
Service recovery following dysfunctional consumer participation

SALLY A. HIBBERT1*, MARIA G. PIACENTINI2 and MARGARET K. HOGG2

1Nottingham University Business School Jubilee Campus, Wollaton Road, Nottingham NG8 1BB, UK
2Department of Marketing, Lancaster University Management School, Lancaster University, Lancaster, UK

ABSTRACT

This article introduces the notion of dysfunctional consumer participation. It advances a theoretical model of service recovery for contexts in
which the smooth functioning of a service has been disrupted by consumers’ dysfunctional contributions, founded on justice theory and
cognitive appraisal theory. The model presents perceived justice as the core element of the evaluation of service recovery encounters. Stressful
appraisal evokes emotions in consumers and influences the cooperative or resistant nature of consumer participation in service recovery
processes directly and indirectly via its impact on consumers’ emotions. Dysfunctional consumer participation is represented as an interactional
process in which resistant consumer participation in service recovery provokes an adaptive response from service providers. Outcomes of the
service recovery process for consumers and organisations are outlined. The contribution of this work lies in the domain of transformative con-
sumer research, and our proposed framework enables managers with commercial (e.g., customer retention, sales) and social responsibilities (e.g.,
staff stress, consumer welfare) to analyse situations in which consumers’ actions have disrupted the smooth functioning of services and consider
strategies to restore workable relationships with them. Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

INTRODUCTION

It has long been recognised that consumer participation in
service delivery is vital for productivity and mutual value
creation (Beuningen et al., 2009; Bowen, 1986; Lovelock
and Young, 1979). Hitherto, research into disruptions to
service functioning has concentrated almost exclusively on
firms’ failure to meet customer expectations and appropriate
service recovery strategies (Grönroos, 1988; Sharma, 2008).
However, there is growing recognition that sometimes
consumers behave in ways that are problematic and that
inhibit the smooth functioning of services (Harris and
Reynolds, 2004). There is no research that examines how
to best recover workable relationships with consumers under
these circumstances, and this is the focus of this article.

Problematic consumer conduct can include skipping
payments, late payments, breaking rental agreements, repeat-
edly calling customer care lines, and aggressive behaviour
towards staff and other customers. Such norm-violating
behaviours are not confined to minority segments of the
population but are a pervasive part of everyday consumer
behaviour (Fullerton and Punj, 2004). The behaviour is
sometimes deliberate or sometimes the result of thoughtless-
ness (Fullerton and Punj, 1997a). However, it can also result
when a consumer lacks control over the situation or lacks
knowledge or experience of roles and responsibilities (Bitner
et al., 1997). Addressing problematic consumer behaviour is
a tricky and sensitive process, particularly when organisa-
tions are unable to differentiate between consumers who
are deliberately disruptive, those whose behaviour is uninten-
tionally disruptive, and those consumers trying to cope with
factors that are beyond their control.

Research into service recovery strategies notes that consu-
mers’ reactions to service recovery efforts are determined by
the perceived fairness of the strategy and the emotions
evoked, which influences consumers’ satisfaction, loyalty
intentions, and word of mouth (Goodwin and Ross, 1992;
McColl-Kennedy and Sparks, 2003; Tax et al., 1998). In
many contexts, consumers do not simply react to recovery
attempts by evaluating fairness but are actively involved in
service recovery processes, and evidence suggests that
consumer participation in recovery encounters influences
outcomes (Dong et al., 2008). Service recovery scholarship
has provided valuable insights that are applicable to service
recovery in circumstances where service provider–consumer
relations have been disrupted due to problematic consumer
contributions. However, there is no prior research that specif-
ically examines this problem.

This article takes a first step in addressing questions of how
to manage service recovery when consumer participation goes
awry. It introduces the notion of dysfunctional consumer partic-
ipation (DCP) and addresses the following research questions:

(1) What strategies can be used to recover a workable
relationship with consumers following DCP?

(2) How do consumers evaluate service recovery strategies
that organisations implement following DCP and what
are their emotional reactions?

(3) How do consumers’ cognitive and emotional reactions to
such service recovery strategies influence their participa-
tion in service recovery?

(4) How do interactive service recovery processes impact on
the outcomes for consumers and organisations?

