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Abstract: Empathy as an influencing factor of consumer behaviour has mostly been analysed from an
empathetic employee’s perspective. Empirical investigations into customer empathy in the context
of failed service interactions are still scarce. This study investigates customer–employee reciprocity
related to a failed service interaction and its meaning as a predictor of electronic-worth-of-mouth
(eWoM)-giving behaviour. The eWoM phenomenon in the context of online purchases is well re-
searched, but the (a) impact of failed service interactions and (b) empathetic customer service agents
still needs to be explored. For this purpose, two situational experiments of customer–employee
interactions (n = 260) were conducted. Both situations depict disgruntled customers who are looking
for help and call the customer support centre after an online purchase. They experience negative
customer–employee interaction. The experiments test (a) the impact of employee and customer
empathy on eWoM-giving behaviour after failed service interactions and (b) the mediating role of
negative emotions. The results show that in service situations, negative emotions fully mediate the
relationship between customer empathy and eWoM-behaviour. In addition, empathetic customers
seem to be more sensitive to a poorly empathetic employee in comparison to non-empathetic cus-
tomers. The research enriches the service understanding of empathy in eWoM research and provides
practical implications for the management of complaint handling, such as how to consider customer
empathy as a complainer’s characteristic to improve the customer service experience, effectiveness,
and efficiency.

Keywords: customer behaviour; customer empathy; emotional intensity; complaint behaviour;
electronic-worth-of-mouth; service failure; failed service interaction; customer service

1. Introduction

The field of purchase behaviour, investigated by numerous scientists, aspires to un-
derstand, customers’ reactions, desires, requirements, and decision-making (Zulkarnain
et al. 2018). Due to an increase in online purchases, the importance of digital reputation
has also increased (Gandini 2020). An attractive digital reputation, which includes digital
evaluations of the company, product, or even the company as a place of work, is a key asset
for success (Gandini 2020). The digital evaluation of a purchase is a marketing instrument,
which can influence the brand image or increase customers’ online purchase intentions
(Siddiqui et al. 2021). An attractive digital reputation includes the appropriate handling
of online customer complaints, because a positive digital reputation creates trust, which
reinforces digital purchases (Gandini 2020).

Companies cannot fully eliminate service failures, at least as long as human interac-
tions are part of the process, but they can minimize and learn how to embrace failures
effectively. Suggested approaches are solving failures fairly and reasonably as well as
considering an opportunity to implement the customers’ feedback to improve services
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or products (Wuenschmann 2007). Giving customers the chance to express their dissatis-
faction and reacting appropriately to service requests can increase customer satisfaction
significantly (Foscht 2011; Wuenschmann 2007). It is unambiguous to reveal the customer’s
motives behind complaint behaviour or recovery behaviour to understand the appropriate
complaint-handling strategy. In the literature, numerous characteristics of the complaint
situation, social demographic characteristics, and personality characteristics of the com-
plainant are already identified as predictors of complaint behaviour (Bodey and Grace 2006;
Phau and Baird 2008; Wuenschmann 2007). In the past, empathy was mainly analysed on
the company’s side (Clark et al. 2013; Markovic et al. 2015; Simon 2013). So far, scientists
have scarcely analysed the perspective of an empathetic customer. Thus, the question
arises, what is the effect of customer empathy on post-purchase behaviour, considering
the negative eWoM-giving intention after failed service interactions? The present study
intends to reveal scientific knowledge and provide insights into complaint behaviour and
the reasonable handling of empathetic customers.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Service Failure and eWoM-Giving Behaviour

Service failures are “service-related mishaps or problems (real and/or perceived)
that occur during a consumer’s experience with a firm” (Maxham 2001, p. 11). This phe-
nomenon of service failure has been a part of the marketing literature for many decades. For
instance, Bitner et al. 1990 structured service failures by dividing service failure into three
groups: (1) service delivery failures, (2) failures related to customer needs and requests,
and (3) failures related to unprompted and unsolicited employee actions (Bitner et al. 1990).
Online purchases provide more possibilities for service failure compared to offline pur-
chases, such as: “credit card security, privacy, on-time delivery, and ease of navigation have
surfaced as critical elements of e-service quality, and the online environment lacks most of
the interactional human elements so vital to the traditional service experience” (Holloway
and Beatty 2003, p. 92). Due to these characteristics, the online-retail environment is more
likely to leave the customer dissatisfied (Holloway and Beatty 2003), and, due to the fast
pace of the online environment, the customer can change the supplier in a few clicks or
complain and turn to a competitor (Shankar et al. 2003). Some dissatisfied online customers
write negative eWoM reviews about their consumer experience. Major motives for eWoM
are a concern for others, self-enhancement, dissonance reduction, advice seeking, and
many more (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004). One main theoretical foundation of eWoM is the
theory of social sharing. Individuals encountering stress attempt to reduce their anxiety
by verbally interacting with others in the same situation to evaluate their emotional state
(Liu et al. 2021). Previous research shows that people tend to talk about the happening
immediately when it was an emotional experience—there is evidence that this happens in
almost every case, for example (Duprez et al. 2015; Rimé 2009; Rimé et al. 2011).

Emotions strongly impact behaviour: “Emotions also give specific directions to be-
haviour. What kind of action is desired depends on the goals related to the emotions”
(Wetzer et al. 2007, p. 664). Therefore, it is important to examine the prevailing emotion
of the complaint situation. Emotions have a complaint-driving or activating effect, which
can occur even unconsciously for the customer. Since empathetic humans are more likely
to perceive these emotions than those who are less empathetic, it is important to take
emotions into account to understand post-purchase behaviour (e.g., Hossain and Rahman
2022; Mano and Oliver 1993; Wetzer et al. 2007). Hence, the study hypothesizes an impact
of the perceived emotional intensity on the eWoM-giving intention:

Hypothesis 1. The customer’s perceived emotional intensity of failed service interaction positively
influences the eWoM-giving intention.

