in the context of an emerging market economy, we also seek to investigate the moderating role of failure recurrence (number of service failures experienced) on the formation of negative emotions. Customers who have experienced various failures in the past may have adjusted their expectations and thus do not perceive the relationship between severity and/or controllability and negative emotions as saliently as those with less failure experience.
Although several studies within the service recovery literature have utilized the airline industry as a context (e.g., Keiningham et al. 2014; Liao 2007; McCollough et al. 2000), further investigation as to whether there is an equivalency effect among studies based in emerging markets may be useful. The Brazilian airline industry was specifically chosen due to its previously mentioned service failure severity and often chaotic service circumstances. The chronic problems endemic within the Brazilian airline industry also allow us to explore the impact of failure recurrence, as Brazilian airline passengers may have experienced more frequent service failures in the past than have customers flying in predominantly developed countries. Adding to the importance of this context, there has been an enormous growth in the industry in recent years and Brazilian airport infrastructures have not been able to keep up with growing demand. Finally, demand will continue to grow as the population’s purchasing power increases and exacerbates the strain on the industry. In summary, Brazilian airlines face an increase in failures such as flight delays, overbookings, and baggage losses. On the other hand, there exists an opportunity to improve their services by understanding and subsequently effectively reducing the negative effects of a service failure.
Therefore, we aim to better understand the mediating role of negative emotions on the relationships between failure severity and intent to complain as well as failure controllability and intent to complain. Further, we test the moderating role of failure recurrence in a Brazilian airline service failure context. First, we discuss the relevant concepts to develop our hypothesis. Then, we present our research methods and results from a survey of 589 airline passengers. Finally, we discuss the findings and provide implications for theory and practice, as well as limitations and direction for future research.
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Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
Failure Severity
A generally accepted view among managers and researchers is that the greater the severity of a failure, the greater its impact on customer attitudes and behaviors (Hoffman 1995; Keiningham et al. 2014; Weun et al. 2004). For instance, in the airline industry, having a flight canceled or losing a bag may greatly affect a traveler’s plans at his or her destination. On the other hand, a short delay may be considered less severe. Severity is thus related to the magnitude of the failure and varies depending on the seriousness of the problem.
Customers facing a problem with a service considered to be very important are more prone to get angry with providers (Folkes et al. 1987). Naturally, satisfaction is expected to decrease as failure severity increases (Hess Jr 2008; McCollough 2009). Negative emotions are evoked as a consequence of service failure (Smith and Bolton 2002). However, the negative emotions are not created by the service failure as such but rather by the way in which the individual evaluates the situation (Bagozzi et al. 1999; Schoefer and Ennew 2005). Failure severity may constitute one form of cognitive evaluation of the negative service experience. Cognitive appraisal has been established as a necessary and sufficient condition for the formation of negative emotions (Lazarus 1991). Whereas the majority of the literature has suggested that failure severity directly affects customer satisfaction (Hess Jr 2008; Keiningham et al. 2014; Liao 2007; Weun et al. 2004), we suggest that first there is a direct link to negative emotions. In line with cognitive appraisal theory of emotion (Folkman and Lazarus 1985), the intensity of the negative emotions is tied to how severe the customer evaluates the service failure. Therefore, we hypothesize that:
H1a: An increase in the degree of failure severity results in an increase in negative customer emotions.
Failure Controllability
When a service failure occurs, customers often search for explanations for the cause and the culprit (Bitner 1990; Folkes et al. 1987; Hess Jr 2008). For instance, in the airline context, a customer may attribute the cancellation of a flight to a badly managed flight schedule or insufficient maintenance operations by the airline. Customer attributions of failures may be classified in terms of causality (failure due to customer or organization), stability (temporary or enduring failure), and controllability (preventable or inevitable failure) (Weiner 1980). Whereas the three attributions are important in certain failure contexts, many authors have focused on only one or two of the components (e.g., Hess Jr 2008). 
With regards to negative emotions, controllability (our variable of interest) has been shown in previous research to lead to negative customer attitudes such as anger and dissatisfaction (Bitner 1990; Folkes et al. 1987; Hess Jr 2008). Customers who believe that the organization was in control of the failure and could have prevented the failure from occurring are suggested to form negative emotions (Vázquez-Casielles et al. 2007). Similar to the concept of failure severity, as discussed in the previous paragraph, controllability constitutes a cognitive evaluation of the failure situation. Cognitive appraisal theory suggests that the cognitive evaluation of the controllability of the cause will lead to a formation of negative emotions. Thus, we propose: 
H1b: An increase in the degree of controllability over the failure results in an increase in negative customer emotions
Failure Recurrence