As our core contribution to transformative consumer
research, we propose a framework to enable scholars and
managers to evaluate strategies to restore workable relation-
ships with consumers following disruptions. The framework
also outlines the consequences of service recovery encounters
for consumers and organisations, which are significant for
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managers responsible for commercial outcomes (e.g., customer
retention, sales) and also in regard to social responsibilities
(e.g., staff stress, consumer welfare). The article is organised
as follows. First, we draw on literature on consumer participa-
tion, consumer vulnerability, and dysfunctional consumer
behaviour to define DCP. We briefly review literature on
service recovery before presenting a conceptual model of
service recovery for contexts in which consumers’ dysfunc-
tional participation contributes to tensions or to the breakdown
in relations. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and practical
implications of the research and advance suggestions for future
research to develop knowledge in this area of service recovery.

DEFINING DCP

Consumers interact with service products, employees, sys-
tems, and other consumers to realise service outcomes (Vargo
and Lusch, 2008). In its broadest sense, consumer participa-
tion extends to activities such as helping other consumers,
but research into consumer participation has tended to focus
on in-role behaviours, which are ‘required behaviours neces-
sary for the successful service creation’ (Yi et al., 2011: 88).
Early research examining ways of encouraging consumer
participation in service delivery adopted a view of consumers
as ‘partial employees’, applying employee management
models (e.g., organizational socialization) to build under-
standing of ways to improve participation and satisfaction
with the outcomes (Claycombe et al., 2001; Dabholkar,
1990; Kelley et al., 1992). More recent research has been
concerned with understanding consumers’ motives and capa-
bilities to engage in participative behaviours and meet role
expectations. Within this stream of research, considerable
effort has been devoted to understanding the role of consumer
knowledge and skills in driving consumer contributions to
productivity. There is a growing body of evidence that con-
sumer education and training can increase the likelihood of
successful consumer participation via their effect on role
readiness variables (role clarity, ability, and motivation)
(Dellande et al., 2004; Meuter et al., 2005). However, all of
this work has concentrated on consumer participation in
unproblematic service encounters. Here, we are concerned
with instances when consumer behaviour during service
encounters does not conform to role expectations of the
service provider and most other consumers (Biddle, 1986;
Bitner et al., 1994), and this is what we refer to as DCP.

Dysfunctional consumer participation can be uninten-
tional, for instance, when consumers lack clarity about their
role or do not have the necessary resources to comply with
role expectations, or intentional, such that consumers deliber-
ately violate accepted norms of conduct (Fullerton and Punj,
1993). Insights into unintentional DCP can be derived from
the consumer participation literature and research into
consumer vulnerability. Although scholarship concerned
with facilitating consumer participation has emphasised that
consumers need knowledge or skills to coproduce services,
the broader cocreation literature recognises that consumers
require a range of operand (e.g., physical spaces, material
objects) and operant (e.g., knowledge, skills, social

connections) resources to perform participative roles (Payne
et al., 2008). Consumer participation scholarship has not ex-
amined how constraints across this range of resources affect
consumer contributions, but research into consumer vulnera-
bility has provided ample evidence that consumers who lack
resources (e.g., low-income consumers, low-literature consu-
mers, consumers with weak social networks or low social
status) are severely inhibited in meeting their needs in the
marketplace (Andreasen, 1975; Hill and Stephens, 1997).
Research into healthcare for an Appalachian community,
for instance, illustrated that restricted financial resources
(i.e., lack of money to pay for tests and medication) inhibited
compliance with the prescribed treatment, and their low
social status diminished their voice during service encounters
(i.e., physicians did not properly attend to the information
provided on symptoms) (Lee et al., 1999). Consumer vulner-
ability research emphasises that resource constraints create a
state of powerlessness for consumers that negatively impacts
on the outcomes of marketplace exchanges (Baker et al.,
2005). Elaborating on power imbalances in the marketplace,
scholars have suggested that service encounters and relation-
ships are unsuccessful not because of the consumer’s
resource constraints per se but because service providers fail
to appreciate or are not sensitive to the resource limitations of
particular groups (Adkins and Ozanne, 2005; Baker and
Kaufmann-Scarborough, 2001; Kaufman-Scarborough and
Baker, 2005; Penaloza, 1995; Viswanathan et al., 2005).
Lee et al. (1999) challenged the bipolar view of service
provider–consumer roles, arguing that service encounters
are structured around different resources (economic, social,
and cultural) and highlighting that organisations need to
understand the resource strengths and priorities of various
consumer segments and adopt practices that are sensitive to
them to deliver satisfactory service encounters.