The construct of empathy describes the ability to experience, or at least anticipate,
what others feel (Karlstetter 2017; Zaki 2014). Being empathetic delineates the ability to
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re-feel others’ emotions. Empathy is an extensive multidimensional approach; in general, a
cognitive and emotional dimension of empathy is assumed (Ngo et al. 2020; Wieseke et al.
2012). There is no consistent understanding of whether empathy is a human ability or a
personality trait (Comer and Drollinger 1999; Duan and Hill 1996; Weißhaar and Huber
2016; Wieseke et al. 2012). Empathy is a social construct because of the involved emotions
of the counterpart, which is called shared humanity (Singer 2020). Therefore, empathy
is a substantive characteristic of the relationship competence of individuals (Davis and
Oathout 1987; Ngo et al. 2020) and a “critical component of successful social interactions
[. . . ]” (Hossain and Rahman 2022, p. 4). Furthermore, empathy correlates with altruism,
helping behaviour, and concern about others’ comfort (Batson and Shaw 1991; Ngo et al.
2020). Research results also imply that customer empathy influences customer forgiveness
(Wieseke et al. 2012). This underlines the importance of empathy in the complaint context.
Hence, an influence of customer empathy on negative eWoM-giving intention is proposed:

Hypothesis 2. Customer empathy influences the eWoM-giving intention after failed service
interactions.

2.2. Customer Empathy and Employee Empathy in Service Interaction

Most scientists have focused on the empathetic employee perspective (Clark et al.
2013; Markovic et al. 2015; Bahadur et al. 2018). Prior investigations elucidate that empathy
enhances the communication and interaction between customers and employees (Ngo et al.
2020; Comer and Drollinger 1999). Employee empathy, such as individual attention to the
customer or employee caring for the customer, is a prerequisite for successful and consumer-
satisfying service encounters (for example, Wieseke et al. 2012; Zeithami et al. 1996). In a
complaint situation, a missing empathetic approach of the service agent can diminish the
positive effects of complaint handling. For example, Ngo et al. 2020 analysed customer-
and employee-empathy reciprocity: “[. . . ] customer-oriented behaviour mediates the
relationship between employee empathy and customer satisfaction” (Ngo et al. 2020, p. 5).
Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3. Missing employee empathy negatively influences the customers’ eWoM-giving
intention after failed service interactions.

Ngo et al. (2020) discovered an invoking effect of employee empathy and customer
empathy for customer-oriented behaviour, “such that the positive relationship between em-
ployee empathy and customer-oriented behaviour is stronger when the customer empathy
is also higher” (Ngo et al. 2020, p. 5). The reciprocity influences customer satisfaction in
a way that supportive customer behaviour enhances the likelihood of positive employee
behaviour, which in turn yields customer satisfaction (Ngo et al. 2020). Wieseke et al. (2012)
elucidate that increasing customer satisfaction and employee empathy are strengthened
by customer empathy, explained by the “symbiotic interactions” between customer and
employee.

Due to the symbiotic interaction, a more satisfying service experience can be created,
and the customer relationship can be positively influenced in the long term—“Customer
empathy mitigates the negative effects of customer dissatisfaction on customer loyalty”
(Wieseke et al. 2012, p. 320). Customer empathy can amplify the positive relationship
between employee empathy and customer satisfaction” (Wieseke et al. 2012, p. 324).
Empathetic customers are more sensitive to employees’ displayed emotions than non-
empathetic or low-empathetic customers (Wieseke et al. 2012). This higher sensitivity
enhances customer forgiveness after dissatisfying service encounters (Wieseke et al. 2012).
Therefore, the following hypothesis is postulated:

Hypothesis 4. Customer empathy influences the perception of missing employee empathy during a
failed service interaction.
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Especially empathetic individuals tend to avoid psychological pain (avoid pain theory)
(Zaki 2014). Providing an eWoM review means sharing an experience (e.g., experience
sharing) (Zaki 2013), which is in turn a way to avoid pain because sharing an experience
helps people to feel better and helps them to handle the negative experience (emotional reg-
ulation) (Duprez et al. 2015). Central motives explaining why customers engage in eWoM
include the enjoyment of helping (altruistic component) or a sense of belonging (Cheung
and Lee 2012) as well as protecting others from the same experiences, revenge, harm to
the company or giving advice on the product to others, as investigated by Sundaram et al.
(1998), who conducted one of the most prominent as well as comprehensive eWoM motive
investigations. The altruistic component is a pervasive motive in eWoM. Altruism is a
personality trait with a strong correlation to empathy (Aragon 2016; Zaki 2014). That
emphasizes the connection of eWoM and empathy and suggests that empathy influences
the sharing experience, here in the complaint context.

Negative emotions are an antecedent of overall customer satisfaction (Varela-Neira
et al. 2008). The likelihood of eWoM-giving intention increases with an increase in dis-
satisfaction (Wuenschmann 2007). Jha and Shah (2019) describe eWoM as an emotional
regulation mechanism based on one’s own experience. In general, negativity is more
impactful than positivity (negative bias) (Kanouse 1984). Research has elucidated that
empathy causes a higher emotional response—individuals who score higher on cognitive
empathetic understanding obtain a higher level of emotions (Kaplan and Iacoboni 2006).
Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 5. Customer empathy positively influences the perception of emotional intensity
during failed service interactions.

There is empirical evidence that positive emotions facilitate repeat visiting inten-
tions and recommendations in comparison to negative emotions, which exert complaint
behaviours (Umasuthan et al. 2017; Westbrook and Oliver 1991). The customer’s emo-
tional and cognitive experience of service or product purchases determines the decision-
making process and the behavioural reaction, such as WoM-giving intention or a repurchase
(Decrop 1999; Umasuthan et al. 2017). As explained above, empathy leads to a stronger
perception of emotions. Hence, the emotional intensity of a complaint situation is proposed
to be a mediator of customer empathy on eWoM-giving intention—thus, a mediation effect
of emotional intensity on eWoM-giving intention is proposed:

Hypothesis 6. The customer’s perception of emotional intensity mediates the relationship between
customer empathy and the eWoM-giving intention.

