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Service problems? Prof. Walsh and his Team at University of Jena (Germany)
have been able to show in a study that customers perceive one and the same
service problem very differently, depending on whether they are affected as
individuals or in a group. Credit: Jan-Peter Kasper/FSU

Customers perceive one and the same service problem very differently,
depending on whether they are affected as individuals or in a group.
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Service failures that affect a group of customers cause them to be more
annoyed with the provider than problems that impact an individual,
according to a recent study of economists at University of Jena
(Germany).

The train is late again, your meal at the restaurant is cold or the breakfast
buffet at the hotel has already been devoured - failures are always
possible in the service sector. But no service provider can afford to
disappoint customers for very long. "For this reason, it is essential for
them to make good their mistake quickly," says Gianfranco Walsh,
Professor of Marketing at Friedrich Schiller University, Jena. However,
whether and how effectively the company succeeds in doing this
depends not only on the mistake that was made. "A key factor is also the
way in which the consumer perceives that mistake."

Prof. Walsh's team has now been able to show in a study that customers
perceive one and the same service problem very differently, depending
on whether they are affected as individuals or in a group. "Service
failures that affect a group of customers cause them to be more annoyed
with the provider than problems that impact an individual," adds Arne
Albrecht, a researcher at the Chair of General Management and
Marketing and lead author of the study. "In addition, after a group
service failure, customers are more likely to talk negatively about the
service provider to people they know, and to complain to the provider."
The researchers recently published their findings in the Journal of
Service Research.

Whose fault is it?

The study's authors, Arne Albrecht, Prof. Walsh and Prof. Sharon Beatty
of the University of Alabama (USA), were initially surprised by this
result. "Looked at objectively, it should not make any difference to the
customer whether the problem affects him or her alone, or also affects
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others. The inconvenience is the same in both cases," says Albrecht. The
researchers see a possible explanation for this fact in the different
mechanisms for apportioning blame for the errors. "In a situation in
which it is not completely clear why a mistake has occurred, customers
use the other people affected as evidence that the provider is to blame
for the mistake," explains Prof. Walsh. If no other customers are
involved, affected customers are more uncertain as to whether they
themselves might not be partly responsible for the problem. However,
the marketing experts stress that the effect on an individual's personal
perception is not the result of an active exchange among the customers.
Instead, it is due to the simple fact that others are present.

The researchers explain this outcome through what is called the
consensus effect. According to this effect, individuals are more likely to
suspect that the causes of an incident lie outside their own sphere of
influence if other people are also affected. As the researchers were able
to show in a second step, this effect can even be observed in situations
where there is clear and objective evidence that the customer is
responsible for the service error, for example by failing to respect
opening times.

The authors suggest that, based on the results of their research, service
companies would be well-advised to pay particular attention to situations
in which group service failures can arise. Prof. Walsh: "Service
providers should be aware of the fact that group service failures can have
particularly negative consequences. There are, however, some measures
that can be taken to eliminate the customer's impression that such a
group service failure has occurred. A sensible move can be to divide up
groups of customers in critical situations, for example by opening
another check-out or speaking to customers individually."

  More information: A. K. Albrecht et al, Perceptions of Group Versus
Individual Service Failures and Their Effects on Customer Outcomes:
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The Role of Attributions and Customer Entitlement, Journal of Service
Research (2016). DOI: 10.1177/1094670516675416
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