More deliberate violation of expected role performance is
illuminated by the literature on dysfunctional consumer
behaviour (Bitner et al., 1994; Fullerton and Punj, 1993;
1997a; Harris and Reynolds, 2003; Lovelock, 2001). In
this case, consumer predispositions interact with features of
the context to influence consumer misbehaviour (Fullerton
and Punj, 1993). Factors underpinning consumer predisposi-
tions include consumer traits (e.g., sensation seeking, aggres-
siveness, self-esteem), demographic factors (e.g., age, sex,
education), and social influences (group norms, socialisation)
(Daunt and Harris, 2011; Fullerton and Punj, 1993).
Reynolds and Harris (2009) showed that consumers’ predis-
positions to misbehave influence behaviour directly via their
influence on consumers’ appraisals of the servicescape (the
tangible and intangible features of the services) and their
disaffection with the service. Thus, Reynolds and Harris
(2009) provided support for previous claims that perceptions
of the servicescape (e.g., crowding, long queues, loud music)
contribute to disaffection with the service and lead to nega-
tive behaviours (e.g., dumping a trolley full of groceries)
(Baker and Cameron, 1996).

Although consumer participation has been defined in a
general sense, we argue that DCP is distinct because of the
nature and antecedents of consumer participation that disrupt
the smooth functioning of services and the negative
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consequences for the organisation, its staff, other customers,
and even the consumer himself or herself. We define DCP as
‘consumer contributions to service creation and delivery that
disrupt otherwise functional service encounters, whether
deliberately or unintentionally, from a position of control
or powerlessness’. Any particular instance of disruptive
behaviour could be deliberate, thoughtless, unintentional, or
genuinely beyond the person’s control, and organisations
need to develop service recovery strategies for restoring a
smoothly functioning service that can deal with these differ-
ent circumstances. The various explanations for different
consumers’ DCP make it a complicated management issue
for those responsible for recovery strategies, yet there is very
little research to guide managers facing this challenge. The
next section draws on the service recovery and complaint
handling literature, as well as customer value management
research, to develop insights into recovering workable rela-
tionships with consumers following DCP.

SERVICE RECOVERY

The perfect, error-free organisation that never slips up or
encounters problems that impact on consumers is unimagin-
able. The fact that service failure is almost inevitable (Bitner
et al., 1990) does not make it any more acceptable to consu-
mers, and it jeopardises the relationship between an organisa-
tion and its customers, threatening repeat patronage and
loyalty (Webster and Sundaram, 1998) and generating
negative word of mouth. These consumer reactions have
considerable economic implications for organisations (Hart
et al., 1990), and much research attention has been devoted
to service failure (Grönroos, 1988; Sharma, 2008).

Service recovery research has sought to examine the service
recovery strategies of organisations (Davidow, 2003) and the
consumer outcomes following organisations’ service recovery
attempts (Smith et al., 1999). Service recovery strategies
include refunds, replacements, apologies, and upgrades (Bitner
et al., 1990; Tax et al., 1998;). Homburg and Fürst (2005)
compared mechanistic and organic approaches with complaint
management and found that the two approaches are comple-
mentary but their relative impact varies depending on the
context. However, many organisations still struggle to manage
customer complaints effectively (Homburg and Fürst, 2007).

Primary outcomes of service recovery include satisfac-
tion, word of mouth, and repurchase intentions (Blodgett
et al., 1997; Maxham, 2001). Justice theory has been
widely adopted to build understanding of why consumers
regard particular service recovery strategies more or less
favourably. There is ample evidence that the perceived fair-
ness of the organisation’s response mediates the effects of
service recovery on outcomes (Goodwin and Ross, 1992;
Tax et al., 1998; McColl-Kennedy and Sparks, 2003) along
with consumers’ emotional reactions (DeWitt et al., 2008;
Gregoire et al., 2010; Río-Lanza et al., 2009). The implicit
assumption within this body of literature is that the consu-
mer’s role is restricted to their evaluation of the service
recovery strategy. In contrast, Dong et al. (2008) introduced
the notion of cocreated service recovery, promoting the view

that service recovery is an interactional process, with consu-
mers actively contributing to realising service recovery
outcomes. They defined consumer participation in service
recovery as ‘the degree to which the consumer is involved
in taking actions to respond to a service failure’ (p. 126)
and demonstrated that it influences satisfaction with service
recovery but also that it affects the perceived value of future
cocreation and role readiness for future cocreation. These three
factors, in turn, influence intention for future cocreation.

In the same way that organisations are almost certain to
make mistakes, so too will consumers’ behaviour disrupt
the smooth functioning of services at some point. Given the
inevitability of DCP and the fact that it is similarly costly
for organisations, it is surprising that service disruptions
due to DCP have been so neglected and that there is no liter-
ature that examines service recovery following DCP.

To enable scholars andmanagers to fully understand service
recovery following DCP requires a theoretical framework that
outlines how organisations’ responses to service disruptions
following DCP influence participation in service recovery
processes and the impact on outcomes. In the next part of this
article, we advance a model that is grounded in the service
recovery literature but draws on research into consumer partic-
ipation, customer value management, consumer vulnerability,
and dysfunctional consumer behaviour.