Figure 1 shows the conceptual model proposed in this research. A mediating effect of
emotional intensity on the relationship between customer empathy and the eWoM-giving
intention is assumed. In addition, customer empathy is expected to influence perceived
employee empathy, which in turn influences eWoM-giving intention. Customer empathy
is tested as an interpersonal skill of the customer; all of the other scales are tested in two
experimental complaint situations.
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Figure 1. The proposed research model and hypotheses.
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Figure 1. The proposed research model and hypotheses.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample and Procedures

The study reveals whether there is an impact of customer empathy as a complaint
characteristic regarding the willingness to write negative eWoM reviews in consideration
of the emotional intensity of the customer–employee interaction. For this purpose, an ex-
perimental scenario-based online survey was conducted. The questionnaire was developed
in accordance with the relevant literature and contained one sample with two randomized
scenarios. In the scenarios, a service interaction between a customer and a customer service
agent is described, where a service failure happens. The customer has a problem with the
correct handling of a purchased printer and is looking for help on the company’s support
hotline. The customer calls because he or she has a question regarding handling a printer.
Each scenario starts with the same introduction (ceteris paribus rule). In both scenarios, the
customer agent did not meet the customers’ expectations—the customer was rejected with-
out a kind service experience and a solution. In the first scenario, the customer experiences
a rude and angry employee in a customer service call. The phone employee is unwilling
to solve the customer’s problem. In the second scenario, the employee on the phone is
not rude like in the first situation, but the employee is not helpful or customer-orientated
at all. The second scenario is described as negative and neutral compared to the first
scenario, which is negative and angry. The complete situation description can be found in
Appendix A, Table A1. In Table 1 below, an overview of the presumed emotional intensities
of the scenario is given.

Table 1. Emotional intensities of scenarios and description.

Scenario Emotional State of Employee Emotional Intensity Scenario Description

1 Negative angry Negative Rude and offending
employee

2 Negative neutral Negative Neutral and objective
employee



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 123 6 of 19

A pretest (n = 139) confirmed the variation in emotional intensity in the scenarios: the
angry formulated scenario scored the highest negative emotional intensity. The conducted
pretest also confirmed adequate comprehension (simplicity and translation) and acted as an
instrument against method bias. The pretest was executed before the main data collection.
The scenario-based approach enabled anyone who was willing to put himself or herself
in a complaint situation to participate in the survey. The survey took place at a German
university of applied sciences. Subjects were recruited using a student recruiting platform in
compensation for course credit. Procedural remedies to prevent method bias were applied
to reduce the risks of self-reported studies (Podsakoff et al. 2012). The survey included
an introduction part, where the aims were explained and any difficulties were resolved
in advance; the survey was assumed to be anonymous, and confidentiality and probands
were engaged to facilitate answering spontaneously and without fear of submitting wrong
answers. Participation was voluntary. These remedies motivated the participants to answer
the questionnaire and prevent method biases (Podsakoff et al. 2012). The adequate sample
size of this research objective was evaluated with the software G*Power (Faul et al. 2009).
G*Power calculated a sample size of n = 107 to achieve a statistical power of 0.95. The
collected data sample exceeded this recommended sample size; therefore, the application
for the research objective was sufficient (Bayode and Duarte 2022).

3.2. Measurement Instrument

All constructs were selected from validated scales of the relevant literature. Some
scales were adapted to the study’s specific context, with minor modifications, which had
been proved with a broad qualitative pretest. All used scales and constructs with the
corresponding item text and Cronbach-alpha values are depicted in Table 2. The answer
scale for all constructs was a seven-point Likert-type scale. Some answer scales were
originally developed based on different scales but were adopted for this specific study to
simplify the probands’ understanding and convenience.

The core measurement of empathy was based on the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire
(TEQ) (Spreng et al. 2009), which is valid, reliable and widespread in empathy research
(Lima and Osório 2021; Spreng et al. 2009). The original TEQ version (Spreng et al. 2009) con-
sists of 16 items. In this study, the validated and shortened version of TEQ (Totan et al. 2012)
was used, because it only consists of 13 items and, like the long version, has appropriate
validity and reliability (Totan et al. 2012).

Employee empathy was measured by an established scale (Parasuraman et al. 1994),
which was validated and adapted from Markovic et al. (2015), who shortened the scale to
four items. In this measurement, employee empathy was assessed by customers’ percep-
tions of employee empathy. The scales had high reliability (0.91).

The measurement of eWoM-giving intention was adapted from a well-established
scale in marketing research (e.g., Leung et al. 2015). The original version of the eWoM
scale was based on Chiang and Jang (2007). However, Leung et al. (2015) derived a shorter
version for eWoM measurement, consisting of three items that measure the customer’s
intention of eWoM.

The measurement of emotional intensity was based on the method of Wetzer et al. (2007),
which measures the emotions felt after a negative consumer experience. López-López et al.
(2014) firstly adapted the scale to measure positive and negative emotions separately as
two opposite valences of emotions, as it is broad knowledge in the research of emotions
(Umasuthan et al. 2017). Using this two-dimensional framework, positive emotions versus
negative emotions is an approved evaluation of emotional service experiences to obtain
insights into customers’ overall experiences and their influence on behavioural intention
(López-López et al. 2014; Umasuthan et al. 2017). In addition to the prior described
scales, demographic and socio-economic variables were parts of the survey, such as age,
gender, country, and income. Income is a typical status variable, like education and
occupation (Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik 2016). In the absence of a translated German version,
the following scales were translated from English into German with the back-translation



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 123 7 of 19

approach originally based on Brislin (1970): eWoM, emotional intensity, employee empathy,
and customer empathy. The former back-translation method of Brislin (1970) was extended
to the recommendations of Jones et al. (2001), who adapted Brislin’s methods to a more
efficient and valid approach. Table 2 presents the described constructs with the item text
and the authors’ Cronbach reliability; furthermore, reverse coded item texts are marked
with (-).

Table 2. Used scales and constructs with original Cronbach-alpha values.

Construct and Item Text CR

eWoM-giving intention adapted to the specific situation from Leung et al. (2015)

0.97–0.98
1: My willingness of writing a review about this consumer experience is very high.
2: The probability that I would consider writing a review about this consumer experience is very high.
3: The likelihood of writing a review about this consumer experience to others is very high.