If a customer experiences many service failures (failure recurrence) it is generally assumed that the individual becomes more sad, disappointed, or angry. Research on failure stability suggests that customers who believe that failures are permanent or recurring experience dissatisfaction, reduced repurchase intention, or negative word-of-mouth (WOM) (Folkes et al. 1987; Hess Jr 2008). This logic would propose that the relationships between failure severity and negative emotions and between controllability and negative emotions become stronger for those customers who experienced many service failures. However, in this paper we suggest that the recurrence of service failures actually reduce the positive relationships leading to negative emotions.
Service failures are conceptualized as service performance that falls below customer expectation (Hoffman and Bateson 1997). Customers who experienced many service failures in the past may have lowered their service expectations and subsequently developed fewer negative emotions towards failures. Contrarily, customers with lower failure experience may develop more negative emotions after a failure since their service expectations are negatively disconfirmed. This is in line with the expectancy disconfirmation paradigm for service failures which states that customers compare the perceived service performance to their expectations (Oliver 1981). Performance that exceeds expectations is positively disconfirmed, performance that meets expectations is confirmed, and performance that does not meet expectations is negatively disconfirmed. Negative disconfirmation has been linked to the formation of negative attitudes such as dissatisfaction (McCollough et al. 2000). Based on expectancy disconfirmation, we expect that the number of service failures experienced (failure recurrence) negatively moderates the effect of failure severity on negative emotions, as well as controllability on negative emotions. Thus, we suggest the following hypotheses:
H2a: The number of service failures experienced moderates the relationship between failure severity and negative customer emotions, such that the greater the number of service failures, the weaker the positive effect of failure severity on negative customer emotions.
H2b: The number of service failures experienced moderates the relationship between controllability and negative customer emotions, such that the greater the number of service failures, the weaker the positive effect of Airline’s control over the failure on negative customer emotions
Intent to Complain 
So far we have discussed the impact of various constructs on negative emotions. However, negative emotions are not an end themselves, but constitute a reinforcement of behavioral intent (Chebat and Slusarczyk 2005).  For example, in the service recovery context it is argued that emotions mediate the relationship between justice and behavioral intents (Chebat and Slusarczyk 2005). Consistent with the cognitive appraisal theory, customers make attributions about the service failure, then customers will experience negative emotions which subsequently will stimulate customer behaviors.
Besides the more frequently analyzed relationship of emotions on satisfaction (Chebat and Slusarczyk 2005; Vázquez-Casielles et al. 2007), we suggest the mediating role of emotions on intent to complain. According to Crie (2003), complaint behavior is a response to dissatisfaction or negative emotion that occurs during purchase, consumption, or ownership of a product or service. Furthermore, intent to complain has been shown to be affected by customer attributions such as controllability or stability (Folkes et al. 1987). 
Dissatisfied consumers in a collectivist culture are less likely to seek redress from the provider but are more likely to engage in WOM than those in an individualistic culture (Heung and Lam 2003; Liu and McClure 2001). Yet, as previous studies have shown, customers who are low on attitude toward complaining (ATC) tend to complain more when they are dissatisfied and experience negative emotions than customers high on ATC (Matos et al. 2009). Negative attitudes in the form of negative emotions may thus be the catalyst that causes Brazilian customers to engage in complaining behaviors. Thus, we hypothesize that:
H3a: Negative customer emotions mediate the positive relationship between failure severity and intent to complain.
H3b: Negative customer emotions mediate the positive relationship between degree of controllability over the failure and intent to complain.
Methods
Procedure and Participants
To better understand the service failure context within the Brazilian airline industry, we first conducted an exploratory study. The exploratory study, with three focus groups containing five participants each, was used to make adjustments to the selected scales (Malhotra, 2006). Next, we conducted a descriptive study using a survey with airline customers that had experienced service failures, such as flight cancelations and delays, baggage loss or damage, overbooking, or problems on the website. We sampled Brazilian airline passengers in the domestic boarding area of the Tancredo Neves International Airport which serves Belo Horizonte, Brazil. Questionnaires were structured and self-administered (Babbie, 1999). Passengers flying any of the five domestic airlines at the time (TAM, GOL, TRIP, AZUL, and OCEANAIR) could participate in the survey. Participation was volunteered; no incentives were given to respondents. Also, no prejudgments were made by the research team to select respondents; all individuals in the boarding area were invited to participate. The only filter was having experienced a failure in the past year. A total of 736 questionnaires were collected. After discarding invalid questionnaires (partially or incorrectly filled), a sample of 589 remained (80.0%). 
Measurement
In order to enhance the quality of the survey, validated scales were used, with a few adaptations for the context studied. All concepts were measured by multi-item 5-point Likert-type scales.