MODEL OF SERVICE RECOVERY FOLLOWING DCP

Overview of the framework
Figure 1 outlines a framework that focuses on service recovery
following DCP. It is presented as an interaction framework in
which the organisation’s approach to service recovery and
the consumer’s participation in the process influence the
outcomes. In keeping with other literature on service recovery,
cognitive appraisal theory and justice theory provide the
theoretical foundation for the model. However, our framework
contrasts with earlier models of service recovery, which typi-
cally regard it as a process in which the organisation imple-
ments a service recovery strategy and the consumer responds
by evaluating the action taken. Instead, our model is consistent
with the view of Dong et al. (2008) that service recovery
encounters are interactional; there are few instances when
consumers are not required to perform at least some role in
the process, and outcomes are influenced by both the technical
quality (what they do) and functional quality (how they
behave) of their contributions. This is in keeping with the liter-
ature on managing ‘bad’ customers, which will be covered
later, that suggests various strategies that involve working with
consumers as key mechanisms by which a workable relation-
ship can be restored (Mittal et al., 2008). Hence, where defi-
cient consumer contributions have contributed to disrupting
the consumer–service provider relationship, a service recovery
process that acknowledges its interactive nature should repre-
sent a more successful approach to restoring a smoothly func-
tioning service and reducing the risk of problems recurring in
the future.

There are four core elements to the model: (i) organisational
strategies to manage DCP; (ii) consumers’ justice perceptions
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and emotional reactions; (iii) consumer participation in service
recovery; and (iv) consumer and organisational outcomes. The
part of the model for which we advance research propositions
is within the central broken-lined box. We acknowledge that
personal and situational factors, along with the type of service
and service delivery format, may all influence consumers’
inclination to engage in service recovery processes. In particu-
lar, those factors that explain the DCP that leads to service
disruption are expected to moderate consumers’ response to
recovery strategies. However, we do not examine these rela-
tionships here but rather concentrate on the core relationships
between organisations’ responses to DCP, consumers’ evalu-
ative and emotional responses, participation in service recov-
ery, and the outcomes in an attempt to establish the significant
implications of service recovery following DCP. The moderat-
ing role of personal and contextual factors that might influence
this process individually, or in combination, requires a depth
programme of inquiry that is more suitable for future research.

Organisational strategies to manage DCP
Service recovery is defined as actions taken by organisations
following service failure to rectify, amend, or restore the
losses incurred (Grönroos, 1988), typically compensating
customers or issuing an apology (Tax et al., 1998). Consis-
tent with service recovery following failures by the organisa-
tion, service recovery following DCP tends to be directed at
restoring losses (e.g., recouping costs of staff time through
financial penalties), but it is distinctive in that it also seeks
to protect against future losses by making adjustments to
the service relationship (e.g., shifting the consumer onto a
different type of service contract that limits the amount
of consumer support provided) or by seeking to influence
consumers’ future participation (e.g., suspending service
access, imposing penalties to discourage late payment in
the future). Accordingly, we define service recovery follow-
ing DCP as ‘actions taken by organisations to restore losses
and/or protect against future losses’.

There is a range of strategies that organisations can deploy
to manage DCP. Consumer participation scholarship indicates
that educating and motivating consumers improves their con-
tributions to service quality (Kelley et al., 1992; Meuter et al.,

2005). The advocacy of a resource-sensitive approach to
service delivery within the consumer vulnerability literature
implies that when consumers fail to perform roles as expected
due to resource constraints, organisations’ strategies for recov-
ering the relationship need to involve building a better under-
standing of consumers’ needs and capacities and adapting
service provision (Baker and Kaufmann-Scarborough, 2001;
Lee et al., 1999). Literature on dysfunctional consumer
behaviour suggests that education and deterrence are the
primary ways of controlling misbehaviour. Fullerton and Punj
(1997b) suggested that consumer education can contribute to
the management of dysfunctional consumer behaviour by
helping consumers to ‘unlearn patterns of misconduct and to
strengthen moral constraints which inhibit misbehaviour’
(p. 340) (for instance, organisations highlighting that misbeha-
viour is not victimless). However, they also noted that dysfunc-
tional consumer behaviour is most commonly controlled by
deterrence mechanisms. Punishments can have a reparatory
effect of restoring losses (e.g., fines), but, importantly, deter-
rent mechanisms protect against misbehaviour by creating
perceived risks. Organisations need to develop effective detec-
tion mechanisms and to consistently apply punishments if
deterrence is to be successful in protecting against consumer
misbehaviour. Deterrence mechanisms are associated with
wilful misbehaviour such as shoplifting, but they are also
widely used for less serious DCP such as late bill payment
and failure to conform to rental agreements (e.g., returning a
hire car later than specified). Although a potentially effective
means of influencing consumer behaviour, deterrence has to
be carefully designed to avoid alienating consumers.