Negative and Positive Emotional Intensity (López-López et al. 2014) adapted from Wetzer et al. (2007)
1: Anger 9: Enjoyment

0.95–0.96

2: Sadness 10: Pleasantness
3: Irritation 11: Euphoria
4: Disappointment 12: Fun
5: Frustration 13: Entertainment
6: Resentment 14: Happiness
7: Indignation 15: Enthusiasm
8: Disgust 16: Fascination

Customer Empathy (Spreng et al. 2009; Totan et al. 2012)
2: Other people’s misfortunes do not disturb me a great deal (-).

0.79–0.85

3: It upsets me to see someone being treated disrespectfully.
4: I remain unaffected when someone close to me is happy (-).
5: I enjoy making other people feel better.
7: When a friend starts to talk about his\her problems, I try to steer the conversation towards something else (-).
8: I can tell when others are sad even when they do not say anything.
10: I do not feel sympathy for people who cause their own serious illnesses (-).
11: I become irritated when someone cries (-).
12: I am not really interested in how other people feel (-).
13: I get a strong urge to help when I see someone who is upset.
14: When I see someone being treated unfairly, I do not feel very much pity for them (-).
15: I find it silly for people to cry out of happiness (-).
16: When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards him\her.

Employee Empathy (Markovic et al. 2015; Parasuraman et al. 1994)
The brand employees give customers individual attention.

0.91
The brand employees deal with customers in a caring fashion.
The brand employees have the customer’s best interest at heart.
The brand employees understand the needs of their customers.

Notes. CR = Cronbach reliability, (-) = reverse-coded items.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Overall data from 40 participants were removed because they disagreed with the
scientific use of their data, or they were distracted while answering the questionnaire
(“Were you distracted while answering the questions?”). Further cases were erased because
there were too many missing values in their data sets. The demographic profile of the
probands is depicted in the table below. After data reduction, a dataset of n = 260 remained
for analysis. Table 3 presents the demographic profile of the respondents.
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Table 3. Demographic profile of respondents (n = 260).

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 1 Scenario 2

Negative Angry Negative Neutral Negative Angry Negative Neutral

Description n = 129 n = 131 Description n = 129 n = 131

Male 28 30 Income group in €

Female 99 101 250–500 0 4
Others 2 0 501–1.000 10 5
Total 129 131 1.001–1.500 25 24

Age (Mean) 27.06 26.94 1.501–2.000 26 29
Occupation 2.001–3.000 52 48

Student 28 26 3.001–4.000 12 14
Employee 93 93 4.001–5.000 2 3

Civil servant 2 4 ≥5.001 0 2
Self-employed 3 2 no answer 2 2
Seeking work 0 1

Others 3 5

Table 4 shows an overview of Cronbach-alpha values, the number of scale items,
and mean values. Cronbach-alpha values were analysed for reliability analysis and yield,
finding that the internal consistency of the study was satisfactory. The scales were found to
be reliable in both scenarios; Cronbach-alpha values were in the range between 0.62 and
0.93, which indicated predominantly sufficient reliability. The emotional intensity scale
(negative and positive continuum variable) was on a non-acceptable level (α = 0.62–0.67);
therefore, this scale was excluded from following analysis. The mean value of the emotional
intensity in scenario 1 (negative angry) was higher compared to that in scenario 2 (negative
neutral). In addition, scenario 1 was characterized by decreasing employee empathy
(negative angry) and increasing eWoM-giving intention compared to scenario 2 (negative
neutral). The customer’s empathy was on an equal level because customer empathy was
measured as a general interpersonal skill, with no dependence on the scenario.

Table 4. Scale, number of items, Cronbach-alpha, mean and standard deviation.

Scale No.
Items

CR M SD

S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2

Customer Empathy (TEQ) 13 0.78 0.79 5.82 5.88 0.60 0.64
Employee Empathy 4 0.85 0.92 1.35 2.87 0.63 1.36
Emotional Intensity (Scenario) 16 0.62 0.67 3.34 3.09 0.51 0.57

Negative Emotional Intensity 8 0.77 0.81 5.24 4.59 0.97 1.08
Positive Emotional Intensity 8 0.81 0.84 1.44 1.59 0.64 0.72

eWoM-giving Intention 3 0.88 0.93 5.37 4.28 1.56 1.82

Notes. CR = Cronbach-alpha Reliability, M = Mean, S1 = Scenario 1, S2 = Scenario 2, SD = Standard Deviation.

Before testing the hypotheses, Pearson’s correlation coefficients were monitored
(Table 5). The results indicate that there was a correlation between customers’ percep-
tions of negative emotions and eWoM-giving-intention (S1: r = 0.39, p < 0.001 and S2:
r = 0.35, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of negative emotions are related to higher
eWoM-giving intention. The results also indicate that there was a positive correlation
between customer empathy and customers’ perceptions of negative emotions (S1: r = 0.24,
p < 0.01, S2: r = 0.31, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of customer empathy are related
to stronger levels of negative emotional intensity. Customer empathy and eWoM-giving
intention were also significantly related in scenario 2 (negative neutral) (r = 0.25, p < 0.01),
and a negative correlation was observed between customer empathy and employee empa-
thy in scenario 1 (r = −0.39, p < 0.001). As the correlation was negative, higher levels of
customer empathy corresponded with lower levels of perceived employee empathy.
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Table 5. Correlation table of two scenarios.

Customer Empathy Negative Emotions Employee Empathy eWoM

S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2

Customer
Empathy

S1 0.24 ** −0.39 *** 0.03
S2 0.31 *** −0.10 0.25 **

Negative
Emotions

S1 −0.26 ** 0.39 ***
S2 −0.27 ** 0.35 ***

Employee
Empathy

S1 −0.23 **
S2 −0.19 *

eWoM
S1
S2

Notes. Indicators of the significance level: *** indicates p < 0.001, ** indicates 0.001 ≤ p < 0.01, and * indicates
0.01 ≤ p < 0.05. Scenario 1 negative angry = S1 and scenario 2 negative neutral = S2.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

Regression analysis was used to test if negative emotional intensity significantly
predicted the eWoM-giving-intention (Table 6). The results of the regression analysis of
scenario 1 (negative angry) indicated that this predictor explained 15.5% of the variance
(R2 = 0.16, F [1,127] = 23.33, p < 0.01). It was found that the emotional intensity significantly
predicted the negative eWoM-giving-intention (β = 0.63, p < 0.001), as proposed by Hypoth-
esis 2. The R2 for the overall model was 0.16 (adjusted R2 = 0.15), indicative of a moderate
goodness-of-fit according to Cohen (1988). The results of the regression analysis of scenario
2 (negative neutral) indicated that this predictor explained 12.6% of the variance (R2 = 0.13,
F [1,129] = 18.53, p < 0.01). It was found that the emotional intensity significantly predicted
the eWoM-giving-intention (β = 0.59, p < 0.001). The R2 for the overall model was 0.13 (ad-
justed R2 = 0.12), indicative of a moderate goodness-of-fit according to Cohen (1988). These
results support the first alternative hypothesis that the customer’s perceived emotional
intensity positively influences the eWoM-giving intention.