Failure severity was measured with a four-item scale from Liao (2007) (Cronbach’s alpha = .80, CR = .81). Control was measured with a three-item scale by Vázquez-Casielles, Del Río-Lanza and Díaz-Mártin (2007) (Cronbach’s alpha = .82, CR = .82). The number of service failures experienced was the sum of all the negative incidences customers experienced in the last year (e.g., flight cancelled or delayed, baggage lost or damaged). Negative Emotions was measured with a six-item scale by Oliver (1997) (Cronbach’s alpha = .87, CR = .87). Finally, Intent to Complain was measured using the concept of attitude as the most immediate precursor of behavioral intentions (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). We built a four item scale in which respondents rated their intent to complain to four important institutions if a similar failure were to occur in the future. The institutions are: 1) the Airline; 2) INFRAERO – Brazilian Airport Infrastructure Organization; 3) ANAC – National Civil Aviation Regulatory Agency, and 4) Brazilian Justice (court) (Cronbach’s alpha = .93, CR = .93).
We also added control variables in order to test what other factors may be influencing negative emotions and intent to complain. We controlled for passengers’ gender (1=male, 0=female), age (1=under 20 years old, 2=between 21 and 30, 3=between 31 and 40, 4=between 41 and 50, 5=between 51 and 60, and 6=over 61), education (ranging from 1 to 6 according to Brazilian educational levels; 1 being the least educated and 6 being the most educated), primary purpose of trip (1=business, 2=leisure), and frequency of trips (1=every week, 2=twice a month, 3=once a month, 4=once every three months, 5=once every semester, and 6=once a year or less).
Results
Measurement Model Analysis
In order to assess the overall model fit, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in Lisrel 8.80 with the relevant constructs (failure severity, failure controllability, failure recurrence, negative emotions, and intent to complain). The overall measurement model showed good measurement fit to the data (χ² (126) = 484.52, p < .05, RMSEA = .070, CFI = .97). Furthermore, all constructs reflected convergent validity (AVE > .50) (Fornell and Larcker 1981) and reliability (CRs > .80, Cronbach’s alpha > .80) (Bagozzi and Yi 1988; Nunnally and Bernstein 1978). Discriminant validity was established since the square root of the average variance extracted (SQRT AVE) by each construct exceeded the correlations between all pairs of constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981) (see Table 1 for the SQRT AVEs).
Common Method Bias
Due to the use of single-source and self-report data, we recognize that our measurements are subject to common method bias (CMB) (Conway and Lance 2010; Podsakoff et al. 2003). A priori, we minimized the effect of CMB through careful study design and data collection in line with Podsakoff et al. (2003; 2012). Post-hoc, we tested if common method effects biased our results. Results from the “method factor” analysis revealed that the method factor explained 15% of the variance in the data. This result was below the 25% acceptable threshold established by Williams et al.(1989). In conclusion, although present, there is evidence that CMB was not pervasive enough to greatly threaten our hypotheses testing. Therefore, we believe that the relationships observed represent substantive, rather than artificial, effects. 
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, correlations, and the square root of the AVEs for all variables. Consistent with our predictions, severity and controllability were positively related to negative emotions and intent to complain. Furthermore, the number of service failures experienced was significantly related to negative emotions. 
----------------------------------------
Insert Table 1 about here
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Hypotheses Tests
We conducted the mediation and moderation analysis using SPSS 22 and the PROCESS Model (Hayes 2012). As we had two independent variables (severity and controllability), we performed the analyses for each independent variable separately while using the other independent variable as covariate (Hayes 2013). Hayes (2013) suggests that this method will yield similar results to using all independent variables simultaneously. In addition to the respective independent variable, we controlled for age, gender, education, trip objective, and frequency.
Consistent with our theoretical argumentation, negative emotions were stronger among those individuals with higher perceived failure severity (b= 0.43, p<0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1a. Similarly, individuals who perceive that the failure is under the airline’s control experienced stronger negative emotions (b = .23, p < .001). The significant positive relationship between controllability and negative emotions supported Hypothesis 1b. 
Although the number of service failures experienced was significantly related to negative emotions, the moderation tests revealed that the number of service failures only significantly weakened the relationship between failure severity and negative emotions (b= -.05, p < .05) but not between controllability and negative emotions (b= .00, p > .05). Therefore, Hypothesis 2a was supported and Hypothesis 2b was not supported. 
----------------------------------------
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Furthermore, the simple slope analysis confirmed that there is a positive significant relationship between failure severity and negative emotions at the low (b= .46, p < .001), medium (b= .36, p < .001), and high level (b= .27, p <.001) of number of service failures experienced. Thus, individuals who have encountered fewer service failures may experience comparably more negative emotions, whereas the impact of the number of service failures on the negative emotions is less salient for those who have experienced many failures. 
----------------------------------------
Insert Figure 2 about here