Finally, there is a small substream of literature amongst
the customer value management research that has provided
some insights relevant to the management of problematic
consumers (Mittal et al., 2008; Zeithaml et al., 2001; Zhao
et al., 2009). This scholarship advocates the segmentation
of consumers based on their profitability or risk level, build-
ing understanding of each segment and developing strategies
that aim either to transform low-value consumers into more
profitable ones or to adapt the offering to meet their needs
profitably. Mittal et al. (2008) propose that organisations
ask four key questions to assess whether there are alternative

Organisational 
strategies to manage 
DCP:

• Build consumer insight

• Educate consumers

• Motivate consumers

• Deterrence

• Renegotiate value

Consumer

participation in service 

recovery

Perceived fairness:

Distributive justice

Organisational 
Outcomes:

•Financial

•Reputational

•Regulatory

•Competitive

•Employee

Consumer
Outcomes:

•Satisfaction, WOM

•

•Future behaviour

Emotions

Procedural justice

Loss or maintenance of 
access to goods/services

Interactional justice

Figure 1. Process of service recovery following dysfunctional consumer participation (DCP).
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options to getting rid of problematic consumers. First, has the
company misunderstood or mishandled consumers? If so,
they proposed that the relationship needs to be reassessed.
Second, are the consumers inclined to understand the
company’s position? If consumers are likely to empathise,
then educating consumers is a viable option to recover a
workable relationship. Third, can the consumers and the
company find new ways to reap value from each other? In
which case, there may be scope to renegotiate the value prop-
osition. Finally, might the consumers be profitable for
subsidiaries or other providers? An affirmative answer to this
question suggests that migrating the consumers is a potential
solution. Only in the event that none of these questions are
answered in the affirmative should customer divestment be
considered a primary strategic option to deal with the
segment. Building consumer insight, educating and provid-
ing feedback to consumers, and renegotiating the value prop-
osition are comparable with approaches found in the other
streams of literature. Building understanding of consumers
and renegotiating the value proposition are consistent with
the consumer vulnerability literature, whereas educating
consumers is consistent with the consumer participation
and dysfunctional consumer behaviour literature.

In summary, there is a range of strategies that organisations
can use in an effort to recover workable relationships with
consumers following DCP. These strategies may be used indi-
vidually or in combination. For instance, deterrence strategies
may be used alongside consumer education to reduce negative
consumer reactions and protect against the recurrence of DCP.
The strategies derived from these streams of literature offer
useful directions for managers responsible for service recovery
following DCP, but there is very little research in any of these
areas that examines either how consumers respond or how
these strategies play out when implemented.

Perceived fairness: Consumers’ evaluations of service
recovery following DCP
Within service recovery scholarship, justice theory has
been widely applied to build understanding of consumers’
reactions. Konovsky (2000) argued that justice theory is a
useful framework for situations characterised by conflict.
It is likely that when organisations respond to DCP by
imposing penalties, issuing warnings, or even calling up the
consumer to discuss the problem, evaluations of fairness will
be central to consumers’ responses.

Consumers’ cognitive evaluations of organisations’ recov-
ery efforts encompass the perceived distributive, procedural,
and interactional justice of the strategy (Goodwin and Ross,
1992). Distributive justice is concerned with the allocation of
benefits and costs and typically defined as ‘what the customer
receives as the outcome of a recovery process’ (McColl-
Kennedy and Sparks, 2003: 253). Various suggestions have
been advanced about the basis of individuals’ judgements on
allocation. Goodwin and Ross (1992) suggested that consu-
mers may apply different allocation rules (e.g., an equity rule,
such that outcomes are shared equally, or a needs rule, which
suggests that outcomes are allocated according to perceived
needs), whereas Tax et al. (1998) proposed that consumers
judge fairness based on what they know about the treatment

of other consumers in similar situations, their own prior expe-
rience, and their perceptions of their own losses. Tax et al.
(1998) concluded that distributive justice is best operationa-
lised in general terms to capture whether the outcome was
deserved, was fair, and met the consumer’s needs. Consumers
may be content with recovery strategies following DCP if they
end up better able to meet their needs, although recovery strat-
egies involving warnings, fines, or penalties are likely to
irritate. However, even in situations where the outcomes are
undesirable, consumers are more likely to be cooperative and
open to a positive future relationship with the service provider
if they perceive the outcome to be deserved and fair and to take
account of their resources. Thus, we propose:

P1: Distributive justice is positively associated with cooperative
participation in service recovery.