Table 6. Regression analysis of scenarios 1 and 2 for dependent variable, eWoM-giving intention.

95.0% CI

Predictor B SE β t p LL UL

(Constant) 2.05 0.70 2.94 0.004 0.67 3.43
Negative Emotional Intensity (S1) 0.63 0.13 0.39 4.83 0.000 0.37 0.89

(Constant) 1.56 0.65 2.39 0.018 0.27 2.84
Negative Emotional Intensity (S2) 0.59 0.14 0.35 4.31 0.000 0.32 0.87

Notes. S1: n = 129; R2 = 0.16; R2 adjusted = 0.15; F (1,127) = 23.33 p < 0.01. S2: n = 131; R2 = 0.126; R2 adjusted =
0.12; F (1,129) = 18.53 p < 0.001. LL and UL indicate the lower and upper limits of confidence interval (CI).

Simple regression was used to predict the eWoM-giving-intention based on customer
empathy, as proposed by Hypothesis 1 (Table 7). In scenario 1 (negative angry), customer
empathy did not explain a significant amount of the variance in negative eWoM-giving
intention (F (1,127) = 0.09 p = 0.76, R2 = 0.00, R2

adjusted = −0.01). In scenario 2 (negative
neutral): customer empathy explained a significant amount of the variance in eWoM-
giving intention (F (1,129) = 8.56 p = 0.004, R2 = 0.06, R2

adjusted = 0.06). R2 was indicative
of a low goodness-of-fit according to Cohen (1988). These results support the second
hypothesis, namely, that customer empathy influenced the eWoM-giving intention in
scenario 2 (negative neutral).
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Table 7. Regression analysis of scenarios 1 and 2 for dependent variable, eWoM-giving intention.

95.0% CI

Predictor B SE β t p LL UL

(Constant) 4.97 1.34 3.70 0.000 2.31 7.62
Customer Empathy (S1) 0.07 0.23 0.03 0.30 0.764 −0.39 0.52

(Constant) 0.11 1.44 0.07 0.942 −2.73 2.94
Customer Empathy (S2) 0.71 0.24 0.25 2.93 0.004 0.23 1.19

Notes: S1: n = 129; R2 = 0.00; R2 adjusted = 0.01; F (1,127) = 0.09 p = 0.76. S2: n = 131; R2 = 0.06; R2 adjusted = 0.06;
F (1,129) = 8.56 p < 0.004. LL and UL indicate the lower and upper limits of confidence interval (CI).

To test the third hypothesis, namely, that missing employee empathy influences the
customers’ eWoM-giving intention, another regression analysis was performed (Table 8).
For scenario 1 (negative angry), the predictor explained 5.3% of the variance (R2 = 0.05,
F [1,127] = 7.12, p = 0.009). It was found that employee empathy significantly predicted
the customers’ eWoM-giving-intention (β = −0.57, p = 0.009). The R2 for the overall
model was 0.05 (adjusted R2 = 0.05), indicative of a low goodness-of-fit according to
Cohen (1988). For scenario 2 (negative neutral), the predictor explained 3.6% of the variance
(R2 = 0.04, F [1,129] = 4.87, p = 0.029). It was found that employee empathy significantly
predicted the customers’ negative eWoM-giving-intention (β = −0.25, p = 0.029). The R2

for the overall model was 0.04 (adjusted R2 = 0.03), indicative of a low goodness-of-fit
according to Cohen (1988). These results support the third alternative hypothesis, i.e., that
missing employee empathy negatively influences the customers’ eWoM-giving intention in
a complaint situation.

Table 8. Regression analysis of scenarios 1 and 2 for dependent variable, eWoM-giving intention.

95.0% CI

Predictor B SE β t p LL UL

(Constant) 6.13 0.32 19.39 0.000 5.51 6.76
Employee Empathy (S1) −0.57 0.21 −0.23 −2.67 0.009 −0.99 −0.147

(Constant) 5.01 0.37 13.70 0.000 4.28 5.73
Employee Empathy (S2) −0.25 0.12 −0.19 −2.21 0.029 −0.48 −0.03

Notes. S1: n = 129; R2 = 0.05; R2 adjusted = 0.05; F (1,127) = 7.12 p = 0.009. S2: n = 131; R2 = 0.04; R2 adjusted =
0.03; F (1,129) = 4.87 p = 0.029. LL and UL indicate the lower and upper limits of confidence interval (CI).

Simple regression was used to predict the perception of missing employee empathy
due to customer empathy, as proposed by Hypothesis 4 (Table 9). In scenario 1 (negative
angry), customer empathy explained a significant amount of the variance in employee
empathy (F (1,127) = 23.03 p < 0.001, R2 = 0.15, R2 adjusted = 0.15). The regression coefficient
(β = −0.41, p < 0.001) indicated that an increase in customer empathy corresponded, on
average, with a decrease in perception of employee empathy, by −0.44 points. The R2 for
the overall model was 0.15 (adjusted R2 = 0.15), indicative of a moderate goodness-of-fit
according to Cohen (1988). This result was only found in scenario 1 (negative angry).
In scenario 2 (negative neutral), a different effect was found: customer empathy did not
explain a significant amount of the variance in employee empathy (F (1,129) = 1.41 p = 0.238,
R2 = 0.01, R2 adjusted = 0.00). These results only support the fourth hypothesis, namely,
that customer empathy influences the customer’s perception of missing employee empathy
in scenario 1 (negative angry).
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Table 9. Regression analysis of scenarios 1 and 2 for dependent variable, employee empathy.