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To test whether negative emotions mediates the effect of failure severity (Hypothesis 3a) and controllability (Hypothesis 3b) on intent to complain, we conducted two mediation analyses. In both cases we utilized a bias-corrected bootstrap-confidence interval (CI) to provide evidence of the significant indirect effect of the independent variable on intent to complain through negative emotions. For the failure severity-negative emotions-intent to complain relationship, the analysis with 5,000 bootstrap resamples showed a positive and significant indirect effect (b= .13, 95% percentile, CI .08 to .20) as the confidence interval did not include zero. This result was confirmed by a significant Sobel test (Z = 4.69, p < .001) supporting Hypothesis 3a. Similarly, the indirect effect for the controllability-negative emotions-intent to complain was significant. The analysis with 5,000 bootstrap resamples revealed a positive and significant indirect effect (b = .07, 95% percentile, CI .04 to .12). This result was confirmed by a significant Sobel test (Z = 3.81, p < .001) supporting Hypothesis 3b. In order to be able to compare the magnitude of the mediations we also calculated the standardized effect sizes and the kappa-squared values. Both mediations had similar standardized effect sizes (H3a: b = .13, 95% CI .09 to CI .16; H3b: b = .11, 95% CI .07 to .15) which were moderate in strength (H3a: ĸ² = .12, 95% CI .08 to CI .18; H3b: ĸ² = .10, 95% CI .07 to .14) according to the classification of Preacher and Kelley (2011).
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Discussion
This study aimed to understand the mediating role of negative emotions on the failure severity-intent to complain and control-intent to complain relationships. We also investigated the potential moderating effect of the recurrence of service failures on the failure severity and negative emotions as well as control and negative emotions relationship.
Our first set of hypotheses (H1a, H1b) concerned the relationship among failure severity, controllability and negative emotions. To the best of our knowledge, the service failure severity-negative emotion relationship has not been established in the literature. Thus, the support for Hypothesis 1a extends the service failure literature by including negative emotions as a possible outcome of severity. Whereas the negative impact of controllability on negative emotions is not a novelty in the literature, our support for Hypothesis 1b extends the generalizability of this relationship to the context of the Brazilian airline industry. 
We also tested whether failure recurrence moderates the relationships between severity and negative emotions and controllability and negative emotions (H2a, H2b). Although the service failure literature generally suggests that customers who have experienced more failures create more negative emotions, our results show that number of service failures reduces the positive effect of failure severity on negative customer emotions. This suggests that it is the customers who have experienced few service failures previously that are, in fact, forming stronger negative emotions. These findings can be explained with expectancy disconfirmation theory and was confirmed by participants in our focus groups. On the other hand, failure recurrence was not found to moderate the relationship between controllability over failure and negative emotions. Thus, despite the low airline performance expectation of customers that have experienced many failures, if they attribute the cause of the failure to the airline they may show negative emotions.
Our third set of hypotheses (H3a, H3b) suggests a mediating role of negative emotions on the failure severity – intent to complain and controllability and intent to complain relationships. The results confirm both mediating hypotheses, meaning that failure severity impacts intent to complain given the negative emotions it causes on customers.
Managerial Implications
This study has important implications to practitioners. First, airlines may avoid the negative outcomes of service failures, such as negative emotions and intent to complain by adopting measures to reduce the occurrence of failures, especially the ones considered very severe by customers. Also, airlines may better identify and communicate the causes of failures to their customers, in particular the failures considered to be out of the control of the airline (e.g. bad weather). This may help to reduce the negative emotions associated to the controllability of the failures. This is particularly important in a Brazilian context, where service failures are largely attributed to infrastructural problems, and are thus beyond the control of airlines.
Furthermore, our results show that airline customers that have experienced many failures expect them to occur again and show fewer negative emotions related to severe failures. Whereas this result may seem to suggest a positive side effect of high recurrence service failures, we do not encourage airlines to act on this because there may be negative outcomes associated with a high number of failures over time, such as overall customer satisfaction, trust and loyalty. Instead, airlines may use this result to increase the standard of their customer service, since failures attributed to airlines have an impact on negative emotions regardless of the recurrence of failures.
Finally, airlines willing to reduce the occurrence of customer complaints may adopt strategies to reduce severe failures and the ones that could have been avoided by the airline, which are the types of failures that mostly lead to negative emotions, increasing customer intent to complain.
Limitations and Future Research
While this study focused on one large country in South America, its findings may not be generalizable to other countries. Thus, we encourage future researchers to test these relationships in other settings. We also suggest that future researchers examine other possible outcomes of failure recurrences. It would also be interesting for future studies to compare the results of different industries and types of failure. Finally, we suggest future research considers the mediating effect on more specific negative emotions such as anger, sadness, or disappointment on intent to complain.
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Table 2: Direct and Interaction Effects
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Figures
Figure 1: Hypothesized Model
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Figure 2: Moderating effect of failure recurrence on failure severity and negative emotions
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Figure 3: Mediating effect of negative emotions on the severity and intent to complain relationship
Failure Severity
Negative Emotions
Intent to Complain
a = .43***; SE= .05
b = .31***; SE= .06
c = .33***; SE= .06
(c’= .20**; SE= .07)