Procedural justice refers to the fairness and transparency
of the process used to resolve disputes. Tax et al. (1998)
distinguished five formative factors that underpin the
perceived justice of service recovery including the ease of
access, the opportunity for the consumer to express a view,
the consumer’s degree of control over the outcome of a deci-
sion, flexibility of the process to reflect individual circum-
stances, and the timing and speed of the recovery process.
On the point of consumers having the opportunity to express
their view, Goodwin and Ross (1992) emphasised that it is
only when the opportunity to have one’s say is provided in
the context of a responsive decision maker that it impacts
on perceived fairness and enables the consumer to continue
to respect the organisation. To express one’s views and be
ignored simply contributes to a sense of injustice. The poli-
cies and structures that govern the recovery procedure are
important because the way in which the problem is resolved
can help to restore a workable relationship even if the
outcomes are undesirable (Greenberg, 1990). A fair proce-
dure is particularly important for service recovery following
DCP when the outcomes for consumers may be undesirable,
potentially leading to feelings of vulnerability and alienation
in relation to the service. Therefore, we propose that:

P2: Procedural justice is positively associated with cooperative
participation in service recovery.

Interactional justice refers to the interpersonal exchanges
between the service provider and consumer during service
recovery procedures and the degree to which each party is
treated with dignity and respect. Interactional justice has
considerable impact on consumers’ perceptions of service
recovery (McColl-Kennedy and Sparks, 2003). Indeed, Tax
et al. (1998) revealed that interactional justice was the most
important determinant of trust in the organisation. Trust is
considered to be a precondition for consumer participation
(Lovelock and Young, 1979; Lusch et al., 1992; Mills and
Morris, 1986), indicating that perceived interactional justice
will be an important precursor to consumers’ cooperative
participation in service recovery. Some empirical support
for this proposed relationship is provided by Auh et al.
(2007) who showed that perceived interactional justice
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significantly influences consumer coproduction in the service
delivery context and Funches et al. (2009) who found
interactional injustice to be an important motivator for
retaliatory behaviours. By contrast, in contexts where consu-
mers’ contributions are deficient, consumers may be pleas-
antly surprised by a courteous and empathetic response from
the staff and more positively disposed to collaborating in
the recovery encounter. Thus, we propose the following
research proposition:

P3: Interactional justice is positively associated with cooper-
ative participation in service recovery.

Although scholarship has demonstrated that all three
aspects of justice impact on satisfaction and behavioural
outcomes, Maxham and Netemeyer (2002) showed that
procedural and interactional justice are particularly important
in service contexts, whereas consumers are more focused on
redress where durable goods are concerned. This reflects the
role of service policies, processes, and people as central to
the service offering and emphasises that it is equally as
important to get these right in recovery situations as it is
for service delivery. We anticipate that it will be particularly
important for service recovery following DCP, given that
role readiness, perceived control, and disaffection with the
service are contributory factors in the incidence of DCP.
For instance, if individuals fail to complete the paperwork
necessary for successful service delivery either because
they do not understand what information is required (e.g.,
complex tax returns) or because they are functionally illiter-
ate, a flexible service recovery process allows extra time for
the paperwork to be submitted. In these cases, help from
the service staff or via other agencies is needed to restore
smooth functioning of the service. Imposing penalties would
be an inappropriate response.

Emotional reactions to service recovery following DCP
Several researchers have proposed that emotions are an
important consumer response to service recovery that influ-
ences their behaviour and ultimate satisfaction with the
process (Chebat and Slusarczyk, 2005; Gustaffson, 2009;
McColl-Kennedy et al., 2011; Río-Lanza et al., 2009; Schoefer
and Ennew, 2005). Researchers adopting both cognitive
appraisal theory and affect control theory have advanced
conceptualisations in which emotions are aroused following
consumers’ cognitive evaluations of the fairness of service
recovery. Appraisal theorists maintain that individuals evaluate
events in terms of their goal relevance and goal incongruence
(Lazarus, 1991). Emotions are elicited when people consider
that some aspect of their well-being is at stake and that an event
will facilitate (positive emotions) or thwart (negative emotions)
this stake. Schoefer and Ennew (2005) proposed that justice
evaluations are an element of cognitive appraisal of service
recovery strategies that arouses an emotional response in
consumers. Chebat and Slusarczyk (2005) suggested that emo-
tions are part of an affect control process and serve as a coping
response to perceived injustice. These studies and more recent
research by Río-Lanza et al. (2009) have provided evidence
that each type of perceived justice influences consumers’