95.0% CI

Predictor B SE β t p LL UL

(Constant) 3.74 0.50 7.46 0.000 2.75 4.73
Customer Empathy (S1) −0.41 0.09 −0.39 −4.80 0.000 −0.58 −0.24

(Constant) 4.17 1.11 3.77 0.000 1.98 6.36
Customer Empathy (S2) −0.22 0.19 −0.10 −1.19 0.238 −0.59 0.15

Notes. S1: n = 129; R2 = 0.15; R2 adjusted = 0.15; F (1,127) = 23.03 p < 0.001. S2: n = 131; R2= 0.11; R2 adjusted =
0.03; F (1,129) = 1.41 p < 0.238. LL and UL indicate the lower and upper limits of confidence interval (CI).

The regression analysis of scenario 1 (negative angry) indicated that the predictor
customer empathy explained 5.6% of the variance (R2 = 0.06, F (1,127) = 7.49, p = 0.007)
of the perception of emotional intensities (Table 10). It was found that customer empathy
significantly predicted the perception of emotional intensity (β = 0.38, p = 0.007). The R2

for the overall model was 0.06 (adjusted R2 = 0.05), indicative of a low goodness-of-fit
according to Cohen (1988). The regression analysis results for scenario 2 (negative neutral)
indicated that this predictor explained 9.5% of the variance (R2 = 0.10, F (1,129) = 13.60,
p < 0.01). It was found that customer empathy significantly predicted the perception of
emotional intensity (β = 0.53, p < 0.001). The R2 for the overall model was 0.10 (adjusted
R2 = 0.09), indicative of a low to moderate goodness-of-fit according to Cohen (1988). These
results support the fifth alternative hypothesis: Customer empathy positively influences
the customer’s perception of the emotional intensity during failed service interactions.

Table 10. Regression analysis of scenarios 1 and 2 for dependent variable, negative emotional
intensity.

95.0% CI

Predictor B SE β t p LL UL

(Constant) 3.03 0.81 3.73 0.000 1.42 4.64
Customer Empathy (S1) 0.38 0.14 0.24 2.74 0.007 0.11 0.65

(Constant) 1.50 0.84 1.78 0.077 −0.16 3.17
Customer Empathy (S2) 0.53 0.14 0.31 3.69 0.000 0.24 0.81

Notes. S1: n = 129; R2 = 0.06; R2 adjusted = 0.05; F (1,127) = 7.49 p = 0.007. S2: n = 131; R2 = 0.10; R2 adjusted =
0.09; F (1,129) = 13.60 p < 0.01. LL and UL indicate the lower and upper limits of confidence interval (CI).

Mediation analyses were performed using the SPSS PROCESS Macro of Hayes model 4
(Hayes 2022). It uses ordinary least-squares regression and yields non-standard path
coefficients for total, direct, and indirect effects. The mediation analyses bootstrapped with
5000 samples and heteroscedasticity-consistent inference standard errors were conducted to
yield the confidence intervals and inferential statistics. An effect was adopted as significant
when the confidence interval (95.0% CI) did not include zero. Before starting the mediation
analysis, a multicollinearity test was performed, and a variance inflation factor < 1.2 was
obtained, indicating no multicollinearity in the data (Daoud 2018).

A first mediation analysis of scenario 1 (negative angry) was performed to analyse
whether customer empathy predicted eWoM-giving intention and whether the direct path
would be mediated by emotional intensity. No total effect of customer empathy on eWoM-
giving intention was observed (B = 0.07; 95% CI = (−0.58, 0.72); p = 0.84), nor was a direct
effect of customer empathy on eWoM-giving intention observed (B = −0.18; CI = (−0.69,
0.33); p = 0.483). After entering the mediator emotional intensity into the model, customer
empathy predicted this mediator significantly (B = 0.38, p = 0.047), which in turn predicted
eWoM-giving intention significantly (B = 0.63, p < 0.001). Therefore, it was found that the
relationship between customer empathy and eWoM-giving intention is fully mediated by
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negative emotional intensity (indirect effect = 0.25, 95% CI [0.00, 0.56]). Figure 2 depicts the
research model of scenario 1 (negative angry) supported by the results.
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Figure 2. Research model of scenario 1 (negative angry). Indicators of the significance level:
*** indicates p < 0.001, and * indicates 0.01 ≤ p < 0.05.

Outdated literature (Baron and Kenny 1986), described a total effect as an obligatory
requirement for mediation analysis, but in current research, it is no longer a requirement,
and research even reports that a total effect might lead to wrong conclusions (Rucker et al.
2011; Zhao et al. 2010). The current literature argues that this is the most important criterion
for conducting mediation analysis, regardless of other requirements, because the pure effect
of mediation is described by the indirect effect (Rucker et al. 2011; Zhao et al. 2010).

A second mediation analysis of scenario 2 (negative neutral) was performed to analyse
whether customer empathy predicts eWoM-giving intention and whether the direct path
would be mediated by emotional intensity. A total effect of customer empathy on eWoM-
giving intention was observed (B = 0.71; 95% CI = (0.31, 1.11); p = 0.001), but no direct
effect was observed from customer empathy on eWoM-giving intention (B = 0.44; 95% CI
= (−0.02, 0.90); p = 0.06). After entering the mediator emotional intensity into the model,
customer empathy predicted this mediator significantly (B = 0.53, p = 0.005), which in turn
predicted eWoM-giving intention significantly (B = 0.59, p = 0.000). It was found that the
relationship between customer empathy and eWoM-giving intention is fully mediated by
the negative emotional intensity (indirect effect = 0.27, 95% CI [0.06, 0.57]). Figure 3 depicts
the research model of scenario 2 (negative neutral) supported by the result.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions
5.1. Main Findings

Hereinafter, a recapitulation of scenarios is given to contextualise the finding in the
scenarios. Both scenarios contained the same setting—the customer has a problem with the
correct handling of a purchased printer and is looking for help on the company support
hotline. In the first scenario, the customer experiences a rude and angry employee in a
customer service call. The phone employee is unwilling to solve the customer’s problem.
In the second scenario, the employee on the phone is not rude like in the first situation, but
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the employee is not helpful or customer-orientated at all. The first scenario is described
as negative and angry compared to the second scenario, which is negative and neutral.
Table 11 provides an overview of the hypotheses testing and depicts the results. Not every
hypothesis is supported in both scenarios; therefore, the supported scenarios are marked
with “x”.