Note. Dotted line denotes the direct effect of failure severity on intent to complain (c’), whereas the straight line denotes the total effects (c). Gender, age, education, trip objective and frequency, as well as service controllability were included as covariates but are not represented here; N = 589; *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001


Figure 4: Mediating effect of negative emotions on the controllability and intent to complain relationshipFailure Controllability
Negative Emotions
Intent to Complain
a = .23***; SE= .04
b = .31***; SE= .06
c = .19***; SE= .06
(c’= .12*; SE= .06)









Note. Dotted line denotes the direct effect of failure severity on intent to complain (c’), whereas the straight line denotes the total effects (c). Gender, age, education, trip objective and frequency, as well as failure severity were included as covariates but are not represented here; N = 589; *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.
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Variable Mean Std Dev 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 1. Gender 0.63  0.48                                                        

 2. Age 3.16  1.17   0.14***                                                     

 3. Education 5.49  1.35   -0.06    0.20***                                                

 4. Objective 1.42  0.49   -0.32***-0.18***-0.06                                             

 5. Frequency 3.87  1.45   0.31***0.20*** 0.11**  -0.52***                                   

 6. Severity 3.80  1.11   -0.03    -0.02    0.18*** -0.11**  0.22*** (0.72)                        

 7. Control 3.84  1.20   0.01    0.01    0.11**  -0.05    0.07    0.34*** (0.78)                  

 8. Emotions 3.40  1.30   0.01    -0.01    0.10*   -0.07    0.13*** 0.46*** 0.34*** (0.73)            

 9. Failures 3.74  2.07   0.08*   0.07    0.13**  -0.17***0.37*** 0.37*** 0.27*** 0.31***      

10. ITC 2.90  1.58   0.07    0.05    0.14*** -0.08    0.04    0.29*** 0.23*** 0.35*** 0.23*** (0.88)

Note. N = 589 ; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; Gender: 0 = female, 1 = male; ITC = intent to complain; SQRT AVEs are on the diagonal


image2.emf
Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b

Controls

   Gender 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01

   Age 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

   Level of education 0.00 -0.01 0.05 -0.01

   Purpose of trip 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.01

   Frequency of trips 0.03 -0.02 0.03 -0.02

Main effects

   Severity 0.43*** 0.36*** 0.43*** 0.39***

   Controllability 0.23*** 0.19*** 0.23*** 0.20***

   Failure Recurrence 0.11*** 0.09***

Interactions

   Failure Recurrence*Severity  -0.05*

   Failure Recurrence*Controllability 0.00

∆ R

2

∆ F

Note. N = 589 ; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; Gender: 0 = female, 1 = male; 

Model 1b and 2b products' are mean-centered.

IV: Severity IV: Controllability

0.01* 0.00

4.39* 0.00
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