negative emotional reactions to service recovery. Research
has demonstrated that service recovery is associated with in-
tense negative emotions but only mild positive emotions
(Schoefer and Ennew, 2005), prompting other researchers to
focus on negative emotions (Río-Lanza et al., 2009). However,
other marketing scholars (DeWitt et al., 2008; Gustaffson,
2009) argued that if service providers handle recovery well,
consumers may experience positive emotions (e.g., pleasure,
happiness) that impact on their attitudes towards the organisa-
tion and their future behaviour. The theoretical underpinnings
of this relationship should also hold true for service recovery
following DCP. Therefore, we propose that:

P4: Perceived distributional, procedural, and interactional
justice are negatively associated with negative emotions.

P5: Perceived distributional, procedural, and interactional
justice are positively associated with positive emotions.

Justice theory holds that emotions play a key role in
conveying justice perceptions to subsequent attitudes and
behaviours (Weiss et al., 1999). Prior research based on this
assumption has found that emotions evoked by service
recovery strategies influence outcomes including satisfaction
with service recovery (Río-Lanza et al., 2009; Schoefer and
Ennew, 2005) and loyalty or exit (Chebat and Slusarczyk,
2005), mediating the effects of justice appraisals. In our
framework, the immediate outcome of appraisal processes
is consumers’ participation in service recovery. In line with
both the justice theory and appraisal theory, we propose that
consumers’ emotions mediate the effects of perceived justice
on consumer participation in service recovery:

P6: Negative emotions are negatively associated with coop-
erative consumer participation in service recovery.

P7: Positive emotions are positively associated with cooper-
ative consumer participation in service recovery.

Consumer participation in service recovery following DCP
When Dong et al. (2008) introduced the notion of customer
participation in service recovery, they were concerned with
the level of consumer involvement in taking action in
response to service failure. In the context of DCP, we are
more interested in the nature of consumer participation and
how people behave in the face of particular service recovery
strategies. When people participate in service recovery
following DCP, they can either cooperate and perform their
expected role to restore smooth functioning of the service
or they can resist the proposed course of action, refusing,
challenging, explaining, and negotiating with the service
provider and even bringing in social support to argue their
case. In many instances, consumers’ contributions to service
recovery encounters incorporate an element of both coopera-
tion and resistance. Therefore, we conceptualise consumer
participation in service recovery as a continuum ranging
from highly cooperative to highly resistant.

Our model indicates that there is a feedback loop from con-
sumer participation in service recovery to service recovery
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strategies. A service recovery encounter is an interactive, adap-
tive process for both parties, and a service provider may revise
the service recovery outcomes, process, or interactions in
response to a consumer’s participation if the consumer resists
either the service provider’s prognosis of the DCP or the repar-
ative course of action that it proposes. Even low-level acts of
resistance such as providing reasons for the behaviour (e.g.,
‘I was unable to pay my bill on time because I was admitted
to hospital’, ‘I didn’t realise that you had to pay for the store’s
catalogue’) can influence the service provider’s decision about
the service recovery strategy that is most appropriate.
However, the adaptation does not always work in the consu-
mer’s favour, and it can result in the organisation taking a
harder line on service recovery, for instance, if a consumer
refuses to settle arrears, the service provider may resort to legal
action to recover debts. Thus,

P8: Resistant consumer participation in service recovery is
positively associated with adaptation of service recovery strat-
egies by service providers.

Outcomes of the service recovery process following DCP
As with other forms of service recovery, service recovery
following DCP will have consequences in terms of consumer
satisfaction and word of mouth (Maxham, 2001; Singh,
1990). In terms of future behaviour, the outcome of the
process affects a consumer’s inclination to continue to
patronise the service provider (Hart et al., 1990) and their
likelihood of future dysfunctional participation (Dong et al.,
2008) and even retaliatory behaviours (Keeffe et al., 2007),
but it also affects their continued access to the service. If
the recovery is unsuccessful from the service provider’s point
of view, the consumer may lose access to the service
provided by a particular provider (e.g., being barred from a
local supermarket) or from a set of providers (e.g., being
added to an industry blacklist). Losing access to a service
can have relatively minor consequences, like causing incon-
venience or increased costs. However, it can also have major
ramifications that influence an individual’s life trajectory, for
instance, when an individual loses his or her home or place at
college. Access to services such as housing, utilities, trans-
port, healthcare, telecommunications, and retailing is vital
for individuals and families in meeting their needs. The liter-
ature on consumer vulnerability has demonstrated that lack
of service access is a key source of disadvantage (Andreasen,
1975; Baker et al., 2005), although there is a lack of research
that examines the implications of losing access to services.
Some organisations have recognised the importance of
these consequences and have contingencies such as hard-
ship funds (e.g., utilities companies) and counselling services
(e.g., educational institutions) to help consumers with
genuine reasons for DCP that they cannot overcome
without support.