Table 11. Results of Hypotheses Testing.

Hypotheses Hypotheses Testing

S1 S2

H1: The customer’s perceived emotional intensity of failed service
interaction positively influences the eWoM-giving intention. x x

H2: Customer empathy influences the eWoM-giving intention after
failed service interactions. x

H3: Missing employee empathy negatively influences the customers’
eWoM-giving intention after failed service interactions. x x

H4: Customer empathy influences the perception of missing employee
empathy during a failed service interaction. x

H5: Customer empathy positively influences the perception of
emotional intensity during failed service interactions. x x

H6: The customer’s perception of emotional intensity mediates the
relationship between customer empathy and the eWoM-giving
intention.

x x

Notes. S1 = Scenario 1 (negative angry) and S2 = Scenario 2 (negative neutral); the “x” indicates the supported
hypothesis.

In scenario 1, the study revealed no influence of customer empathy on eWoM
(Hypothesis 2). Only scenario 2 (negative neutral) demonstrated that customer empa-
thy is a predictor of the customer’s eWoM-giving intention. Hence, the different sets of
scenarios influenced the effect of customer empathy on eWoM-giving behaviour. This
influence can be explained by Hypothesis 1, which indicates the impact of emotional in-
tensity on eWoM-giving intention (supported in both scenarios). The more negative the
emotion, the more likely the customer is to write an eWoM review. These two hypotheses
in combination advocate performing the mediation analysis (Hypothesis 6): The mediation
analysis reveals a complete mediation in both scenarios; therefore, the effect of customer
empathy on eWoM is completely mediated by negative emotional intensity.

Another key result of the study is the influence of customer empathy on the perception
of emotional intensity, which means a higher tendency toward empathy evinces a more
sensitive perception of emotional intensity (Hypothesis 5). Both scenarios revealed that
customer empathy positively influences the perceived emotional intensity of the complaint
situation. Subsequently, empathetic customers perceive the negative emotional intensity
more strongly. This effect, again, influences the eWoM-giving intention positively. There-
fore, the likelihood of giving an eWoM review depends on the current emotions of the
complaint situation. The more negative the emotions, the higher the likelihood of writing
an eWoM review. Similar effects were found in both scenarios, even though the negative
emotional intensity of scenario 2 (negative neutral) was weaker compared to that of the
first scenario (mean value 5.24 versus 4.59). These findings confirm the existing research
of Wetzer et al. (2007), where specific emotions as motivation for negative eWoM were
investigated. Wetzer et al. (2007) identified that different emotions yield different motives
for eWoM, but in general, they provide evidence that negative emotions predict negative
eWoM behaviour.

In the first scenario, customer empathy influenced the customers’ perception of em-
ployee empathy (Hypothesis 4). However, in the context of scenario 1, there was a weak
empathetic employee approach. In consequence, the negative relationship can be explained
as follows: an empathetic customer does notice missing employee empathy in comparison
to a non-empathetic customer. The recognized reciprocity of empathy between employee
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and customer, which was found in scenario 1 (negative angry), concurs with the results
of Ngo et al. (2020). In addition, the perceived employee empathy in scenario 1 (negative
angry) was lower compared to that in scenario 2 (negative neutral); therefore, the employee
seemed less empathetic in scenario 1. In scenario 2 (negative neutral), this effect was not
found—subsequently, there was no influence of customer empathy on the perception of
employee empathy in scenario 2 (negative neutral). This missing effect could be caused
by the lower emotional intensity of the complaint situation in scenario 2; therefore, the
customer was not as emotional as in the first scenario. However, even if customer empathy
did not influence the perception of employee empathy in scenario 2 (negative neutral), em-
ployee empathy, in turn, influenced the eWoM-giving intention (Hypothesis 3). An impact
of employee empathy on customers’ eWoM-giving intention was found in both scenarios.
These results of employee empathy as an influencing factor of consumer behaviour are
related to the research findings of Umasuthan et al. (2017) and Simon (2013). Simon (2013)
analysed how empathy can increase transactional satisfaction, trust, commitment, and the
customer’s repurchase intention. The influence of employee empathy on the customer’s
eWoM-giving behaviour, which is supported by underlying research, derives from these
results and establishes a fundament aspect of complaint research.

5.2. Theoretical Contributions and Implications for Management

This article focused on customer behaviour in complaint situations after a failed
employee–customer service interaction. Previous research mainly focused on the eWoM
after a product purchase. The approach in this article broadens the scope of research by
adding a new perspective to eWoM research. Furthermore, previous complaint research
often focused on employee empathy, while the perspective of customer empathy was
underrepresented. Few research studies exist on this reciprocity-based approach to both
perspectives (Ngo et al. 2020). The mediating effect of emotions in the relationship between
customer empathy and eWoM is a novelty, especially in the context of failed service interac-
tions. The focus on a missing empathetic employee approach reveals a new perspective.
Previous research mainly focused on empathetic approaches and not on missing empa-
thetic approaches. This new combined approach of missing employee empathy enriches
complaint research and provides novel perspectives on failed service interactions. The
theoretical contribution of this work is the validation of customer empathy as a part of
eWoM-giving behaviour after negative service interactions. Customer empathy is revealed
as an additional predictor of eWoM in the context of failed service interactions. The study
extends the current literature by revealing the indirect effect of customer empathy on the
eWoM-giving intention, mediated by negative emotional intensity. Hence, among con-
sumer characteristics that reinforce eWoM-giving behaviour, customer empathy seems to be
one more influential factor for eWoM. The research contribution consists of a more detailed
and deeper understanding of consumer behaviour and elicits an additional understanding
of which customer service skills influence the eWoM-giving intention.

In addition, the results of this study can be used for future analysis of post-purchase
behaviour considering the effect of self-assessments versus external assessments of empathy
and emotional intensity to build a benchmark of the described effect.

Emotional intensity as an influence on complaint behaviour is also a key element in
the context of empathy and service interactions supported by this study. Numerous studies
reveal the importance of emotions in complaint research (Hossain and Rahman 2022; Mano
and Oliver 1993; Wetzer et al. 2007). This study extends the emotional complaint research
by identifying negative emotional intensity as an eWoM predictor after service interactions.

Processual, administrative, and customer satisfaction-oriented implications for man-
agement can be derived from the current research: The study evidenced how important the
emotional intensity of the service failure situation is for the eWoM-giving intention. This
shows companies clear possibilities for exerting influence, which means that the situation
in which the failure occurs should be as unemotional as possible, or should not evoke
any additional negative emotions for the customer. Therefore, service employees need to
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be trained in the best possible way to remain professionally calm and handle customers’
emotions, even in critical situations (Shooshtari et al. 2012). Companies that gain a deeper
understanding of pre- and post-purchase behaviour will be empowered to tailor their
customer service to a customer-centric, proactive approach to differentiate their products
and services from those of their competitors. It is important to understand how customers’
emotions and customer characteristics influence their negative eWoM behaviour. Due to
these insights, the customer-service employee can be trained to act or actually be more
empathetic in a specific service failure situation. It is expedient to customize complaint
management—each customer has a different expectation of an appropriate complaint re-
sponse. A standard response procedure is not evaluated as customer-oriented and does not
provide the desired customer satisfaction. A customized recovery process helps companies
to decide how high investments in complaint management should be, for example, how
high financial compensation or financial goodwill should be. A customer who is more
likely to provide a negative eWoM review should receive more extensive financial goodwill
in the first place.

Through customer analysis, companies can route customers’ inquiries to the employee
with the most appropriate skill set according to the specific customer needs. That means an
emotional customer will only be routed to an employee with high empathy scores. This
leads to an increase in complaint satisfaction in an efficient way. Employees with high
empathy scores are not wasting internal resources on customer interaction, which should be
unemotional standard inquiries that can be solved without advanced emotional skills. It is
suggested to route less empathetic customers to artificial intelligence technology solutions
in customer service (such as chatbots) instead of highly empathetic customers, who should
be prioritised for routing to an empathetic and personal employee. These empathetic skill
sets of employees are inevitable for human resources departments, especially recruitment
teams, since they need to look into the characteristics and skill sets of potential applicants to
match these with the job requirements. When empathetic employees leave companies, they
need to be replaced by successors with similar characteristics, in accordance with the current
business requirements. In addition, if employees are deployed according to their strengths
and preferences and predominantly interact with customers in complex interactions, this
could also increase job satisfaction, which can be another economic advantage in the current
labour market.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

A limitation of the study is the non-representative study design. Due to economic
reasons, this setting was used; therefore, future research could conduct a representative
approach, hence the risk of missing representativeness is removed, and further research
could investigate whether these effects also exist in real complaint situations and in broader
sample sizes. The results of this study are limited given the used scenarios. Accordingly,
the scope can be extended. The study was limited to service failure interactions in the
eCommerce market. Prior research has found similar effects in the tourism sector or retail
(Hossain and Rahman 2022; Ngo et al. 2020; Umasuthan et al. 2017).

The sample was based on an unbalanced gender representation; more than 75% of
participants were female, which could have led to biases since women are, in general, more
empathetic than men (Toussaint and Webb 2005). In addition, the sample’s average age
was relatively young (27 years), which could reveal biases because of existing empathy
differences attributable to age (Wieck 2015). Therefore, representations of the population
need to avoid these unbalanced gender and age relationships. Even though it is, in general,
gender-neutral if someone can easily put themself in the position of someone else, gender
differences can be critical regarding empathy tendencies because, as some scientific studies
have shown, women tend to be more empathetic than men, which could impact the
underlying results. Future research needs to ensure a balanced relationship between the
gender and age of study participants.
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The measurement of empathy was based on a self-reported approach. Further research
could test customer empathy with a different assessment, for example, with an objective
assessment by other people.

This research identified customer empathy as an indicator of eWoM-giving intentions
and provided findings that strengthen the meaning of empathy in post-purchase behaviour
research. The findings need to be studied in further research. In order to fully elucidate
human behaviour, it is recommended to develop supplementary qualitative research. In this
study, the phenomenon of eWoM was the main focus, but there are numerous phenomena in
post-purchase consumer behaviour where empathy seems to be impacted. Future research
could investigate the relationship between customer empathy, complaint recovery and
customer forgiveness in the context of failed service interactions.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Overview of the Scenarios.

Text of Scenarios

Introduction
passage of scenarios

You purchased a new printer and already used basic functions for several months. Before the
purchase you spent several weeks researching, comparing prices and functions, and finally decided
on a printer from a leading manufacturer. Although the printer was a little more expensive, you were
convinced that you purchased a high-quality product—also because there was always talk of
excellent customer service during the selection process. You already experienced this personally, as
you used other products from the manufacturer. However, since the last time you used the printer, it
no longer works properly, which you cannot explain. You, therefore, pick up the phone to ask for
support from customer service.

Scenario 1
Negative and angry

You describe your situation and expect a competent solution to your problem. The customer service
employee seems very annoyed right from the start. He is unfriendly and snippy in his language, for
example, he says “what do I know what you’ve done to your printer?”. Instead of providing help, he
refers to the “idiot-proof” manual, which “should even help you”. After some back and forth, the
customer service employee recommends that you visit a local copy shop and then hangs up. At the
last moment, you hear a rude “idiot”. Your problem is not solved—instead, you wasted a lot of time
being treated rudely!

Scenario 2
Negative and neutral

You describe your situation and expect a competent solution to your problem. The customer service
employee puts you on hold to find out about possible solutions. After some time on hold, he gets
back to you but does not have a solution to your problem. The customer service employee tells you
to read the instructions again. Finally, you say goodbye, and the phone call is ended without an
answer or solution to your problem. For the very high price, you would have hoped for more.
Unfortunately, you are not satisfied with the printer you bought and the customer service. Your
problem has not been solved!
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