For the organisation, there are financial and competitive
consequences for the firm as a result of losing consumers
who could potentially be profitable or as a consequence of
negative word of mouth that impacts other consumers’ propen-
sity to patronise the organisation (Rosenblum et al., 2003; Rust
et al., 2000). There are also reputational risks from negative

word ofmouth about an organisation’s treatment of consumers,
especially if they are considered vulnerable. Organisations are
also subject to policy and regulatory pressures if they are seen
to be acting unfairly. Finally, the process of service recovery
following DCP can have various impacts on employees. It
can be stressful and time consuming for employees to imple-
ment service recovery strategies, which can result in service
disruptions and meet with opposition from consumers.
There is plenty of evidence in the literature of dysfunctional
consumer behaviour that workers often ignore incidences of
misbehaviour to avoid confrontation and administrative
processes involved in dealing with disruptive behaviour
(Harris and Ogbanna, 2010; Reynolds and Harris, 2006). It
can also be demotivating for employees who are involved in
service recovery strategies that they believe to be unfair for
consumers and at odds with their own values.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Theoretical contributions
In this article, we introduce the notion of DCP and conceptu-
alise the process of service recovery following disruption due
to consumers’ behaviour. The concept of DCP integrates
three streams of literature, namely, consumer participation,
dysfunctional consumer behaviour, and consumer vulnera-
bility. This research contributes to the literature on consumer
participation by examining problematic in-role behaviours
and thus counterbalancing the predominance of research in
this area that has focused on optimising largely unproblem-
atic consumer participation (Auh et al., 2007; Eisingerich
and Bell, 2006; 2008; Mittal and Sawhney, 2001). It intro-
duces a novel dimension to the understanding of dysfunc-
tional consumer behaviour, which has previously focused
on more volitional acts of misbehaviour (Fullerton and Punj,
1993; Reynolds and Harris, 2009) and assumes that organisa-
tions can distinguish deviant actions from consumer beha-
viours that are not intentionally ‘bad’ when they seek to
tackle them. Finally, the research demonstrates the relevance
of consumer vulnerability to the service coproduction
paradigm. It adds to previous research into consumption
restrictions (Cornwell and Gabel, 1996; Hill, 1991; Litt
et al., 2005) by showing how service encounters that entail
expectations of consumer role performance and, very often,
power imbalances can create stress for vulnerable consumers
and threaten their continued access to services by which they
meet core needs for themselves and their families.

This research contributes to the service recovery literature
by identifying a range of strategies that organisations adopt
as a means of recovering workable relationships with consu-
mers and conceptualises the process by which service recov-
ery following DCP is realised. It also adds to the neglected
area of consumer participation in service recovery (Dong
et al., 2008).

Implications for practitioners
All types of organisations—commercial, nonprofit, central
and local government—face the challenge of managing DCP.
In more extreme cases of DCP, where consumers intentionally
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and unrelentingly behave in ways that are damaging to the
organisation, there is little hope or desire to maintain a relation-
ship with the consumers concerned. Many other instances of
DCP can be managed, however, and in these cases, consumer
satisfaction should be an objective of service recovery
processes. However, service recovery following DCP may
result in consumer resistance, and the organisation needs to
complement any mechanistic approaches to service recovery
following DCP with an organic approach (Homburg and Fürst,
2005), training staff and giving them the power to make
decisions about the appropriate adaptation of the service
recovery strategy to fit the consumer’s circumstances.

Future research
This article represents the first step inworking towards a frame-
work of service recovery following DCP. It is intended to stim-
ulate discussion and to be the basis for further empirical and
conceptual contributions. The core relationships conceptua-
lised in this article need to be empirically examined to demon-
strate the validity and reliability of the proposed relationships
and to start to build understanding of which elements of justice
and emotional responses are most influential on consumer
participation in service recovery following DCP. Our concep-
tualisation concentrates on the core relationships in the service
recovery process, and there is a need for future scholarship to
identify and empirically test the range of individual and contex-
tual factors that moderate the proposed relationships. Under-
standing of service recovery following DCP would also be
advanced by undertaking research with frontline delivery staff
about their experiences of service recovery processes.
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